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          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      The Eastern elfs were arriving that night but Thomas Rymour didn’t care. The castle had been abuzz, with everyone from maids to cooks to visiting dignitaries gossiping about the reason for the visit. The Privy Council had been no different. Tom had sat through countless hours while rich men extolled their theory and used it to push their own agenda. And when Duke Regent had heard them all, he would ask Tom what he thought.

      It was moments like that when Tom wished he could tell lies.

      But at the moment he had peace. He was sat in Cairnagan’s barest and least popular tower garden, where the plants wilted and the view was poor and he could relax with a bottle of mead and a friend. Of sorts.

      “You should really go downstairs, Tom.” Glastyn stood at the wall, watching the sunset. Glastyn was tall, beautiful, with dark flowing locks and a charm that never slept. Only his long, pointed ears suggested he wasn’t human. “It will be diverting.”

      Tom sipped his mead. Duke Regent had tasked his vintners with reproducing a hundred year old recipe to make Tom feel at home. It was a noble gesture and Tom was grateful for it. But the drink wasn’t quite right. It served only to remind Tom he was far from home. But he drank it anyway. It was better than the sickly sweet wines the court favoured. “Diverting for who?”

      “Whom.” Glastyn grinned.

      Tom ignored him. “If you want to chase daughters and wives, I’m not stopping you.”

      “But you are our only friend here.” A reminder that the reverse was true as well. “Come, there hasn’t been anything so exciting since we arrived. A feast! It will be almost like Faerie.”

      Tom shook his head. “Since you arrived.” Tom had been at Cairnagan a few months longer. “I’ve seen a feast here. They’re nothing like Faerie.”

      “It will be more like Faerie than this,” the fay grumbled. As dashing as he looked watching the sunset, Glastyn looked bored. He seemed to live for the court; he relished the politics, the frippery, the danger.

      Whereas Tom had no patience for it. “I’m not happy with second best,” he said.

      “It’s all we have, Tom.”

      “Don’t remind me.” He topped up his cup of mead. He wasn’t allowed a glass.

      “What if we take that away? Hmm?” Glastyn marched across the garden and snatched at the bottle. Tom had to twist in his seat to keep hold of it.

      “Stop it.”

      The fay ignored him, getting a pale white hand around the bottle and tugging it.

      “Glastyn, stop.”

      “Come, Tom, tip this filth away. We give better to the dogs in Faerie.”

      “Iron nails, stop it.” And then a foresight intruded on his senses. Like any other, it dissolved the world around him, like red wine mixing into water until it was all he could see and hear and smell. This time he saw red, sensual lips. There wasn’t often a lot of detail in his foresights.

      “We are your beginning and your end, Thomas Rymour,” she said. Her voice was odd, as if both Maev and Mab were talking at the same time. But that was impossible.

      The foresight began to fade away and his senses returned to the present. He blinked and looked down. He’d dropped the cup. That was why he wasn’t allowed glasses.

      “Another foresight?” Glastyn was stood over him. The bottle was gone. Knowing Glastyn he’d probably tossed it over the wall.

      Tom nodded and opened his mouth to speak when the world disappeared in an instant. An image of an old man stabbed at Tom’s eyes like knives, the sound of his whisper was like a bellow in Tom’s ears. “Quiet, Tom. Don’t tell him anything.”

      It was gone as quickly as it arrived and Tom was on his back, his chair upended. The back of his head throbbed and his lungs burned. He gasped like a man drowning.

      Glastyn looked almost concerned. “Rather dramatic.”

      “You might help me,” Tom managed, pulling his legs free of the chair.

      “We’ve been trying to.”

      He clambered to his hands and knees. Was he going to vomit? No. No, it was just a shock. He’d never had a foresight like that before. Sudden. Almost painful. And the old man. It had felt like he was talking to him, a message for the here and now. That was new.

      “Too much mead, Tom?”

      He shook his head, clambered to his feet.

      “What did you see?”

      For some reason he felt he should do as the old man bid: don’t tell him anything.

      “I’m not sure,” he replied. Which was true. To an extent.

      Glastyn wasn’t convinced. “You must know some-thing. Was it your future? Someone else’s?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Were we there?”

      “No.”

      “Was Maev?”

      “Will you stop pestering me?”

      Glastyn grinned as if he’d won a prize. “If you go to the feast.”

      He should just tell him. What did it matter if Glastyn knew? And yet. “Fine.”
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        * * *

      

      The hall was dark and smoky and full of the stench of perfumes over the stench of the people beneath them. In a way, it was like Faerie, with laughing and dancing and drinking. Some stood in shadows, discussing plots and schemes under the cover of the music that filled the air. Servants wove between all with trays of food and drink, both delicacies and heartier fare. But that smell was not like Faerie at all. In Faerie it smelt of strange and wonderful flowers and it was always a warm evening with a fresh breeze. That night was hot and close.

      “Does it make you homesick, Glastyn?” Tom asked.

      “Yes,” he replied. He hadn’t changed outfits. But he didn’t need to; only Tom had the Second Sight with which to see him. “But then, most things do.”

      Tom, on the other hand, had changed into one of the outfits Regent had ordered made for him. Cut to be fashionable, not comfortable, they were as brightly coloured as everyone else at court. Rather than the simple browns and reds Tom preferred, he was in yellow and blue, Regent’s colours. Worse, these clothes pushed and pulled at him in unnatural places. He felt silly, even though everyone looked as he did.

      Glastyn smirked. “You seem uncomfortable, Tom?”

      “You know I am.” Like all fay, Glastyn’s sense of humour often seemed cruel or mocking. Tom knew in truth that they laughed more at mortal customs and rules.

      “Yet you do not tell your new lord and master.”

      “He’s not my lord and master,” he replied. “You of all people know that.”

      “Ah yes.” Glastyn raised his cup. “To our lord and master. May she welcome us back to the fold one day.”

      Tom lifted his glass too and drank. He tried not to think of her.

      “Do you think you’ll be allowed to return?” he said.

      “Oh yes.” There was no hesitation. “One day our queen will let us return. We have no doubts about that.”

      “I envy you that.”

      “Sir Rymour.”

      Tom fought to keep his expression under control, forcing a gracious smile as he turned to the voice. “Good evening,” he said.

      “Good evening, sir.” The man was a young knight, dressed in even more ridiculous clothes than Tom. Another knight and a few ladies followed in his wake. The knight sketched a bow and the others followed.

      “Please,” Tom said. He couldn’t stand the scraping and bowing. “I am no knight.”

      They did not apologise. They were not showing him respect. They were showing everyone else that they were showing him respect. “Sir Rymour, you must know why the Easterners are here,” the knight said.

      He swallowed a sigh. “I am as much in the dark as you.”

      The man frowned. “But you see the things to come, do you not?”

      “I do.”

      “Then you must have seen something.”

      Glastyn leant closer and whispered, “Yes, Tom, you must. Stands to reason.”

      As tiring as the prospect of the conversation was, Tom had to smile. “Stands to reason,” he replied. “But I have seen nothing of the Easterners, young sir. I do not know why they are coming nor what they want.”

      “And you still don’t care, do you?” Glastyn didn’t have to whisper; no-one else could hear him either.

      “No, I don’t.”

      His visitors were growing uncomfortable; no-one liked it when Tom spoke to people they couldn’t see or hear.

      Glastyn sighed. “How uncurious of you, Tom.”

      “I am curious about many things,” Tom countered. “A way to Faerie, for instance. And you could satisfy that curiosity, couldn’t you, Glastyn?”

      “I could.”

      “But you never do.”

      “No.” Glastyn’s face softened into a sad smile. “We never do.”

      Was that pity? Tom wasn’t in the mood for pity. “Then forgive me for my lack of curiosity.”

      The knights and ladies were finding excuses to move away. They bowed and wished Tom a good evening, pledged their service should he need it and so forth. Tom watched them go.

      “You are well-respected here,” said Glastyn.

      “I’m a curiosity.”

      “Aren’t we all?” Two ladies walked past, dressed in pinks and silvers. One smiled at Tom, the other ignored him. Glastyn watched both with a predator’s grin. “You do not have to stay, Tom. Tir is a very big place. You could leave.”

      The thought had crossed his mind before. This court was no place for him. But where was? His place was in a Tir a hundred years dead. Now he was an antique in a modern world. Like the tapestries on the wall, he was out of place. “Here is as good as anywhere,” he said. He looked at the dancers. Their steps were precise and careful, for display rather than enjoyment. It wasn’t dancing. It was peacocking. “I have a bed, a roof and hot food. Leaving is likely to deprive me of those things and I’m too old to go without them.”

      Glastyn snorted. “How many summers have you seen? Thirty?”

      “Thirty-one,” Tom replied. “But it has been over a hundred since I was born. That’s what matters, Glastyn.” He stared up at the tapestries, supposedly from the time of King Emyr. They were frayed and tattered, though the images they depicted were energetic and vibrant. “Time decides how old we are.”

      Glastyn drained his cup. It was not one he’d taken from a server, but one of his own, plain and old but always full of Faerie wine. A clever trick. “Speaking as an immortal, I can tell you that’s nonsense.”

      “Speaking as a mortal, I can tell you it isn’t.”

      The music stopped and the dancers bowed. In the quiet a murmur rippled across the hall as Duke Regent stepped out onto the dais at the head of the hall, resplendent in blues and yellows that seemed regal on the duke yet juvenile on Tom. He bowed with the rest of the courtiers as Regent crossed to the gold throne.

      Glastyn did not bow. “Oh look, he’s raided your wardrobe,” he murmured, and chuckled to himself.

      But the rest of the hall was respectfully silent. Though not a tall man, Regent was imposing nonetheless. In his youth he had been strong and energetic, leading hunts, serving on the border, breaking many a heart. Now older, with the beginnings of grey in his beard and wrinkles at his eyes, he still burned with morality and chivalry. Some of the courtiers muttered that Regent would rather the duchy fall into ruin than break a promise. But Tom admired that. There seemed too few people these days who believed in anything.

      Regent rested a hand on the throne and faced the hall. “Play on,” he said. Then he pointed a finger at Tom.

      “Duty calls.” Glastyn sounded amused. “Maybe I’ll seduce some pretty young thing while you wait on this duke.”

      Tom ignored the jibe. “Don’t break her heart.”

      “My dear Tom.” Glastyn grinned. “You of all people must know: we break our own hearts.”

      He thought of soft, white skin in a wooded grove.

      Moving through the throngs took longer than he’d expected. Many moved aside and avoided his eye, but some stopped him and asked him about his foresight. Had he seen what the Easterners wanted? Did he know what the harvest would be like? Would someone’s daughter recover from her summer sickness? He answered when he could, demurred when he could not. By the time he reached Regent’s side he was yearning for peace and solitude again.

      But he bowed as best he could. “Your Grace.”

      “Tom.” Regent was severe today. “I’ll have you at my side.”

      “As you will.” There was no point in arguing.

      “Would you sit?” Regent gestured to the second seat on the dais. This was Regent’s own seat, a wooden chair with intricate carvings inlaid with gold and richly furnished in soft cushions. Regent’s father had sat on Emyr’s throne whilst he’d ruled. But it was an unwritten rule in the family that the throne be preserved for Emyr exactly as it was. So, if the cushions were truly over nine hundred years old, it would make for a very hard seat. When Regent had assumed his father’s title, he had apparently said, ‘If I’m going to spend hours on my backside, it had better be in comfort’, before com-missioning this chair.

      “You will sit in the throne, Your Grace?” Tom asked.

      Regent nodded. “It’s ghoulish, I know. But we must remind the elfs who they are dealing with. Whatever it is they want, they must remember they are speaking to the Keepers of the Throne.”

      Tom said nothing. Even he knew that most people saw the people of the Heel not as caretakers, but as fanatics. But he could not say that. So he could say nothing. He just smiled. When you could not lie, silence was an ally.

      “So, will you sit?”

      Most courtiers would demur, say that they were fine and would be pleased to stand. But Tom’s back ached. And he could not lie. So he said, “Yes, please, Your Grace.”

      Regent was not annoyed by the honesty. He nodded and hundreds of eyes watched Tom seat himself. He felt awkward, even more so when he saw Glastyn bow to him. The lady he was with giggled. He’d granted her the Second Sight; after all, he could not seduce her if she could not see him. Tom felt sorry for her, though he could not make out who she was. Knowing Glastyn, she already had a husband, someone important in the court.

      Regent did not sit. “When will they be announced?” Tom asked.

      “In a few minutes,” Regent replied. He stroked his beard, smoothing it. “I’m making them wait.”

      That seemed petty. “Won’t that anger them?”

      “Perhaps.” Regent smiled. He had the smile of a younger man, one who took pleasure in tugging the noses of others. “But that might give me the advantage.”

      Tom nodded. Politics. He had no stomach for it. Even in Faerie he had been careful to be a neutral party, never picking one side over another. Unless you counted Maev. But that was different.

      “What do you think they want, Tom?” Regent asked. “Any foresight of their intentions?”

      He’d been asked that a dozen times. He shook his head yet again. “I’m sorry, Your Grace,” he said. “I still haven’t seen anything.”

      Regent was disappointed and made no effort to hide it. “No matter,” he lied.

      The duke was nervous, Tom realised. It made sense. Three generations of his family had waged war against the Eastern Angles, though in truth it was a war in name only. Fighting on the border was rare. Most of the troops spent their time glaring at each other over the border. But now the Easterners were knocking on Regent’s door and requesting audience. Most of the Heel had never even seen an Easterner. There was an air of excitement in the room. But Regent seemed uncertain.

      “Perhaps they seek a truce,” Tom suggested. “Why else travel all this way?”

      “Why else?” Regent stared at the great doors ahead. Tom’s words had only made his concern worse. He gave up. He’d forgotten how to talk to people a long time ago.

      Glastyn and his prey were dancing. A few people were throwing her odd looks; to their eyes, she was dancing with herself. Courtiers muttered that the temporary madness that was striking the ladies of late was a sickness sent by the Western elfs. They gave her a wide berth.

      “Who were you talking to?” Regent asked.

      “A fay called Glastyn,” Tom replied.

      “Ah.” Unlike many in the court, Regent believed the tales told about Tom. He had never questioned his foresight, his inability to lie, nor his Second Sight. “He is often here, is he not?”

      A kingly trait, to remember so many names. “He is, Your Grace. He keeps me company.”

      Regent nodded. He knew that Tom was often lonely. But Tom knew that, while the man did what he could, he put the needs of the Heel over the needs of Thomas Rymour. He would not send Tom back to that little hut on the hill while there were wolves at the Heel’s doors. Maybe he would never send him back.

      “Let’s not wait any longer,” Regent said. He waved at a servant. “Send them in,” he roared, loud enough for all to hear.

      The music stopped and the crowd parted, leaving a path from door to dais. Everyone leaned forward to get a look at the foreigners.

      There was a collective gasp as the doors opened. Even Tom was impressed.

      It was the dress he saw first. Four elfs, tall and all in black, robed from head to foot. These robes were decorated in white with images of bones, femurs and fibulas drawing borders whilst entire hands sat in corners. Ribs were stitched over some chests, others featured patterns of flowers done in bone or miniature battle scenes fought by skeletons. This was topped off by the masks, skulls that looked eerily real. They were at complete odds to the assembled court. No frivolity, no cheer. They were sombre and serious, the spirit of death itself.

      They walked towards the dais. No, they glided, robes sweeping behind them and their movements full of a fluid grace. As if they were stalking Regent. Tom half-expected them to draw weapons and he was surprised how nervous he was by the time they stopped.

      They knelt. No surprise assassination.

      Silence filled the hall.

      The herald had been so astonished by the elfs he had forgotten to announce them. He cleared his throat and stammered, “Lord Neirin Tarian, Shield of the Eastern Angles, Warden of the Faith, Fourth of His Name, Emperor of His Other Realms and Territories, Bearer of the Blood of Angau.” It would have been funny in any other circumstance. But no-one laughed. They were too awestruck. “Lord Neirin, I present you to the Duke of the Realm, Regent for Emyr, Keeper of the Throne and Ruler in His Name.”

      “Thank you, herald.” Regent spoke with an amused yet pointed tone; the man’s neglected duties had been noticed. The herald bowed, embarrassed.

      Regent turned his attention to the elfs. “Greetings to you and yours, Lord Neirin. We are honoured by your presence here.”

      “My thanks, Duke Regent.” The voice was muffled by the mask, but it spoke the human tongue flawlessly. “You have been most hospitable.” He rose without waiting for permission and his fellows rose with him.

      Regent did not acknowledge the affront. “We have firm hopes that the animosities of the past can be finally laid to rest.”

      “As have I.” Neirin was swift, blunt. “But I am here on a greater purpose, Your Grace.”

      “Oh?” Regent’s eyes narrowed. “Indeed?”

      “Yes, Your Grace.” The skull nodded. The eyes that looked out through the sockets were bright and eager. “I am here to save all of Tir.” It felt rehearsed. Planned. Neirin lifted an arm and pointed a finger at Tom. “And I need him to do it.”

      Only Tom and a drunken lady of the court heard Glastyn say, “Are you curious now, Thomas Rymour?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      So. After all the gossip and the fanfare, the elfs were just another party of foreigners after a few foresights.

      But Regent’s composure slipped. “This is a feast, master elf,” he said. “Given in your honour. This is not the time nor the place to discuss such matters.”

      Neirin lowered his arm. “Such matters are what brings me here,” he replied, his voice cool. “Not warm wine or stringy game.”

      Regent’s eyes blazed. “When you insult me, you insult my people, Lord Neirin,” he said. Then he stood. “Long have our people been at war and fond was my hope that this could be ended with your arrival. But I will not suffer disrespect to this realm.”

      “A great evil is spreading over this land, Duke Regent. Time is of the essence.” But before Neirin could say more, another elf said something in his ear. Neirin’s shoulders drooped and he bowed his head. “Forgive me, Your Grace. Our road was long and I am tired. My remarks were unjust. We will gladly partake of this fine feast.”

      Regent was proud. His people more so. It would take more than that to mend the bridges. “Eat,” he said. “Drink. We will talk more.”

      Neirin bowed further and Regent flicked a hand at the musicians. “Play on,” he told them, then beckoned Tom to follow him. They walked off the dais as the music started up, stepping behind a blue curtain and into a corridor that led away to Regent’s dressing room.

      “That was a disaster,” Regent said once the door was shut. He sat in the only chair, a comfortable affair in the middle of a small, round room lined with shelves and stools. There were no clothes; they were stored else-where. Regent had this whole room just for getting dressed.

      “It could have gone better,” Tom agreed. Next to the chair was a small table on which sat a decanter of wine. He poured a glass; he knew enough about courtly behaviour to do that.

      “Thank you,” Regent said. “Help yourself.”

      Tom poured some for himself and sipped. It was sweet and fruity and not to his taste.

      “Why does Neirin want you?” Regent slouched in his seat and rubbed his eyes.

      “I don’t know, Your Grace.”

      “I know you don’t know. Take a guess.”

      Careful. Don’t anger him. “I imagine it’s the same reason you wanted me,” he said. “For my foresight.”

      “Yes,” he said. “He wants your foresight. Why?”

      “Why did you want it?”

      Regent’s look was sharp. “Because I have elfs at my borders, Tom,” he snapped. “We have been at war with the Angles for decades. Now I have the Western King-dom at my back. I need all the counsel I can get. Not questions.”

      Tom bowed his head. The poor man was beleaguered. If Tom had to be here, he might as well try to help. “Sorry, Your Grace.”

      Regent sighed. “My apologies,” he said. “I didn’t mean to snap.”

      The room was silent for a moment. Tom wasn’t sure what to say. Counsel. Give him what he wants. “If Neirin isn’t here for peace then perhaps he is here for the Western Kingdom.”

      “To help them?”

      “Or to hinder them.” Phrase this carefully too. “He probably doesn’t want them on his border either.”

      “Hmm.” Regent settled into thought, gazing into the distance. “Elf warring against elf?”

      Tom let him think. Regent had a better mind for this sort of thing. Instead he thought of the castle library and which texts might help him find a path to Faerie. Emyr had travelled there when Malvis had won his wife in a game of chess. Perhaps he could find the path he took.

      Then the room disappeared and he saw a hooded woman say to him, “They say you find a thing with your feet, not your eyes.”

      The foresight faded and he saw the dressing room again.

      “Tell me, Tom,” Regent was saying. “Would you go? If you could?”

      The question caught Tom off-guard. He opened his mouth to speak but what was the safe answer? He would say no. Of course he didn’t want to go. He might feel like a fish out of water in Cairnagan but how much worse would he feel travelling with a party of elfs? And where did they want to take him? What did they want from him? It was too unknown. Better the dragon you knew.

      But how would Regent react to that truth? He could see the duke thinking behind that stern mask. Was he hoping to give Tom to the elfs, in exchange for promises or truces? How would he react if Tom’s answer angered him?

      Better to say nothing.

      “You were going to say yes, weren’t you?” That was the thing with silence: people filled it with that they expected to hear. “I can’t blame you. There’s a whole world out there and I’ve cooped you up in this castle like a prisoner.”

      Cairnagan did feel like a prison sometimes. But so did the whole of Tir. What difference did it make which cell he was in?

      Regent sighed. “I have a great deal of respect for you, Tom,” he said. “I want you to know that. I have tried to accord you every honour I can and make you as comfortable as possible.”

      “And I am grateful for your efforts.” Even if they didn’t work.

      Regent nodded. It was what he needed to hear. “But I cannot let you go. I would be a fool to trade you away for baubles and trinkets. I would be a fool to give you to a duplicitous elf.”

      Tom tried not to be offended that Regent spoke about him like an object to be bartered. “I understand, Your Grace. Your duchy has many foes. It would be imprudent to weaken it in any way.”

      “I’m glad you understand.” It seemed to lift a weight from Regent’s shoulders and Tom felt guilty. The fancy clothes, the positions of honour, even the failed attempt at mead; he should appreciate them more. This was a good man. He deserved Tom’s respect and his loyalty.

      “Go back to the feast, Tom.” Regent waved a hand. “Thank you for your time.”

      Tom bowed and put down his glass. He walked to the door but, when he glanced back, Regent was staring into his wine as if the glass was full of troubles.

      “What will you do, Your Grace?” he asked.

      “Think,” he said. “Prepare. Neirin wants something. And a man, dwarf or elf who wants something enough can be persuaded to give up something grand for it.”

      Tom left the duke with his thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      Glastyn was busy with his seduction and Tom didn’t want to interrupt. So he looked over the tables of food, picking at pheasant and rabbit. He had some of the potato, too. When he was a boy the potato was an expensive import. Since then it seemed to have spread all over Tir; there was no escaping it. There were a dozen varieties on the table and he was trying a herb-basted variety when a shadow fell across him.

      “Thomas Rymour of the Second Sight.” Lord Neirin spoke with a soft and reverential tone. Nevertheless, Tom couldn’t help but quail whilst staring up into that death mask. “I am Lord Neirin Tarian, Shield of the Eastern Angles.”

      Tom managed to fight a stammer. “It is an honour,” he said. He extended a hand and Neirin looked at it. Tom noticed it was shaking so he lowered it.

      “The honour is mine, Lord Rymour.”

      “I have no title, Lord Neirin.”

      “Nor do you need one.” Neirin lifted his sleeve to bare the inside of one wrist. Tom didn’t understand the gesture. “The Eastern Angles is at your service.”

      What in Tir did you say to that? “Thank you.” The eyes within the sockets narrowed. That must have been wrong somehow. “There has been a lot of excitement since news of your coming reached us,” Tom said.

      “I do not doubt it.” A smile reached the elf’s eyes. “Tell me, what have they been saying?”

      “They hope very much for peace.”

      Neirin stepped closer. He smelt of exotic perfumes and spices. “And would they believe us if we declared such a thing?”

      No. They would want to. But they would be waiting for the dagger in the dark. “I could not speak to the thoughts of so many people.”

      “If I pressed you for an answer?” Neirin asked. “For your best guess?”

      “I would beg you not to do such a thing.” An honest answer could scupper Regent’s hopes of peace.

      “Because you cannot lie?”

      A ‘yes’ would only tell Neirin his people were not trusted. A ‘no’ would be a lie and so was not an option. Silence. Silence was the only alternative.

      It seemed to satisfy Neirin. “Interesting.” He waved a hand and an elf stepped to his side. “I would speak to you, Thomas Rymour of the Second Sight. In private.”

      Regent wouldn’t like that. “Would you not prefer an audience with the duke?”

      Neirin flicked a hand in the air. “We sought you out, Master Rymour. You happen to be here, and so here we are. There are things we must discuss.”

      Tom’s first thought was to escape. He wasn’t practiced in courtly affairs and was liable to offend. He needed to get away. Back to Regent, to tell him what Neirin had said.

      Of course, Regent might appreciate a fuller report. Neirin might tell Tom something he wouldn’t share with Regent.

      “Go with him.”

      Tom jumped and turned. Glastyn was browsing the food with his almost-conquest, who clung to his arm and giggled like a small girl. She looked at the elfs with awe but at Glastyn with adulation.

      “Find out what he wants. It will be entertaining.” Glastyn smiled and fed the lady a small pastry.

      “I shouldn’t,” she said. “This dress is tight enough.”

      “What is life for if not living?” Glastyn said. “Not that I can remember, of course.”

      The woman giggled. “You are naughty, Master Glastyn.”

      “Aren’t I?” He ushered her away but turned back to Tom. “Go with him.”

      Tom nodded and watched them go. Then the great hall faded from his sight. Instead he saw Neirin standing over a table, face bare and looking over a model of Tir. He ran his hands over the model, the mountains and valleys, touching with one finger the castle in which they stood.

      “I hear Idris has something similar in Cairnagwyn,” Neirin said.

      “Does he?”

      “Yes.” Neirin turned his gaze on a tower rising out of the Western Kingdom. “His conqueror’s map.”

      The foresight faded and he blinked. The sights and smells and sounds of the great hall had returned.

      “Master Rymour?” Neirin said. “Are you well?”

      Regent’s map room. That was what he had seen.

      “Well enough, my lord.” Tom turned back to the elf. “Please, come this way.”

      He led them out the hall and into the corridors of Cairnagan. Even out here it was crowded, revellers and guests spilling into quieter spaces. They parted for Tom and, when they saw the elfs behind him, they parted even more. Tom tried to ignore their stares.

      After four months he knew the castle only well enough to get from certain places to other certain places. From the hall he could find the stables, the courtyard, one of the smaller kitchens, his own rooms, and Regent’s audience chamber. And the map room. That’s what he had foreseen and so that must be where he would take them. He just hoped Regent wouldn’t be angry.

      They climbed stairs in silence, across a tower to the map room. The heavy wooden door was unlocked and he held it open for the elfs before following them inside.

      “Are these your rooms?” the other elf asked. She had a deep, kind voice and her eyes were a startling blue. She was doing her best to avoid being intimidating. Tom appreciated the gesture.

      “No, my lady,” Tom said. “This is Regent’s map room. We won’t be disturbed here.”

      Maps covered the walls, some woven into tapestries, some drawn on delicate parchment framed behind glass. Most, however, were working maps, and so the tables and shelves were filled with scrolls and codices. Some had been left unrolled or open where Regent had last used them. Most were tidied away. The room, however, was dark. Because of the huge amount of paper, Regent did not allow any candles in this room. That was why there were so many windows, huge glass panes to let in as much natural light as possible. But, now the sun had gone down, the only light available was from torches outside and the moon itself. It created a lot of shadows and the elfs looked liked skeletal monsters in the dark.

      “Duke Regent, I hear, has accorded you many honours.” Neirin walked around the room with a possessive air. “You must do him a great service.”

      “I do my best.”

      “I hear that you are a good man, Tom.” Neirin turned his attention to the enormous round table in the middle of the room. “I hear that you are the only one who can help me.”

      Tom’s first thought was to ask where he had heard such things. But Regent would want him to ask instead, “Help you with what, my lord?”

      Neirin didn’t seem to hear him. He stared instead at the map built onto the central table. The table itself seemed part of the stone floor, rising up in a grand column and then mushrooming at the top to allow men to stand close. Its surface undulated, rising into miniature mountain peaks and falling into tiny valleys. Towns were modelled in intricate detail, roads and rivers carved their way through the surface, and the great capitals rose in all their diminutive glory. The table was a solid piece, a recreation of the whole of Tir.

      “I hear Idris has something similar in Cairnagwyn,” Neirin said. He ran his fingers over the surface, over the mountains of the north, down across the Heel to rest a single finger on top of Cairnagan.

      “Does he?” Tom said.

      “Yes.” Neirin lifted his finger and stalked around the map to glare at Cairnagwyn, the Western capital, as if he could stare it into oblivion. “His conqueror’s map.”

      Tom waited. Before Faerie he would have filled the silence, asked a question or made a comment. But he’d come to realise that other people had the same compulsion. Nobody liked an unfilled silence.

      So Neirin spoke. “You know what King Idris plans, don’t you?” He didn’t look away from the map.

      “No, my lord.”

      Neirin shot him a look. “Isn’t it plain?” He swept a hand over the map.

      Tom said nothing.

      Neirin sighed. “Siomi, please close the door.” The other elf obeyed and, as she did, Neirin pushed back his hood and pulled off his mask. He revealed a slender face, dark olive skin peppered with small tattoos, a triad on one cheek, four on the opposite temple. His features were smooth and unweathered, making his nobility clear, and his mouth was small and set. Tom got the impression he didn’t smile very often. His hair was long and dark and disappeared against his black robes.

      “The Marches have fallen.” He pointed to the north of Tir, the duchy sat between the Western Kingdom and the Heel. “Idris sent in dragons, burning and destroying. The people tried to fight. But to bring down a dragon is no mean feat. So they did the only thing they could: by the time the troops arrived, the horsemen had surrendered.

      “Now the Westerners are at your door.” His gloved finger pointed to the border between the Marches and the Heel. “They mass troops. They ready themselves. To attack. Dragons first, to burn and frighten the people. Then troops, to occupy the land. And do you think they will stop there?”

      It had been a question that had consumed the court of late. No-one knew why Idris had invaded the Marches. So no-one knew if he would invade other territories. “No.” It was his honest opinion and it seemed to please Neirin. “An army like that has too much momentum. They won’t stop.”

      “No. They won’t,” Neirin replied, finger moving to Erhenned, Tanabawr and finally the Eastern Angles. “They will march on us all, one by one, until their Kingdom stretches from shore to shore.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Idris is a maniac,” Neirin said. “Because he fancies himself the new Angau, the new king of Tir.”

      “Angau?”

      “The ancient king. The harbinger. The reaper.” Neirin gave Tom an indulgent smile. “You call him Emyr.”

      Tom frowned. Emyr was no reaper.

      “It is clear what must be done,” Neirin continued. He walked to the window and stared out into the night. The moonlight washed his skin, making him look pale. “He must be stopped.”

      There was a silence. He was waiting for Tom to ask how. Tom sighed inwardly. “How?”

      But Siomi answered instead. “The dragons are the key.” She stepped up to the table as well. She too had removed her mask, but her hood remained in place. She wore a thick black veil, too, which covered her entire face except for her eyes, leaving her voice muffled. It made her harder to read, too; Tom had to watch her eyes. “If we can take away Idris’ dragons, then all he has left is a mortal army. An army can be fought.”

      “At great cost.”

      “Perhaps.” Siomi nodded as if she understood all too well. “But it can be done.”

      It was an idea that spoke of desperation. But how could they be so desperate when the armies of the West were hundreds of miles from their borders?

      “How will you fight these dragons?” he asked.

      “We won’t,” she said. “It can’t be done. But Idris has sorcerers manipulating the dragons like puppets. Remove the magic and the dragons will not fight.”

      “You sound so sure.”

      “They are animals,” she said, but with compassion. She felt for them. “If they could be trained to be loyal, why would Idris need magic to control them?”

      “I didn’t know that he did.”

      “We have greater resources than this little duchy, Master Rymour.” Neirin sounded so proud, as if he had done the work himself. “Trust me. He needs magic.”

      Tom didn’t like his tone. He was too superior. He seemed to be looking down on everything. “So you’ll assassinate the sorcerers?”

      “No,” he said. “Idris can just train new ones and this all begins again.”

      “So what will you do?”

      Siomi pointed to a small, cuboid point on the map near Cairnagan. “We break the monoliths.”

      Tom looked at her finger for a long moment. The idea was ridiculous. Impossible. The monoliths were huge, ancient, and impervious to blade, fire, or blunt force. Everyone knew you’d have better luck making carriages from pumpkins than chipping a monolith. Not to mention they were scattered all over Tir. Even the greatest Pathfinder didn’t know the location of every one.

      “You think it impossible.” Neirin sounded amused. “As did I. But we found something in our library at Cairnabel. An ancient text on the monoliths. A way to destroy them all.”

      Tom fought to keep his face blank. Neirin seemed the sort to take offence at disbelief.

      “We don’t need to break every one,” said Siomi. “Just the one at Cairnagwyn. That is where the magic that binds the dragons is born. If we break that central monolith, all the others will break too.”

      “Like the centre of a spider’s web.” Neirin’s grin was predatory. Tom preferred it when he didn’t smile. “And as to the how, the text said that only one blade was strong enough to cut the monoliths.”

      One blade. Tom knew the answer before they could speak. “Caledyr.”

      Siomi looked surprised but Neirin only nodded. “So the stories are true,” he said. “You do speak truths.”

      Tom said nothing. It was obvious. Caledyr was the most famous sword in all of Tir. Any text speaking of one blade would be talking of Caledyr. “But it’s gone,” he said. “It disappeared with Emyr.”

      “It did,” Neirin said. “And while we elfs are long-lived, nine hundred years is too long even for us. There are none alive today who know where the sword lies.”

      They were both looking at him as if waiting for him to tell them the answer. But he had nothing. He didn’t know where it was either. His foresight showed him things yet to come, not what had already been.

      “Don’t you see?” Neirin asked.

      Tom shook his head.

      “Any mortal alive in the time of Angau is long dead,” Siomi said. “So we need help from someone who isn’t mortal.”

      “Ah.” Now he saw where this was going. “You want to ask the fay.”

      Neirin nodded.

      “That isn’t a good idea.”

      The nod stopped and turned into a frown. “Why not?”

      How to put it? “The fay don’t help people like you or I might. If you ask for their help, they won’t ask for anything in return.”

      “Good.”

      Tom shook his head. “That’s to encourage you to agree. The fay will offer a boon and they’ll act like it’s a gift. But a boon always backfires. Always. They make sure of it. They take pleasure in turning your heart’s desire into a curse.”

      “So you’re saying they will help, but they will try to make us pay later?” Neirin asked.

      “No, I’m saying if they see an opportunity to entertain themselves at your expense, they will take it.”

      Neirin dismissed Tom with a wave of his hand. “The fay are welcome to their pranks. Saving Tir from the tyranny of the Western Kingdom goes beyond personal comforts.”

      Tom sighed. It wasn’t a case of a prank or two. It was often a case of a life being ruined. Tom had seen the fay bestow dozens of boons that undid the victims piece by terrible piece. “You will wish you had never asked for their help.”

      “Perhaps.” Neirin looked out the window again. He was posing. Looking strong, noble, self-sacrificing. “But it is for Tir.”

      He was worse than Regent for this. It was like he was playing at being a lord. “And how will you find them?” Tom asked. “No-one knows how to find Faerie. And you don’t have the Second Sight. You wouldn’t be able to see them.”

      “That’s why we have come to you,” Siomi said. “You can lead us to Faerie.”

      The idea sent a chill down Tom’s spine. To find Faerie was his fondest desire, yes, but to lead a bunch of begging mortals to Queen Maev’s door? He could think of fewer ways to guarantee she never let him return. Tom shook his head.

      “Faerie is not a place in Tir, Lord Neirin. I can’t point to this map and show you where it is. You can’t cross a border and find yourself there. Faerie is another realm altogether.”

      “But you’ve been there before,” Siomi said. “You must know how you got in, and how you got out.”

      “I was taken in by one of the fay,” he replied.

      “So you can show us the entrance.”

      “No, I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      Because he had already gone back and found nothing. “Please, Lord Neirin,” he said. “Find another way.”

      “We tried,” said Siomi. “We searched every library, consulted every scroll and book we could find. This is our only option.”

      “I’m sorry, Lord Neirin.” Tom bowed. “But I must disappoint you.”

      Then he opened the door and said, “I will take you back to the feast.”
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        * * *

      

      Regent could wait until morning. Tom was done with politics and feasting and elfs for the day. Instead he returned to his rooms and climbed into bed. But he didn’t sleep. He lay there, staring at the ceiling, wrapped up in imagination. He imagined agreeing to Neirin’s request, embarking on a journey across Tir to find an entrance to Faerie. With the resources of the Eastern Angles perhaps they could do it. And then what? He would present the elfs as a gift. Look what I have brought you, my queen, he would say. Mortals, for your pleasure. Mortals that seek a boon.

      Perhaps she would be pleased by that after all. An opportunity for amusement. Perhaps she would tell them where the sword was. And then she would let him stay. You may not go, sweet Thomas, she would say. We let you go once before. We shall not make that mistake again. And she would embrace him, openly, never minding King Midhir. He would stay by her side until the end of his days.

      Except it was a dream. A nonsense. In seven years she embraced him, yes, but in secret. Away from prying eyes. And she’d be offended he’d been away for so long. Why didn’t you come back, she would ask him. And he would tell her that he tried. But she would say he didn’t try hard enough.

      And she was right. If he’d tried harder he’d have found Faerie again. Now it was too late. She’d probably forgotten him anyway.

      There was a knock at the door. “Yes?”

      He heard the door open. There was no light save the narrow beam of moonlight from the arrowslit. No sound save the gentle breeze. Should he get up? Why didn’t they announce themselves? He wondered if he was about to fall victim of some jealous courtier, an assassin in the night. Before he could decide what to do his bedroom door opened and a woman stepped in.

      “Hello, Tom,” she said.

      He recognised the voice. “Katharine?”

      She bowed in the shadows. Never a curtsey from Katharine.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “What kind of Pathfinder would I be if I couldn’t find one man?” She lit a candle, illuminating a warm, gentle smile. Had she been a maid or a servant she might have been described as plain. But she had a smile and a spirit that won every man’s heart. Her blonde hair was bound in a single plait, an old-fashioned style chosen for practicality over appearance. Her clothes were a dif-ferent matter. An Eastern travelling cloak of rich black with a fine ivory border of skeletal designs, leather Marchman tunic and trouser, boots from Erhenned. She wore a handful of necklaces all filled with human, elf, and dwarf charms. An eagle feather earring in her ear and a handful of rings completed the garish motley. But it was the uniform of the Pathfinder. It told people where she’d been and where she could take them. And only Katharine managed to make it look good.

      “You’ve come a long way from the horrible little mud hut,” she said.

      “That hut is my home, Katharine,” he reminded her.

      She shrugged. “Looks like this is your home now.” She pulled a chair to the bedside. It was heavy but she didn’t struggle. One of the boons of the Pathfinder’s life was it made you fit and strong

      “It’s just until the tensions with the West die down,” he replied.

      Katharine gave him that smile. It was the smile someone who has seen the world gives to someone who has not. “I wouldn’t hold your breath on that one, Thomas.”

      Tom didn’t want to talk about the West. He had enough of that in Privy Council meetings, watching Regent and his earls make plans, discuss strategy and weigh likelihoods while he sat dumb and useless. “You look well,” he said. “How long has it been?”

      “Two years,” she said as she sat, arranging her cloak around her. “I was coming from Cairnakor.”

      “Yes,” Tom said. She had stopped at his hut for a few days. “You’d been with the dwarfs. You gave me that book.” A strange book, the letters bland and identical. ‘Printed’ she had called it.

      “Yes. Do you still have it?” She asked as if it were the most important thing in the world.

      “Of course.” It was written in a language he didn’t speak but he couldn’t have discarded one of Katharine’s gifts.

      “Good.” She seemed to relax and smiled. “How is life at court?”

      Tom nodded. “Regent treats me well. I want for nothing. He has accorded me some great honours.”

      “Oh yes?”

      “I sit on the Privy Council. I am named a special advisor. I hold a good seat in the hall, amongst nobles and dignitaries.”

      “Everything you ever dreamed of.”

      She was smirking and Tom couldn’t help but smile too. “You’re making fun.”

      “I am.” She lifted her hands to encompass the room. “You were happy as an aurochs in hay in that hut of yours. And you could fit it in here three times with room to spare. How well do you sleep in that bed?”

      “Not that well.”

      “No. And I bet all the bowing and the titles and the protocol make you itch.”

      It was true. Tom had been raised on a farm. He had lived in a small village, where dukes and lords were unseen creatures that demanded taxes. He struggled to understand the unwritten rules of protocol here. Who should he bow to? How deep? How do you address an earl, an emissary, even a stable boy? He knew he had to wait until his betters had begun to eat. But he was never sure who his betters were supposed to be.

      Katharine smiled, satisfied by his silence. “Aren’t you going to ask me why I’m here?”

      “I did that already,” he pointed out.

      “True.” She stretched, arching her back, showing off her figure. She kept his eye the whole time. “It’s a long answer. And it’s a long way back to my chamber.”

      If protocol felt like shifting sand beneath his feet, being with Katharine was standing on the edge of an unstable cliff. He often felt like one wrong move would send him tumbling down. So he said nothing.

      “Is there nowhere in these grand rooms for an old friend?” Her eyes ran over the bed, large enough for a half dozen.

      The room felt small then. She had often made such offers. He had always been tempted. But there were invisible eyes watching.

      She sighed. “Thomas Rymour. Deer freeze when they’re afraid. Do you know what big cats do?”

      “No.”

      “They hunt it anyway.” She stood. “Got anything to drink?”

      “There’s a bottle of mead in the sitting room.”

      She smirked. “Thomas Rymour with a sitting room. No, don’t get up. I’ll find it.”

      Tom felt awkward sitting in his bed after her barely unspoken suggestion. He thought of getting up and dressing. But she would know why he did and either be offended or make fun of him. Before he could decide if that was better than sitting there in his nightshirt she returned with the bottle.

      “Only one glass.” She handed it to him and poured. “I’m guessing you don’t have much company.”

      “I can send for another.”

      She shook her head and took a swig from the bottle. “Hmm. Not bad.”

      “It’ll do.”

      She smiled at that. “You must be the only person in Tir with mead, Thomas Rymour. Be grateful for that if nothing else.”

      He nodded. She was tanned, more so than usual, her hair bleached from the sun. “So where have you been?”

      “In the Angles,” she said. “A job took me there and I stayed for a few months. Then Neirin found me. Asked me to take him to you.”

      “So it’s you I have to thank.” He lifted his glass. “Neirin told me all about his quest for the sword.”

      “I didn’t think he’d wait. He’s not the patient sort.”

      “No, he isn’t.”

      “Try travelling with him.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      Her expression turned serious. “So you won’t go?” She looked at the bottle instead of him.

      Katharine had been trying to get him to travel with her since she’d first found him wandering through that forest with half his mind gone. That had been when he was sent away from Faerie. But he was old. He was tired. He was a man a hundred years out of step with the rest of Tir. Travel was a young man’s game.

      She shook her head. “I didn’t think you would.”

      “Sorry.”

      “At least I know you mean that.” She offered him a smile. Then she looked away again. “I’m a little surprised, though. I thought you’d want to find Faerie again.”

      “It’s tempting,” he said. “But no-one knows how to get there. We’d be wandering Tir for the rest of our lives.”

      She tutted at him. “Thomas Rymour, do you think I’d take on a job without having a few ideas?” She swigged from the bottle and put it on the floor. “Don’t forget you’re talking to Tir’s greatest Pathfinder.”

      “You think you know where Faerie is?”

      “I do.” She seemed pleased with herself. “We have two options. There’s the forest where I found you or there’s the Lannad Sea.”

      Tom frowned. “The forest I understand. If that’s where you found me there must be a Circle nearby. But the sea?”

      She nodded. “There’s a place in the sea that sailors won’t go. They say any ships that go in don’t come out. Most sailors blame the merrow or say it’s a gateway to the Isles of the Dead.”

      “But you think it’s an entrance to Faerie.”

      She shrugged. “You did say you saw a ship there once.”

      It was true. Not long after he’d arrived he’d seen a fishing boat drifting on the Glittering Sea. But being unable to speak meant he’d been unable to ask about it. “What if it isn’t?” he said. “What if it’s just rough waters?”

      “I’ve spoken to sailors,” she said. “Old Erhenni who know rough waters from calm. Any who have sailed that way say the water is calm as anything and covered in fog.”

      The space between Tir and Faerie was filled with a sort of fog. Tom tried not to get excited. “There’s probably a lot of fog on that sea.”

      “Fog that doesn’t move with the wind,” she said. “Fog that isn’t cold or wet.”

      It did sound right. But Tom couldn’t be sure. “And if it is fog?”

      “Then it’s fog.” She shrugged. “But it’s something new. You could do with something new.”

      “I’ve had enough new to last me a lifetime.”

      “No, you haven’t.” He opened his mouth to reply but she talked over him. “Tom, I’ve met a lot of old men in my travels and there are two types. There are the ones who sit in a chair by the fire all day waiting to die, and there are the ones who go out every day and work. Do you know what the difference between them is?”

      He shook his head.

      “One sees only the fire every day. The other sees the world. One hurries you to the grave. The other keeps you alive.” She waved her arms around the room. “You’ve been invited into one of the oldest cities in Tir and what do you do? Sit in your chambers and drink mead by yourself.”

      “Maybe that’s what I want.”

      “Maybe that’s what makes you feel safe.” She leant forward and jabbed a finger at him. “You lost the world you knew. Got kidnapped into a strange place full of strange beings and kept silent for seven years. And a hundred years passed in the mortal world. That’s a lot to deal with. But you’ve been back for four years. It’s time to start living your life again.”

      Tom bit back his anger. Living his life. What life? His wife and child were long dead. His friends, his whole life was gone. What was he supposed to do? Faerie was the only place he could go now. All he had left was the hope of going back.

      And if they didn’t let him in? If they spurned him? Then he would have nothing.

      Katharine set her lips and sighed through her nose. “One day your body is going to give up, Tom, and you’ll go to the Isles of the Dead like everyone else. Why waste your time here? Why not make the most of it?”

      “Make the most of what?” He sounded bitter and petulant even to his ears.

      “Tir,” she snapped. “It’s full of miracles and marvels and people and places. Far more interesting than these damned walls.”

      She was right. He knew that and she knew it too. But he didn’t dare start a new life. The fay were everywhere. What if one saw him, living his life as if he didn’t miss Maev? She’d never take him back.

      Of course, she wouldn’t take him back if he didn’t try to return in the first place.

      Katharine made a disgusted sound and stood. “I’m not stupid,” she said. “I know you’re only quiet when you want to lie. You know I’m right, you just don’t want to agree.”

      She was right. She wasn’t stupid. Just persistent.

      “Katharine,” he began.

      She held up a hand. “I don’t want to watch you try to worm your way through the truth,” she snapped. “We’ll find Faerie without you.”

      “Wait,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?” she asked. But the world was gone a moment later, replaced by a foresight of dark tunnels. He was sat by Katharine’s side. She was laid on the cold stone ground, wrapped in blankets and furs and anything else that was to hand. Her eyes were full of pain and she held his hand.

      “I love you,” she said. And he said nothing. And she closed her eyes and her grip grew weak.

      The foresight was gone and she was glaring at him from the doorway. She was waiting for an answer. What had she said?

      Too late. She left without another word. Tom called after her, got out of bed to chase her. But she was quick. Out of the rooms and nowhere to be seen; the corridors were empty. She deserved better than that. She had his best interests at heart. But she didn’t understand. She couldn’t.

      He blew out her candle and slept. He dreamt of that awful foresight, her hand growing cold and limp in his, over and over.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He woke to Glastyn sitting by his bedside.

      “Emyr’s black bones!” Tom swore.

      Glastyn smirked. His hair was in disarray, his clothes creased and crumpled. “You should go,” was all he said. “The woman is right; there’s an entrance in the Lannad Sea.”

      Tom’s heart continued to race, but now it was for a different reason. “Will she take me back?” he asked.

      “Would I tell you to go if she would not?” he said, before he ghosted out of the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      “A truce in exchange for your help?” Regent said it again, as if he had trouble believing it.

      Tom nodded. “The fay aren’t given to charity. He’ll stand a much better chance with me there.”

      Regent frowned. They were in his private chambers, as cold and hard as the rest of the castle with ageing furniture and supposed antiques. Tom stood in the centre of the room while Regent stared out through an arrowslit. The duke wore his finest, all golden yellows and azure blues, with a small, simple crown. They were due to meet the elfs in audience. To that end, Tom had been dressed to match, yellow hose and doublet with Regent’s arms in blue, the crown over crossed, downward-pointing swords. He felt silly, like a fool in motley.

      “And you think he’ll agree to peace?”

      “I do,” said Tom.

      Regent stroked his beard some more. “A truce with the Angles would give me a chance to strengthen my position in the west,” he mused.

      “And you would be a hero to your people.”

      Regent shook his head. “A minor concern.”

      Tom had spent his entire youth telling lies and tall stories. He recognised one when he saw it.

      “But you are a very great asset,” Regent said.

      “Not so great,” said Tom. “Perhaps in name only.”

      Regent said nothing, confirming what Tom had long suspected: Regent wanted Tom for the prestige, nothing more.

      “You sing a different tune this morning, it seems.”

      Silence. Silence was his ally. He met Regent’s eye with an even and steady look of his own.

      “You think I should hand you over.” It wasn’t a question so it didn’t need an answer. Regent’s face darkened. “For the Heel?” He stood. “Or for you?”

      “With peace in the east you can better meet the Western forces,” Tom said. “And you can spare more knights for your journey to the border. A show of strength might make them think twice.”

      “And what did Neirin offer you to make you change your mind?”

      “He offered me nothing, Your Grace,” Tom said.

      “So you’re giving yourself up in an act of selflessness?” Regent jabbed him in the chest with a finger. “Everyone wants something, Tom. What are you getting out of this?”

      Regent jabbed at him again and he stepped back. It was the most violent thing he’d suffered in years. He didn’t know what to do.

      “Tell me,” Regent demanded. “What do you get out of this?”

      Tom had to redirect the conversation. “If it helps the Heel what does it matter?”

      “I am Regent here, Rymour.” His words grew into a shout. “I shall decide what matters.”

      “You are Regent,” Tom agreed, backing away.

      “And you are my subject.”

      That wasn’t true. He belonged to Maev.

      The pause wasn’t wasted on Regent. He balled a fist and placed it against Tom’s chest, knuckles to breastbone. It was an oddly threatening gesture, with a subtle strength that intimidated Tom. His words were low and deliberate. “Are you,” he said, “my subject?”

      He couldn’t say yes. He daren’t say no. “I am loyal, Your Grace,” he said.

      Regent glared into Tom’s eyes for a moment before stepping back. “You cannot lie.”

      “No, Your Grace.” But he could mislead with the truth.

      “You are lucky,” Regent said. He turned to a mirror and smoothed his beard. “That’s a gift that makes you trustworthy.”

      Tom nodded and took a shaky breath.

      “Let’s see what the elfs have to say.” Regent stepped out of the room and Tom followed. The halls were chilly even in the late summer morning. Despite Regent’s short stature his pace was brisk, leaving Tom to scurry after him. People bowed as they walked past and Regent greeted them all by name.

      The elfs had been put in the audience chamber. It was the most fluid of the rooms in Regent’s castle, the furniture, decoration, even the temperature regularly altered to achieve Regent’s desired effect. That day it was cold, the windows open and shaded so there was a breeze but no sunlight. The furniture was limited to hard wooden chairs save for the throne; it sat at the head of the circle in all its golden glory. The elfs sat facing it, huddled in their robes and trying not to look cold.

      “The Angles is all desert and sun,” Regent whispered to Tom as they stood in the doorway. It was all the explanation he offered before striding across the room. His footsteps echoed on the stone floor, only slightly dampened by the tapestries on the wall. More supposed antiquities. Everything in the room reminded you of King Emyr, perhaps to remind the elfs that Regent was the caretaker of his throne.

      Neirin stood. His face was bare, his hair tied back and home to a slender silver coronet. He smiled and bared his wrists. Regent bowed.

      “Good morning, Lord Neirin,” he said.

      “Duke Regent.” Neirin didn’t sit until Regent and Tom had. Tom’s chair was furnished with a cushion. He offered a silent thanks to Emyr.

      “On behalf of me and my people may I thank you for your hospitality?”

      “You may,” said Regent, brisk and uninterested. “So you want Tom’s help?”

      Neirin bristled but his smile didn’t falter. “Indeed,” he said. “Tir is in very real danger. King Idris will put us all under a Western yoke.”

      Regent offered a sweet smile. “Indeed.”

      He said no more and Neirin faltered. “Well.”

      “Tir has only one rightful ruler,” Regent said.

      “Yes.” Neirin’s smile returned. “And it is he that shall set us free.”

      “In Emyr we trust.”

      Neirin made a small noise. Frustration? “Or, if not Emyr, then his blade. Caledyr. We have reason to believe it can break the monoliths.”

      “An odd goal,” Regent said.

      There was a click and a creak as the door opened. All heads turned, but only Tom saw Glastyn step inside. The rest saw a confused guard who offered an apology and closed the door again.

      “An odd goal,” Regent said again.

      Glastyn walked around the room, seeming to admire invisible decoration. He held his hands behind his back and his pace was slow, relaxed, as if he were taking a stroll through the gardens. Tom watched the fay, dressed today in deep greens. Traditional Faerie colours. He wondered why. What was he doing here? Glastyn didn’t turn or meet his eye. He cast only an occasional glance towards the conversation as if it was barely of interest.

      Neirin was talking. Tom started listening again. “Break the monoliths and the dragons are free.”

      Regent nodded. “And then we can fight back.”

      Neirin smiled. “Precisely.”

      “Except the elfs are at our door, Lord Neirin. Not yours. And so all the fighting will be done by human hands.”

      The elf looked uncomfortable, as if caught in a lie. “We would gladly offer our aid.”

      “To an enemy of three generations?”

      “Enemies are often bound together in the face of a greater threat.”

      “And you think Tom can find this sword.”

      “Master Rymour can take us to Faerie,” Neirin said. “They can tell us where the sword is.”

      Regent shrugged. “Tom tells me there are fay all over Tir,” he said. “He also tells me that they are of one mind. What one fay knows is known to all others. Is that not so?”

      Glastyn smiled as if Regent’s words were foolish fancy.

      “Quite so, Your Grace,” Tom said, then noticed Siomi giving him a curious look from beneath her veil.

      “So you need not take Tom away. He can ask the next fay he sees, can he not?”

      Glastyn walked over to the circle and stood behind Siomi’s chair. She looked up when Tom glanced behind her. “This one is observant,” said Glastyn. “Tell me, Tom, have you ever bedded an elf?”

      Tom didn’t answer. He didn’t need to anyway. Glastyn knew the answer.

      “We were given to believe such a request should be made to their monarchs,” Neirin said.

      “You should consider it,” said Glastyn. “Their long lives give them time to learn all sorts of tricks.”

      “But any fay could tell you the answer, surely?” countered Regent.

      “Of course, not as many as us.” Glastyn placed a hand on Siomi’s head, a paternal gesture and at odds with his words. She twitched at the contact. Fay could be felt if not seen or heard.

      “If I may,” she interrupted. “Apologies my Lord, Your Grace, but I suspect there is a fay here now.”

      Regent shot Tom an irritated look. “Is that so?”

      Glastyn waved a hand. “Don’t tell them. It’s less fun to eavesdrop if they know I’m here.”

      But Tom had no choice. “There is, Your Grace. Glastyn.”

      “The fay from last night.”

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      “You might have told me.” Regent flicked a hand at him. “No matter,” he said in a tone that belied his words. “Ask him if the fay will help Lord Neirin.”

      Tom waited for Glastyn but the fay just looked at him with a smile on his face and expectation in his eyes. Tom suppressed a sigh. “Will the fay tell Lord Neirin where to find Emyr’s sword?”

      Glastyn shrugged. “It can’t hurt to ask.”

      “I just did.”

      “But I am an exile, Tom.”

      “You still share the thoughts of all fay.”

      “Indeed, but this is not a question I am permitted to answer.” Glastyn wandered around the circle, peering at the other two elfs and at Neirin. “Keep an eye on this one.” He pointed at the other female, face hidden just as Siomi’s. A pale scar ran past her right eye.

      “Why?”

      “You’ll find out.”

      “No, I mean why can’t you tell me?”

      Glastyn laughed. “Tom, it’s been four years. You think Maev wants to talk to you like this? No.” He shook his head. “Do it the right way. Go to her. Beg audience. You know she’ll like that.”

      It was true, she would. He imagined kneeling before her.

      “Besides, Eastern elfs hunting for Caledyr to break the monoliths? That would be an entertaining gift for our queen, would it not?”

      Tom nodded. Entertainment was perhaps the most important thing to the fay. Being immortal, boredom was the closest to death they could get.

      “Well, Tom?” Regent did not hide his displeasure.

      “Glastyn cannot tell us, Your Grace,” Tom said. “He says the queen of Faerie wants to speak to us in person.”

      Neirin smiled, triumphant. It was an odd reaction. Wouldn’t it have been easier to get the answer now?

      Regent, on the other hand, looked suspicious. He squinted at Tom as if he didn’t believe him. “Is that so?” he said.

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      “So we request the help of Thomas Rymour of the Second Sight, Duke Regent.” Neirin was all formalities now.

      “In exchange for what?” Regent asked. “Peace?”

      “You seek a cessation of hostilities on our border.” Neirin bowed his head. “Consider it done.”

      “And the return of all contested land to the Heel.”

      “Agreed.” There was no hesitation.

      Regent’s composure slipped. He wore his surprise openly until he remembered himself. “Trade routes will be reopened,” he said. “As they were in my grandfather’s time.”

      “It is my fondest hope,” Neirin replied. “Let us put aside our differences and come together, allies once more in the face of the perfidious West.”

      Tom could almost see Regent’s thoughts: this was too good to be true. He didn’t believe Neirin. The elf was giving up too much too quickly. Tom saw his chance at Faerie slipping through his fingers.

      “Forgive my boldness, Lord Neirin,” he said. “But these are times in which many words are said only to be followed by the knife.”

      Neirin frowned. He was insulted, but swallowed it with a smile. His voice grew cool. “Indeed, Master Rymour. Should Regent agree to our terms, we shall declare it by written decree, sent back to the Angles immediately. And Regent can examine it himself, should he doubt our word.”

      “Military support,” Regent said without warning. “If the West is as aggressive as you say, I want elfish troops to support my knights.”

      Neirin finally hesitated. “If we are successful it will not come to that.”

      “Nevertheless.”

      Neirin met Regent’s gaze, the two rulers staring at each other as if trying to read each other’s thoughts. Neirin’s hands folded in his lap on a hard wooden chair, Regent stroking his beard on a hard golden one.

      “Very well.” Neirin broke his stare. “Two hundred infantry.”

      “Four.”

      Neirin scowled now. “You ask much for one man.”

      Regent said nothing.

      “I wonder if you even mean to honour this agreement, Duke Regent,” he continued. His words came out slow and dangerous. “Perhaps you are merely exerting promises from me, seeking a temporary truce to strengthen your own position?”

      “And perhaps you simply want to steal away one of my greatest assets,” Regent replied. “Only to renege on every promise you’ve made.”

      “You dare!” It exploded from Neirin with a fury that made Tom flinch. The elf flew from his seat, knocking it over.

      “The Angles have broken their word before, Lord Neirin.” Regent seemed unmoved by Neirin’s temper. “Or have you forgotten how my grandfather died?”

      Tom had heard this story. When the land between the Heel and the Angles was first contested, Regent’s grandfather had travelled to the border to broker an agreement with Neirin’s father. But the elf hadn’t shown up and instead Regent’s grandfather had been attacked by a border patrol. He’d been shot and killed.

      “Your grandfather was late,” Neirin said. “The Shield of the Eastern Angles has better things to do than to wait on a man’s convenience.”

      It was all falling apart. This wasn’t going to work. Glastyn had wandered around to lean on the back of Emyr’s throne, watching the conversation dissolve into argument with great interest. Tom asked him for help with his eyes but Glastyn shook his head. “Do you really want the fay to get involved in mortal affairs?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Tom said, without thinking. All eyes turned to him.

      “Yes what?” Neirin demanded.

      “Very well,” said Glastyn, a secret smile on his lips. He slipped from the room.

      “Well, Tom?” Regent asked.

      “Yes,” he repeated, buying time. “Yes, there have been wrongs on both sides. But we have an opportunity today to set things right. We should think of the future, not the past.”

      Neirin wanted to argue. Tom could see it. His whole body was tensed, he was leant forward and his hands were like claws. He glared at Tom like he was the enemy. Then Siomi coughed and he changed. He took a breath and his body relaxed. He put his feet together, stood upright and bowed towards Tom.

      “You are wise, Master Rymour,” he said. “We must not be driven by ghosts, but instead be directed by the promise of tomorrow.”

      Tom pictured Elaine and Degor, his wife and son. They should have driven more of his decisions.

      Neirin turned to Regent. “Let us be as brothers, Duke Regent,” he said. “Let us finish what our noble forebears tried to begin.”

      Regent stood. It was a slow, deliberate gesture, mustering as much regality as possible. And, despite being more than a head shorter than the elf, the picture they made was one of king and subject.

      “We shall have peace between us,” Regent said and extended his hand. Tom failed to hide his grin. He was going to Faerie. Neirin took Regent’s hand in his; someone must have shown him the gesture. They shook. Tom smelt jasmine and the earthy musk of Queen Maev.

      “We shall have peace,” Regent repeated. “But Thomas Rymour stays with me.”
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      “Beautiful countryside,” said Glastyn.

      Tom grunted. They rode west along the Dolenlinn Road towards the border with the Marches. The late summer sun was warm and there was a breeze to keep the heat from becoming stifling. With a brilliant blue sky and not a cloud in sight, it should have been a lovely day. But the air was filled with the smell of horse sweat, manure, and the sound of forty knights and their attendants.

      “Quite so, Sir Robert.” Sir Wrothsley of the Treasury smiled his oily smile towards what he thought was the Heel’s premier knight. It was, in fact, Glastyn in disguise. Poor Sir Robert was sleeping the sleep of the fay in a baggage cart somewhere whilst Glastyn rode on his horse and in his armour. “We defend a wonderful land.”

      Tom held back a snort. It was often said that the Heel was named for its similarity with old bread: tough and chewy and with little to recommend it. Half of it was awash with the Braid, a river that split and twisted and twined and turned the land into half a marsh. Right now they rode through a dry patch, where the ground turned to heath and a little castle watched over the people as they tried their best to cultivate crops. Farming was tough in the Heel. Many had better luck poaching.

      And Tom was stuck riding amongst knights and diplomats, none of whom paid him much heed, in the service of a duke who had kept him from Faerie. Oh, he had apologised to Tom. He had asked forgiveness. And Tom had danced around the truth enough that Regent was fooled. But all of the tiny trials of living in Cairnagan were bitter pills now.

      “Indeed, good sir.” Glastyn was in his element, playing up to the idea of the gallant knight. Tom couldn’t believe these little lords didn’t recognise an imposter; Glastyn’s performance bordered on pantomime. “Seeing this land and these good people, we can see why so many are ready to shed their blood to protect it.”

      “And you, Robert?” Sir Oliver, lord of the war office and chief amongst Regent’s knights. He was gruff and shrewd and had no time for the political games of the rest of the Privy Council. He was Tom’s favourite, though the man had little time for Tom himself.

      “We would be first to meet any man who threatened our home.”

      “You plan to break the habit of a lifetime?”

      Glastyn turned to the barb. Tom couldn’t see his expression under the visor, but he could picture his wild grin. “Perhaps you will join us? How long has it been since you lead the charge?”

      Oliver scowled. “There is more to war than riding at the enemy.”

      “Was a soldier ever defeated by paper?”

      “I have seen plenty of soldiers in my duties, Robert.” Sir Tillsdowne, keeper of Regent’s Justice. Considering the number of death warrants he signed, he was the mildest man Tom had ever met. “It was my quill decided their fate.”

      Glastyn chuckled. “Have you ever heard the story of The Last Knight of Tir?”

      The Privy Council members, save Tom, all made noises of assent.

      “What of it?” Sir Wrothsley, knight in name only, riding in his rich robes and covered with powders and fragrances. Paying no mind to the peasant children running alongside them, cheering and waving at their parade. They pointed out marvels to each other and their parents. Tom knew they’d name each knight by his coats of arms with the memory for such things only children have. They were dirty and they wore rough hemps and their hands had calluses already. How could Wrothsley sit there in his finery and ignore them?

      Glastyn began to spin the tale for them. Tom didn’t listen. He’d heard it before. He knew the point Glastyn was trying to make. Instead he looked ahead, past Regent where he rode surrounded by pennants and flags, to the road ahead.

      Neirin had blustered when Regent refused to hand over Tom. He had cursed. He had cajoled. He had made promises, promises to cede more land to the Heel. He had promised to offer relatives as wards, diplomatic hostages for Regent should the Angles renege on the deal. He had promised new trade routes, exclusive benefits and boons for the Angles’ new ally. And Regent had thanked him and offered his own terms. Cairnagan had been the last stronghold of the house of Emyr, he said, and it held many documents from that time. Neirin was free to peruse them at his leisure. One of them would hold the key to the door to Faerie.

      But Tom had been digging through that library for months. How much more luck would Neirin have? And the elf would have little patience with trawling through more paper to get what he wanted.  Tom had known that as soon as Regent suggested it. Neirin had nodded his way through the rest of the audience, leaving much of the talking to Siomi. And then, when they had retired for the night and Tom lay in his bed, despairing of ever seeing Faerie again, Katharine had knocked on his door and told him the plan.

      Which was why Glastyn had stolen Robert’s armour. “What brings you here, Last Knight of Tir, and where are all your brothers?” The fay almost sang the refrain of the old tale, drawing eyes towards him. He was out of character and, while many of the younger and greener knights rode in their armour, they suffered for it. Wiser veterans rode in light, comfortable clothing. So many must be wondering why Robert was dressed head to toe in shining plate, with even his visor down.

      “A terrible place lain under all Tir, where a king could be found wrapped up on his bier. So whisp’ring a prayer and lifting the mound, the Last Knight of Tir clambered into the ground.”

      It was an antagonistic tale to tell. While each Regent of the Heel continued to knight its soldiers, the rest of Tir had long ago decided that knights belonged to an age passed. There were no more real knights, they said, and the Heel was playing at knighthood like children.

      Up ahead Tom could see another branch of the Braid, crossed by a stone bridge. And just beyond this bridge Tom could see the forest.

      “You’re a braver man than we, Thomas Rymour,” Glastyn had said after Katharine had told him the plan. “Those men will be very well-armed.”

      “You’re not much comfort, Glastyn,” he replied.

      “We never claimed to be.”

      “You might try it,” he said. “You might even try helping me.”

      “Who said we won’t?”

      “Please don’t talk to them while I’m here,” Katharine had said and he had ignored Glastyn until she had left.

      “What if they don’t stop?” he had asked. “What if Regent is too eager to speak to King Idris? What if he fears the Westerners will not wait?”

      He watched Regent ride. Relaxed, waving to the people. As if he was riding through his private grounds. He didn’t seem to see the soldiers between the people and himself, nor the scowls on some peasants’ faces. But he was a consummate actor. He could look furious on the outside but be amused on the inside. Look bored but be attentive. Calm but worried.

      “The blackest of knights, the enemy of all, sat at the head of a bone-ridden hall.”

      Tom was surrounded by Council members, near the head of the column. He couldn’t just ride off. If they didn’t stop there was nothing he could do. Neirin would leave him there. Glastyn would not help him. He would be trapped in Regent’s court until he was an unnoticed old man, spewing a foresight to anyone who still cared to listen. As invisible as a fay. A prisoner of mortals.

      “We know why you are here, Last Knight of Tir, for we are all your brothers.”

      “Peace, Sir Robert.” Sir Oliver bit out his words from behind clenched teeth.

      “Yes, rest a while, good Robert,” Tillsdowne agreed.

      Wrothsley’s face was a mask. But he was shrewd. He could sense the tensions in the Council. “Perhaps you should wet your throat, Robert?” he said, offering a wineskin. “Rest your voice, so you may finish your story later with the same gusto as you began.”

      “You are too kind, good sir,” Glastyn said to Wrothsley. Then to Oliver he said, “Apologies if our humble voice has offended your ears.” And to Tillsdowne, “Your offer of rest is appreciated.”

      Where Tom floundered amongst protocol, Glastyn swam like a fish. He knew exactly who needed addressing first according to the unspoken hierarchy amongst equals. Tom felt sick. He would never understand that. He couldn’t stay here.

      They crossed the bridge. Tom felt his heart begin to pound against his chest and he noticed his hands were shaking. He gripped the reins tighter. Regent wouldn’t stop. He knew it. He would never return to Faerie. He would never see Maev again. He had to do something. But what could he do? He was just Thomas Rymour.

      “Halt!” The call was like sweet nectar. Holding in a laugh was a feat of strength worthy of Cei himself.

      “What goes on?” Oliver was in a foul mood now.

      Everyone was peering ahead to see what had stopped them. Tom didn’t look. He knew what it was. Instead he cast about for the sign. There were trees on either side, cut back from the road so as to offer some warning should travellers be attacked by bandits. He peered at the trees. Was his eyesight getting worse?

      No. There it was. A tree with a white mark on the trunk. He would excuse himself. If challenged he would say ‘this is a good opportunity to relieve oneself’. He would walk into the trees. Katharine would be waiting. She would hide them. She would lead them through the forest and they would meet with Neirin. That was the plan.

      Except how could they hope to elude forty knights? They would ride him down. Skewer him on a lance, slice open his belly or simply cut off his head. So many of the knights were young and hot-headed. They believed in forgiveness rather than permission. Getting off his horse would be suicide. He may as well walk straight to the Isles of the Dead.

      When had he become so cowardly? Once upon a time he’d thought himself invincible. That Tom would already be in the forest. Now he quivered like a frightened old man. He hadn’t been scared of death then. Why should he be now? He should dismount, if not to see Maev, if not to find peace, than to try and find a little of that old courage inside himself.

      He didn’t get off the horse.

      “We wonder what’s happening ahead?” Glastyn said. He stretched in the saddle. “Still, a good opportunity to relieve oneself, eh, Tom?”

      Eyes turned to him. He forgot his voice. Once lies had flowed from his tongue like sweet honey. Now his mouth filled with spit and his stomach threatened to reject his breakfast. Why couldn’t he pull himself together?

      Because one well-phrased question would catch him out. One question he couldn’t avoid and he’d have to confess to everything.

      Tom opened his mouth to agree. No, not agree. He would say he’d been thinking the same thing. But he hadn’t been, so he couldn’t. Nor could he say he felt the same way; it was not a good idea if anyone else relieved themselves as they might see him hide. What should he say? Nothing. Say nothing. Silence is an ally. He climbed out of the saddle, movements shaky and uncertain.

      “Thomas Rymour!”

      They knew. He’d been found out.

      “Attend the duke, Thomas Rymour!”

      He should run. But then they would chase him. And then they’d kill him. He sighed and walked up the column. The road was smooth and warm but his feet were cold. The soldiers frowned down at him. He tried not to meet their gaze.

      “Your Grace?”

      Regent was still mounted, looking down at the road ahead. Tom could see he was troubled. The tension in his shoulders. The tightening around the eyes. He looked down at Tom and frowned.

      “Why are you dismounted?”

      He forced a smile. It was too big. “A halt is a good time to relieve oneself, Your Grace.”

      Regent’s eyes narrowed. “And is that what you need to do?”

      Panic flooded his senses for a moment but Tom kept his expression under control. Careful. Careful. “I am not used to long travel on horseback, Your Grace.” He shifted as if in discomfort. “I haven’t the stamina these days.” Before Regent could press the question, he asked, “What can I do for Your Grace?”

      Regent looked back to the road. “Look at this.”

      Tom didn’t need to look. He’d suggested it. But he looked, for appearances. A man, partly armoured, lay sprawled in the road. Paper was attached to his surcoat. It would be a notice of taxation, over which was written ‘no farther’. The coat of arms would identify the man as the local knight, though the body would belong to a peasant, robbed from his grave. Sick and ghoulish but better than killing someone. The decay had eaten at his face already to keep up the ruse.

      Tom didn’t have to pretend to gag.

      “My land is sickening, Tom. It grows worse.”

      “I cannot disagree, Your Grace.” Tom looked back at Regent and swallowed.

      “What do you see?” he asked. He kept his eyes on the dead man. “I need to know what you see.”

      The man was lost. He was lonely. He didn’t know what to do. And he was asking for help. Suddenly Tom felt like a coward, a thief, like he was stealing away something Regent sorely needed. This was a terrible thing he did. And a selfish thing, too. Neirin had told him it was necessary, that it was all to save Tir, to save the Heel. And Tom had nodded along. But he was doing this for himself. He was abandoning Regent to make himself happy.

      He closed his eyes and tried to calm his thoughts. Give him something, he told himself. One more foresight. Before you abandon him. A hundred thoughts crowded his mind but he pushed them aside. After a moment his mind was quiet and he slid into foresight.

      Katharine slapped his hand away. “Don’t,” she said. “Not again.”

      A black, broken city squatted in stinking marshland.

      A man in fine clothes was hit, and kicked, and beaten by townsfolk. He wore the arms of a knight of the Heel. They broke his nose, they knocked out his teeth. They wouldn’t stop until it was too late. The knight begged for mercy. But the people were not people any more. They were a mob.

      The world was filled with cold and snow and he heard a song on the air. A skinny boy in a thick fur said, “Remember your own mind.”

      An old man laid on red dusty ground said, “I wish I could remember her face.”

      The future faded and Tom was stood on the Dolenlinn Road looking into Regent’s expectant face. The man looked so fragile Tom wished he could lie.

      “It gets worse,” he said. Regent closed his eyes but the corners of his mouth sagged. Despite himself, though it acted against his own interests, he stepped closer and laid a hand on Regent’s boot. “Turn around,” he said. “Leave Idris in the Marches. Heal your duchy.”

      “How can I, Tom?” Regent’s voice was little more than a murmur. “I have wolves at my door. Wolves at my door and an enemy in my castle. I would cast them aside and fix this rot in the Heel. But then they will breach my door and all will be lost.”

      He shouldn’t leave him. He should help him. It was the right thing to do.

      “I am sorry I could not let you go, Tom.” He opened his eyes and the hurt was gone. It was buried under a mask again. “I hope you understand. Sometimes we need to sacrifice ourselves for a greater good.”

      Sacrifice. The pity he had felt blackened and crumbled like burning paper. How many men had lost what he had? A wife. A child. An entire life. No. He’d sacrificed enough. Regent was surrounded by advisors and courtiers and knights. He didn’t need Thomas Rymour.

      “Draw your people to you,” he said, letting go of Regent’s boot and stepping back. “They will fight for you. Right now, they may welcome the West with open arms.”

      Regent’s face closed. “That will be all, Tom.”

      Tom bowed. It was a shallow bow. “Your Grace.” He turned and walked back towards his horse. He would go. Now.

      Regent was shouting orders. The Council were expectant, waiting for their instructions. Tom said to Tillsdowne, “Would you watch my horse, sir?”

      The old man nodded and, as Tom was about to walk into the forest, Glastyn leapt into life.

      “Judged nobler in deed than in what we say, will we be when men yet to come us portray. If truthful you are and Last Knight I be, it shall be by my hand I set myself free.”

      He sang at the top of his voice, drew his blade and waved it in the air. All eyes turned to the fay in astonishment and Tom walked towards the trees. He expected each quick, tense step to be interrupted by an arrow in the back. Not that they would shoot him. They would challenge him first, maybe. But he wondered how the arrow would feel anyway. Sharp like a knife or blunt like a club? Glastyn continued to sing, others called for him to be quiet, there was general commotion and confusion. But Tom could not tell who was watching. To look back would be to look guilty. So he stared ahead and succeeded where the Last Knight had failed; he made it without looking back.

      He didn’t stop. Once he was a few metres in, shielded by trunks, he turned. He could just make out the road through the gaps in the trees. No-one was following him.

      “You made it.”

      He jumped. Katharine emerged, dressed now in more practical clothing. The motley was gone, replaced by green and brown leathers, trousers and boots. She wore a belt and a bandolier, both adorned with pouches and bottles. The only jewellery she wore was a necklace filled with charms, a dwarfish rune here, a stone with a hole in it there. Her hair was bound in a single tight braid. This was Katharine as a working Pathfinder.

      Behind them he heard Glastyn roar about a trail. His part of the plan. Draw the attention and lead the knights on a merry chase. When they finally stopped following him he would take off his borrowed armour and disappear; none of Regent’s knights had the Second Sight.

      “Come on,” she said. She was trying hard not to smile.

      “What’s this?” he asked, pointing to the ground. Dozens of footprints had churned the ground almost into mud before marching off into the forest, dragging two furrows behind them.

      “A diversion,” she said. “When they come after us, I want them to go the wrong way.” With that she turned and slipped into the trees.

      She was incredible to watch. When Tom had been a boy he remembered how his father had been able to predict, almost without fail, what the weather was going to do. He would stare at a cloudy sky in the morning and predict sun, or look up at clear skies and predict the rain that fell within the hour. Katharine seemed to read the terrain as easily as his father had read the weather. She ignored clear paths that ended up in dead ends. She found ways through knots of trees or the shallow ford over the river without any apparent effort. She walked as if she’d walked this way a hundred times. Even her gait was impressive. While Tom tripped on roots or stumbled on uneven ground, Katharine’s pace was steady and sure.

      She didn’t talk. When he tried she hushed him. So he watched her and tried not to imagine what Regent was doing or feeling. Did he think Tom ungrateful or villainous? Did he feel betrayed? Abandoned? The last was the worst. Tom kept remembering the way Regent had stared at the dead man in the road, looking like he bore all of Tir on his shoulders with no-one to help.

      Too late to go back. It was done.

      They walked until the sun began to set and then Katharine stopped. “They’re following us,” she said. She was pulling things from her belt and setting a snare.

      Tom listened too. He couldn’t hear anything. “How do you know?” he asked.

      She didn’t answer. “Here,” she said and produced a small trowel. Years in Faerie meant Tom could recognise the unique feel of iron. “Dig there,” she said, pointing at a hollow between two enormous roots.

      “How deep?” he asked.

      “As deep as you can,” she replied, unrolling what looked to be a fishing net.

      The ground was soft, the dirt still damp from yesterday’s rain. The earthy smell that erupted as he dug made Tom smile. Although it wasn’t quite the same, it reminded him of working on his father’s farm.

      “Faster,” Katharine told him. She was quick, quiet, calm. “We only have a few minutes. No, don’t look at me.” There was moss and leaves stitched into her net. “Hurry.”

      Tom doubled his efforts. He knew what would happen to him if he was caught. Death. There would be no question. His arm ached and he was sweating already but he didn’t slow down. Whatever Katharine was planning, it would save his life.

      “Get in,” she said. She kicked flat the pile of dirt he’d made and stamped it into the ground. He climbed into the hole, now waist deep. He stood stupidly, not sure what to do. Katharine pulled a bottle from her belt and splashed the contents against a tree.

      “Come on,” she hissed, climbing in next to him and pulling him down into a crouch. She pulled the net of moss and leaves over them, blocking out the light. The hole wasn’t big enough. They were pushed together, knees pushing into the soil, back unnaturally bent, heads pressed together. There seemed to be no air and a tree root pushed his shoulder so far forward Tom thought it might dislocate. Tiny roots from other plants tickled him and their breathing was too loud in the small space. He felt like he was breathing in dirt. He wondered if this was how the dead felt, hugging their knees in a hole in the ground.

      “Was it like this when you left your family?” he whispered, more to prove to himself he was still alive.

      “No,” she hissed. “Be quiet.”

      He couldn’t stay here. There was no air. He couldn’t stand it. He itched to climb out of this hole, jump up and down and shout. His fingers twitched. Was this guilt? Did he want to betray himself for abandoning Regent? Or was it fear, that he would do such a terrible thing and Maev wouldn’t want him after all?

      Then a voice cried, “Sir Rymour?”

      “They’ve found us,” he breathed.

      Katharine shushed him.

      “He’s not a knight,” a second man said.

      “Sits with them, don’t he? Has airs and graces? If he wears fancy clothes and don’t go hungry, he’s a knight.”

      Tom hadn’t imagined people thought of him like that. He wanted to climb out and tell them he wasn’t like the others, that he was like them.

      “Someone hears you talking like that your neck’ll go to Tillsdowne.”

      “Sir Rymour?”

      They were close.

      “Besides, only a knight could get lost taking a piss.”

      More footsteps and a shadow fell over their shelter. It was well-built; Katharine knew her trade well. But it wouldn’t bear close inspection. One step and he’d be in the hole with them. Katharine took hold of his hand and squeezed. She was betting her life on this too. Tom squeezed back. He didn’t move, didn’t breathe. He didn’t dare blink.

      “Footprints here,” the second man said.

      “Think he’s been pinched?” the first man said above them.

      “Could be,” he replied. “May not be a knight but he’s worth taking all the same. Regent’d pay a pretty coin to get him back.”

      “Emyr’ll tell me why.”

      “I dunno. He’s meant to see the future.”

      “So he’s not a knight but he’s a seer? Don’t tell me you believe that.”

      “Didn’t say I did. But Regent does.”

      “Then he’s a bigger fool than I thought.”

      “You’ll get us both killed with talk like that. Look.” The second man paused. “Rabbit snare. And dog piss. We scared off a poacher.”

      “Guess he’ll go hungry tonight,” said the first man. “Let’s go back. He didn’t come this way.”

      The shadow moved away. Tom started to breathe again. He waited for Katharine to say something. But she stayed quiet. Why didn’t they leave? He didn’t want to be in this almost-grave any longer than he had to.

      “Katharine,” he began but she squeezed his hand. He waited a moment and began to speak again but she squeezed harder. He had to stop himself from crying out. So he waited, straining to hear what she heard. After what seemed like hours she let go of his hand.

      “He’s gone,” she said.

      “Who’s gone?”

      “One of the soldiers waited behind,” she said.

      “How did you know?”

      “The birds. They only just started singing again.”

      Tom smiled. “You’re good.”

      “I know.”

      “Now what?”

      “We stay here for the night.”

      “In here?” he asked.

      “In here,” she said. “It’s safer. If Regent’s men come back we’ll be hidden. If there are any wolves they’ll avoid that marked tree. And it’ll be easier to find our way by day.”

      She couldn’t be serious. “Should we make the hole bigger?”

      “You complained about a comfortable bed, remember?”

      He had. Perhaps he shouldn’t have. Now the soldiers were gone the discomfort was unbearable. For a moment he wished he was back in that bed, soft and yielding as it was. But then he remembered what came with that bed.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Katharine said nothing.

      “You were right,” he said. “About me needing to leave.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said and her voice no longer carried the edge it had.

      Tom smiled and shifted. He resettled his shoulder around the root.

      “I lied before,” she said.

      “About what?” He was suddenly very tired. It had been a long day. He was sore from the saddle and his body ached from the march through the forest.

      “About leaving my family. It did feel like this. My father and my brother came after me. I had to hide from them too. But I did it up a tree, not under one.”

      “You must have been scared.” Tom pictured a much younger Katharine, without the experience and the confidence she had now, running from men much older and stronger than her.

      “They were crashing around trying to find me. My brother wasn’t a half-bad tracker. He saw mud on the trunk where I’d climbed it. He looked up.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I froze. I thought I’d been caught. They’d pull me down, drag me home and beat me. I was so angry. They would never allow me another chance of escape.”

      “What happened?”

      “He didn’t see me.” She yawned. “They moved on. I spent the night up that tree in case they came back. They didn’t.”

      “He didn’t see you?”

      “I don’t know how.” Her voice was getting light and sleepy. “He was looking right at me. And my first attempts at camouflage were terrible. Perhaps his eyesight wasn’t that good.”

      Or perhaps he let you go, Tom thought. “I’m glad you escaped.”

      “Me too.”

      She took his hand again and the tenderness in the gesture silenced anything Tom was going to say. With her side pressed against his and her gentle breathing all he could hear, it was the closest he’d been to another human being in years. He hadn’t enjoyed this sort of quiet intimacy since he’d lain with his wife, Elaine. Before Faerie. Everything with Maev had been clandestine urgency. Never tenderness.

      Tom felt breath fill his lungs and a madness take his thoughts. He would suggest they leave Neirin to his quests, Regent to his politics. He would suggest travel, him and her. They would see what Tir had to offer. Just the two of them. Together.

      Instead he asked, “Do you miss them?” He wasn’t sure why.

      “Yes,” she said, after a long moment. “I do. But it was the right thing to do. I couldn’t have been a tame housewife. I belong in the world.”

      She was right. He’d never seen another person so comfortable in their skin. Katharine was meant to be a Pathfinder.

      “That doesn’t mean I’m against being a wife,” she said, voice thick with sleep. “Or a mother.”

      She ran a thumb over his. It was tempting. He could be a father again. A husband. He could do it right this time.

      But she belonged in the world. He didn’t.

      He thought of Maev’s dark, wicked smile. Clandestine urgency might lack the peace and contentment he felt right now. But the passion was unmatched by anything a mortal woman could offer.

      Tom fell asleep with a smile on his face.
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      Their meeting point was a town called Aeryie. Tom remembered it as a town full of traffic and trade, and only two days south of Cairnagan.

      For that reason he thought it was a bad idea to meet there.

      “A horse on the Dolenlinn will travel faster than us,” he said. “News will reach the town before we do. They’ll be waiting.”

      “Any riders will head to Gansgate and on to Cairnagan,” Katharine replied. The intimacy of the previous night had vanished with the sun. Now she was focused on the path ahead. The forest had given way to an ugly-smelling marsh that was harder to navigate. “No-one will bother with a backwater like Aeryie. Any word they get will be gossip and hearsay and it will arrive late.”

      “But it’s on the coastal road,” he said. He tried to hide how out of breath he was; despite the difficult terrain, Katharine’s pace was brisk. “Any travel or trade south goes through Aeryie.”

      “The coastal road isn’t used anymore.” She stopped for a moment, looking for signs only she could see. All Tom saw were a few birds, the odd peasant trying to fish or weave reeds. In the distance mills grew like little towers; there was a river nearby. “They think you’ve been kidnapped by peasants. If they’re looking for you, they’re looking in villages and on farms. And they have their hands full with a dead knight.”

      If they’re looking. The words stung, though Tom knew they shouldn’t.

      “It’s a risk,” he said.

      But she ignored him. So he trailed behind her, feeling stupid and useless. After just months at Regent’s court he was accustomed to his opinion being valued. Regent had listened to him. Maev would listen too. But why would Katharine listen? She was steeped in knowledge of Tir. Any knowledge he had was a hundred years out-of-date. His brief dreams of travelling with her the night before seemed laughable. He would not be an equal or a valued partner. He would be a passenger. Nothing more.

      The day was warm and humid and there was no wind. The stink of the marsh was like a fog around them. Tom wondered how far they had to travel. Regent’s train had only been travelling a day, but that had been a day on horseback and on the Dolenlinn. They were on foot and the terrain was difficult. He slipped and stepped into water, filling his boot. More than difficult.

      “Careful,” said Katharine.

      Great advice. He pulled off his boot and tipped out cold water, grass and an insect. His hose was wet and would not dry until at least tomorrow. He fought an urge to throw the boot across the marsh. It would feel good. But then he’d have no boot.

      “Keep up,” she said. He put his boot back on.

      Soon enough they found true pathways, laid out in branches and logs. They were uneven and Tom often slipped, tugging his ankles this way and that. His foot was wet and cold and his mood was foul. They found the river forded with large, wet stones. Tom almost slipped and fell in. He heard little laughter. Four nymphs, tiny water fay no bigger than his thumb, sitting on pebbles and dangling their feet in the water. He forced a smile.

      “Good afternoon,” he said.

      The nymphs laughed. Then one stood up on her pebble. “Well met, Thomas Rymour.”

      He bowed as best he could. The boulder he was stood on left little room for balance. “Well met.”

      The nymphs had the shape of women but had shining silver skin, like fish catching the sun’s rays on a summer’s day. “Will you join us for a swim?”

      “Alas I cannot, good ladies, not today.”

      “Pity.” They were so small it was hard to read their expressions. “I suppose you are in a rush to get to Faerie?”

      “I suppose I am.”

      “It is for the best,” she said. “Queen Maev will be most displeased if you are late for Calgraef.”

      “Indeed?” Tom kept his voice flat and disinterested. But Calgraef was the autumn festival and it was late summer now. He couldn’t remember the date. Was there enough time to find Faerie?

      “Oh yes,” said the nymph with a casual air. “She will not suffer to wait, our queen.”

      “Of course.” What if they didn’t find Faerie in time? What if Maev changed into Mab and turned him away?

      “Glastyn wishes you had seen his chase,” said another nymph. “He thought it merry and of great amusement.”

      “I have no doubt,” Tom replied. “What of the men chasing him?”

      “They have stopped,” she replied. “They are chasing you instead.”

      “Chasing us?” He looked back the way they had come. Birds sang, insects buzzed, shouts and cries of ordinary life drifted over the windless air. There were no sounds of pursuit.

      “Yes, men on horses are riding up and down your precious roads.” The nymph gave him a look that seemed born of Queen Mab’s cruel smile. “We should not dally were we you, Thomas Rymour.”

      The fay slipped into the water and Tom hurried to catch up with Katharine.
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        * * *

      

      They came on Aeryie long after sunset, a candle in the night. Unlike Cairnagan, which would be a beacon surrounded by glowing towers and homes, Aeryie sat alone in the darkness. Many of the nearby mills, Katharine said, created a fine dust that set the air afire if exposed to a flame. Aeryie itself, though, was full of light, though it was not the comfort it might usually have been. Light meant people could see him. Light would identify him to Regent’s men.

      Katharine had shrugged off the fay’s warning. It was almost as if she didn’t believe Tom. “What would you have me do, Tom? Change our plans based on little water people only you can see? Neirin is waiting in Aeryie. That’s where we need to go.”

      They approached from a dirt track into the town which, even at this late hour, was filled with life. Some waved their wares at anyone with coin, some loaded wagons for a late journey, some shops still sold cold food or hot metal. It was busier than any town Tom had been to in his childhood but he could tell Aeryie had once been bigger, brighter. Some of the buildings were dark and dilapidated. The vendors looked tired, as if they’d been trying and failing for too long. The women that stood in alleyways and winked at every man looked skinny and underfed. The buildings towered and sagged towards each other, creating a tunnel out of each street, and the air was heavy with the stink of waste and effluence. Tom was tempted to turn around and walk back to Cairnagan.

      “Here.” Katharine had taken them to the largest building Tom had seen so far, with three stories that he could see, the second and third leaning out over the street and almost touching the building opposite. A man slumped in the gutter outside, sleeping it off, vomit down his front. The sign, where the paint hadn’t peeled away, proclaimed it to be the Four Crowns. “I sent Neirin to stay here. It’s the best inn Aeryie has.”

      Tom had spent too long in court. He felt his nose wrinkle. Yet he had drunk in places far worse than this in his youth. Places where the rushes had rotted and the beer tasted like bog water. But when they stepped inside, it was plain the Four Crowns was a better class of drinking establishment. It was well-lit, with fresh candles in every sconce and a small fire in the place, on which they had placed sweet-smelling plants. The floors were bare wooden floorboards, with just a few discreet piles of sawdust to soak up various fluids. Everywhere else was clean and tidy. The patrons, whilst dirty and tired and raucous, seemed well-behaved. Katharine marched straight to the bar and Tom followed in her wake.

      The barman gave them a great smile from under his enormous moustache. “Katharine. They said you were coming.”

      “Barnaby.” She leant over the bar and kissed his cheek. The man’s skin shone. “It’s good to see you again.”

      “Business must be good,” he said, “to be travelling with elfs.”

      “And the Crowns looks busy.” It was true. There was only one empty table, the largest one, set at one end of the room on a dais.

      “Times are tough but we make do.” He looked past Katharine at Tom. “Good evening, young master.”

      Tom couldn’t help but smile. Young master. The man was maybe five years older than him. “Good evening.”

      “A room for you two?”

      “Please,” Katharine said. Was that one room? Would they be sharing? Wouldn’t that be awkward?

      “You’ll enjoy your stay, young master,” Barnaby said. “Mattresses as soft as those in Cairnagan. Good sturdy bed.” He winked at Katharine when he said that. “Clean and safe; you won’t find better locks in Cairnagan. And we’ve got the best food and drink you’ll find in the Heel.”

      “As good as in Cairnagan?”

      Barnaby grinned. “You’ve stayed here before?” Then he laughed, a hearty laugh that filled the room. Tom laughed too. The man reminded him of Old Jep, the barkeep in Pebbleston, where Tom had drunk away many a night before Maev found him. Old Jep always had a smile and a kind word for anyone who visited his tavern. He hadn’t been the smartest of men, but he had the loyalty of every man in the village. Even Tom, who had been loyal to very few. It pained him to think of himself at that age, feckless and unreliable, his only concerns being those for himself. He’d been a poor husband. A worse father.

      Katharine nudged him. “Come back, Tom.”

      He shook his head. “It wasn’t foresights,” he said. “Just memories.”

      “They didn’t look like happy ones.” She handed him two mugs and pointed towards the dais. He walked ahead of her, weaving his way through the tables. Now he was closer, he could see that some of the furniture had seen better days.

      “They weren’t.” He pictured Elaine sitting and waiting in their tiny, one-roomed hut. How long had she waited for him to come home?

      “We’ll have some time before Neirin comes down,” Katharine said. “Apparently he’s been hiding up in his rooms.”

      “Too good to mingle with the humans?”

      Katharine shrugged. “He is aloof. But then he is the Eastern equivalent of royalty. Does Regent go drinking with the commoners?”

      “No. More’s the pity.” Tom looked out over the bar. These people were struggling to survive but Regent had abandoned them, preferring to parlay with elfs than help his own people.

      He should have stayed with Elaine. He should have been a better man.

      “Tell me about these bad memories.”

      Tom shook his head. “I’d rather not.”

      She lifted her mug. “It’ll pass the time. Maybe make you feel better?”

      She had such an honest face. It made Tom want to tell her everything, just so there would be no secrets or lies between them. She smiled and it made Tom smile too.

      But, “No.” He shook his head. “I don’t think I’ll ever feel better about this.” He stared out over the bar. The scene before him faded and blended into another, the same view but a different day. The atmosphere was tense, the room subdued. As the drinkers eyed each other, fay slunk unseen between the tables, brownies and hobgoblins and sprites. They drank from unattended mugs, untied shoelaces, pilfered from pockets. An argument broke out in a corner, accusations of thievery and dishonesty. Barnaby looked fraught, unable to find something, and as he rummaged for it a brownie uncorked a barrel and let the beer spill all over the floor.

      “I know a thing or two about magic.” The inn was gone and instead an elf sat hunched over his bound wrists, as far away from any tree as he could get. Which was not easy. The trees were thick, the branches above them so dense that it was almost dark.

      “Of course you do.” It was one of the Easterners, the other female. “And I’m sure you’re an expert in magic water too.”

      “Six is right,” Tom said. “Perfectly round pools of water are not to be trusted.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Because they’ve been put there by someone else,” the elf replied.

      Then his vision was filled with two dark eyes boring into him. They appeared with such suddenness that he cried out, and the foresight fled, and the present returned with a rush.

      “Welcome back.”

      Tom looked up. Katharine smiled at him, but it was an Easterner that had spoken. A giant with a voice like thunder, he’d clearly been in conversation with Katharine until Tom had interrupted. His face was bare, revealing broad, flat features. He dwarfed his chair and made the glass he held look like a thimble. But he offered Tom a friendly smile.

      “Hello,” he said.

      “Hello,” Tom replied. He offered his hand and realised he’d spilt beer on it. The elf looked at it with a quizzical smile. Tom wiped it on his hose.

      “My name is Draig.” The elf spoke with a thick accent, his speech halting and careful.

      “Tom.”

      The elf nodded. “Is it every time like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “You were like dead. I spoke but you did not hear me.”

      “Oh.” This titan of an elf spoke to him as if they’d been friends for years. It made Tom feel oddly embarrassed, as if he’d fallen asleep during a conversation. “Yes. Sorry.”

      Draig shrugged, an easy gesture. “Say not sorry, Master Rymour. You did not know I was here.”

      “Draig came down ahead of Neirin for safety,” Katharine said.

      “Ah.” Tom nodded. Then, as his time at court had taught him that small talk was the polite thing to do, he asked, “I hope Lord Neirin is well?”

      “He is well. Thank you for the asking.” Draig’s smile made it seem as if he was truly grateful. The elf was open and earnest, as if he was pleased to be in their company. It made Tom feel awkward and cold, that he was not so happy.

      “Can I ask a question?” Draig said.

      “Of course.”

      “You did not see us. This.” He pointed to the three of them. “Can not you control these sights?”

      “No, I can’t,” said Tom. “The future comes to me in glimpses, as it wills.”

      “You are at its mercy?”

      “In some ways.” He often felt like it. He could not stop his foresights from coming, even in the middle of conversation. “Though if I’m relaxed I can sometimes encourage them.”

      Draig nodded as if he knew all about it. “It is difficult.”

      “At times, yes.”

      “You would like them to be gone?”

      Give them up and be rid of all the people who demanded he perform for them? Never have to explain that he didn’t foresee everything nor could he on demand? “No,” he said. It was his only link to Faerie. A gift. A Faerie gift and so, as the saying went, bad as much a boon. But a gift nonetheless.

      Draig waited for more and, when it did not come, said, “Can not you lie.”

      “The other part of my gift,” Tom said.

      “Difficult also.”

      “It is,” said Tom. “Very much so.”

      Draig smiled. “My thoughts are women do not like that much.”

      “Not so much, master elf.” Tom smiled at memories of many slaps. “It’s hard to pay a compliment when you can’t exaggerate or tell a pretty lie.” He glanced at Katharine but she wasn’t listening; her gaze was drifting over the room. Tom was about to ask her what she was looking for when the room went quiet. Conversation didn’t stop, but it faltered. Everyone was trying to look like they weren’t staring at the staircase. Tom followed their unsubtle gazes to see Neirin standing at the top, looking down on all of them. He wore his most haughty expression, his hands on his hips, magisterial in black and silver robes with his coronet gleaming on his brow. Siomi stood in front; her veil was up but Tom recognised her figure. The other female stood close behind him, veiled and hooded too. Draig stood up. They did not move for a long time. What was Neirin looking for? Tom surveyed the room. The conversation stuttered and withered. People drew into themselves, huddling under collars and hoods.

      Finally Neirin made a small gesture and Siomi led them down the stairs, which creaked and groaned in the quiet.

      “Good evening, Master Rymour,” Neirin spoke with the easy grace he had used at court. He sat himself with his back to the wall, somehow placing himself at the head of a round table. “Miss Katharine. I am pleased to see your escape met with little misadventure.”

      Tom glanced at the tables below them. How could Neirin be so indiscreet? “And you are well, my lord?”

      “I am, thank you. Pleased to be ready to continue our journey.” He turned to Katharine. “We have kept your maps safe, Katharine, that we might find our next path.”

      The other female handed over a wooden tube. Plain to the casual observer, with only a few carvings in the stained wood, Tom knew that it was actually an expensive artefact in itself. Sturdy and waterproofed, it was home to Katharine’s greatest treasures for, while a Pathfinder carried a trove of knowledge, their maps were the sum of their lives. It was a sign of great trust that she had let Neirin take them; Katharine rarely let them out of her sight. Her relief at having them in her hands was palpable.

      “Thank you, Lord Neirin.”

      “Thank you,” he replied. “Your trust in us was a great gift.”

      Katharine undid the clasp and removed the hinged lid. It opened with a pop and she reached in, pulling out a single sheet of paper, also a rarity even in this modern age. Being careful to avoid Tom’s spill, she unrolled it over the table. It primarily showed the Heel, but with the northernmost regions of Erhenned and Tanabawr as well.

      “We have two options, my lord,” she said. She ran a finger from Aeryie to the Marches then south, down the coast. “Erhenned is our destination. The Erhenni are the only people with ships that can cross the Lannad Sea. If my information is correct, there is an entrance to Faerie in the middle of that sea?” She looked at Tom for confirmation.

      Tom nodded. “A fay told me that Katharine was right.” He almost smiled at the thought of returning. “We can find an entrance there.”

      She nodded. “So we can travel west, into the Marches, then hug the coastline down to Cairnalyr, capital of Erhenned.”

      Neirin shook his head. “The Marches are not an option, Katharine. It is occupied by Idris’ forces.”

      “Regent is there too,” Tom said. “He’ll want to stop us if only because of me.”

      “Indeed.”

      Katharine nodded. “Then our path is to the east.” She traced a line from Aeryie back into the Eastern Angles, south and then back west, through Tanabawr and into Erhenned. “It is a longer road but a safer one.”

      Tom frowned. Both paths had avoided a large wooded area in the south of the Heel. “You said the coastal road isn’t used anymore,” he said. “But it’s the quickest road south.” He ran a finger from Aeryie directly south, through the trees.

      “The road is gone,” Katharine said. “The Whispering Woods are impassable.”

      “Impassable?” he repeated. “It didn’t used to be.”

      “Trust me, Tom. It is now.” She shook her head at him. “Many have gone into those woods to find a path. No-one ever comes out.”

      “That strikes me as somewhat dramatic,” said Neirin.

      Katharine shook her head. “There are some places in Tir that don’t belong to men, elfs or dwarfs,” she said. “Other things live there. Dangerous things. The Wastes, the Harbour, the Whispering Woods. They’re all places no Pathfinder will take you.”

      Neirin shook his head with a condescending smile and opened his mouth to reply. But something caught his eye. He frowned, then stiffened. When he spoke, it was with a low anger. “Brega, Draig,” he said. He rose to his feet and lifted a magisterial hand, a lazy but demanding finger pointed across the room. “There. Bring him to me.”

      Tom followed the finger to a figure in the middle of the room. Hooded and cloaked in a worn and faded grey, he stood like a thief caught with his hand in the valuables. He stared back at Neirin for a moment before he bolted.

      Draig and Brega leapt from the dais, Draig ploughing through the tables like an aurochs through a chicken coop, Brega leaping from table to table, her billowing robes making her look like a terrible, avenging shadow.

      They wouldn’t catch him. He’d had a head start. He’d probably been sidling out since they’d arrived. He was too close to the door and Brega and Draig were too far away. Why were they chasing him? Why they didn’t just let him go? As if reading his mind, Brega stopped her pursuit, standing from atop a table and watching the chase.

      Their quarry was at the door. In a moment he’d disappear into the streets. It was over.

      Brega drew back a hand and there was a knife in it. Did she mean to kill the man? She threw it and the sound of the blade burying itself in the door made everyone jump. The hooded man jerked back in surprise and wasted a moment looking back at Brega.

      That moment was all Draig needed to tackle him to the floor.

      There was no fighting, no wrestling. Draig was just too big. Any efforts to fight back would have been the beating of a moth’s wings against a storm. The man knew that and went limp, allowing Draig to pull his hands behind his back and haul him to his feet. Draig looked over to Neirin who nodded and waved them forward. He then turned to Brega and shouted across the room, “Tell the owner that we will, of course, pay for any damage and for any drinks spilt. But before you hand over any money, ask him why he’s harbouring a Western scout.”

      Careful murmurs bubbled amongst the patrons and Tom frowned. Western scout? He examined the hooded figure as Draig hauled him up to the dais. What made Neirin think he was a Western scout?

      Draig pushed his captive down into a seat and yanked back his hood to reveal a male elf of a delicate build. Handsome, certainly, with golden skin marred only by a tattoo on his cheek. His lips seemed accustomed to wearing a smirk, as they did now, and he wore long, blonde hair in a simple tail. It was the elf from his foresight. Six.

      “There’s no need for such excitement,” he said. “There’s enough of me to go around.”

      “Tell me your name and your business here.” Neirin was cold, his eyes narrow and his lips curled in a sneer.

      “This lot call me Six.” He jerked his head at the crowd below, all staring very hard at the floor. “They’re learning not to play dice with me.”

      “I asked what your business was. Not what your hobbies are.”

      “Dice is my business,” he replied. “But perhaps you gentlefolk prefer cards? Cockfighting? Name your poison and I’ll play.” He grinned. “I hear Eastern coin just became good currency in the Heel.”

      Neirin stilled. “Where did you hear that?”

      Six shrugged. “The rumour mill,” he said. “Doesn’t grind the finest flour but you being here suggests it’ll make a fine bread this time.”

      “Enough,” Neirin snapped. “The truth. What are you doing here?”

      “Swindling these men out of their money.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Supporting myself with games of chance.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      Six sighed. “Getting bored. And a headache. Got any arnica?”

      Neirin leaned over the table. “I can do this all night.”

      “Stamina, eh? The ladies must love you.”

      Neirin slapped him. It was a casual, back-handed affair but delivered with a ferocity that made Tom jump. It snapped Six’s head around with astonishing force and his cheek opened up, blood oozing from a small cut.

      Six’s smirk grew stronger, like a balm against the pain.

      Neirin’s eyes blazed and his jaw clenched. Then he seemed to calm. “You are a scout.” The cold, icy tones were back. “Tell me how many troops are waiting to invade. How many dragons has Idris sent to this duchy? Is he looking for us?”

      “I have no idea what Idris wants.” But Tom could see something behind that smirk. A liar knows a liar. “In case your eyes are not what they were, this tattoo here means I’m banished. I haven’t been in the Western Kingdom for four years.”

      “You expect me to believe that?” Neirin hissed.

      “It’s true, Lord Neirin,” Katharine spoke in a tone Tom had never heard from her before. Careful. Soft. Scared. “That tattoo is a brand. It tells the world that he has done something so bad that he cannot be allowed to remain in the Kingdom.”

      Neirin’s lip twitched. But he nodded to Katharine all the same. “So. You’re some sort of criminal. Seeking a way back into your king’s good graces?”

      “That king doesn’t have good graces.”

      “And how would you know?”

      “Well I’m an innocent elf branded as a traitor. That sort of thing leaves an impression.” The smirk was gone now. There was anger. Bitterness. Blood trickled down his cheek in a fine dark line.

      “I’m sure everyone who wears that tattoo says the same.”

      “Probably.”

      An impasse. The two elfs stared at each other, one dark, one golden.

      “Take him to our rooms,” Neirin said. “Bind him. Gag him. Watch him.”

      Draig nodded, pulling Six out of his chair and dragging him towards the stairs before he could get his feet under him. Neirin watched them go, his face a cool, confident mask. Then he sat and noise returned to the inn, tentative and strained. The mask fell away and Neirin looked troubled, the weight of Tir on his shoulders.

      “You think he’s a scout, my lord?” Siomi asked.

      Neirin blinked and seemed to remember where he was. He squared his shoulders and the mask slipped back into place. He waved at a boy, who trembled though Neirin didn’t look at him. “Wine. A bottle. Glasses.” The boy ran as soon as he was sure Neirin was done. “It is too convenient that there are Westerners at the Heel’s door and there is a Westerner here.”

      “Yet these men did not seem to mind,” Siomi said. She stood at Neirin’s side, her hands together and hidden in her sleeves. “Would they not have been hostile to him, were he a scout or a spy?”

      “I doubt he’s being honest with them either,” Neirin replied. “Or perhaps he has money.”

      “You think he was paying them for their silence.”

      Neirin nodded. “And for information.”

      “But the West wouldn’t take it,” said Katharine. “An elf who is banished is considered worse than dead. They wouldn’t look at him, let alone listen to him.”

      “Why else would he be here?” Neirin asked. “If he is so hated by the West, why is he in a duchy soon to be invaded by them?”

      “Maybe he’s not very smart.”

      Neirin smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant smile.

      “Master Rymour, have you foreseen anything that might shed light on this?” Siomi asked.

      Tom felt nervous. After that display of casual violence, he wondered how Neirin would react if Tom said something displeasing. “He knows something of magic,” he said. “And he comes with us.”

      That surprised everyone but Neirin. He looked at Tom with calm and trust. “You’re sure?” he asked.

      Tom nodded.

      “That seems unwise,” Siomi said, as if it were Tom’s idea.

      “I agree,” Katharine said. “We have enough problems already without a prisoner to worry about.”

      “And yet.” Neirin gestured towards Tom. “He comes with us.”

      There was no further discussion. Neirin stared through the table, mind elsewhere, absently turning a ring on his right hand. Katharine looked back out over the inn. Tom felt the boards beneath them move and knew she was bouncing her leg; she only did that when she was worried. What was she worried about? Six? Neirin? Was she looking for Regent’s men? He glanced at the inn but the patrons were showing as little interest as possible.

      Siomi, however, was looking at him with great interest. She did not look away when he caught her gazing at him. She was unembarrassed, examining him as if she had never seen him before. It made Tom feel uncomfortable, wondering what meaning she found in each of his movements. He became conscious, of all things, of how often he was blinking.

      Thankfully Brega took the attention from him. “The innkeep thanks you for your generosity, my lord,” she said. She had an edge to her voice, as if she was angry at everything. “He swears the elf was not a scout but an outcast.”

      “Indeed?” Neirin seemed unimpressed.

      “So he claims.” She remained at the bottom of the steps, looking up at them. “He also claims the Westerner has been advocating calm. That the West isn’t planning to invade the Heel at all.”

      “Really?” Neirin turned to Siomi. He didn’t see Brega bristle at the interruption. “The Western King marches at the head of a mighty army backed by dragons. Do you think peace is on his mind?”

      Tom had thought the question sarcastic but Siomi treated it straight. “Not likely, my lord. It’s not easy to turn an army around. I’d say he means war.”

      “So does the outcast,” said Brega.

      “He can’t have it both ways,” Neirin snapped. “Peace and war in the same breath? Next he’ll be saying an elf can lie with a man.”

      What did he mean by that? Were men not good enough for elfs?

      “No, my lord.” Brega was getting angrier. Tom could see it in her eyes. She spoke in a rush, trying to get her words out before Neirin interrupted again. “The outcast is saying that the West is invading Erhenned first.”

      Erhenned. Where they were headed.

      “You are certain?” Neirin’s voice was slow and careful.

      Brega seemed calmer, her message delivered. “That is what the innkeeper said. His fellows agreed.”

      All eyes turned to Neirin. His fists and jaw clenched and he stood, every motion slow and deliberate, as if it caused him pain.

      “My lord.” Siomi began, but Neirin barked something in elfish before storming from the dais and up the stairs. Brega followed. Siomi did not. Tom watched Siomi watch Neirin. She seemed worried. Stricken. Upset. She stared at the door long after Neirin had disappeared inside.

      The boy arrived with the wine. His hands shook as he placed the bottle and glasses on the table and he didn’t look at Siomi. Tom and Katharine stood out of his way, awkward and unsure of what to do.

      “Begging your pardon.” The boy’s voice quavered. What was he, ten? Certainly no older. Grubby too. He spoke as if he were repeating lines given to him by another, voice flat and monotonous. “Can I fetch anything else for my lords and ladies? Food or music?”

      Tom’s stomach growled loud enough for all to hear. Even distracted Siomi looked at him. He blushed.

      Emboldened, the boy said, “We have a fine pottage, if it please my lord. Or a good lentil loaf? Or some meat pies?”

      “Enough,” Tom said, but smiled to remove any sting.

      “Eat,” Siomi said. Her eyes were gentle again. “You travelled far today.”

      “Thank you,” Tom replied. To the boy he said, “Pottage sounds good to me. I haven’t had any in so long.”

      The boy scampered away and Katharine smiled. “Only you would think pottage is a treat.”

      He smiled back. “I have simple tastes.” He turned to Siomi. “Will you join us?”

      She nodded. “Lord Neirin told me to watch you.” But she stared at the door.

      Tom wondered why Katharine and he would need watching. “Sit,” he suggested. She didn’t move for a moment. Then she sat and stared at the table, eyes pinched. He wanted to reassure her but he barely knew her. It felt too forward, to pry into her thoughts and act like he knew her. So they sat in awkward silence.

      “We shouldn’t sit here,” Katharine said. “We’re too visible.”

      The patrons were still refusing to look at them.

      “Easterners in the Heel will be visible wherever they sit,” Siomi replied. She was looking at her hands, hidden in the sleeves of her robes.

      “I was thinking of Tom,” Katharine said.

      “You said it would be safe here,” he said.

      “I did.” But she didn’t sound so sure. “It is.” She kept looking at the patrons. Had the incident with Six spooked her? Tom frowned. Katharine wasn’t the type to be easily spooked. But she looked nervous. Uncertain.

      “What do we do?” he asked. When the pair of them looked at him, he added, “If Six isn’t lying. If Erhenned is next.”

      “Whatever Lord Neirin decides,” Siomi said, with a finality that brooked no further discussion.

      But what if Neirin made the wrong decision? “We can’t risk losing our path into Faerie.” Or that’s what he wanted to say. But he felt that pressure in his mind, a thought that stopped his words before they could begin; it wasn’t true. They could risk it. There was no danger if they failed. So he said, “Can we risk losing our path into Faerie?”

      “We can,” said Siomi, “if he orders it.”

      “You will have made me an outlaw for nothing,” Tom said. He kept his voice calm and reasoned.

      “We made you do nothing.” Her voice was the same.

      “What will I do if he decides to give up?” He would have to leave the Heel. And go where? Not to the Marches, to the brutality and oppression of the West. Not to Erhenned, where the West would be shortly. And not to Tanabawr, not there. Tom felt his breath quicken and a little panic bloom in his chest. He was running out of places to go.

      And Siomi saw it. Her brilliant blue eyes seemed to pierce his outer layers and peer into that panic. She said, “You do not need Lord Neirin to find your death, Thomas Rymour. Nor anyone else. You need only yourself.”

      What did that mean? Was she saying he would die? Or was she threatening him? No. Her eyes were too open. Too calm. He realised she was trying to reassure him.

      “You advise him,” he said.

      “I do,” she replied. “Since my fifth summer.”

      Fifth? She was just a child. “Then he will listen to you.”

      “And you would have me persuade him to do what you want him to.”

      Tom fought a grimace. Those eyes saw much.

      “I will not fight your cause, Thomas Rymour.” Her voice was calm, soothing. “When I was chosen as Lord Neirin’s protector, a great honour was bestowed upon me. And in showing myself as worthy of the choice, I bested thousands of other children. So, were I to betray Lord Neirin’s trust, I would betray not only him, but his father, and all of the children who wanted the honour I now bear.”

      She spoke with such conviction and honesty that Tom felt ashamed for suggesting it. He couldn’t meet her open gaze. He looked down at his hands. “I’m sorry.”

      “Do not be sorry,” she said. “You did not know and so cannot be blamed.”

      He looked up again and saw a smile in her eyes. He offered a smile of his own, though he was still embarrassed.

      “We should leave tomorrow,” Katharine said. “Whatever we do.”

      “If that is Lord Neirin’s will,” Siomi replied as the boy returned with three steaming bowls. This time he stole a glance at the elf, staring until she looked back. The pottage smelt good, full of vegetables and herbs. A few small pieces of meat floated in it but most of it was leek and potato, it seemed. It was odd to see potato in there, but it still made Tom think of home. “This looks delicious,” he said to the boy. “Would you take four more to our companions? They’re probably hungry too.”

      “Three bowls,” Siomi said. To Tom she said, “There shall be none for the Westerner.”

      The boy looked between Tom and Siomi for a moment. “Four,” said Tom and gave the boy a push. He ran off. “It’s wrong to let him go hungry.”

      “He is a prisoner.”

      “He hasn’t done anything wrong.”

      “His own people say differently.”

      “And they punished him for it,” said Tom. “Can you imagine not being able to go home, lady elf? Can you imagine how lonely he feels, in a world he doesn’t understand filled with people who don’t understand him?”

      He didn’t look at Katharine. He couldn’t. Because he knew what he would see: pity. He couldn’t bear to see pity.

      “It was his choice to come here, Master Rymour,” Siomi said. “His choice to sink so low. He must bear the cost of that choice.”

      Sink so low? “Is that what you think, Siomi?” he asked. “Are we so unworthy of your company?”

      She blinked. It was hard to read her expression behind the mask. Surprise? Surprise at the idea? Or surprised he’d figured her out? “No,” she said. But she said nothing more.

      “I see.” He stood and picked up his bowl. It was hot but he tried not to show it. “I think I’ll eat upstairs.”

      “Tom,” Katharine began but he held up a hand.

      “Goodnight,” he said and climbed down from the dais.
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        * * *

      

      The boy showed Tom to his room, climbing creaky stairs and passing a handful of closed doors. He wondered which one Six was behind. The boy showed him into a small room, dominated by a small bed. He recognised Katharine’s bags on the floor next to some others. Perhaps the clothes Neirin had rescued from his rooms at Cairnagan.

      “Anything else, m’lord?” the boy asked.

      Tom waved him away. “I’m not a lord.”

      “But you’re Lord Thomas Rymour, ain’t you?”

      “I am Thomas Rymour,” he said, sitting on the bed and pulling off his boots. It felt good to free his feet. The rushes were clean and fresh beneath them. “I’m not a lord.”

      “Oh,” the boy said. He waited at the door.

      “Yes, boy?”

      He fiddled with the hem of his tunic, a grubby, sleeveless affair. “Begging your pardon, sir, but have you seen my future?”

      Tom’s first thought was to sigh and send him away. But he didn’t deserve a brusque dismissal. “No, I haven’t,” he said, as kindly as he could. And when the boy looked disappointed, he said, “But knowing your future is not as wonderful as it sounds.”

      He nodded but it was obvious he didn’t believe it. “Very good, sir.”

      “No sirs, either,” Tom said. “I’m not a knight.”

      The boy frowned. “What are you then?”

      It was a good question, and the answer was too complicated at that moment. “Just a man,” he said. And it was hard to hear those words coming from his mouth. Not special, not unique, no different from any other.

      The boy nodded. “Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight.”

      The door closed and Tom sighed, rubbing his eyes. His body ached in places he’d forgotten he’d had. What was he going to do? He didn’t think Neirin would abandon this journey. But if they didn’t go to Erhenned, what then? Tom didn’t relish the idea of wandering Tir for the chance of stumbling across a Faerie Circle. Would the fay help? He wished Glastyn was here. He was surprised to find he missed the fay. Even if he wouldn’t help, which was almost certain, his presence would have been a comfort.

      He sighed again and climbed into the bed. He’d figure it out later.
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        * * *

      

      “I can do no more,” the dwarf said. Her voice was quiet and her eyes were downcast as if she feared rebuke. “I don’t have the supplies.”

      “Is it enough?” Tom asked.

      The dwarf hesitated. Then, “No.” It was an obvious struggle to say so.

      “Then what do we do?” he asked.

      “We need to get her to a doctor.”

      Tom’s hands were covered in blood, sticky and warm. They were stood in corridors, sharp and dark. It was not warm and it was not cold.

      “Tom.” Katharine’s face was pinched. Pain made her eyes ugly. She reached for him. “It’s too late for that,” she said. “Just hold my hand.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tom woke to the sound of the door closing.

      “Sorry,” Katharine whispered. The only light was from the candle in her hands and it took a moment for Tom’s eyes to adjust.

      “Everything alright?”

      “As well as can be expected.” She placed the candle on the bedside table and stripped off her clothes. She made no attempt to hide herself and Tom made no attempt to look away. Perhaps it was the sleepiness, or the dream, he told himself. He let himself admire her figure. The candlelight highlighted the muscles stretching under her smooth skin. She was lithe, stronger than she looked, sensual. His eyes lingered on her breasts. She caught him staring and he looked away. His discomfort grew as she climbed into bed and put an arm over his chest.

      “They sang a song about you,” she murmured into his neck, lips brushing his skin.

      “Oh.” He was trying to not to think about her body.

      “They all seemed quite proud of Thomas Rymour.”

      He couldn’t think of a response. He felt a nipple against his arm.

      “Can I have a kiss goodnight?”

      That would be a bad idea. Who knew if there was a fay watching? But before he could speak, she planted her lips on his. Just for a moment. He could smell brandy on her breath. Then she rolled away and blew out the candle.

      He felt cold and lonely. As her breath became even, he began to wonder what would have happened if he’d kissed her back.
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        * * *

      

      Brega opened the door warily, casting him an evil eye.

      “What do you want?”

      “I need to talk to Six.”

      “Why?”

      “I need to ask him something.”

      She had no reason to say no and she wasn’t pleased about it. She stepped aside. Draig slept alone in the bed, snoring. Six was sat in a corner, bound at the wrists and ankles and trying to sleep against a wall. Nevertheless, he opened his eyes as Tom approached. His cheek was puffy; Neirin had obviously struck him again.

      “Come for a go as well?”

      Tom shook his head. “Can I get you anything?”

      “A knife?” Six smiled and lifted his hands.

      Tom couldn’t help but smile too. “You and I both know I can’t.”

      “Hmm.” The elf shrugged as if it was no matter. Tom poured him a glass of water.

      “We were told not to give him anything,” Brega growled.

      “Let him die of thirst and he’s no use to anyone,” Tom pointed out. He turned back to Six. “My name is Thomas Rymour.”

      Six almost snatched the water as Tom handed it to him. He gulped at it like he hadn’t drunk in days. Then he said, “I know.”

      Tom nodded but wondered how he knew. “I need to ask you a question.”

      “You’re an inquisitive bunch, aren’t you?”

      Tom knelt close and brought his voice down to a whisper. “The innkeep told us you’ve been claiming Erhenned will be invaded next. Is that true?”

      “To the best of my knowledge,” Six whispered back. He was telling the truth. A liar knows a liar.

      “If he invades Erhenned, he controls the coast.”

      “He will.”

      “So if we wanted to put to sea?”

      “You’d be in a dragon’s nest with ‘lunch’ written on your forehead.”

      “How long?”

      Six shrugged. “I hear the Marches is largely sub-jugated and Idris will not want to lose his momentum. That said, it would take time to transport troops by sea.”

      “Two months?” The time it would take to travel around the Whispering Woods.

      Six nodded. “Perhaps.”

      He could not risk less. “Did you tell this to Neirin?”

      “He hasn’t asked. Yet.”

      “Is it possible it may be less time until an invasion?”

      Six frowned. “It’s possible.”

      “Is it possible you might suggest the same to him?”

      The frown turned to a smirk. “It is. Though I would need some kind of inducement.”

      Tom nodded. “What do you want?”

      The elf lifted his wrists. “What do you think?”

      Tom nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Is it true that you cannot lie, Thomas Rymour?”

      “It is.”

      The elf sniffed and nodded with a knowing smile. “Then I shall do my best too.”
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        * * *

      

      Neirin was late down the next day. He kept Six upstairs and, though there were no sounds of interrogation, Tom could only hope that Six was telling him what they’d agreed. He felt only a lingering guilt. After all, they needed to get to Faerie. And while he believed Katharine when she said the Whispering Woods were dangerous, he could not believe the woods he’d known as a boy could be impassable. A story had been whispered into a legend into a myth. That was all.

      When Neirin did come down he was pushing Six in front of him, legs unbound but wrists still tied. Barnaby couldn’t do enough for them. He offered them food and water for their travels, on the house. Breakfast, on the house. He’d set out the top table for them again, made it as elegant as he could, with a cloth and his finest cutlery. There was no-one else in the bar, which had been cleaned so thoroughly Tom wondered if he’d sanded a layer off everything. He offered no food or drink to Six until Siomi asked him to. Tom felt sorry for the man. He shouldn’t have been pandering to the elfs, but he had no choice. And Neirin was happy to take what was offered without trying to compensate him for it. Tom wished he had some coin, but the few pennies he’d taken with him would more likely insult the man than reward him.

      Neirin had taken only Tom’s old clothes, perhaps not wanting to anger Regent any further by stealing the clothes he’d had made. At first Tom had been pleased to see them and had slipped into his woollen hose and tunic with a smile. But he was unused to them. Now they scratched and itched. He was stood in the stables and trying to rearrange them when Siomi placed a hand on his elbow.

      Even her hand was gloved in black. Tom realised he was becoming curious as to what she looked like.

      “Master Rymour.” Her eyes were downcast. “I am sorry for what I said last night. It was rude and it offended you.”

      Tom frowned. What had she said? Then he remembered. “Oh. Yes. Thank you,” he said. But she did not raise her eyes.

      “I spoke without thought,” she said.

      “I was tired,” he replied. “I probably overreacted.”

      “Still.” She finally raised her eyes to meet his. “I am sorry.”

      Her regret was obvious and genuine. She looked like she’d been worrying about this. He offered her a smile. “I’m sorry too,” he said. Thinking about it, he had overreacted. And he’d upset Siomi. She seemed like a good person and Tom didn’t like to think he’d made her think poorly of herself.

      She held her hands out to him, offering up the insides of her wrists. Tom had thought the gesture a greeting but it was clearly something else. “I hope we can be friends,” she said.

      He mimicked the gesture and saw surprise and pleasure in her eyes. “Me too.”

      She nodded and the regret was gone. He watched her rejoin Neirin.

      “Well done.” Katharine was watching him, grinning. “I’ve obviously been a good influence on you.”

      Tom took the sack of food she was carrying. Barnaby had been generous. “What do you mean?”

      “The wrist gesture,” Katharine said. “It was a nice touch. People always appreciate it when you make an effort with their culture.”

      Tom shrugged. “She seemed upset,” he said.

      “You’ll get used to that,” she replied, pulling on fingerless leather gloves.

      “What do you mean?”

      She fiddled with her horse’s saddle, tutting at this and that. “They haven’t done a good job with this. Check yours before you mount.” She opened the sack Tom was holding and transferred some of the food to her saddlebags. “Siomi spends each morning thinking about what she did wrong the previous day and apologising for it. Any little thing. She must have apologised to me two score times on the way to Cairnagan. Once she apologised for ‘looking at me with ill favour’. I hadn’t even noticed.”

      Tom grunted an acknowledgement as she tugged him to his horse and placed food in his saddlebags too. Tom watched Siomi converse with Neirin. He was horsed, looking down at her. She had her hands together, palm to palm, subservient. “Why does she worry about minor slights?” he said to himself.

      “Self-improvement, or so she says.” Katharine was checking his saddle herself, making adjustments. “She thinks acknowledging her errors will help her avoid making them again. As if apologies and guilt can make her a better person.”

      Siomi was mounting her horse, smoothing her robes and adjusting her veil. “It’s a nice idea,” Tom said.

      Katharine took the sack from his hands. “A nice idea,” she agreed. “But she spends too much time and energy dwelling on what’s passed. That’s no way to live.”

      Tom said nothing, thinking instead of his own life. How many things had he done that he should have apologised for and didn’t? He looked at Siomi again. She met his eye and nodded. He looked at Six, bound in the saddle in front of Brega. Six gave him a nod and Brega scowled her suspicion. Tom sighed. Apology had relieved Siomi of her guilt. Tom was stuck with his.
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        * * *

      

      Aeryie was awake despite the early hour, people bustling to and fro down the narrow, oppressive streets. He could hear shouts from market traders and children ran between horses with no fear. Crones watched them balefully from doorsteps and shopkeeps sought eye contact with anyone and everyone in hopes of getting patrons inside. The stench was stirred by a cool breeze which promised fresher air if they could just get out of town. The buildings looming over them seemed to try to swallow them whole. But soon the buildings shrank, losing their third stories then their second. The streets widened, they crossed a river, passed a few scattered houses and then they were free. The stench was gone, downwind of them, replaced with the more reassuring scents of soil, grass and manure.

      It was only then that he noticed they were heading south.

      Katharine was riding with Neirin and, now that he wasn’t distracted by the town, he could see they were arguing. Tom spurred his horse and rode closer. As he passed, Six gave him a nod and a smile, which Tom returned.

      “Last night you called him a scout, a spy and a traitor,” Katharine was saying, words carried to him on the breeze. “Why believe a word he says?”

      “Because it is not in his interest to lie.”

      “Unless the invasion will happen even sooner and he wants you to get caught.”

      “Katharine, I am Shield of the Eastern Angles,” Neirin replied. “Idris would not dare to lay a hand on me.”

      “Perhaps not,” she said. “But the Woods will.”

      “I appreciate your concern.” Neirin’s words were clipped, tired, restraining his anger. “My mind is made up. We travel south.”

      “You hired me to guide you. You didn’t hire me to die for you.”

      “Double your fee. Triple it, if you will.”

      She wanted to argue. Tom could tell by her posture. But money bought many things and this time it bought her silence. She nodded and tugged the reins. Neirin carried on alone and Katharine fell in beside Tom.

      “Guess you got your way.”

      He’d gone behind her back and undermined her authority. He thought of Siomi and said, “Sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault,” she said.

      But it was. He’d been devious and underhanded. And when she smiled at him he felt even worse.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was on its way towards the horizon when they reached the Woods and Tom could see Katharine was right. They had been a simple forest when he was a boy, farther south and much smaller, called the Whispering Woods because it sounded like voices when the wind blew through the trees. Now their party stood on a hill and looked down on a sea of green. It stretched so far that Tom could not see the other side.

      Katharine had stopped them and rode up and down the line like a general. “While we are in the Woods, I am in charge. You must do as I say.”

      “I am not accustomed to being told what to do.” Neirin sat at his full, impressive height.

      But Katharine wasn’t impressed. “Become accustomed,” she said. “You chose this path, my lord. You’ll have to deal with the consequences.”

      “She’s feisty,” said Six. “I like her.”

      “Be silent,” Neirin snapped.

      “Peace, my lord,” Siomi said. “Do not let the Westerner provoke you. He takes pleasure in it.”

      “I’d take more if I were allowed.” Six winked at Siomi.

      Brega’s reaction was swift and casual. She dropped the reins and brought both fists up into Six’s solar plexus. Six crumpled with a groan. “Keep a civil tongue, Westerner,” she spat. “You don’t need all your fingers.”

      The casual violence made Tom uneasy. The Heel had plenty of horror stories of how Easterners treated their prisoners. Apparently they had a famous book called ‘Five Hundred Nights of Persuasion’ which listed torture methods, one for each night. Some veterans claimed that the elfs didn’t always question you. Sometimes they tortured you just because you were a prisoner. Tom hadn’t given the stories much credence until now.

      Katharine cleared her throat. He could see she was uncomfortable too. “Do not touch the trees. Do not drink the water. Do not start a fire. Do not talk about starting a fire. Do nothing that might cause offence or upset.”

      “You speak as if they live,” Brega sneered. Tom bristled. Katharine deserved more respect.

      “For all I know, they do.” Katharine seemed unfazed. “Do not stray from the group. There’s no privacy in there. You take a leak, you take someone with you. Do not, at any point, lose sight of the rest of us. Do you understand?”

      Nods, a few grumbles and grunts.

      She stopped her horse in front of Neirin. “Lord Neirin, I want you to remember that this was your choice. I won’t take responsibility for what happens in there.”

      Neirin nodded, stiff and formal. His efforts could not hide his displeasure. He really wasn’t used to being spoken to that way.

      “Tom, you ride with me. The rest of you, find a friend and stick to them like flies on an aurochs.”

      The old road, broken and overgrown in places now, wound down the hill and into the Woods. The world seemed to sharpen as they descended and Tom could feel his heart quicken and his mood lift.

      His expression must have changed. “What is it?” Katharine asked.

      “Magic,” he breathed.

      “Magic,” she repeated, looking at him strangely.

      “Yes.” He felt like he was waking up, like he’d been tired and groggy for years but now the aches and fatigue were melting away.

      “Are you okay?”

      The magic grew stronger as they descended. The air was thick with it. “I feel fine.”

      Katharine’s lips flattened. “This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have brought us here.”

      “It will be fine. They’re just trees.”

      She shook her head. “There are more than just trees in these Woods.”

      They reached the bottom and stopped. The trees seemed marshalled in a perfect line and the canopy above was so thick that the light was green and murky. No sound came from within and no undergrowth marred the ground. Just unblemished soil and the road, which was broken and shattered and swallowed by the ground just a few feet in.

      “There’s still time to turn back,” she called to Neirin.

      “We go forward,” was his reply.

      “Great,” she muttered. “If that damned elf gets me eaten by trees I’ll kill him.”

      The Woods were cool without the sunlight and still without the breeze. The magic was thick and exciting, but unsettling too. So much magic meant something otherworldly was in these Woods. Perhaps Katharine had been right?

      A noise, a voice on the edge of hearing, brought Tom’s head around. “What was that?” he said.

      “I didn’t hear anything,” Katharine replied.

      Again, from another direction. Like a laugh. Almost a laugh. Like someone was trying to make the sound by grinding bark together. “Did you hear that?”

      Katharine shook her head.

      “We need to turn around,” Tom said. “Right now.”
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      “No,” said Neirin.

      “But we’re in danger.”

      “So Katharine has said. But this is the quickest way south.”

      “We need to find another way.”

      “There is no other way.”

      Tom sighed. Neirin was looking at him like he was a child who thought there were monsters under the bed. And Katharine’s glare was burning holes in him, her lips pinched and her jaw set. The others looked confused or concerned. Six, in particular, looked uneasy. But curious too, as if he had found a rabid dog that could do card tricks; he wanted to see more but worried about being bitten.

      “I told you it was dangerous here,” Katharine said. “Did you not believe me?”

      A difficult question to answer. He had believed she’d thought so. He hadn’t believed it would be this dangerous.

      “Last night you were convinced this path would be safe to travel.” Siomi spoke with no judgement, just curiosity. “What has changed?”

      “I heard voices,” Tom replied. “Katharine didn’t.” It sounded silly when said like that.

      Neirin was unimpressed. “And?”

      “I have the Second Sight,” said Tom. “It means I can see and hear fay, for instance. Katharine doesn’t, so she can’t.”

      “So you think there are fairies in these woods?”

      “Fay. Not fairies. And no. Not fay.”

      Neirin waved the distinction away with a hand. “Then what?”

      “Something else,” he said. “Something unknown.”

      “I will not flee from the unknown.”

      “But there’s magic involved. That means danger.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there are rules,” said Tom. “If we were attacked by fay, we could wear iron armour. That would protect us. That’s a rule.” Tom pointed at the trees. “There will be rules for whatever lives in these woods. But if we don’t know what they are, we could forfeit our lives by doing something as innocent as singing out of tune.”

      Neirin smiled down at Tom. “We’ll be sure not to sing, then.”

      “My lord,” Tom said, but Neirin cut him off.

      “The Westerner says we do not have long until Erhenned is invaded. We must finish our work before that comes to pass. Therefore there is no other route for us.” He nodded at Katharine. “Ride on, Pathfinder.”

      Katharine tugged her reins. “Do not ride with me,” she said to him before leading them further into the woods.

      “Wait.”

      But she rode away. He tried to think of something to do or say to make her stop. But what? After a moment they had all passed him and he was watching them ride into danger.

      He could turn around. He could ride away and find his own way to Faerie. He didn’t have to die. Or worse.

      No. He couldn’t leave them. None of them under-stood magic. He might as well murder them now as leave them in here alone. So he followed them.

      There were no more voices, no more almost-laughs. But the air grew close and humid and the trees grew closer and thicker. The others rode single file ahead of him. They had no other choice. The trees were too close together, the ground a riot of roots. Tom got the feeling that Katharine wasn’t choosing their path. It felt instead like the Woods were leading them. The smell of rich loam filled Tom’s senses like a cloying perfume and he felt a constant urge to dismount and lie down. Magic.

      They rode in silence. Sometimes he heard whispers from the others but they were brief and furtive. The air felt dense and claustrophobic, the eerie quiet like a suffocating blanket. The silence was heavy. Threatening.

      The light faded, too soon to be sunset. They rode in a green twilight until they could barely see in front of them.

      “It’s too dark to continue,” Katharine said. “The horses will trip on the roots.”

      It was almost pitch black by the time they’d tended to the horses. Tom looked up at the thicket of branches. They would see no stars or moon tonight.

      “Draig, take first watch,” said Siomi. “Brega and I will take second and third.”

      “And what do you hope to watch in the dark, mistress elf?” Six asked.

      Brega cuffed him but said, “He’s right, there’s no point in watches.”

      “We can watch with ears,” Draig said. “In quiet, we hear something coming.”

      Brega and Siomi lay down to sleep. Katharine and Neirin huddled in conversation. That left Tom to pick a spot and settle down. He made sure to lay out a cloak to sleep on. He didn’t want to touch the soil.

      “Afraid of getting dirty?” Six asked.

      “How can you see me?” Tom waggled his fingers in front of his face. “I can barely see my own hand.”

      Six laughed. “I can,” he said. “Before I was a scoundrel I observed nocturnal animals. Got some excellent night vision out of it.”

      “Animals,” said Draig. “There are none. Did you see?”

      Everyone listened to the silence a moment. It was unnerving. No birds chirping above, no rabbits rustling below. Tom hadn’t even seen any bugs since they’d entered the Woods.

      Six sniffed and said, “There’s magic here.”

      “Magic?” scoffed Brega. “So we’re scared of old men offering to cure our headaches with crystals.”

      “Not hedge magic, Brega,” Tom said. “Real magic.”

      “He’s right. You can feel it in the air.”

      “Can you, Westerner?” Neirin said. “Tell me how it is you can feel the magic?”

      Six didn’t answer. Tom lay down and the silence felt like a weight on his chest, making it hard to breathe. The smell of soil and bark was almost choking and it reminded him of Aeryie, the stench that seemed to climb up your nose and infect your very mind. If he tried to breathe through his mouth he could taste it instead, like a mouthful of dirt. He was just thinking of covering his nose and mouth with something when the darkness snapped to light in front of him. The world was a brilliant, blinding white.

      “You think you should let him go?”

      It was cold, colder than Tom had ever been in his life. So cold he could feel it in his bones and Tom knew that, in this foresight, he had been cold for a long time.

      “I do.” He was mounted on a pony, riding through snow.

      “You mustn’t.” The other man rode under a wide-rimmed hat and impossibly dark eyes stared out at him. “No matter what either of you have said or done, you must keep Six close. Everything depends on it.”

      The foresight was gone in a blink and for a moment Tom panicked at the sudden darkness.

      “What is wrong?”

      It was Draig, taking the first watch, his harsh whisper like a shout in the silence.

      “Nothing,” he whispered back. “Just a foresight.”

      “What did you see?”

      “Snow,” he said. “Mountains. An old man.” The old man again. The one who seemed to speak to him from the future.

      “A thing to help?”

      “Foresight is rarely helpful,” he said. “That’s not how Faerie gifts work.”

      Draig said something else but the world faded into light again. Only this was not daylight, but darkness illuminated by fire. “Help me.” A woman pawed at his leg, a wailing child strapped to her back. The woman’s face was burnt, her skin melted and stinking. The air was filled with the sounds of panic and it reeked of soot and brine and sweat.

      “I can’t,” Tom said. “I don’t know how.”

      There was a terrible scream from the night sky.

      Then it was dark again. The smell of soot lingered and so did the fear.

      “You cry out.” Draig’s whisper.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Say not sorry to me. It is interesting. As if you dream.”

      Interesting. It wasn’t a word he’d often heard used for his foresight. Boon, blessing. Prophet, seer. Charlatan or liar. Those words he was used to.

      “You should sleep.”

      “How long?” he asked. He sat up and took a sip from his canteen.

      “Two hours since we stop. I am thinking four until sunrise.”

      Tom lay down. Two hours. No wonder he felt so tired.

      “I could stay if you would like. Keep company?”

      “No, Draig. It’s a kind offer, but you deserve some rest too.”

      “Brega, she will not be so kind.”

      “I know.”

      Draig made a little accepting grunt, then Tom heard him shake Brega awake. “My turn?” she said. Tom was impressed with how quickly she was awake and co-herent.

      “Your turn.” Though it wasn’t many words, it was done with such habit that Tom got the feeling they had done this many times. Old friends, perhaps? Or soldiers in arms together?

      He closed his eyes but sleep was elusive. When it did come it was laced with foresights, brief and ghostly, glimpses of him slipping through tall grass with a sword in his hand, or of a beautiful town nestled in the mountains, or of a woman in strange leather clothes telling him he was far from home.

      He saw a sprite, a tiny fay with skin that shone a bright, white light, sitting in a jar. “Tell Maev I’m sorry,” he told it. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Of course the future affects our decisions.” The boy spoke as if he was struggling to contain a voice too big for him. “Doesn’t the past?”
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        * * *

      

      He woke tired, drained. He was in no mood to talk and the others didn’t talk to him. He broke his fast in silence, a slice of bread and cheese from the supplies the innkeep had given them. He watched Siomi bring Six some food and water and Six thank her for it. Then they mounted up and rode.

      Katharine never seemed to doubt her path. She didn’t hesitate or double back. She rode like she knew the way out. But the trees grew ever closer and ever thicker. The canopy above them grew denser until the green light that had bathed them was instead a green gloom. Worse still, the air was almost suffocating with magic, and Tom’s foresights began to come thick and fast. Just glimpses, as they had when he had slept. Six wearing a dark grey hood. A howling wind filled with red sand that filled his mouth and eyes. A jar that felt evil and sickening in his hands. The clash of swords as Tom battled against a black figure in a white tower. That last one was frightening, as it came with the fear and knowledge that he couldn’t win and there was no-one to help him.

      “Halt.” He heard a voice say. “Something is wrong with Tom.”

      Draig had dismounted and walked back to Tom’s horse. “Tom, you are unwell?”

      Tom opened his mouth to speak but instead saw Draig kneeling in sand. “Why do you ask of me?” he said. “Can not you say it? If it is true?”

      He shook his head and wavered in the saddle.

      “Get him down,” someone said. Siomi?

      “No,” he said. “No, I’ll be okay.” His speech sounded thick and slow.

      There was talk ahead. The trees were so dense that he couldn’t see everyone.

      “You do not have look of being okay,” said Draig.

      “It’s the magic here.” He pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead as if he could push his thoughts into order.

      “What can we do?”

      He felt another foresight coming on. He shook his head. “Nothing.”

      He saw himself in the sea, struggling to keep his head above water.

      “Draig, ride with him.” Neirin was near the head of the line, striking his most heroic pose. “Take care of our charge. Call a stop if you think we need to.”

      “I will do this.” Draig remounted and took hold of Tom’s reins. “Can I do anything to be of help?” he said to Tom.

      But there was no way to stop magic from doing what magic did.

      “On the contrary.” He saw the old man again, this time leaning on a wooden staff with a black stone at its tip. “That’s why I’m here.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun set and the gloom turned to dark again.

      “We’re making less progress than I’d hoped,” Katharine said.

      “What’s holding us up?” asked Neirin.

      “I had thought we’d be able to keep up a good pace. But the trees are too close and the roots are too high. It’s almost like they’re trying to trip us up.”

      Tom thought he heard that almost-laugh. Perhaps Katharine was right.

      “How long do you think?”

      “A few more days.” When Neirin raised his eye-brows, she said, “Three. Maybe four.”

      “And Master Rymour,” Neirin said to him, “can you last three maybe four days?”

      “I’m okay.”

      He saw a wood-panelled room with a low ceiling and Neirin said to him, “Carrying that sword does not make you fit to lead.”

      He blinked and the present returned.

      “Draig, keep a very close eye on him. Master Rymour’s condition is a concern to me.” Neirin turned back to Katharine. In the almost-dark Tom thought she looked worried for a moment.

      Draig hadn’t left his side for the entire day and the night was no different. He slept next to Tom, though he slept on the dirt rather than on a rug or skin.

      “I have no fear of magic, Tom,” he said when Tom warned him. “I am not old but I have seen many things. I have seen no magic.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Sixty-six summers.” Twice Tom’s age and saying he wasn’t old. Whereas Tom woke up stiff and slow. What was it about elfs that made them so long-lived?

      His sleep was disjointed and uneven. Twice he woke with a start from a foresight so vivid he had thought it real, a mighty dragon bearing down on him, claws reaching out for him while the city around him burned. It left him tired, sore and uneasy the next morning, and he sensed malice in the woods around them that day. The sense only grew stronger as the day wore on. The gloom became grey, like the light from an early morning sun through cloud, and the trees seemed to grow all the taller, until he felt like an ant staring up at the canopy above, impossibly high above them. He could feel age in the air, and slow living, and eyes watching him carefully.

      It turned dark too soon that day.

      “We shouldn’t stop here,” said Six.

      “Why?” asked Brega. “Afraid of the dark?”

      “Don’t you feel it?” he replied.

      “All I feel is tired.” She climbed out of her saddle and pulled out her canteen. “Tired and hungry and thirsty.” There was a pool at the base of a tree. The water looked clear and crisp and inviting and Brega started towards it.

      “Don’t drink that water,” said Six.

      “Why not?” She didn’t stop.

      “Look at it.” He tried to point with his bound wrists. “The pool is perfectly round. That’s not natural. That’s magical.”

      She snorted.

      “Trust me,” he said. “I know a thing or two about magic.”

      “Of course you do,” Brega sneered. “And I’m sure you’re an expert in magic water too.”

      “Six is right,” Tom said. “Perfectly round pools of water are not to be trusted.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Because they’ve been put there by someone else,” the elf replied.

      She snorted again but fastened her canteen. Draig offered his to her and she took a few sips. “How long until we get out of here?” she asked.

      “A few more days.” Katharine looked tired too. Her shoulders slumped and she slouched in the saddle. She was gazing up at the branches as if there was an answer up there. “This is taking too long,” she said to no-one.

      Silence fell but no-one else dismounted. They seemed unwilling to stop here. The horses, usually so quiet and obedient, were restless. They fidgeted, tossed their heads. Brega’s even tried to move off until she caught and savagely jerked the reins. Tom rode up to Katharine’s side.

      “Hello.” She neither smiled nor scowled at him. It was a good start.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have trusted you.”

      “Yes. You should.”

      She was right to be upset with him. He knew that. But he’d been hoping for more. Nevertheless, he said, “I think Six is right.”

      She did nothing and Tom waited in a moment between reactions. Then she sighed. “I think Six is right too,” she said. “We can’t stop here.”

      He felt a sense of agreement, as if the trees themselves were urging them to continue.

      “Mount up, Brega,” she said without looking back. “We’re not stopping yet.”

      “Our horses are tired,” said Neirin. “We risk injury riding in the dark.”

      “Something tells me we would risk more were we to camp here.” She tugged her reins and rode on.

      Riding in the dark was a new kind of terror. When the light went, it went completely, so Tom couldn’t even see his hand in front of his face. The horses moved slowly, finding their way by feel. It was something he’d never known any horse to do and gave credit to the name of Withed stock. But his foresights came briefly now, flashing images on his mind’s eye, disorientating. He was aware of how far away the ground was. One misstep, one slip in the saddle and it was a long way down. Even if he didn’t crack his head open, he could be crushed by a thousand pounds of horse. Or worse. Because although he couldn’t see anything, he could almost sense something in the darkness around them. Like grasping hands just inches from him, getting ready to snatch at him. Snatch him and lose him. He would never find his way out. What would the Woods do with him? Nothing good, he was sure of that, and began to imagine. He’d heard of plants in the Angles that fed on bugs and even small animals. Would the trees devour him? Enslave him? Simply kill him?

      He had thought they would ride until they found a safer place to stop. But the dark began to brighten and they were still riding. But the trees were shorter. The malice was less. The light illuminated no hands and the sensation went with the darkness. Perhaps he had imagined it?

      Everyone was exhausted. That much was obvious.

      “A brief rest,” Katharine said. “Brief. Then we continue.”

      The horses lay down as soon as the riders were dismounted. No-one tried to tie them. They simply lay down and slept.

      But all too soon they were awake again. “Wake up,” Katharine said. Her voice had no energy, no command to it. But they obeyed. They mounted. They rode.

      Tom found himself resenting the trees. Whereas before the smell of the soil had been enticing, now it was a gagging stench. He wanted to dismount, to yell and scream, to throw himself at the nearest tree and kick it, dig up the roots, peel back the bark and break off the branches. He sat in the saddle fantasising about the damage he would do.

      He wasn’t alone. Neirin began to snap at everyone. Siomi grew quiet, withdrawing into herself. Draig grew sullen, his expression shrouded in shadow. Katharine moped and Six’s quips grew dark. And Brega complained.

      “Why am I even here?” she asked no-one.

      “Because your mother never learnt to say no,” growled Six. Brega cuffed him too hard.

      “You are here because your Shield wishes it,” said Siomi.

      “Why? I’m no-one special,” she spat. “Just another disgrace who became a soldier to earn back her name. I wouldn’t be here if my father hadn’t brought shame on us.”

      “Yet you are argoyl.” Siomi’s patience was wearing thin. Tom could hear it in her voice. “It is an honour.”

      “Because of him.” She pointed at Draig again. “Because he took pity on me.”

      “That is not true.” It was the first thing Draig had said in hours. It sounded aggressive. Was he losing patience with her too?

      “Then you missed me. Or needed me. Whatever. No-one would have chosen me.” She glared at the branches above. “I shouldn’t be here.”

      “I ordered you to come,” Neirin said. “That should be enough.”

      “Yes, my lord.” And she fell silent, leaving everyone alone with their bad moods.

      Until, “One day I’m going to come back and cut all this down.”

      Katharine turned in her saddle and said, “Brega, stop.”

      “Why?” She tipped her head back and spread her arms. “I hate this place!” Her shout felt too big in the quiet and the leaves rustled without a breeze. The silence grew deeper, like the Woods was holding its breath. “See? Nothing. They’re just trees.”

      “Don’t antagonise this place.”

      “Just get us out of here. Angau’s wrath, you’re supposed to be our guide and we’ve been lost in here for days.”

      “We’re not lost.”

      “Then where are we?”

      “Just because I can’t tell you doesn’t mean we’re lost.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “It means I’m leading you through a place that killed everyone else who tried and you should be a little grateful.”

      “Grateful? I joined the army for a good death, not to starve in an overgrown forest.”

      “If you want to die so much, I’d be happy to help,” said Six.

      “Enough,” said Neirin.

      “Dying by your hand, Westerner, would be more shameful than dying by my own.”

      “Enough!” Neirin’s roar made everyone jump. He had stopped his horse and was glaring at Brega with a red-hot fury, his hand on the hilt of his sword. “I will not say it again.”

      Brega glared back, defiant. Tom couldn’t imagine how she dared stand up to that anger. Neirin looked ready to cut off her head at the slightest provocation. “My apologies, my lord,” she managed. Stiff and formal and insincere. Tom watched Neirin.

      He took a shaky breath and sighed. Then he let go of his sword and tugged his horse away. But Brega was angrier than ever, muttering to herself as they rode. The air grew thick with malevolence and Tom found himself glaring at the back of Brega’s head. What did she have to be so upset about? She wore expensive clothes and had her lord’s favour. Tom rode in rags and every day doubted whether Maev wanted him or not. Yes, Glastyn and some nymphs had said she did. And he wanted her to. But were they lying? Was this all a big trick, a grand entertainment?

      “What are you staring at?” Brega had turned and was looking back at him.

      Tom said nothing. Not because he didn’t want to give offence. Because the question was an invitation to an argument and he didn’t want to give her the satisfaction.

      “What were you talking about the other night?” she asked, loud enough for everyone to hear. “What were you whispering about with the prisoner?”

      Katharine and Neirin stopped riding, bringing the column to a halt.

      “What is this?” Neirin asked. “You spoke to the Westerner without my permission?”

      He should defuse this. Defuse and deflect. Avoid the truth. Instead he said, “I wasn’t aware I needed permission to talk to anyone.”

      Neirin’s eyes flared. “You need it to talk to my prisoner.”

      Six caught his eye and gave a tiny shake of the head. He was right. Leave it. Tom swallowed his anger, tried to ignore Neirin’s pompous self-righteousness. “My apologies, Lord Neirin. I shall remember that.”

      “What were you talking about?” Katharine asked. She looked suspicious. So did Siomi.

      “The invasion of Erhenned,” Six said. “Tom was worried about getting caught in the middle of it.”

      “I want to hear it from you, Tom.” Katharine had him. How could he answer?

      “Do you doubt me?” he asked, stalling for time. But the words made him angry. Why should she doubt him? What reason had he given her to do so? He was True Tom. He didn’t lie.

      “I just want to know.”

      Tom shook his head. “This can wait. We’re not safe here.”

      “He’s stalling,” said Brega. “He was conspiring with the West.”

      “Of course I wasn’t.”

      “What other reason is there for whispering with a prisoner in the dead of night?”

      “Six told you.”

      “You think we’ll believe him?”

      “This is madness.” Tom tugged the reins but Brega blocked his path. “We cannot stop here. It isn’t safe.”

      “Cei’s blood, I’ve had enough of hearing about how dangerous it is here. They’re trees. Just trees. They can’t hurt us.” She reached up and, before Tom could say anything, she grabbed a handful of leaves and ripped them from a branch. “See?”

      A scream tore through the air all around them.
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      Tom covered his ears but it did no good. The furious screech was unaffected, seeming to vibrate out of every tree, echoing over and over. He cried out under the onslaught. The others looked at him in confusion, all except Six and Siomi, who looked about in fear. They heard it too or, at least, an echo of it. A scream through the Second Sight. Magic. Danger.

      It could only have been moments, but it felt like minutes until the noise faded.

      “What did I tell you?” Katharine shouted at Brega. She looked worried, glancing about.

      Then the branches above them began to move.

      “Run!” Katharine’s voice carried command now and no-one needed prompting again. The horses leapt forward, thundering through the Woods. And the trees whispered. He could hear the voices, like a thousand people in quiet, urgent conversation.

      And the almost-laugh. It made Tom think of a cruel, malevolent child with a throat of bark.

      “Faster!” he yelled and they went faster. He was terrified again, the ground a blur, his horse just one misstep away from disaster. He clung to the beast, feeling the power of it beneath him. He’d never ridden so fast and he’d have stopped if he could.

      But the laughter was behind them now.

      He dragged his face out of his horse’s mane and looked back. He couldn’t see anything. The trees still blocked a view any further than a few feet. But now he could hear them. Over the sound of thundering hooves, he could also hear the sound of running feet. And constant laughter.

      “Tom?” Katharine cried. “Are they coming?”

      “Yes,” he called back. “I can hear them.”

      “Who?” roared Neirin. “Why do we not stand and fight?”

      “You can’t fight what you can’t see,” said Katharine. “Move!”

      They wouldn’t make it. She’d said they had days until they were out. And their horses were tired. Already they were flagging. And whatever these things were, they were magical. They wouldn’t get tired. They wouldn’t need rest. It was over. A part of him wanted to pull the reins and get it over with.

      Branches began to slap at him. Scratch at him. As if the trees were trying to slow them or catch them.

      What would they do with him when they caught him?

      They passed a river, not deep but wide. The horses crashed through the water and little feet splashed through just moments later. The laughter began to sound from beside them as well.

      “They’re here,” he cried and he felt little hands tugging at him. They pulled at his belt, at his feet. “They’ll try to pull you down.”

      He felt a chubby hand in his hair, yanking his head back. The others cried out as they felt the hands too. Some pulled at him, others hit him. His horse whinnied with fear; these things were pulling at her too. He leant forward in the saddle and put his arms around her and whispered in her ear as best he could.

      A hand grabbed his left foot and pulled it free of the stirrup. “Iron nails!”

      With a gasp the laughter stopped, the hands retreated. Tom tried to get his foot back in the stirrup but he was out of practice and moving too fast. Then they were back, the surprise over. The hands were on his leg now and on his left arm too, trying to unhorse him. He clung tighter.

      Ludicrous thoughts came to him. Could they apologise? If Brega gave the leaves back would they stop? Hands pulled his belt, his leg, his arm and he began to rise up out of the saddle. Thoughts of Elaine came to him. His wife, before Faerie and all of this. He pictured her with their son, before he had been taken to Faerie, before all of this. He pictured that perfect moment where she had held their new baby, both as beautiful as each other, and he knowing that he would change, he would be a better husband, a better father. That change had lasted a week. But if he was going to die, here and now, he wanted to remember that moment. When he’d had a family. When he’d been a good man.

      The horse turned beneath him and the chubby little hands lost their grip. He dropped back into the saddle and he was so scared he didn’t even feel the pain. He just clung to the horse with every muscle he could find. The Woods were a chaos of noise, transformed by the pursuit. The branches waved and whispered, voices scurrying back and forth above them. The others cried and grunted and swore as the creatures, whatever they were, did their best to pull them down. The horses whinnied and snorted and panted, their hooves creating a constant thunder beneath them. And the laughter was all around them. Tom tried to catch a glimpse, wanting to see the face of the thing that was trying to kill him. But the branches kept whipping at him and he had to close his eyes against them. But when he did manage to open them for a moment, he noticed it was lighter than it had been. The gloom was giving way to the green glow that had bathed them when they’d entered the Woods.

      “Sunlight!” he shouted. A chubby finger poked him in the eye and he cried out. But the others had noticed too and the horses picked up the pace. The laughter stopped for a moment before renewing its efforts, scrabbling at his face, his belt, his arms and legs. Tom felt himself being lifted out of the saddle. He opened his eyes just as he lost his grip. He flailed.

      He caught the saddle with one hand.

      Tom’s feet were in the air, the other end of a tug-o-war. And he was losing, his grip was weak, the saddle bounced and shook. Not like this. He pictured Maev sitting by a perfectly round pool, one long finger idly tracing patterns in the water, a smile on her beautiful red lips. Not like this.

      The saddle shook and he panicked. “Please, we’re sorry!”

      The things just giggled. They pulled at his fingers, little malevolent hands plucking his fingers away one by one. He looked into the eyes of the tree child and dark eyes grinned back, dark eyes with the promise of sunlight that never came.

      They pulled him loose just as his horse exploded out of the Woods, the world bright and brilliant. He tumbled, fell and bounced. Pain blossomed in his left shoulder. He tasted dirt and magic. He felt warmth on his skin. Grass underneath. He opened his eyes. He’d made it. He’d fallen, but he must have rolled out of the Woods. Tom took a breath and laughed.

      Then he slid back across the grass. “No,” he cried and dug his hands into the ground. He looked back and saw his foot was still in the Woods’ shadow. They had him, the little monsters pulling at his legs and dragging him back inside. He clawed at the ground and kicked at them. But they were magical, he was mortal. He could not harm them. They pulled and the ground came away in his hands, just useless fistfuls of soil and grass. It seemed so unfair, that Tir would betray him. He felt cold shade sliding up his body as they pulled him back into the Woods. He slid away without a word.
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        * * *

      

      He stood alone in the centre of a perfect circle, surrounded by trees thicker and taller and older than he’d ever seen. The children, whatever they were, could not be seen. But he knew they lurked in shadows all around him. His wrist ached.

      “What happens now?” he asked.

      Whispering in the branches. Creaking in the wood. The ground beneath him seemed to shift.

      “I count Queen Maev of Faerie as a friend,” he said. “This is not wise of you.”

      Almost-laughter, all around him.

      The magic in the air was so thick he found it difficult to breathe. He was light-headed, giddy, nauseated. He wanted to lie down. He really didn’t want to lie down.

      “What will you do to me?”

      His eyes stopped seeing the Woods and saw the future instead. That same old man, dark-eyed and sombre, said, “Magic is undoing, Tom. When something is pulled apart, the energy of what it was is released. That is what magic is. And that is why the easiest magic to perform is destructive. Magic begets magic.”

      He was gone, but Tom had his answer. They would undo him. Feed off him. He wondered what sort of meal he would make.

      The pain in his wrist was growing.

      “Is that what you do to travellers?” he asked. “Feed on them.”

      A flurry of whispers. Now he could pick out snatches.

      “Yes.”

      “We feed.”

      “You invade.”

      “We didn’t mean to invade,” Tom said. “We just wanted to travel. We meant no offence.”

      “No offence.”

      “Need to feed.”

      “Need to survive.”

      “But why not survive like other trees? On sun and water?”

      The whispers grew too loud and too many to understand. Some were angry. Some were exultant. Some were mocking. He tried to peer into the shadows beyond the circle. He thought he could see movement.

      “We did not ask.”

      “We were like others.”

      “But magic came.”

      “Pushed us.”

      “Changed us.”

      “Made us different.”

      “Where did it come from?” He tried to keep the fear from his voice. Keep them talking. Find a way out. How did he get here? Was there a way back? Could he persuade them to let him go?

      He smiled despite himself. He was talking to trees.

      “Somewhere else.”

      “Pushed on us.”

      “Like a flood.”

      “But when?” he asked. More movement. He thought of the tree child he’d seen.

      “Long ago.”

      “Asks questions.”

      “Need to feed.”

      “Wait,” he said. He held up his hands as if he could fend them off. But these weren’t the woodkin of the fay. These were just trees. “What if I told you we were going to break the monoliths?” The whispers died down. He had their attention. “No more magic. You could be normal again.”

      Hush. Had it worked? His wrist hurt again. He looked at it. No signs of injury. He rubbed it. Then the whispers started again.

      “Need magic.”

      “Need to feed.”

      “But we can free you,” he told them.

      But the whispers grew to a roar, drowning him out, and the twilight darkened. It was over.

      Then he heard his name, as if someone was calling from far away.

      “I’m not really here,” he realised.

      He looked at his wrist. It felt like someone was pull-ing at it.

      “This is a fantasy,” he said. “You’ve put this in my mind.”

      The world around him grew too intense, as if it was trying too hard to convince him. What he saw was too sharp, what he heard was too loud, what he felt was too fake.

      Then the whispers coalesced, as if the voices had finally decided on one thing.

      “Please,” they said together, a thousand voices speak-ing as one. “If you do it, you will kill us.”
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        * * *

      

      Sunlight, warm and pure. He blinked against the bright-ness and gasped. Pudgy hands were pulling at his legs while Six pulled at an arm.

      “Welcome back.” The elf had his feet braced on a root and was leaning back, putting his entire weight and strength on Tom’s wrist. No wonder it hurt. “Any time you want to help is fine.”

      Tom kicked, but at the ground this time and his feet found purchase. With his free hand he pulled at the root Six was braced against. They moved. There was a rustle in the branches above, a final flurry of whispers, and then they let him go. They tumbled out of the shadows and into the sunlight. Grass tickled his face. He put both hands on the ground. Solid. Real.

      “Thank you,” he said, out of breath.

      “No problem.” Six lay on his back, staring up at the sun. “I thought they had us both for a moment there. I started seeing things.”

      “Me too.”

      “What did you see?”

      Tom propped himself up on his elbows and looked at the Woods. Silent, ancient, dependent. Ready to kill him, consume him, and a moment later begging him to save them. For a moment he wanted to kill them, cut them all down. But they were just trying to survive. It wasn’t personal. Could he begrudge them the will to survive?

      If you do it, you will kill us. “I don’t know,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Tom could have lain there for hours but Katharine had him up on his feet. “We shouldn’t linger here,” she said. The land around the Woods rose sharply and they climbed the hillside. The magic leeched out of the air as they climbed and, when they reached the top, it was gone. Tom could feel himself missing it already. His joints seemed to ache as they had before. He felt tired, cold, old. His body sat down before he realised what he was doing. Maybe he was like the Woods. Maybe he was dependent on magic too.

      A shadow knelt before him, blocking the sun. He looked up and saw Brega. She pulled at him, poking and prodding. When he flinched she tutted.

      “I’m checking you over,” she said. “That was a bad fall.”

      She poked his shoulder and he yelped. She took his arm and lifted it, pulled it, rotated it. He swore at her but she ignored him. “No break, no dislocation. You’ll be fine.” She dropped his arm and walked away. Draig was watching, smiling.

      “Her bedside manner needs some work,” Tom said.

      She heard him. “You can get kisses and cuddles from your mother.”

      Draig laughed. “She is medic for battle,” he said. “They say ‘fix harm and rearm’. For pleasant things there is no time.”

      “Clearly.” Tom took Draig’s hand and the elf hauled him to his feet with ease. “You fought together?”

      Draig nodded. “No other would I have at my back when there is fighting.”

      Brega seemed pleased but she covered it with a gruff, “No-one else can protect a back that big.”

      Tom stepped past Draig and looked to what he thought was the south. A sea of poppies swayed under a gentle breeze, couched in trees to the north and east. He knew this place from the stories.

      Six joined him. “Where are we?”

      “Cairnacei,” Tom said.

      “There’s a city nearby?”

      Tom shook his head. “No, it’s an old joke. Sir Cei is said to have taken his life here after he killed Emyr’s son. Cei’s blood soaked the flowers and turned them red.”

      “They’re just poppies.”

      “It’s an old story.” One they still told in the Heel with an anger and bitterness as if it were yesterday. Sir Cei was, to many of the Heel, the reason for the end of Emyr’s Golden Reign. “Thank you, again. You risked a lot.”

      Six shrugged and lifted his wrists, still bound. “Haven’t got a lot to risk at the moment,” he said.

      Tom understood. It was a fair trade. A life for a life. He pulled out his knife. Six shook his head. “I wouldn’t do that. You’ll anger his lordship.”

      Tom nodded. Neirin was in conversation with Katharine a few steps away. “My lord,” he said and approached.

      “Are you well, Master Rymour?”

      “I am, thanks to Six.”

      “Very good,” Neirin said. “You are most valuable to us. I would not have any harm befall you.” He turned back to the map Katharine was showing him.

      “My lord, Six saved my life. I would repay him by cutting his bonds.”

      “No.”

      “But my lord, they cut at him.”

      “That is what bonds do.”

      “It is a poor thing to leave an act of heroism unrewarded.”

      Neirin met his eye again, cold and angry. “Do you not think he performed that act precisely so you would ask this of me?”

      “I do.” He surprised himself. Ordinarily he wouldn’t have answered that.

      “Then why should we reward him for a selfish act?”

      “Because why he saved my life is irrelevant. The truth is in his deeds, not in his thoughts.”

      That stopped Neirin. His eyes warmed and he nodded. “Your friend is a wise one, Katharine.”

      She didn’t look up. She didn’t reply. She just stared at the map. She had obviously remembered her anger. She never could let go. Why must she hold onto things for so long?

      “The truth is, Master Rymour, that I cannot trust this Westerner and therefore I cannot release him. What if he tries to hurt one of us? What if he tries to escape?”

      “Then at least tie him with something more comfortable.”

      Neirin thought for a moment. “Very well.” He waved a hand. “Siomi, bind our prisoner with something more comfortable.”

      Siomi pulled a scarf from her bags. Silk, maybe. Tom followed her to the Westerner, who held out his hands and waited while Siomi cut the rope away with her knife. The skin beneath it was red raw, ugly against his golden skin. He winced as she retied his wrists with the scarf.

      “You are a compassionate one, Thomas Rymour,” she said as she finished her knot.

      “It seemed unjust,” he said.

      “Being a prisoner at all is unjust,” Six said, but Siomi ignored him.

      “Be careful, Tom.” She finished her work and met his eye. The brilliant blue spoke of genuine concern. “Too much compassion can land you in a lot of trouble.”

      She returned to Neirin and Six offered him a smile.

      “Better?” Tom asked.

      “Better.”

      “Sorry I can’t do more.”

      Six shrugged. “I’m an exile, Tom. What does it matter if I’m here, there, free or bound?”

      Tom thought he understood. When you’re not where you belong, everything is a punishment. “Is there any chance you could go back?”

      “No.”

      It was so blunt, so harsh, that it felt almost like an attack. Like the idea of going back was ludicrous. That Tom was a fool for thinking he could go back to Faerie. Six took a deep breath and sighed, looking out over the poppies. “My father always said you had to take home with you. Because if you went back to what you thought was home, you’d find it grown too small and you didn’t fit in it anymore.” Tom watched his tattoo move as he spoke. It was a sharp, ugly thing. “I worry that I’ve been an exile too long. That the Kingdom will be too small for me.”

      “You know that’s where they’re heading,” Tom said with a smile.

      “They?” Six turned back with a smile of his own. “Not we?”

      Damn. This elf was too smart. Or was Tom too stupid? “Slip of the tongue.” Change the subject. “Perhaps you could find a new home somewhere?”

      “You didn’t.” Six turned his gaze on Tom. “You came back to Tir but you never found a home, did you?”

      That was true. But Tir had never been his home. Not really. It couldn’t be, after Faerie. The petty things were taken too seriously in Tir and the serious things were ignored. In that, at least, the fay were sensible.

      “So what are you doing here, Tom?” Six asked. “Just letting others drive your life for you? Or do you have an agenda of your own?”

      Tom wanted to answer. He felt a kinship with the elf, a sense that they were both lost in a foreign land. But something held him back. What if Six tried to stop him? What if he told the others? Katharine would be, what? Angry? Disappointed? Upset?

      Six nodded. “I understand,” he said. “I’m not sure either.”

      Not sure? Did Six have a plan of his own? Suddenly Tom was glad he had stayed quiet. It was hard to trust someone whose motives you didn’t understand.

      “Maybe I am trying to get back to the Kingdom,” he said. “Maybe, in my heart of hearts, I still love it despite what Idris did to me.”

      Tom opened his mouth to ask, but Neirin called for him before he could speak. “Master Rymour, a word if you please.”

      He nodded to Six and left him staring into the west.

      Neirin acknowledged him with a nod, but his look was suspicious. “Katharine has identified where we are.” He pointed at the map. His finger rested on the word ‘Cairnacei’, cradled by trees from the Whispering Woods. “We were fortunate. One wrong turn and we’d still be in there.”

      And the trees would have killed them. Tom had no doubts about it. He imagined himself, Neirin, Katharine and the others buried in roots, the trees draining them until they were dry husks. The thought made him shudder.

      “Where is the entrance to Faerie?” Neirin asked.

      Tom pointed to an island in the Lannad Sea. “Here, I believe,” he said. “Gwedar. The Isle of Glass.”

      Neirin nodded. “How accurate is this map?”

      “On land you’ll find no better,” said Katharine. “But at sea? It’s not a chart.”

      “So this island could be anywhere?”

      “Not anywhere.” Katharine would have taken offence at that. Today she seemed to ignore it. “But I don’t know the precise location.”

      “So we will need sailors.” Neirin nodded, as if she had confirmed something he’d known all along.

      “Experienced ones.” Katharine stared at the map, tense as if the paper might attack at any moment. “I’ve heard the Lannad Sea can be rough. Dangerous. Storms that last for days, waves that can overturn too small a ship.”

      “Heard?” It was a question and a challenge.

      She looked away, then back at Neirin, chin forward. “I’ve yet to cross the Sea myself.”

      Neirin frowned. “Not once?”

      She said nothing, and Tom expected Neirin to question or maybe scorn her. He looked like he might. But something in her defiant stare must have quashed that idea, because instead he said, “What do we do?”

      Tom could see Katharine was trying to hide relief.

      “We need to head to Cairnalyr.” She looked back at the map, running a finger up and down the coast. “There are a few villages on the coast between here and there, but they’re fishing villages. They won’t have anything like the ship or the crew we need.”

      “Cairnalyr.” Neirin nodded. “Very good. Let’s get moving.”

      “Shouldn’t we rest?” Tom asked. It stopped the pair of them, as if they’d forgotten he could speak. “We’re working the horses hard. And I’m exhausted.”

      Neirin didn’t seem happy to be questioned. “I thought urgency was paramount, Master Rymour?” His voice was low and cold.

      “It is,” he confessed.

      “We’ve shaved weeks off the journey,” said Katharine, not as grudgingly as Tom would have expected. “And he’s right about the horses.”

      “They are Withed stock,” Neirin said. “The finest the Marches can offer. I did not pay so much to tiptoe around them.”

      “Of course not, my lord.” Siomi stepped into the conversation, voice low and soothing. “I believe our friends are only suggesting the horses performed impressive feats worthy of your investment.”

      Neirin nodded. “They are fine horses and they have done well.”

      “And you have rewarded our prisoner for good work.”

      “I have,” said Neirin. “Yes. It is only fair we extend our courtesy to the beasts that bore us to safety.”

      “As you will, my lord.”

      And it was done. They fed, watered and tethered the horses, then they lay down and slept the perfect, dreamless sleep of the exhausted.
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        * * *

      

      Tom woke with the sun barely up and Katharine sitting next to him.

      “Morning,” he said.

      “Good morning.” She watched him sit up, her face revealing nothing. Had she come to berate him some more? To make peace?

      “I’m sorry,” she said. The latter then.

      “I’m sorry too.” He meant it now. “We shouldn’t have gone through the Woods. I was in too much of a rush.”

      “No. I mean yes, maybe you’re right. But that’s not what I was talking about.”

      He waited. She seemed to take a while to marshal her strength. Then in a desperate rush she said, “You almost died.”

      He nodded. “Six saved me.”

      “But I didn’t.” She looked guilty. It was a new look for her. She was always so confident and sure.

      “Is that why you’re sorry?”

      She nodded. “I froze. I was so scared and when we finally got out I couldn’t bring myself to go back in.”

      “I understand,” he said. “I don’t think it’s your fault. There was strong magic in there. It was probably trying to stop you.”

      “But it didn’t stop Six.”

      “I think he’s used to magic.”

      “I’m still sorry.”

      “You don’t need to be.”

      She smiled at him. “You’re a good man, Thomas Rymour.”

      “I’m not sure I’d agree.”

      “Modest, too.”

      Her expression was too intimate and she felt too close. He climbed to his feet to gain some space.

      Six was standing too, stretching as best he could with his wrists tied. The Easterners, however, were all lying flat on their backs, arms crossed over their chests. They lay in the same direction, all with their feet pointing to the west and heads to the east. At first Tom thought they might be sleeping but then he noticed all of their lips were moving. They were whispering to themselves.

      “What are they doing?”

      “Praying,” said Katharine.

      “Praying?”

      “A request. An appeal of sorts, to Angau,” Katharine said. “They do it every morning.”

      They watched the elfs for a few minutes. Neirin’s face was calm, almost detached. Draig seemed to be praying hard, his lips carefully and forcefully pronouncing each word. Siomi and Brega still wore their veils, the cloth shifting and moving over their mouths.

      “Who’s Angau?” Tom asked.

      “Their name for Emyr. It means ‘The Reaper’ in their language.”

      The Reaper. More death. The Easterners seemed to be obsessed with it.

      “Tom, Katharine.” Six gestured and they turned to see three horsemen approaching them.

      Katharine cursed. “What’s wrong?” Tom asked.

      “They mean trouble.”

      “How do you know?”

      “They approached quietly and there’s nothing here. Probably bandits.”

      It was hard to see the riders at this distance. But they didn’t look like bandits. Tom imagined bandits to be dashing figures, stylish beards and fine clothes. Gentlemen highwaymen from the stories he’d heard as a child. These men looked rough and dirty.

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      Katharine shot him a look that said she was. And he ought not to question her, especially after the Whispering Woods.

      “What do we do?” he asked.

      “Show of force.” She walked to her horse and pulled out her short swords. They were more like long daggers, no longer from point to pommel than her arm, and he knew she carried them more for show than for use. Reputation again.

      “I’ll wake the elfs,” Tom said.

      “They won’t get up,” she replied.

      “What?”

      “They won’t interrupt their prayers for anything.” Her blades shone bright in the morning light.

      “Not even for the risk of dying?”

      “Especially not that.” Six wore a grim smile as he stepped into the Easterner’s midst. “They believe the best time to die is in the middle of prayer.”

      “And what about us?” Tom couldn’t believe they would lie there and listen to them die.

      “What about us?” There was too much bitterness in Six’s voice and the smile was replaced with a grimace. He glowered down at Brega for a moment, then drew her scimitar. A flip of the blade and his bonds were cut. For a moment Tom thought Six meant to kill the Easterners first, but he drew Draig’s sword and tossed it to Tom. Tom jumped back and let it fall to the ground. He wasn’t adept enough to avoid catching the wrong end.

      The riders were closer now. One wore a topknot of horseman fashion, the other a thin and elegant beard. The first of them was beardless, his smile oily and unpleasant. “Good day,” he called.

      “I’ll do the talking,” said Katharine and Tom was more than happy to agree. He picked up the scimitar, alien and heavy in his hands. There was a degree of artsmanship to it, but it was clearly one of many. The pommel and guard were undecorated, the blade itself plain. Its curve made it seem like it was made for chopping, like its bearer saw foes as trees to be cut down. He didn’t want to do this.

      “Good morrow, gentlemen.” Katharine’s voice was empty of emotion, her hands full of blades.

      Oily’s smile grew broader, revealing missing teeth. Common in Tom’s time, but not so much these days. “Good morrow to you too, good woman. Looks to be a fine day.”

      “State your business.”

      Oily put on mock hurt. “So cold. Can we not ex-change pleasantries like civilised men?”

      “I’m a woman,” she said. “And the pleasantries are over. State your business.”

      Tom wondered if her attitude would antagonise these men. Tom did not fancy their chances if it came to a fight; he could see swords and daggers and bows carried openly, in the way of men who are ready to use them.

      Topknot leered from the saddle. “Our business is with Regent now. Got ourselves a reward to collect, I re-ckon.”

      “Indeed,” said Oily, looking at Tom. “As I said, a very fine day indeed.”

      “It seems you think you know us,” Katharine said. “You don’t.”

      “Is that so?” Oily didn’t shift his gaze. It made Tom feel like he was being weighed and measured, like a butcher examining a pig. “Well our village received a bird from Cairnagan. Reckon so did a lot of places hereabouts. Came with a message saying some elfs had made off with one of Regent’s men. The famous Thomas Rymour. Said there might be a woman with them too. You telling me that was a different band of elfs?”

      “I am.”

      Oily nodded then flicked a hand. The bearded man lifted a bow and drew an arrow. “What do you say?” Oily said to Tom. “Are you Thomas Rymour?”

      Tom’s mind scrabbled for something to say. He couldn’t lie. But telling the truth could send him back to Regent. At best. What could he say? How could he answer such a straight question?

      “It’s a simple answer,” Oily said.

      He thought of something. “Thomas Rymour was born a hundred years ago,” he said. “I don’t look that old, do I?” He tried to sound relaxed and indifferent. The sword was getting heavy so he rested the flat of it on his shoulder.

      Oily flicked a hand again, this time towards Katharine, and Bearded nocked and drew the arrow, the head carefully aimed at her chest. “A yes or a no, please. Or the pretty lady might get hurt.”

      Tom looked between the arrow and Katharine. He tried not to imagine what would happen if she was shot. “She’s going to get hurt anyway, isn’t she?” he asked. He thought of his foresight, his hands covered in blood and her face a mask of pain.

      “This is folly,” she said. She kept her eyes on Oily, refusing to look at the arrow. But her expression was set, grim. She knew this wasn’t going to end well. “We outnumber you. Leave now and no-one will get hurt.”

      “My count is even,” Oily replied. “Three of us and three of you. One of you can’t hold a sword properly.” He grinned at Tom, who blushed. Tom looked at Six, who held his sword in a loose, ready grip, point resting on the ground. He copied the elf’s stance and Oily chuckled. “We’ll deal with you while the elfs pray. Then we’ll slit their throats before they finish.”

      Tom imagined them lying there, throats open. He could imagine Neirin looking pleased and his stomach turned.

      “So you would slaughter Easterners? Provoke a war between Erhenned and the Angles?”

      Oily’s face darkened. “And then we’ll teach you a woman’s mouth isn’t for questions and attitude.”

      Topknot leered again.

      “I won’t let you touch her.” Tom spoke before he realised what he was saying. His chest tightened with anger at the thought of that animal being anywhere near her.

      “How gallant. Tell me if you’re Thomas Rymour, little man, or the lady gets touched by more wood than my own.” He nodded at Bearded, still holding a steady aim. “His fingers slip sometimes.”

      Tom tried to think of something. A clever line. A dishonest truth. A plan or an escape. But he had nothing. “I am,” he said.

      “Good.” Oily grinned. “Take them.”
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      Bearded shifted his aim to Six and in that moment Katharine threw one of her swords. It was a poor throw but it distracted him and the arrow flew wide. Meanwhile Oily and Topknot jumped from their saddles. Oily went for Katharine while Topknot chose Tom.

      Topknot hefted an axe, light and short. He tossed it from hand to hand and Tom had an image in his mind of it being thrown. So, despite what his legs were telling him to do, he moved closer. Topknot kept his distance but Tom pursued him across the field. Topknot kept making feints at Tom, jabbing the axe at him or lifting his hand as if to throw it. So he did mean to throw it. Tom kept his blade high, covering his face and chest.

      But he had no idea what to do. Should he wait for the throw and then attack when the other man was unarmed? Or should he attack now? He tried to focus but kept imagining the axe hitting him, blade cutting through meat and bone. His heart hammered and his palms grew sweaty. He didn’t want the bandit to know he was afraid but he had to wipe his palms on his tunic. Topknot grinned.

      He couldn’t do this. He was no swordsman. He tried to think of a way out of this. Something he could do or say to save himself from getting chopped to pieces.

      “I can do this all day,” said Topknot. “How you feeling?”

      Tired already. The sword was too heavy for him. He wasn’t as fit as he used to be. Not as young or strong. Years of living in Faerie, in a hut, and then at court had made him soft and, if not pampered, unused to such exertion. He’d never been in a sword fight before.

      Topknot took a swing and Tom flinched away, swinging his scimitar back at the bandit. The blades clashed with a ring. Topknot grinned and Tom got the feeling that it had been a test. A test he’d failed.

      Another swing. Another. Now it was Tom edging away and Topknot pursued. Each time the bandit swung Tom planned to be brave, to be clever, to step inside the swing, or parry and follow with a swing or attack of his own. But his fear got the better of him. He flailed his sword and he wondered if he really was blocking the blows or if he was being toyed with.

      His arms were getting tired.

      “Not much fight in you,” said Topknot. “Not much sport.”

      “Maybe I’ll surprise you.”

      Topknot grunted, then threw the axe. Tom raised the scimitar. The axe clattered against his blade and ripped it from his hands. And both weapons landed three steps away. But even as Tom looked at the fallen weapons, he knew he’d fallen for the trick. He turned in time to see Topknot rushing towards him with a knife, small and bright. He thrust his hands into the crook of Topknot’s elbow, stopping the blade just short of his belly. The other man pushed, grabbed Tom by the shoulder and tried to pull him into the knife. They began to dance and pivot around the blade between them.

      He had to get out. Had to get away. He pictured the cold, hard metal slicing through his skin, cutting his flesh. He felt tears well behind his eyes for a moment. No. But he wasn’t strong enough. He could feel the man winning, the point edging closer, snagging on his clothes. But what could he do? He looked up from the knife and into the other’s eyes. Topknot. A horseman from the Marches.

      “Fleoye!” he shouted. Topknot blinked and there was a chorus of whinnies. And Topknot turned to see his horse galloping away.

      Tom headbutted him. Pain exploded across Tom’s forehead and knocked almost every thought from his mind. But the mercenary’s strength ebbed for a moment, long enough for Tom to let go of his arm and punch him in the throat. He gagged and staggered back and Tom was free. Free and with the scimitar two steps away. He grabbed at it, fumbled, then had it in his hand. Topknot had enough time to look up before Tom plunged the scimitar into his guts. Tom waited for him to fall.

      But Topknot stabbed at him with the knife. It was a strong thrust but Tom stopped it easily. Sweat broke out on Topknot’s face and he went pale. And Tom could feel the strength in his arm fading. The knife fell from cold fingers. The morning air grew sharp with the metallic tang of blood, soaking through the man’s filthy shirt and running down the curved blade.

      “You,” Topknot spat, blood flecking Tom’s face. It dribbled out of his mouth and then his head sank forward as if his neck had deflated. Then his legs gave way. Tom didn’t have the sense to let go of the sword so it pulled him down too. The other man fell onto his back, coughed and spluttered, his breathing a wet, desperate, gurgling sound. Then he was still. His eyes were cold glass. He was dead.

      He was dead and Tom was alive. Tom reached out to close the eyes, to hide that awful dead stare. But he couldn’t bring himself to touch the man. How could he?

      “Tom!”

      The cry brought him back to the present and he sat up. Katharine was trying to fend off Oily. He staggered to his feet and tried to pull the scimitar from the body but his bloody hands slipped from the hilt. He was tired, all over, exhausted and cold. But he drew Oily’s attention. That was enough for Katharine to bat aside his sword and put a knife to his throat.

      “Yield.”

      Oily dropped his sword. It was that easy. Why hadn’t Tom done that? Ask Topknot to yield. So simple.

      Six had Bearded disarmed too. It was only Tom who had murdered.

      The pair of men were placed on their fronts, with a knife to the back of their heads. “Find some rope,” Katharine said to Six. “Tom, are you okay?”

      He couldn’t say yes. But silence didn’t seem like an option. “No,” he said.

      “Stay with me.”

      “Where would I go?” he asked. His hands were covered in blood. It disgusted him. He had to get it off. He wiped it on his tunic, smearing it everywhere. “I need to get this off.”

      “Wait,” she said. But he didn’t. The ground rose a little to the east. He tried to climb above the stench of blood. But it was on him, wasn’t it? There was no getting away from it. He thought of Topknot, lying with a sword planted in his chest like a violent flag pole. He felt his mouth water and his hands shake and he vomited. He felt sorry for the poppies.

      He wiped his mouth and his eyes and staggered to his feet, shaky. He wanted to lie down. He wanted to get this blood off. He crested the hill. A river. Wending its way out of the Whispering Woods. Ordinarily he wouldn’t go near it; the risk of magic was too great. But that didn’t matter. He waded into the water and stripped off his clothes, every stitch, and scrubbed at himself. The water turned pink around him and he couldn’t see any blood on his hands. But he could feel it. It was like it had soaked into his skin, underneath, part of him somehow. So he rubbed and scrubbed.

      “It’s okay.” Katharine stood at the water’s edge. Her tone was soft and soothing. “It’s okay. You’re okay.”

      “I killed him,” he said. “I killed him and he died and now he’s dead.” He knew he was babbling but he couldn’t stop himself. He felt tears on his face, hot and alive.

      “He would have killed you,” Katharine was stripping, removing everything except her undergarments before she stepped into the water too. “You did what you had to do.”

      “I’m a murderer now.”

      “No.” Her voice was firm.

      “But I can’t lie. If I can say it then it must be true.”

      “You are not a murderer,” she said, voice firm.

      “I killed him.”

      “You defended yourself.”

      “I shouldn’t have left. I shouldn’t have come with you.” He should have stayed in that little hut, forgotten and safe from everyone.

      She reached him, pulled him into her arms. She shushed him, putting dry hands in his wet hair. He could feel her cotton undergarments leeching the water from his skin. He cried. She held him as he did, saying nothing. And then they were kissing. He needed to. He needed her. Nothing else mattered in that moment. Not the fay or Maev or love. He carried her to the water’s edge and laid her down amongst the reeds. And he lost himself in her.

      

      They lay in silence when it was over. Silence had become safe again. Silence meant he didn’t have to explain himself. Silence meant he didn’t have to tell her he didn’t love her. Silence meant he could hide his shame. So he lay there, not saying anything, and she lay on top of him, not saying anything. He wondered what she was thinking. He wondered if he’d ruined everything. He wondered if the fay had seen them.

      The day wasn’t warm enough. A cool breeze blew from the south and they began to shiver.

      “We should go back.”

      She was right. They climbed to their feet. Tom didn’t know where to look. She seemed unembarrassed, happy for him to look as she dressed. He fished out of the river what clothing hadn’t drifted away. The cloth was stained red. He wrung it out as best he could.

      “Throw it away,” she told him. “It’s no good anymore.”

      Could he do that? No, he decided. This was all that was left of that man, a bloody stain on an old tunic. He rolled it up but put it by his feet whilst he pulled on his soaking wet hose. His boots were wet too, so he went barefoot amongst the poppies. Katharine held his hand and Tom let her.

      The Easterners were up, their prayers finished. The two men were bound and under Six’s watch. Draig and Brega were filling a hole and Topknot was gone. Neirin and Siomi were talking as if nothing had happened.

      “Ah, Tom. Are you well?” Neirin asked.

      Tom said nothing. He watched Draig and Brega work, watched the soil falling into the hole and imagined it falling onto Topknot, getting in his nose, his mouth. Had they buried him right? He noticed the hole was aligned east to west. The Eastern way. Had they put him in the right position, sat in the ground holding his legs to his chest? Too late now.

      “They don’t know anything,” Neirin said. “Of no use, I’m afraid.”

      Of no use. But still men. Still of worth, even if they were greedy. Or desperate. His thoughts must have shown on his face, because Siomi said, “Break your fast, Master Rymour.” He allowed her to sit him down and he took the bread she gave him. He didn’t eat it until she told him to, and only because it was easier than arguing.

      “Are you injured, Master Rymour?” Neirin seemed confused.

      “Tom has never taken a man’s life, my lord,” Katharine said. “You must remember how you felt the first time.”

      Neirin nodded. “It is an easy thing to do and a difficult thing to live with.” He was right. It had been easy. Tom looked up and met the elf’s eye. Perhaps he wasn’t as bad as Tom had thought. But then he said, “But you gave him a good death, Tom. Be pleased with that.”

      “Pleased?” Tom snapped. “Dead is dead, Lord Neirin. Do you think that man is pleased?”

      “He died with a blade in his hand, Master Rymour.” Siomi’s soothing voice did nothing to soothe him. “It is an honourable way to pass to the Isles of the Dead. Angau would be pleased.”

      “You don’t know anything about Emyr,” he said. “You think Emyr enjoyed death? You think he worshipped it as you do?” Tom shook his head. “You don’t know anything about him.”

      “And you do?” Neirin shot back.

      “I do.”

      “How?”

      He shouldn’t have said anything. Emyr had asked him not to. But he was angry. The idea of these elfs draping their warped ideas of death over Emyr was abhorrent. Emyr shouldn’t be remembered like that.

      “Precisely.” Neirin looked smug. Tom wanted to wipe the smile off his face. “You think of Angau as a merciful king, leader of a golden age. But we elfs have longer memories, Master Rymour. We remember the truth. He swept across the face of Tir like a scythe across the field. He conquered every inch of it. He was glorious and terrible. You would do well to remember that.”

      Katharine held up her hands. “Now isn’t the time to discuss philosophies.”

      But it wasn’t philosophy. It was lies, stories being twisted around a good man. A conqueror, yes. But a good man. He held his tongue and sulked.

      “Ours is the true faith,” Neirin began, but Katharine cut him off.

      “I’m sure you think that,” she said. “But we all have to live and travel together. Does it really matter what we believe in?”

      It did matter. It mattered a lot.
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        * * *

      

      Before they left Tom stood over the grave of the man he’d killed. He scooped up a few handfuls of the fresh dirt and placed a coin in the hole. The stylised sunrise on its face stared up at him until he covered it up again.

      “Take this offering,” he intoned. “Take it with you to the Isles of the Dead and let it buy your passing into that place, where the sun never sets and it is always summer.” Then he placed a heel of bread onto the grave. It should have been placed on Topknot’s chest but it was too late now. He picked it up again and ate it. “You have done wrong in this life, as have we all. I take your wrongs and bear them on my shoulders now, so that you may enter the West in innocence and goodness. Go in peace.”

      As he swallowed the bread, he imagined swallowing Topknot’s wrongs and crimes. They were his now, to add to his own. He stood. Then he added Emyr’s prayer, the one the old king used to say to himself before he slept. “The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death.”
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        * * *

      

      The day was cold and it tried to rain, managing only the odd spatter now and then. Tom had changed into dry clothes but they were of the same cut and dye as the blood-soaked ones he’d stowed in his saddlebags. Katharine had promised they would get him some new clothes in Cairnalyr. Tom couldn’t wait.

      Cairnacei was small in comparison with the Whispering Woods but it still took a day to traverse it. Their new prisoners were bound together and rode on one of their horses under Brega’s supervision. Six had appropriated the spare horse and, while he rode unbound, he was under the close eye of Draig. Six either didn’t notice or didn’t care. He rode as if it were a fine day, wearing a smile and giving anyone who would meet his eye a nod and a wink. Tom wondered if he would make a break for it. ‘You must keep Six close,’ the old man had said. Will have said.

      The ground rolled gently, the poppies broken up only by the odd tree or bush. It was the middle of the afternoon when they were broken up by a cluster of rocks, old and covered in lichen, a great circle in their path.

      “Cei’s Teeth,” Katharine called them.

      “I thought Cei’s Teeth were in the Lannad Sea?” Siomi asked.

      “There are some islands with that name. But these are called Cei’s Teeth too.” Katharine had stopped her horse and was looking up at the rocks with a smile. She enjoyed knowing these things about Tir, and she enjoyed sharing that knowledge. She’d once called knowledge a gift. “As I understand it, these bore the name first. Those islands were given the name later on.”

      Neirin grunted. Tom stood and stared at the Teeth. They were rough and ugly, lacking the shine or craftsmanship of normal monuments. But the circle they stood in, though irregular, was also too uniform for these to be naturally occurring. Someone had put these here. They just hadn’t taken much care in it.

      “What’s it for?” Brega asked.

      Katharine shrugged. “It’s not for anything. It just is.”

      “People don’t put stones in the ground for no reason,” Six said.

      “As far as I know it’s a monument to Cei,” Katharine said.

      “A monument to the murderer of Amyr?” Neirin snorted. “Only in the duchies.”

      “Cei was a great knight, Lord Neirin,” Tom said. “He may have done many wrongs, but he was still a man.” He could feel the bread rolling in his stomach.

      “He destroyed Emyr’s legacy.”

      “No.” Tom shook his head and rode up to the stones. He placed a hand on them. Weathered, beaten, overgrown in places. He empathised. “We did that.”

      The place was old. In fact, now he was closer, there was magic here. “Six, can you feel that?” he asked.

      Six rode closer. “Feel what?”

      “Magic.”

      The elf sniffed and shook his head. Tom dismounted. “What are you thinking?” Six asked.

      “There are entrances to Faerie dotted all over Tir,” he said. “They’re called Circles. Doorways between our realm and theirs.”

      “You think this might be one of them?”

      Tom nodded. It seemed too much a coincidence, stones laid in a circle that felt like magic.

      Six sniffed again. “I don’t feel anything.”

      Tom stepped into the circle. The magic was stronger here, as if the stones were containing it. It wasn’t like the Woods, the air didn’t hum and he didn’t feel giddy. But he could feel it nonetheless. Still, he felt a little silly as he said, with everyone watching, “Maev? My queen?”

      There was silence. He tried not to feel disappointed. He failed.

      “Guess not,” said Six.

      “Guess not.” He stepped out of the circle and remounted.

      “Never mind,” Six said as they rode away. “It would have been no fun if it had been that easy, right?”

      Fun. There was nothing fun about killing that man. He’d been thinking about asking those men for Topknot’s name all day. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. It would make it too real, and it was real enough already.

      “I meant to congratulate you,” Six said. “It was good thinking shouting a Withed command.”

      Tom shrugged. “It was all I could think of,” he said. “I was no match for him. I needed a distraction.”

      “How did you know his horse was Withed stock? The others weren’t.”

      “I didn’t. But his clothes and hair suggested he was from the Marches.”

      “Wonder where it is now?”

      “I don’t know,” said Tom. “I hope it’s alright. It saved my life.”

      “I’m sure it’s fine.”

      It probably was. It would be found and fed. Tom just hoped it would be looked after. That it would share a better fate than its master.

      The poppies faded and instead he saw tall grass on a cold night. He could hear people following him, two, maybe three others. But he wasn’t concerned. They were friends. He was concerned about what was ahead. The grass was so tall it towered over his head and he pushed through it carefully, slowly, a sword in his hand. There was little light, just what the stars offered. Then the darkness coalesced into shadows with swords of their own.

      They fought in silence. But Tom fought with apparent skill. He watched his arms move with strength and ease, blocking his enemy’s jab, countering with a slash of his own. He was good. He was no expert swordsman. But he could feel his muscles moving with practiced ease. He parried a thrust and threw a punch to the jaw that brought a cry from his opponent.

      The foresight faded and he came back to the present. He’d been training. Or rather, he would have been training by that time. It made sense. There were no guarantees of safety on this journey. Regent hunted them. Idris too. And Tir was full of bandits and soldiers who might hand them over in return for coin. He couldn’t rely on the others to protect him like a suckling babe. He had to be able to look after himself. Right now, he wasn’t.

      “I was lucky,” he said.

      “Half of anything is luck,” Six said.

      But the other half was skill. He tugged the reins and allowed his horse to fall back and into step with Draig’s.

      “Master Rymour.” Draig was hunched in his saddle and wearing an extra cloak. “Cold today.”

      “It is a bit.” Tom looked up at the sky. White and grey clouds peppered the blue and hid the sun.

      “Glad I am that we do not travel in winter, if this is your summer.”

      “Are the Eastern Angles much warmer?”

      “Yes. We seek shade during these days. It would be glorious hot.”

      That didn’t sound glorious to Tom. Too much heat meant sweat and stickiness. At least when it was cold you could wear more clothes. But he shook his head. The weather was not what he had come to discuss. “Draig, I almost died today.”

      “I would ask you of that. See you the things to come. Could not you see what that man would do?”

      Tom shook his head. “It doesn’t work like that. I told you.”

      “Yes.” Draig nodded, brow furrowed in thought. “Can not you see what you want to see?”

      “No. If I could, that man wouldn’t be dead.”

      Draig smiled as if a weight had been lifted from his mind. Had he thought Tom had set out to kill? “Yes.”

      “I only survived because of luck.” It could easily have been him lying in the ground instead of Topknot. Would anyone have eaten his wrongs? He doubted it. That act didn’t seem to be practiced these days. “I might not be so lucky next time.”

      “Angau watches,” said Draig. “But he protects not. We must do that for us.”

      “Exactly,” said Tom. “So I’d like you to help me.”

      “Help you?”

      Tom nodded. “Teach me how to handle a sword.”

      Draig seemed uncertain. “I am no teacher, Tom. No master of swords.”

      “But you are a soldier.”

      “Yes.”

      “So you know more than me.”

      “But we can protect you.”

      He thought of the brief foresight he had seen in the Woods, battling that black figure in the white tower. “But you won’t,” he said. “Before this journey is over, I’ll have to fight for my life.”
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      They reached the edge of Cairnacei as the sun set and followed the lights of the town ahead. Katharine identified it as Cei’s Cove, a fishing village. She told them they might find rest here but little else. Once, she said, it had been a thriving town, on its way to being a true city. But the Whispering Woods cut off its access to the north and the east. Now it could make small trade with the coast of the Marches. With those shores filled with Western soldiers, they were limited to fishing the sea and sending their catch down to Cairnalyr.

      “Will it be safe?” Tom asked. “What if they want Regent’s reward too?”

      “Don’t worry, Master Rymour,” said Neirin. “We will protect you.”

      Tom exchanged a look with Draig but said nothing.

      They smelt the sea before they saw the village, the briny smell making Tom feel fresher; it seemed to scour the air of the phantom stench of blood. They left the poppies behind, the ground turning to heathland, and they crested a rise. Katharine was right. This was indeed a small village. The sun was setting and Tom counted only a dozen lit windows and two dozen roofs. He could see small fishing boats anchored in the water, rising and falling with the waves that crashed on the beaches. The remains of a jetty could just be seen in the fading light, rotted and collapsed.

      The street, for there was only one running through the length of the village, was cobbled but filled with lichen, muffling the horses’ hooves. There was no-one to be seen. Katharine led them to the tavern, identified by the only visible sign. It was a single storey. The windows were open holes near the roof, light and noise spilling out into the night. There were no stables, just a patch of grass with a wooden bar to tie a horse to. There was enough room for their mounts, just, though the feed and water that had been left out was obviously old.

      Neirin walked into the tavern like he owned the place. It was packed, filled with more people than Tom would have imagined. The smell of the sea was in the air, a mixture of fish and brine. The villagers stopped and stared as Neirin strode to the bar.

      “Good woman,” he said to the terrified girl wiping tankards. “Fetch me the innkeep.”

      She nodded and ran into the back. Neirin waited as if he didn’t have a score of men, women and children staring holes into his head. Tom and the others clustered at the entrance. How many of those Erhenni were weighing Regent’s reward against the number of armed elfs?

      The innkeep, a wretched-looking old man, looked as terrified as the girl. He told Neirin he had but two rooms, not worthy of such fine guests. Neirin waved away his protests and took them. He asked for food and drink and a table. He also asked for a man of the law. Those requests earnt him the largest table in the centre of the room, the previous inhabitants all too ready to move aside for these elfs. Neither Tom, Katharine, nor even their bound prisoners earnt a second glance.

      A man of the law was, it seemed, a boy with the beginnings of hair on his chin and a withered, twisted left arm that ended in an unnaturally clenched fist. He introduced himself as Judge Hullworth, but the quaver in his voice suggested it was the first time he had done so.

      Neirin, to his credit, showed no scepticism. “Judge Hullworth, we were attacked by these men. We slayed one in self-defence and captured these two. We wish to release them into your custody.”

      The boy’s eyes widened. “Yes, m’lord,” he said. Then he looked at Tom. “And this man, m’lord?”

      “He is with me,” Neirin said. “Under my protection.”

      Hullworth cast a nervous glance over their party. “Begging your pardon, m’lord, but we heard he was a fugitive from Duke Regent’s justice.”

      Neirin fixed Hullworth with a steady gaze. “He is under my protection,” he repeated.

      The boy nodded. “Yes, m’lord.” He pointed to the captives. “We’ll take these men,” he said. “Send them to Cairnalyr in the morning.”

      “You will not try them here?” Neirin asked. Hullworth seemed appalled and Tom almost laughed.

      “No, m’lord.”

      “But you’re a judge.”

      “Judges got the Duke’s authority, it’s true. But we don’t have no arena. Can’t try a man with no arena.”

      Arena? What sort of justice did they practice here?

      “So all of your criminals get sent to Cairnalyr?”

      “Don’t have many, to be truthful, m’lord.” Hullworth shrugged. Although he seemed awed by the elfs, it was obvious he didn’t yet know how to act around his betters. He scratched his backside.

      “I see.” Neirin nodded. “We may as well keep them with us, then, as we are headed that way.”

      “Want me to come with you?” Hullworth didn’t seem sure if he wanted to. “I should, if you’re giving them to us.”

      “Very well.” Neirin waved a hand, dismissing the boy. “We will call for you in the morning.”

      Hullworth scampered back into the crowd as the barmaid brought bowls of lacklustre fish soup. Neirin made no attempt to hide his disgust. It didn’t taste too bad, though. It couldn’t compare to the overly rich offerings Tom had eaten in Regent’s court, but what it lacked in flavours it made up for in simplicity. It was Tom’s sort of food, and he would have enjoyed it more if he hadn’t felt every pair of eyes on his back as he ate.

      The men were put in a tiny empty cellar; apparently the tavern also served as a gaolhouse. The innkeep showed them to rooms that were small, cold affairs with a simple wooden bed and no fire. The man bemoaned again how unworthy these rooms were.

      “I agree,” said Neirin. He sent the man away and divided the party. Tom and Katharine would stay in a room with Neirin and Siomi. Brega, Draig and Six would stay in the other room. Tom wondered why he had been afforded the supposed honour of staying with Neirin. The answer soon became clear.

      “Draig tells me you have asked for lessons with a sword.”

      Tom nodded. He and Katharine were lying on the floor, bedrolls beneath them and a large fur over them. Katharine had placed her hand in his, making him feel very uncomfortable. Siomi had already climbed into the creaking bed; she hadn’t undressed beforehand but Tom had seen her hand emerge from under the covers to place clothing on the floor. Tom supposed it was more to do with modesty than temperature. In contrast, Neirin towered topless over Tom. He was unembarrassed, though Tom imagined if he had the same physique he wouldn’t be shy either. The elf was slender but muscled, his dark olive skin covered with tattoos that looped and swirled from one shoulder down to the opposite hip. They disappeared down into his voluminous breeches and Tom was certain they continued down his leg. He stood with his hands on his hips, waiting for Tom’s answer.

      “I have, my lord.”

      “Do you not feel protected?” he asked. “We will look after you, Master Rymour, you have my word.”

      How could he say that after he’d had lain there mumbling to himself as Tom had been forced to kill a man? If that was what his word was worth, Tom wondered how much stock he could put in anything Neirin said.

      “He also said you knew you would have to fight before this journey was over.”

      “That is true, my lord. I have seen foresights of myself, fighting for my life.”

      “Do you win?”

      “I don’t know,” Tom said.

      Neirin frowned. The candlelight threw ugly shadows over his face. “But you know how to fight?”

      “No, my lord. But I will do. So someone must teach me.”

      The elf shook his head. “I don’t understand. If you see the skills in your foresights, can’t you teach yourself?”

      It was difficult to explain. The future could influence the present but the present was always in thrall to the future. “It doesn’t work like that,” he said.

      Neirin was not satisfied. But he just grunted and climbed into the bed. There was a huff and the candle went out.

      Katharine moved closer. She put her arm over his chest and nuzzled into his shoulder. “Are you okay?” she whispered.

      Of course he wasn’t. He’d killed a man. And he’d given in to her. After all these years, when he was this close to getting Maev back, he had slipped. And he knew it had meant just one thing, while Katharine thought it meant something else.

      “Don’t worry,” she said to his silence. “It will get better.”

      She had no idea. “Have you killed a man before?” he asked.

      A long pause. “Once.” She moved her hand to his chest. His heart thumped beneath it. “In self-defence.”

      The tone in her voice said he hadn’t been trying to steal her purse. Tom wished he hadn’t asked. He didn’t want to hurt her. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I still think about him. Whether I could have spared him. But it was a choice between killing him or letting him do what he wanted to do.”

      He felt her shrug and then she snuggled back into him. “Some choices are no choice at all,” she said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hullworth was waiting for them the next morning, mounted and with his prisoners in tow. He seemed excited, eager, but desperate to hide that behind a smooth and professional demeanour. It made him seem manic.

      There was a road, worn into the heath by many footfalls, that would take them south to Cairnalyr, he said. They would pass a few more villages and then they would board the ferry. This would take them out to the Harbour, the island off the coast where Cairnalyr sat. Neirin took the lead, with Siomi at his side as ever. Katharine took Tom with her behind them, leaving the others to fall in behind.

      “I trust you are feeling better today, Master Rymour?” Siomi asked him.

      He hadn’t slept well. Every time he had closed his eyes he’d seen Topknot, face flecked with his own blood, gasping and gurgling, eyes staring at nothing. When he had slept he had woken often, thinking someone was trying to gut him with a knife.

      “Somewhat,” he said. Because he knew he hadn’t had a choice. Topknot had drawn a sword and attacked him. And a man risked death when he drew a sword.

      “Do not be afraid to be upset,” she said. “It took me many nights to come to terms with my first kill.”

      Tom nodded politely. He didn’t want to ask. But she told him anyway.

      “She was an assassin, sent to kill Lord Neirin. It was the dead of night and I heard the door to his chamber open. I had moments to act. I threw a knife, hit her in the shoulder. When I attacked her, she cut me here.” She pointed to her side, running a finger from front to back. “A step to the left and I’d have been dead. I dashed her head against the wall until she stopped moving.”

      “You saved Neirin’s life,” he said.

      “His death,” she said, blue eyes smiling. “He was just a boy, asleep. It would have been shameful for him.

      Neirin grunted his agreement, eyes ahead.

      “Not for her? The assassin?” Tom asked. “To kill a boy in his sleep?”

      “She died with a knife in her hand,” she replied. “It was a good death. And I had given it to her. I had seen only seven summers. I received much praise.” Seven. Seven with blood on her hands. What did Tom have to complain about? “But I had nightmares about her. I dreamt she was coming again and I had to kill her, over and over, for many months.”

      Neirin turned in the saddle. “You did not tell me this.”

      Siomi shook her head. “I did not want to burden you, my lord.”

      “You will never be that.”

      He said something else in elfish and she bowed her head. Tom could tell she was pleased. Then he turned away and she said to Tom, “If there is anything I can do, you must tell me. I know the burden you bear.”

      It was more than a trite platitude. She wore her concern freely and Tom felt touched by it. “Thank you,” he said.

      She nodded and made to move away.

      “Siomi,” he said and she stopped. “Have there been many assassins?”

      Her gaze turned inward into memory. “I have been fortunate,” she said in a quiet voice. “To give someone a good death is a great honour. That honour has been bestowed upon me a great many times.” She lifted her eyes to meet Tom’s. “Try to remember the gift you gave that man: he will be remembered well.”

      She rode ahead to join Neirin.

      “Puts things into perspective, doesn’t it?” Tom said.

      Katharine nodded. “Their culture is very different to ours.”

      “I’m beginning to see that.”

      The day was windy and Tom found himself cold despite the sun. Their road took them on a winding path, sometimes venturing inland over heath, sometimes venturing right up to the edge of the coast. Tom kept his eyes on the road; while the view of the sea was incredible, the view below was of a sheer cliff with sharp rocks and violent waves crashing below.

      Once they had moved inland again they stopped at a river and watered the horses. Tom caught sight of Asrai swimming under the surface and made sure to keep out of the water; the fay’s touch could burn and mark for life. She surfaced and smiled at him, showing rows and rows of sharp teeth. Asrai had no nose and pale blue skin and hair but, aside from her touch, was quite friendly, happy to chase fish for you if asked. Her darker self, Jenny Greenteeth, was quite another matter.

      “Won’t you swim with us?” she asked. “It has been so long since we saw you.”

      “Not today.” He offered a weak smile.

      She nodded, sweeping her short hair back. She wore water weeds around her lithe body. “Perhaps for the best,” she said. “Dally with us too long and you’ll be late. Our Queen would not be happy.”

      Tom bit back frustration. “I’m doing my best. We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

      “We hope so, Tom. Maev does not like to wait.”

      Could they not see he was upset? A man was dead by his hands. Could they not offer sympathy instead of goading him along? “Away, little fay,” he said.

      “We were here first.” A toothy grin.

      “Away!”

      She splashed away with a hooting laugh, leaving Tom feeling alone and unloved.

      Draig sat down next to him, chewing on a strip of dried meat.

      “How are you?” he asked.

      Tom nodded. “I’ve been better but I’ve been worse,” he said.

      “It is good,” said Draig. “Worried I would be had you said ‘fine’.”

      Tom didn’t want to talk about it but he sensed Draig was about to. “I’ll be okay,” he said.

      The elf shook his head. “No,” he said. “Do not think you will be same as you were. You will never be. That man’s face will be in nightmares. Look at your hands, you will wonder how you did what you did. You will do these things until you go to Isles of Dead, Angau willing.”

      Tom couldn’t help but smile. “That’s not very comforting.”

      Draig finished his meat and laid a giant hand on Tom’s shoulder. “You are good man. You are honest man. I should be honest with you.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “Good.” Draig clapped him on the cheek. It stunned Tom. “I have killed many elfs, many men. All of them I see. I can not forget them. None will let me rest.”

      “You’re a soldier,” Tom said.

      “Yes, killing people is what I do.” Draig shook his head. “But a person tell you it bothers them not?” He chopped a hand away from his chest. “They lie.”

      “Does it bother Brega?”

      “She lies.” Draig grinned and Tom grinned too.

      “If it bothers you, why do you do it? Why not do something else?”

      “Neirin’s father, he ask why am I a soldier.” Draig shrugged. “I tell him I am good at it. He say if that is only reason I should leave and never come back. So I tell him I want to protect people. Do terrible things so they do not. And he say it is best answer he hears.”

      Draig fell silent. He wore a small smile, making him seem gentle and soft, at odds with his tremendous size. But Tom couldn’t help but wish Draig had done the terrible thing for him. Then he wouldn’t have to remember that glassy stare.

      “Neirin’s father was good elf.” Draig’s voice was soft, the voice used when a person is speaking to memory rather than the person next to them. “Strong. Confident. Leader. He say a thing and it was obeyed. You feel that he would do it but he think you are better elf for task. Made you feel good about you. And always with people. Never in tower or library, brooding and distant. Always smiling. Like friend.” Draig looked pained, like he had suffered a personal loss.

      “What happened to him?”

      Draig forced a smile past the sadness in his eyes. “Good death. A fire, in a bakery. Spreading across Cairnabel. He help to put it out. Put shoulder to shoulders of bakers, tanners, soldiers. Covered in soot and ash. Tried to rescue elfs trapped in house.” Draig said no more. He didn’t have to.

      “He sounds like a great elf.”

      Draig nodded and looked at Neirin. “Yes,” he said, in a way that suggested the son was not like the father.

      “You were there?”

      “Yes. Brega and me. Both to protect him.” Tom could hear the sense of failure in his voice.

      “But he had a good death. That’s the important thing, right?”

      Draig stood, forcing Tom to tip back his head painfully. “Good death is good for dead, Tom,” he said. “Does not help the living.”

      When they rode again, Draig rode alone, pensive and troubled. Tom let him be.
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        * * *

      

      As the sun set they came to a town Hullworth identified as Amber’s Point.  After a day on the road Tom was looking forward to a bed and a rest from the pitiful glances and well-meaning words. But Katharine advised against stopping there.

      “They build parts for ships,” she told them. “But with trade with the West and the Marches cut off, there’ll be no demand. That will leave purses lighter and Regent’s reward will be too desirable. It’s not safe.”

      “You think they would dare accost us?” Neirin asked. “Ignore their own Judge and risk war with the Angles?”

      “I think empty bellies trump good judgement every time.”

      Both Hullworth and Neirin had disagreed but, by the end of the discussion, Katharine had persuaded them to avoid all of the towns and villages they would find on the coastal road. Instead they camped in hidden spaces, unused caves and thick forests. Tom found sleep elusive. He kept dreaming of Topknot climbing out of that grave and finding him in the dark, putting cold, dirty hands around his neck and choking the life out of him.

      Before they slept, Draig gave him his sword lessons, ignoring Neirin’s looks of disapproval.

      “It is good to know a sword,” Draig said as they swung padded blades at each other. “Better not to use it.”

      He gave Tom Siomi’s sword and shield; Brega wouldn’t give hers up. “Do I need the shield?” Tom asked. “Can’t I block with the sword?” The scimitar felt too heavy to hold in one hand. The shield was heavy too, a teardrop of metal and wood with a sigil painted on the front.

      Draig looked embarrassed for him. “Blocking with sword, it will blunt the blade.”

      Brega snickered and Tom glowered at her. How was he supposed to know?

      Draig was a patient teacher but made it clear he was only going to show Tom the basics, enough to survive until someone could come to his aid. “To know a sword, it takes many years.”

      Yet he had seen himself fighting with skill and precision, as if he had handled a sword all his life. And he hadn’t been holding a shield either. Perhaps he’d been wrong. Perhaps Draig wasn’t meant to teach him after all.

      One morning he woke from another nightmare, crying out. Unseasonal fog was rolling over them, making him cold and damp. Siomi sat around the remnants of their fire with her skull mask in her lap; they had climbed down from the road the night before, making camp under an outcrop of rock that aspired to a cave. It had made a fire safe and they had hot food and unnerving shadows.

      “Are you well, Tom?” She didn’t open her eyes. She sat with crossed legs, hands in her lap. Meditating, perhaps.

      “Just a bad dream.” He’d dreamt Topknot’s friends had cut their bonds and buried their dead friend’s axe in his chest. He touched his breastbone. Intact. Of course it was. But it had felt very real.

      Siomi nodded and made a sound that suggested understanding.

      “Sorry if I interrupted.”

      “You did. But that isn’t a problem.” Her voice was low, serene. It was quite soothing and Tom could feel himself relaxing. “I was just reflecting on the previous day.”

      “Oh.” Hunting through her actions for any wrongs or misdeeds. He felt like a voyeur, intruding on a private ceremony. “I can give you some privacy?”

      “No need.” She opened her eyes and they were smiling. “I appreciate the company. Keeping the last watch is so lonely. The night creatures go to sleep and those of the day have not awoken yet.”

      Tom nodded. He climbed to his feet, joints cracking in the cold. He tried to ignore the aches in his back and neck. Camping was a young man’s sport.

      They sat in silence for a time. Tom didn’t mind. It felt like both companionship and solitude at one. There was no pressure to talk, no obligation to do anything but sit. It left Tom feeling a peace he hadn’t felt in a long time.

      “Do you mind if I ask a question?” he murmured. His voice felt vulgar in the quiet.

      “Not at all.”

      “Your philosophy, the Eastern philosophy, death is all that matters.”

      “That is a simplification. But yes, death is important. Death is the end of our stories. The end is what matters most.”

      “So why do you do this?” He gestured to the mask in her lap, facing up at her. “Why worry about what happens in your life if death is what matters most?”

      Siomi nodded and spoke to the mask. “It is a good question, Tom. Many agree with you.” She picked up the mask and turned it so it faced him. “This is my grandmother. She was a wise elf.” She ran a hand over the forehead and Tom suppressed a shudder. Even in her peaceful company, turning a grandmother’s skull into a mask seemed grotesque. “She told me once that death is the end of our journey but it is not the destination.”

      Tom nodded. But he didn’t understand. “So what is the destination?”

      She turned the mask back and looked into the eyes. “Whatever it wants to be.”

      “Not whatever we want it to be?”

      She shook her head. “How many times have you thought you were going to one place only to end up in another?” When Tom didn’t answer, she said. “You see the things to come, Tom. Can they be changed?”

      Tom shook his head.

      “Then it cannot be us that decides our destination.”

      Tom shifted. The idea that something else was deciding the course of his life made him uncomfortable. He knew the future was unavoidable. But it was his choices that would give birth to his future. Wasn’t it?

      “So I know the end of my journey. And I know the destination will find me.” Siomi put the mask back in her lap, straightening the straps with care. “So the only thing left to me is the journey. I would make it the best I can. I would leave no regrets in my wake.”

      Tom looked over at Katharine, still sleeping. Six lay not too far from her.

      “Does it make you feel better?” he asked.

      “Not always,” Siomi replied. “But making oneself a better person doesn’t always feel good.”

      “But you’ll always make mistakes,” Tom said. “You can’t make yourself perfect.”

      “No.” She closed her eyes again and settled back into her position. “But that doesn’t mean I should stop trying.”

      He watched her meditate. Was it futility, to strive towards a goal you could never achieve? Or admirable? Tom wasn’t sure. He looked back at Katharine, feeling the weight of his deception. If he told her that he had Six lie for him, would it make him a better person? You couldn’t change the past any more than the future.

      The present disappeared in a sharp instant.

      “Your foresight is like an echo of mine,” said the old man. He was lying down, looking tired and weak. The tent flapped and the air was filled with the roar of the wind. “You remember the future, just like you remember the past. But memory changes. What you remember today is not what you will remember tomorrow.”

      “Does that mean my foresight can be wrong?” he asked. “Can the future change?”

      “No.” He made no attempt to hide his bitterness. “Just our understanding of it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Knight’s Crossing was a town seated at the closest point to the Harbour and that was its sole reason for its existence. Any trade or journey to the Harbour passed through Knight’s Crossing, making it prosperous. Tom guessed it was ten times the size of Cei’s Cove and, though its buildings were squat and rarely rose above two stories, there were lights and people and noise. The men were bearded and the women wore trousers, and Tom got the feeling that everything had a purpose, even if its only purpose was entertainment. There were no airs here, no Eastern or Western influences, no attempts to imitate the noble fashions. Clothing was for keeping warm and dry, and the dyes were almost an afterthought though none the worse for it.

      “Why is this place safe if the other towns weren’t?” Brega was sullen. Camping didn’t suit her temperament.

      “It’s close to Cairnalyr,” Katharine answered. “The law is easier to ignore when you’re far away from the lawmakers. But when you live in their shadow?”

      Hullworth agreed. “Knight’s Crossing is one of the most law-abiding towns we have.”

      Still, Tom felt uneasy. They were still a curiosity and everyone watched them as they passed. It would only take a handful of Erhenni to decide it was worth the risk and he’d be carted back off to Regent. They stopped in the town square whilst Hullworth talked to the ferrymaster; it was the only way to cross the water to the Harbour, where Cairnalyr lay.

      “Ferry won’t run overnight,” the ferrymaster told them. When he spoke his mouth showed far too few teeth. His face and his head were speckled with patchy grey stubble. “Sea’s angry. Won’t risk losing you folk overboard in the dark.”

      “Very well,” said Neirin. “We will be on the first ferry tomorrow morning.”

      The man nodded.

      “Very good. See to your prisoners, Hullworth. Katharine, find us a bed for the night.”

      Katharine began to lead them towards the sea front, leaving Hullworth alone with the mercenaries. “My lord,” said Tom. “Shouldn’t someone go with Judge Hullworth? We know these are dangerous men.”

      Neirin waved a hand without stopping. “If you will, Master Rymour.”

      “I hadn’t meant myself,” he replied but Neirin either didn’t hear or didn’t care. They rode down the street, leaving him. He couldn’t believe it. He had a bounty on his head and Neirin just rode away. He looked over at Hullworth. Would the boy take him prisoner?

      “Don’t worry, Master Rymour. I can handle them.” Tom’s fears disappeared; the boy seemed terrified. He felt sorry for him.

      “It can’t hurt to have someone to help,” Tom said.

      There was no need, however. Knight’s Crossing had a proper gaol, a squat and hardy building that laired behind the square. Clean and coldly utilitarian, they were met by the local Judge and five other men he called his Hands. This Judge was old and grizzled, a permanent droop to his lips and a tremble in his hand. The Hands were grim and hard and they took hold of the prisoners and hauled them into small, dark cells. Seeing their rough work raised Tom’s fears anew.

      The true test was the paperwork. Hullworth had to sign something attesting to the men’s well-being, to the date and time they had passed into the other Judge’s care, the crimes they stood accused of, a list of their personal possessions, and so on. Tom found himself standing in an empty cell, trying to read the graffiti scratched into the thick wooden walls and trying not to smell the smells that had soaked into them. He came from a time when gaols were rare, when criminals were either sentenced to death, the stocks, or the well. Looking at the tiny, windowless cell Tom thought the well was a better fate. Cold and wet, yes, but at least you could see the sky.

      Hullworth signed his last piece of paper and the local Judge huffed and sent them away. So much paper. Erhenned must have been a richer duchy than Tom had thought to afford it. He understood now why Erhenni were called sailors and lawmakers.

      The square was dark and cold but the air was fresh and clear, the smell of the sea scrubbing the gaol from Tom’s nose. Hullworth wore a weak smile and his relief was palpable.

      “First time?” Tom asked.

      Hullworth nodded. “We don’t have much trouble in the Cove. Fights or stealing for most part. I can fine them. But thieves and murderers, foreign lords getting attacked? It’s the most excitement the Cove has ever seen.”

      Tom thought of Topknot lying in the ground. “I wouldn’t have called it exciting.”

      “No. Sorry.” Hullworth led them back to the square. “Don’t be angry, Master Rymour, but why does Duke Regent want you back?” The question was oddly hurtful, as if it questioned Tom’s entire worth. “What did you do?”

      How honest could he be? Hullworth might be just a boy, but if he decided to imprison Tom those Hands would make quick work of it. “I left,” was all he said.

      “Without the duke’s permission?” Was that surprise? Was he preparing to call for the Hands?

      “My task is an important one,” he replied. “I couldn’t make Regent see that.”

      “Your business with Duke Ria,” Hullworth said, as if he knew all about it.

      Tom imagined Maev welcoming him with open arms. “Nothing is more important.”

      “Regent has asked Duke Ria to turn you over to him.”

      Tom stopped his horse and pretended his heart wasn’t hammering in his chest. “What will you do, Judge Hullworth?” he asked. “I’m alone. Unprotected. Easy to take into custody.” So all Tom could do was challenge him. Call his bluff. “Without me, Erhenned will fall.” Because there was no other way Maev would grant Neirin an audience.

      Hullworth sniffed and wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Way I see it, you’ve broken no laws of Erhenned. No reason for me to get involved.”

      Tom relaxed and allowed himself a smile. “Thank you, Judge Hullworth.”

      The boy smiled. “Call me Jago.”

      “Call me Tom.”

      Jago seemed to know where he was going so Tom followed. It turned out they were headed to the waterfront, a long stretch of taverns and shops. It seemed bigger than it needed to be. The taverns advertised ‘rooms’, ‘best beds’ and ‘stay for cheap’. Their doors were all open but little noise bled out into the night. Many of the shops were shuttered and dark. The whole place seemed as if it ought to be a riot of activity but was instead deserted.

      When Tom said so to Jago, the boy nodded. “Our old Judge told me this was the heart of Knight’s Crossing. But Ria told everyone to leave, that and the Harbour. Only people left are them that have to be.”

      “Leave?”

      Jago nodded. “Sent them inland or south, away from the city.”

      “In case you’re invaded?”

      The boy’s eyebrows leapt up his forehead. “Is that why?”

      “It would make sense.” What sort of judge would he make if he couldn’t make that connection?

      “By the Westerners?” The boy shook his head. “They’re invading the Heel next.”

      Tom shrugged. “Do you know that for a fact?”

      Jago shook his head again and retreated into thought, leaving Tom to find the others. It wasn’t difficult. They were in the finest tavern, the only one showing a ‘full’ sign. Neirin had hired the entire building.

      “It did not cost much,” he said when they sat down. “And we get a modicum of privacy.”

      The bar had a few other patrons, including one man with a lute and a purse at his feet. He was playing a tune Tom recognised as belonging to The Ballad of Thomas Rymour. Tom blushed and said to Jago, “Does he have to be here?”

      “No.”

      “Shouldn’t you tell him to go?” Tom didn’t want to hear the song the man was threatening to play.

      “Our old Judge told me to pick my battles. I tell him to go, he’ll just go to another tavern. And his pocket is lighter for it.” The boy shrugged. “Not everyone does what they’re told.”

      Tom turned back to the lutist but saw instead Neirin astride a horse in dark city streets, surrounded by smoke and screams.

      “Tom, I command you to stay,” he said. And then Tom galloped away into the smoke, knowing something terrible was waiting for him.

      The foresight faded and Tom shivered. It was Cairnalyr he’d seen; somehow he knew it. He looked at the others, in quiet conversation or listening to the music. Should he warn them? But why? They would worry, panic, argue. And it would be noise to no end; there was no changing the things to come.

      Tom sat back and said nothing.
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      The ferry journey was cold and wet and miserable. Autumn had hold on the summer sun and clouds did their best to smother it. A high wind picked up spray and dashed it in their faces, scouring them with salt water and soaking into their clothes. Six was the happiest Tom had seen him, interrogating the ferrymaster and examining the ferry’s mechanisms and structure. The ferry itself was flat and broad, looking less like a boat and more like an enormous shelf of wood that had been put to sea. The aft was home to a squat shelter and Tom had hoped it would protect them from the wind and the water. But the ferrymaster put paid to that idea.

      “That’s for horses, young master,” he said. “They get spooked easy, they do, so we put them in there.”

      “And where do you put us?” Neirin had asked in his coldest, most aloof tone.

      “Begging your pardon, good lord.” The man had learnt manners from somewhere; he bowed and averted his gaze at all the right times. “I pray you rest here, on the fore. You’ll have a good view of the Harbour from there.”

      “Won’t we get wet?”

      “That’s down to Lannad, patient lord.”

      So they got wet while the horses remained dry and, for the most part, calm. When a wave hit the ferry it did not rock much, a fact Tom put down to its sheer size alone, but they staggered whenever it shifted even a fraction. So they sat on the tarred wooden planks, but Neirin was too proud. He and Siomi stood at the fore, watching the Harbour approach, while the ferrymaster sat nearby and answered Six’s questions. They were the only passengers; the two other men worked for the ferrymaster, attending to this and that, though there was little for them to do. There were no oars and no sails; the ferry was bound to mighty chains which were wound or unwound on either shore depending on which direction the ship travelled in.

      Tom huddled on a fur Katharine had thrown down, but she bared her face to the wind and smiled every time they were sprayed.

      “How do you do that?” he asked. She seemed surprised by his question.

      “Do what?” she said. Her hair was damp and frizzy but she looked vibrant.

      “Enjoy everything,” he said.

      She laughed. “I don’t. But this is a new experience for me. I enjoy new experiences.”

      “But this one is cold and wet.”

      She shrugged. “If we were always warm and dry, we would never appreciate how good it felt,” she said. Then she grinned. “And we would never have the pleasure of coming in out of the rain to a warm fire.”

      Tom smiled despite himself. “So we should enjoy discomfort to better appreciate comfort?”

      “Something like that.” She reached out and held his hand. His first instinct was to jerk it away for fear of Maev seeing them. But there were no fay in the sea. She had told him so. So he left his hand where it was. It was a warm, human comfort, and her attitude was infectious. Yes, it was cold and wet and, yes, he was uncomfortable. But he had been colder and wetter and certainly more miserable. And he was in Erhenned, on a boat no less. As a young boy, he had many a time played at sailors and pirates with his older brother in the nearby stream. That boy would have loved this, so Tom tried to love it for him.

      They had passed most of the fishing boats which, according to the green-looking Jago, stayed close to the shore. There were, however, big rigs that went further out into the waters to seek bigger, deeper catches. Tom could see a handful of them in the distance, mighty great ships with enormous sails. Jago said the trade galleons were even bigger than that, like small villages made into ships, their holds large enough to hold a dragon. Tom imagined that was an exaggeration but said nothing; the young Judge seemed to be dividing his attention between being a good host and holding down his breakfast.

      “I thought you were Erhenni,” Six said to him. “Sailors and lawmakers. How can you be seasick?”

      “Sailors and lawmakers, like you said,” the boy replied. “I’m the second one.”

      “But you live by the sea,” Six said. “It’d be like these Easterners being afraid of sand.”

      “I’m not afraid,” Jago said, although his voice quavered. “But there are things in the water to be afeared.”

      Six scoffed but the ferrymaster nodded. “Aye, plenty of things to be afraid of in the waters, master elf. Got to show Lannad respect if you want to cross her.”

      “Fear and respect are not the same thing.” Six looked at Neirin when he spoke but the Easterner was watching the Harbour approach.

      The ferrymaster shrugged. “Don’t know about that,” he said. “All I knows is the merrow like the taste of both.”

      “What’s a merrow?” Six asked.

      The old man told them about the merrow, fish-women who lived in the sea and tried to lure sailors to their doom on the rocks. “Sometimes they come up to the shore and sing. My father, he told me a tale of a woman who sang to a prince as he walked the shore. He thought her prettier and prettier the more she sang and when she said she loved him, well, lost his head, he did. He asked her to marry him, right then and there. She said, come into the waters. But he wasn’t completely witless, this prince. He says, I shall drown. So she says love can do great magic, and just like that her fins disappeared and she walked onto the beach, normal as you like. So they married and she bore him fat little babes and if the prince ever doubted his wife, she had only to sing and he’d feel better, wouldn’t he? And one day him and his wife and his little babes, they’re on a beach when one of the little ones starts to drown. The prince, he doesn’t wait, he dives in to save it. But it tries to drag him under. And his other babes and his wife too, they start to pull him down too. He’s got just enough time to ask why. And his wife, she says, we’re merrow. It’s what we do. And now there’s nowt left of that prince but bubbles.”

      The sailors muttered and tossed something from their pockets into the water. The ferrymaster did it too.

      “What was that?” Tom asked.

      “A coin,” the older man said. “An offering to Lannad, to keep us safe.”

      “I don’t think water has much to do with money, my friend,” said Six with a smirk. “It can’t really buy itself something pretty, can it?”

      The ferrymaster huffed but Tom understood. It was the same reason he’d buried a coin in Topknot’s grave; people were forever taking things out of the ground, wood and metals and stones. Putting things back was a thanks, an appreciation of what Tir was giving them. Tir had given Tom life and so he gave thanks. The sailors wanted Tir to give them protection from these merrow so they gave an offering, a thanks in advance. Tom nodded at them in what he hoped was a sage and understanding manner. The ferrymaster nodded back.

      It took most of the morning to travel to the Harbour, though it had been visible before they’d set off. A broad, long island, it stretched across the coast of Erhenned like a shield and rose out of the water as if to protect it from any waves. It seemed to be cliffs all around, but they made for the one and only beach. It looked almost like it had been cut out of a cliff, the rocks sliced away to give a landing point. Either side the cliffs were dotted with holes, some home to seagulls, others empty sockets, like the island was watching them approach. As they grew closer, they saw people on the beach. At first Tom thought they were waiting to take the ferry, but he began to make out pennants and the glint of armour in the smothered sunlight.

      “A welcoming party?” he said.

      Katharine nodded. “Without doubt. We’ve been in Erhenned for a good few days. Word will have already reached Cairnalyr.”

      The ferry made land, hauled up onto the white sand before finally stopping. The chain ran up the beach to a hut where Tom could see a dozen burly men glistening with sweat, taking a moment to rest and drink. Tom was herded off the ferry and onto dry land, his legs feeling odd, the firm ground feeling at once comforting and unusual after the shifting deck. The horses were sent after them but they did not mount. A woman stepped forward from the party on the beach, as rugged as any of the Erhenni but with a stately grace to her. She wore her hair in a practical tail, her clothing was waterproof and warm before it was decorative, and her skin was free of the makeups and paints so fashionable in the Heel.

      “Lord Neirin, Shield of the Eastern Angles,” she said. “It is indeed an honour to find you within our borders.” Her voice carried a steely edge.

      “Duchess Ria.” Neirin held both wrists out to her. “The honour is mine.”

      “Duke Ria.” Her tone was clipped. “Duchesses are pretty ornaments or tokens that have already been bartered. I am neither.”

      That gave Neirin pause. “I did not mean to cause offence.”

      “You will cause it only if you call me a duchess again,” she said. “Now, I am curious as to why you have come to me, and with no envoy to announce your coming.” She looked over them. “An unusual retinue. And two captives.”

      “Men who tried to take our lives and our possessions,” Neirin said. “We handed them to one of your Judges, who has brought them here under your judicial system.”

      “I understand that such men would have lost their hands in your own realm, Lord Neirin.”

      “Indeed they would.”

      “And yet here they are. Intact.”

      “I may not agree with your laws, but they are your laws,” Neirin replied. “It would be wrong to ignore them.”

      Ria’s gaze was steady on the elf. “Very good,” she said, almost to herself. Then, “Tell me why you are here.”

      Neirin’s brow furrowed ever so slightly. “Should we not repair to your castle, Your Grace, to discuss our business there?”

      “You will find no great halls nor mighty castles here, Lord Neirin,” Ria said. She was a rock, unmoving, no shifting and no little gestures. “You will find that Erhenned values only what can be useful. Stately rooms do not build ships nor feed people.”

      “But our business is not for the ears of the people,” Neirin said. He gestured to those climbing onto the ferry.

      “They will be gone shortly.”

      Neirin was stuck. Ria would not budge, that much was clear. He did not want to discuss their journey, but waiting might offend her and risk losing her assistance. Tom got the feeling that they wouldn’t get much help anyway, not if everyone was being evacuated. He doubted she had ships to spare. Perhaps they could hire one instead?

      When Neirin did not answer, Ria cast her gaze over the rest of the group. Her eyes settled on Tom. “Thomas Rymour?”

      Tom bowed. “Yes, Your Grace.”

      She beckoned him forward. “Last I heard you were in Duke Regent’s court.”

      Tom’s stomach clenched. What was in those steely grey eyes? Was she wondering what Regent would give her if she gave him up? “I was, Your Grace.” He tried to emulate Glastyn’s best courtier’s manner. “Had he known I would be meeting you, I’m sure he would have asked me to convey his greetings and his fondest thoughts.” Although in truth the Heel and Erhenned had little in common, Tom knew that Regent would have been politic. An enemy of an enemy is a friend, after all.

      “Had he known.” Ria’s eyes scrutinised him. They were cold grey, like the sky above a winter sea. “They sing songs about you here, Thomas Rymour.”

      Tom bowed his head. “I know.”

      “Songs about the men and women you send to their doom with your tales of the future.” Ria’s lips quirked in a smile at Tom’s surprise. He’d not heard songs like that. “Your presence here is an ill omen.”

      “No, Your Grace. I mean you and your people no harm.”

      “Yet people have come to harm as a result of your prophesies, no?”

      Tom had always relayed his foresights honestly, including any death or harm he foresaw. But that was the point: they showed what would happen, not what might. So people would thank him and perhaps alter their plans in an effort to avoid their fate. Perhaps others mocked and ignored his foretellings. Either way, their fate befell them.

      “Hmm.” Ria turned her gaze away. “And you, Pathfinder.”

      Katharine stepped forward and bowed. That brought a smile to Ria’s lips.

      “A lady Pathfinder. How unusual. What is your name?”

      “Katharine, Your Grace.”

      “You are guiding this little band?”

      “I am, Your Grace.”

      Ria looked at the rest of them for a moment, as if she didn’t believe Katharine, then said, “Walk with me.”

      Katharine fell in alongside Ria. The duke’s guards, in their leathers and their cold iron helmets, took Ria’s horse and rode behind them, separating Katharine from the rest of the group. Tom’s first thought was worry, that he couldn’t reach Katharine if she fell into danger. But she would be fine. What would Ria want with a kidnapped Pathfinder? He mounted with the others and followed them up the winding path towards the top of the island. The path was sandy, bordered with scratchy grass trying to eke out an existence. Sometimes their feet landed on firm ground, other times the sand beneath them shifted, making the going tough. The path was steep, too, but it wasn’t long until it levelled out onto a rather bleak looking island.

      He understood immediately why it was called the Harbour. The island’s north and south ends curled around to form a bay in which anchored dozens, maybe even hundreds of ships. These, Tom guessed, were the trade galleons Jago had mentioned. They were gigantic, wallowing on squat hulls that looked too fat to float. Smaller boats slipped between them, running between them and the shore; the galleons were so large they had to stay far out in the waters.

      The northern arm of the Harbour reached farther out into the water and it was here that Lyr’s Ford made its beginnings across the water. It was supposedly once a beautiful white sandstone bridge that reached across the entire Lannad Sea, joining Erhenned and the Western Kingdom without need for a ship. Tom had heard tales that it was anything from a hundred yards to a mile wide, that it had taken centuries to build and only days to break. Indeed now it barely existed. The mighty arch at its mouth remained, an indication to how beautiful the bridge must have been; it was elaborately decorated, gargoyles peering over the lip, writing and pictograms carved into the stone. The arch was crowned with the sculpture of a woman wearing a robe and bearing a trident aloft; Tom couldn’t see more much more detail at so great a distance. Then the bridge itself began, still smooth after all these decades, reaching the single remaining support column in the water before ending in a ragged mess. Tom wondered what it must have looked like, gleaming white and soaring over the water. It must have taken days to traverse.

      Overlooking all of it was Cairnalyr. It was small, far smaller than most of the ancient cities. Built of the same sandstone as the bridge, the squat, square buildings rose no higher than a few stories as if they were afraid the wind, which was constant and deafening, would flick them from the ground. Only the castle dared to rise higher, a single tower stretching into the sky. A few flags and pennants flapped furiously in the wind, proudly displaying the blues and greys of Erhenned. It was otherwise plain to the point of pride, but Tom liked it anyway. He knew he would find little of the pretention of Cairnagan, no courtly fashions, no empty and foppish talk. This was a city that valued function and utility.

      He saw it burnt and smoking, the white stone scorched and the pennants broken. Elfs in white swarmed across the island.

      He blinked and the present returned. What if the lie he had asked Six to tell was true after all?

      They stopped. Tom looked ahead and Ria had turned to face them. The guards moved their horses aside and Neirin dismounted. The others followed suit and stood back while Neirin approached, Siomi a constant shadow behind him. Tom could see Neirin and Ria speaking but the wind tossed their words away. He caught only snatches. ‘Sea’. ‘Sword’. ‘Thanks’.

      “Smart move,” said Six. “We have all the privacy we want here.”

      Tom nodded. This Ria was shrewd. Why bother with trying to find privacy in a castle filled with people when Tir itself could provide? The wind roared in his ears, tossing his hair about and flapping his clothes. He’d need to change soon. Although the wind was drying him out, this outfit needed a wash. He thought of his change of clothes in his saddlebags, stained with a man’s blood.

      He shook his head and watched the conversation. Katharine was stood behind Ria. The duke had managed to place her so it looked like she was a member of Ria’s party, not Neirin’s. Katharine gave no indication of discomfort but she stood as openly as she could, making it clear she was not picking sides. Ria, on the other hand, was closed off. Arms folded. Face like a stone. Aloof. She was shorter than Neirin but managed to look a head taller. Finally she nodded, waved for her horse, mounted and began to ride towards the city. Neirin returned to them, Katharine in tow.

      “She’s agreed to give us a ship,” he shouted over the wind. Behind him the guards followed their duke, paying their party no mind whatsoever. “For an exorbitant price, of course. I could have bought a fleet for what she’s asking.”

      “So what do we do?” Tom asked. “Could we find passage on one of the galleons?”

      Neirin shook his head. “The galleons are heading south, or so she says. She says a warship will take us. An old, small one. She says she might use it to scout out the Western positions after it’s dropped us off.”

      “When?” They had saved a lot of time coming through the Whispering Woods, but they couldn’t be complacent. The summer’s sun was gone and there wasn’t much time until Calgraef.

      “She would not say,” Neirin replied. His jaw clenched and his eyes burned. “It must first arrive. Then she will decide if she can spare it for us.”

      Tom saw again the foresight of Cairnalyr, the castle blackened from an attack, waving a pure white flag. Elfs in the streets. Ships in the bay, wrecked and ruined. The city conquered. The day was cool but not yet cold. This would be soon.

      “We must persuade her to let us leave soon,” he said, the foresight fading.

      From the way everyone looked at him the conversation must have moved on.

      “That goes without saying,” said Neirin.

      “I’ve seen Cairnalyr conquered and not long from now,” he said. “We can’t delay.” He ignored the curious look Six gave him.

      “I have impressed upon the duke how urgent our journey is,” Neirin said. “What else would you have me do?”

      “Should we hire a ship of our own?” he asked. “One of the fishing ships?”

      Siomi shook her head. “Ships are in demand,” she said. “Ria has commanded them all to evacuate people and supplies. A captain won’t turn down his duke’s coin for a promise of our own.”

      “But we have to do something.”

      “Ria will not be moved, Master Rymour,” Neirin said, climbing into the saddle. “We will bide our time.”

      Siomi nodded. If she agreed, there would be no persuading Neirin. Tom watched them mount their horses, feeling impotent. He could not be caught here, in the middle of King Idris’ war. Not when he was so close. Somewhere out in that sea was his way back to Faerie. He could almost smell the sweet air, feel the eternal midsummer’s warmth. He could almost taste her lips.

      “I will speak to Ria,” he said. He clambered into the saddle and, before anyone could stop him, whipped the reins and set off at a gallop. The wind stole the thunder of hooves on the plain and the guards didn’t notice him until he was close. They wheeled their horses around and placed themselves between him and their duke, great pikes crossing over his path. Ria herself turned her horse, looking uninterested in his presence.

      “Please, Your Grace,” Tom shouted over the wind. “I beg a moment of your time.”

      She nodded at the guards and they let him pass. She jerked her horse round and continued at an amble towards the city, forcing Tom to ride alongside. “Your lady Pathfinder said you might come to me.”

      “Katharine knows the urgency of our purpose.”

      “Of your purpose.” She flashed him a glance, disapproving. “I know the stories surrounding you, Thomas Rymour. Supposedly kidnapped by the fay, kept prisoner for centuries, sent back in disgrace and spinning false prophecy for a few coins. But I know the truth.” She stopped her horse and stared at him. It made him feel an inch tall. “You are a Faerie pet. Their whipped dog. You come here to beg me to return you to them. At my cost. At my detriment. Erhenned should suffer so you can go back to your Faerie masters. Am I wrong?”

      She was wrong. She was. It was just the wind that made his eyes water, that took his voice away.

      “I work for an entire duchy of people,” she said. “I need to worry about the safety and well-being of thousands. Do not trouble me with your selfish desires.”

      She jerked her reins and continued on. Tom sat still for a moment, blinking hard. He wasn’t their dog. He was a subject. More than that. More than that.

      “Your Grace.” He found his voice, joined her again. “Will our purpose not aid Erhenned? If we break Idris’ hold over the dragons, it will even the terms. You can’t fight a dragon. But you can fight an army. You can beat an army.”

      “Wishes and dreams,” she said. “You have no proof you can do this thing.”

      “Neirin believes he does,” he said. “And even if he doesn’t, spread the tale. Make it known what we are doing, that you are helping us. Give hope to your people and give Idris something else to worry about. If he’s chasing us all over Tir, he’s not persecuting Erhenned.”

      That gave her pause. “You think he would believe it?”

      Tom shrugged. “Could he afford not to?”

      She could see her weighing the idea. “You would have me lie.”

      “Yes.”

      “If I am already lying then I need not give you a ship at all.”

      “Because you know it’s worth the risk. That’s why you offered us one.”

      “Then why are you here?” she demanded. “What more do you want?”

      “Time, Your Grace.” He spread his hands, tried to look as honest as he could. “Even a few days delay could scupper our chances.”

      “Will the fay run out of scraps?”

      He tried to ignore the insult. But it stung. “Who will believe your story if they know you made us wait for days?”

      Bold words but supplication hadn’t worked. Her face was cold, her lips downturned. But then they quirked. “Do not think you are playing me. I see what you are doing.”

      “I would not seek to play you, Your Grace.” Tom spread his hands before him. “I want something. You want something. So why not help each other?”

      She shook her head. “Truly you do have a silver tongue,” she said.

      Maev had said the same when they had first met. He had said something ridiculous and charming to her and she had laughed, a deep throaty laugh that had made him forget all about his mortal life.

      “Leave me,” she said. “Be ready to sail tomorrow.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace.” He hesitated. He ought to tell her he had seen Cairnalyr conquered. But if he did, she might not help them. Why bother if it would not save the city? So he bowed his head and smiled and pulled back.

      Siomi was waiting for him, escorted by guards. She seemed unhappy. “Lord Neirin is angry,” she said. It was hard to hear her muffled voice over the wind. “You should not have done that.”

      “We have our ship,” he told her. “Neirin has what he wants.”

      Her head jerked back and her eyebrows rose, disappearing under the folds of her robe. “What did you say?”

      She called me a Faerie pet and then I told her to spread lies and bring down the wrath of Idris on us. On you. Because I will let you leave Faerie without me and face the consequences of what I just did. That was the truth of it and that was why he said nothing.

      “I will say this, Thomas Rymour,” she said. Her eyes were smiling now. “I would not have thought of you as persuasive.”

      Tom offered her a smile and tried not to think of Western soldiers scouring the land for her.
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        * * *

      

      Neirin was still angry but he couldn’t rebuke Tom for securing them a ship. Katharine, on the other hand, looked hurt. Perhaps she had thought herself in competition with Faerie and that bedding him meant she had won. She tried to hide her hurt behind congratulations, but he could see it all the same.

      They rode into the city, the squat buildings breaking the wind and allowing them to hear something other than a constant roar. The city, supposedly evacuated, was still busy. Some last trades were being finished, Western jewellery, foods and bolts of cloth fetching exorbitant prices for its war-created rarity. Smiths were still working, fixing armour and weapons for the tense-looking soldiers. Tom noticed two types, one in iron armour with pikes and bows, the other in little metal at all and carrying knives, swords and hooks. He guessed the latter fought from ships, where heavy armour would be more lethal than wearing none.

      A few men and women hurried back and forth, messengers of some kind. Very few children. The odd street urchin who had eluded the evacuation. A trader’s child, working with their parents. It made the city seem quiet and sad. It made him wonder what sort of life his own son had, only two years old when his father had been taken into Faerie. Had he hated Tom? Had he even missed him? Perhaps Elaine had taken a new lover, who had adopted the boy as his own. Would he find their graves in Tanabawr, arranged in a neat row? Mother, son and father, with no space or memory for him. Not that he deserved either, of course.

      “We should have grown beards,” said Six.

      “Why?”

      “The Erhenni think a man without a beard is no better than a boy.”

      Tom looked down from horseback at the city folk. Now that Six mentioned it, Tom could see that every man wore a beard of some sort. The older, great bushy things down to their chests; the young, shorter and more groomed. Tom stroked his own chin. Just a few days growth. Probably not enough. “Is that true?” he asked Jago.

      The boy nodded, looking miserable. “More or less.” How frustrating it had to be, to carry a weighty title but only patchy stubble to go with it.

      Foresight intruded on his vision, an image of Jago, older, bearded, fierce. “The law is the law,” he said, with a savagery that surprised Tom.

      The foresight was brief and faded quickly. “Then you will make an impressive Erhenni,” he said.

      They left Jago at the Judge’s office, filling in forms and signing mounds of paper. To Tom’s surprise, Ria was made to sign some papers as well.

      “They will be tried tomorrow,” she said. “I take it Hullworth has your version of events?”

      “Our version of events?” Neirin scowled. “It is no lie, I swear to you.”

      “I made no suggestion that it was.” Many might have quailed under the elf’s anger but Ria didn’t even seem to notice it. “Judge Hullworth, you will submit your testimonies to Judge Ironkey.” She turned back to Neirin. “He’ll sit in judgement tomorrow. Justice will be done.”

      Neirin seemed placated by that. Tom turned to Jago and asked, “What will you do now?”

      “Return to the Cove,” he said. “I’m not needed for the trial.”

      Tom felt uneasy, as if he had seen a foresight of danger to the boy but couldn’t remember it. It happened. Sometimes he wouldn’t remember until weeks after he’d seen a person and then he would feel guilty that he hadn’t warned them. Not, of course, that warning them would change the outcome. “Be safe, Jago Hullworth,” he said. “May the grace of Emyr go with you.”

      “Calm waters and clear skies, Thomas Rymour.”

      Ria led them through clear, straight streets, none of the winding or chaotic arrangement of Cairnagan. This city had a clear design, laid out to be what it was, no more and no less. Tom saw no additions to the buildings, no tacked-on structures or attempts to knock down any of the pre-existing buildings. This place had probably gone more or less unchanged since Sir Lyr the Sailor laid the first stone. Their street cut through the quiet city to its very edge, where one path ran up to the castle and onwards to the ruined bridge, and the other cut down to the docks at sea level.

      “The castle is a castle,” Ria told them. “Right now it is filled with my soldiers. You can stay with us or seek finer accommodation in the city.”

      Neirin wore a fake and gracious smile. “Whatever would most please Your Grace.”

      “It makes no odds to me,” she said. “The Kyru’s Song is meant to dock tomorrow. We will load it with the supplies it needs and then it will leave. Be on the docks at dawn. I will see you then.”

      It was a dismissal and Neirin failed to hide his scowl. He inclined his head, perhaps not as much as he should have. “Your Grace.”

      Everyone else bowed their heads. Ria said nothing and rode away.

      “A chilly welcome.” Six was the first to speak.

      “That’s her way, from what I hear,” said Katharine. “Direct, to the point.”

      “What did you two talk about?” Tom asked her.

      “Nothing much,” she lied.
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        * * *

      

      Accommodation was hard to find. Most of the innkeepers had left, sent away by Ria to a safer place. What inns were open were playing host to the soldiers whose ships were docked at the Harbour. Katharine finally found one tucked out of the way, small and dank, ignored by soldiers and forgotten about by Ria. Neirin seemed ready to refuse it until Katharine pointed out the alternative was camping in the open, where the wind would likely toss them into the sea.

      There were few beds. Tom found himself in a room with Katharine. She climbed into bed naked and he could not say no, as if having said yes once already made it harder to remember why he should refuse her. Once they were done she seemed warmer to him, his wrongs forgotten, and she cuddled into him and slept.

      He lay awake, thinking about Faerie. So close. Tomorrow they would set sail. It might be just a matter of days until he was there. Not long now.

      He dozed, but kept waking to the smell of smoke, only to realise it was a dream.

      It was dark when he heard the cry. He went to the window, a tiny glass thing, and rubbed at the grime. It made no difference. The filth would not budge and there was nothing to see anyway. The moon had shadowed her shy face from the stars that night. Nevertheless he peered for a minute or two. There was another cry. Then shouts. Panicked and urgent. Tom began to scour his limited view, a steady panic rising in him. He needed no foresight to tell him something was wrong. A bell rang, harsh and clanging. More voices. More shouting.

      Then a shout from within the inn. Tom turned and had no time to dress before the door burst open and Six tumbled in. “Get up,” he said. “Get out.”

      “What? Why?” Tom said.

      “Dragon.”

      He looked back out the window in time to see a flare of flame in the dark night sky.
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      The inn erupted into noise and chaos as everyone stumbled into clothes and scrambled for their things. Tom emerged into the hall to see Siomi struggling to fix her veil in place. It fell and Tom caught a glance of olive skin before she covered her face with a hand.

      “What do we do?” Tom said.

      “To the docks.” Neirin seemed calm, collected. He strode into the crowded hallway as if he was off to break fast. “We commandeer a ship and leave.”

      “Are you out of your mind?” Six said. “Don’t you think all of those ships are a prime target? We’ll be picked off before we leave the harbour.”

      Siomi had her veil in place. “We can’t stay here.”

      “Why not?” Brega asked. “Place is made of stone.”

      “The roof isn’t,” said Draig. It was true. This building had a thatched roof where the old, stone one had collapsed.

      “Siomi’s right,” said Six. “Staying here is not an option.”

      “Do not forget your place, Westerner,” Neirin stabbed a finger at him. “You are our prisoner, not our leader.”

      “If you want to survive the night, you’ll listen to me,” he said. “First things first: get out. Now.”

      It was good advice and so Tom grabbed Katharine’s free hand and led her down the stairs and out into the streets. Further away he could see people running to and fro, the air filled with the sounds of panic and fear. More flame lanced out of the night sky. With so much stone there was little to catch fire, but Tom could see smoke rising from several places already.

      “We should help,” he said, to no-one in particular.

      “If there’s a dragon, the armies won’t be far behind.” Six had followed them out and the Easterners came behind, Neirin looking furious. “We need to get off this island.”

      “The ferry?” Tom suggested.

      “We can’t operate it,” Six replied. “The chain needs to be pulled by someone in Knight’s Crossing.”

      “So unless we’re going to sprout wings we’re stuck.” Brega growled. She was eyeing the skies with a predatory look and a smile in her eye. Tom got the feeling she liked the idea of facing this dragon.

      At that moment a terrible screech filled the air. Fire fell from the sky, pouring over rooftops and catching the roof of the inn. They were showered in burning thatch, landing in their clothes and in their hair.

      “Move!” Neirin roared. They ran to the rudimentary stable, freed and mounted the horses. Tom slapped at his arm where his tunic had caught fire.

      “Where do we go?” he said to Katharine.

      “The docks are our only hope,” she said. Six’s protests were lost in the thunder of hooves, the roar of fire and the cries of the burning inside.

      The streets were full and Katharine had to lead them on a winding path. Everyone was running in every direction available, some carrying water, others carrying their worldly possessions, some helping, some fleeing. Tom saw all too few soldiers and there seemed to be no attempts to fight off the dragon, which was wheeling in the sky and spitting fire at anything and everything. At one point a jet of flame crossed their path and Katharine was nearly roasted alive. They had to pass by city folk who had been caught by the blast, burnt to a cinder in seconds, and past those who were burning alive. Their screams were horrifying. But what could they do? Tom watched determined men and women pour water on the flames to no effect at all. The fire ignored the water as if it were a gust of air. What help could they give?

      People were pouring down the main street and down to the docks. It forced them to slow almost to a halt, passing by a row of shops at a crawl.

      “This is too dangerous,” cried Six.

      As if in answer, the dragon screamed overhead. The noise was appalling, a mix between a child’s cry and the sound of metal scraping against metal. Six looked up. “It’s a male,” he said.

      “How do you know?” snapped Brega.

      “I know.” He looked at the people trying to squeeze down the wide road. The dragon swooped over the bay, fire lancing from its maw to catch boats and people alike. Some of the city folk panicked and tried to turn back but were crushed by the oncoming crowd. The air reeked of soot and fish and sweat.

      “Help me.” A woman staggered up to Tom and pawed at his leg. “Please, my son, I have to save him, I have to get out.” On her back was strapped a baby, red-faced and wailing. The woman had been burnt on her face, her hair burnt away and her skin melted and stinking.

      “I can’t,” said Tom. “I don’t know how.”

      “Please.” The woman began to pull at his leg, trying to get his foot out of the stirrup. She wouldn’t stop until Tom kicked at her, then she disappeared into the crowd.

      The dragon screamed again and poured fire over more ships. They burnt in the night like little bonfires on the water.

      “The docks are suicide.” Six was barely audible over the panicked wails of the crowd. The Erhenni were beginning to realise there was nowhere to go. It was going to get ugly. Where were the soldiers? Why weren’t they trying to stop the dragon?

      Six climbed off his horse.

      “What are you doing?” Tom asked. The crowd surging around them was dangerous, the elf could get trampled.

      “Something risky.” Six kicked at a shop door.

      “Looting, Westerner?” Neirin’s smug shout came from down the street. They were getting separated. Where was Katharine?

      Six kicked in the door and emerged moments later with a bolt of scarlet cloth and a wooden tube.

      “What’s that?”

      “Cloth and a roller,” Six said as he clambered back onto his horse. “We need to distract that dragon long enough to escape.”

      “Escape to where?”

      “Anywhere,” said Six, “but here.”

      Tom nodded. “There’s a forest to the south,” he said. “I saw it on the way here.”

      “Good. Tell the others.”

      Tom turned to Siomi, the nearest person. “We make for the forest,” he said. “South.”

      Her eyes were bright, fire reflected in them, but she nodded. She didn’t question him. She didn’t argue. She trusted him. He felt the weight of that trust, almost changed his mind. But she turned and shouted to the others. People below heard them too.

      “The forest? Is there a ship?”

      “Trees burn, I’m not going there.”

      “To the forest, our Duke is waiting for us.”

      “Duke Ria orders us to the forest.”

      Tom turned back to Six and saw him forcing his way up the street, to the north. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m the distraction.”

      A roar of fire and the castle was burning. The dragon settled on the gate of Lyr’s Ford, dwarfing the gargoyles. Its enormous head swept this way and that, just a shadow barely lit by the burning city. It spat a puff of flame into the sky like a signal and, with a mighty crack, it pushed the statue from the top, sending the woman and her trident to the ground.

      The wails intensified; the Erhenni were just a frightened mob now.

      Katharine emerged from a side street.

      “There you are. I was worried,” Tom said.

      Even in all the chaos she looked pleased. “I was trying to find another way out of here.” Her maps were threatening to fall from her grasp; she hadn’t had time to stow them properly.

      “The forest,” he said. “To the south.” He tugged his horse closer and helped her slide the tubes into the customised pockets of her saddle.

      “There’s no way off the island there,” she said.

      “No, but we can hide. We can figure something out.” Commotion caught his eye and he saw Brega trying to catch Six’s reins. The elf pulled away, slapping at her hand. “Take them there. I’m going to help Six.”

      “Help Six what?”

      But Tom was already moving, forcing his way through the crowd. Some of them were heading to the forest, others for the ferry or the castle. Some were caught in indecision and letting the mob push them this way and that. Some of them were eying Tom, Katharine, the others; it wouldn’t be long until someone tried to take the horses.

      “We can’t stay here.” Tom coughed. The air was thickening with smoke. Something was burning nearby. “Go. We’ll hold off the dragon.”

      “No, Tom.” Neirin’s voice was firm. “We cannot risk you. You are our only hope of getting into Faerie.”

      “Will we make it if we don’t, Six?” Tom asked.

      The elf shook his head. His golden skin was brighter in the firelight. “Dragons are sent ahead to instill fear and chaos. Picking off fleeing civilians is a good way of doing that.”

      The dragon screamed.

      “How would you know what the dragon will do?” Neirin demanded. “You are nothing, Westerner.”

      “Better nothing with a plan than something without.”

      Neirin started forward but Draig placed his horse in the way. “My lord, you are at danger. We cannot stay. Let go the Westerner. If he is hurt, it is not a thing to us.”

      Neirin scowled. “Fine. Go, Westerner. But Tom, you stay.”

      Six did not wait. Once his horse was free from the crowd he rode away, red cloth billowing out behind him. You must keep Six close, the old man had said. Everything depends on it.

      “Get to safety, Lord Neirin,” he said. “We’ll find you as soon as we can.”

      “Tom, I command you to stay!”

      But he’d already kicked his horse, pushing it through the edges of the crowd and then off at a gallop. He did not look at the ground. There were far more dangerous things above than below.

      “Six?” he shouted. People still ran past, some shouting about the woods, others about the castle. “Six?”

      Tom didn’t slow. He couldn’t. To stay out here on his own was too frightening. If the dragon came for him, he would be alone. He remembered the screams of the burning.

      A long, deep horn blew. It was like no horn he’d heard before. The sound was messy, cheap, without the pure, clean ring of brass. It was Six. He rode towards the noise, which sounded again and again. He emerged in an enormous square, sandstone scorched and pitted, a shop front burning, the fountain in the middle still gurgling happily. A wooden cart had exploded, scattering wood and metal everywhere. Tom wondered what it had been carrying.

      The sound echoed off the stone and Tom saw Six, sitting astride his horse in one corner, blowing into the wooden tube he’d stolen. “What are you doing?” Tom asked.

      “Trying to mimic a mating call.” He blew again.

      Tom dismounted, picking his way over debris. “Why?”

      Six stopped and grinned at him. He seemed out of breath. “Because there’s only one thing guaranteed to distract a man from what he’s doing.”

      Tom couldn’t help but grin too. From somewhere out over the bay a booming horn sounded back at them. Six blew again.

      “What happens now?” he asked.

      “I won’t lie to you, Tom,” Six said. The air sounded another low, booming cry. “This is the really dangerous part.”

      There was the sound of wings and then they were slapped with waves of air. Tom sheltered his head with his arms as the dragon landed in the square with a screech.

      The stench of fish filled the air. Up close the dragon was at once terrifying and odd. Tom had always thought they had four limbs and two wings. But now it was on the ground, he could see it had folded up its wings and waddled on the ends, tiny little claws clicking on the ground. Its legs, too, were small, spindly things and even its body was thinner and more delicate looking than he had expected. Its skin was leathery, stretched over visible bones, as if it was poorly fed, but still a brilliant combination of reds and purples. At its neck hung a silver collar, reflecting the firelight, and it had a white crest on its head. The crest flexed and moved as it regarded them, tipping its head this way and that, staring at them with great golden eyes.

      The square was huge but this thing was as tall as the two-story buildings and almost filled the space. One step forward and it could have plucked Tom from the ground. One breath and it could burn him where he stood. The dragon took a deep breath and Tom waited for the fire.

      Instead, white sacs on the crest inflated and the dragon made that deep horn sound again. It was like Six’s but higher in pitch, and so loud he thought his head might be crushed by the sound. Tom’s ears rung long after the noise had stopped.

      “Get on the horse.”

      Tom was so scared and confused he thought the dragon was speaking. But Six hissed and he looked over.

      “Move slowly. Get on the horse.” The elf didn’t look away from the dragon, which was opening and closing its mouth and making odd little noises. Tom sidled over to the horse. Six was right. They had to get out of there. They’d done their job. The dragon was distracted.

      He clambered into the saddle, hands shaking. “Let’s go.”

      “Take this.” Six handed him the red cloth.

      “What for?”

      “Hold it,” Six said, pushing one end into his hands. The other fell to the ground. “Don’t let go.”

      Then with a shout and a harsh pull on the reins, Six pulled the horse around and they galloped out of the square and down an empty street. Behind them the dragon tooted, a happy sound, and Tom looked back in time to see it climb onto a rooftop and launch itself into the air. Its wings flapped furiously and it looked too big to possibly fly. But then it was airborne, sweeping and diving. Diving towards them. The red cloth billowed behind them as they tore through the streets.

      “He’s chasing us!”

      “Good.”

      “Good?”

      Six pulled them down an alley and the dragon squealed above them.

      “What are we doing?”

      “Buying them time.”

      “What is going on?”

      Six spared a glance back at Tom. “I’ll explain if we survive.” The elf grinned.

      “That’s not very comforting.” But Tom took a firmer hold of the elf with one hand, holding out the cloth behind him. They exploded out of the alley and onto a wider street and Six had to pull hard on the reins to avoid colliding with a group of people carrying crates.

      “Leave them,” Six cried at them, then turned the horse in the direction they’d been coming from. “Hide.”

      The dragon tooted again, and then a few notes. “Ah, he’s singing to us,” Six said.

      “Is that good?”

      “Depends on your definition.”

      Tom looked back to see the dragon bank overhead and then barrel towards them. The horse was going at a gallop but it felt like they were wading through treacle. The ground beneath flashed by, but the dragon was dropping at them like a stone. Too fast. The wings opened and its hind legs stretched out.

      “Six!”

      The elf tugged the horse down a side road in response. The dragon swooped by overhead.

      “Wait a moment,” Tom said.

      “We can’t,” said Six. “I dropped the tube. If he loses us then the puppeteer can take over again.”

      “What puppeteer?”

      But Six didn’t answer as the side road ended and they were in a small square, a dead end. Carts were abandoned everywhere and buildings sat with doors open. Tom saw weapons, food, rope scattered on the ground. This must have been a storehouse of some kind, now looted or emptied. “Should we find a weapon?” he asked. “Try to bring it down?”

      Six shook his head. “Trust me, you and I could not bring a dragon down.” He looked up in the sky. These buildings were tall for Cairnalyr and there was no sign of the dragon. “Oen help us,” Six said, then cupped his hands to his mouth and made a poor impression of the tooting Tom had heard earlier. Nothing. Cries and screams could be heard in the distance. “Let’s both try.” Six waited for Tom and then they both made the noise. Nothing.

      The dragon crashed down onto a roof above, scaring Tom almost witless. Broken stone tumbled and smashed into the square, crushing a cart beneath it. Tom fumbled the cloth and dropped it, caught it with a foot and scrabbled to get it back. The dragon’s crest inflated again but Six was already moving, sending them back down the side road. Then onto the wider street, now empty, and Six wove back and forth across it as they galloped. The dragon swooped at them again and Six sent them down another alley, onto another street, wheeling back and forth, leading the dragon on a merry chase. After a minute or two, Tom’s hands stopped shaking. It was obvious they were in no danger. The dragon wasn’t getting anywhere near them and, for some reason, it hadn’t spat fire since Six made that strange honking noise at it.

      Then they found an alley blocked with cowering men and women.

      “Gah!” Six hauled on the reins and the horse whinnied in pain. The city folk didn’t move, just cowered some more. “To the forest,” Six said. “Go south. Now.” He pulled the horse and they went back onto the street. The dragon had passed by so Six took the alley opposite and they emerged on the main road through the city, docks at one end, ferry at the other. Six sent them barrelling towards the ferry and the dragon swooped down at them. Again it opened its wings, displaying its colours, hind claws extended as if it planned to pluck them from the ground and carry them away. It tooted and honked and Six did not turn away.

      “Six,” Tom said. But they continued on. “Six, he’s coming.”

      “I know.”

      The dragon dropped out of the sky at them and Tom could smell fish.

      “Move, move, move.”

      Its maw was open, teeth dripping drool. Its great golden eyes didn’t blink and its claws flexed, ready to take them. Tom’s mouth was dry, his heart hammered and he felt the urge to void his bladder.

      “Iron nails, Six,” he swore and reached for the reins. They fought for a moment, Tom tugging them to the right, Six trying to keep them headed straight. Then the road was gone and Six had dodged to one side, riding onto the open, wind-blasted heath.

      “Drop the cloth,” Six yelled.

      Tom let go but it was caught between them. He fought with it.

      The dragon hit them.

      It felt like a mountain had been dropped on them. The impact sent the horse to the ground and Tom’s head was jerked back, colliding with the dragon behind. Then he was pushed down on top of Six, rolling away. The dragon passed by, tumbling onto the ground. Tom’s neck exploded in pain. Even moving his head a fraction sent bright agony up and down his neck, spots floating in his vision. The dragon screeched, tooted, clambering to its feet. Six was face down on the ground, not moving. Tom looked at the horse and saw blood streaming from the animal’s hindquarters where the dragon’s claws had caught it. The horse tried to get up, whinnied and staggered.

      The dragon was on its feet, looking at the three of them in confusion. Tom closed his eyes. He was hurt, maybe even broken. It was over.

      He saw dark tunnels, lit by a solitary torch sputtering on the wet ground. He felt heavy; he was wearing armour. Men, elfs and dwarfs stood in the room before him. The room echoed with the pounding coming from the other side of thick wooden doors.

      “We are mortal,” Tom said. “Death will come for us one day. Maybe even this day. But we will not lie down and wait for it. We will give death a merry chase. And when it catches us, we will greet it with a sword in our hands and a fight in our hearts.”

      The foresight faded but it snapped his eyes open. He could scarcely believe he would say those words. It was so unlike him. But he was right. Why should he let death come so easily? He would not die today. So he would get up.

      His neck was agony as he pushed himself to his feet. But he was alive. He would stay alive. He would give death a merry chase. The dragon seemed surprised and it hopped back. The bolt of red cloth was still caught on Tom’s belt.

      “You want this?” He’d wanted to shout, to try and intimidate the beast. But it came out tired and weary. He pulled the cloth free and waved it over his head. The pain was enough to make him stagger, but he kept moving forwards. “You want this?”

      The dragon hooted, yelped, hopped back again. Then it screeched. The sound pierced every thought and Tom winced. But he moved forward again. Part of him wondered if he wasn’t running to meet death. He waved the cloth. Golden eyes followed it.

      “Come horse,” he said, not taking his eyes off the dragon. For a moment he heard nothing and wondered if the horse was too badly injured. But it came. Blood streamed from its haunches and it reeked of sweat. But it seemed calm despite the madness. Withed stock. It would be a shame. Tom tucked the red cloth in the saddle. The dragon stepped forward and yelped again. Tom stepped away from the horse.

      The dragon’s head swooped down and stopped, face to face with him. Its mouth gaped, the stench of fish gagging him. He daren’t move. He told himself he wouldn’t die. He didn’t die. He had seen it. But a foresight meant little when you were staring down the gullet of a dragon.

      Possessed by some madness he couldn’t comprehend, he reached out and touched its snout. The skin was warm, softer than he’d expected. He could hear the beast breathing, a waft of rank air washing over him with each breath. Then it turned its head and regarded him with a golden eye almost as tall as he was. Tom thought he saw something in that eye, a prisoner looking out from behind bars.

      Six groaned and the eyes snapped towards him. No time. Tom shouted, “Fleoye!”

      The horse leapt into a gallop, the red cloth streaming behind it. The dragon’s head swept around and with a squeal it hopped after the horse, bringing it down with a single swipe. Then the great beast began to jump around its prize, tugging at the cloth and taking nips at the screaming animal beneath.

      Tom ran to Six. “Come on.” He lifted the elf to his feet. “Can you walk?”

      Six’s gaze seemed unfocused. “Yes.”

      The burning city put out enough light to see dozens of people running for the south and Tom followed them. He didn’t look back. Not when the horse was silenced with a crunch. Not when the dragon let loose a bellow that rang with mortal rage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    

    
      Tom hurt all over. His bruises had found new friends and his neck was a dull, constant ache. Six was heavy and unsteady on his feet. Each stumble pulled at Tom’s neck, sending a flare of pain shooting into the base of his skull. There was a dragon in the air which could burn them at any moment, an invasion force was on its way and there was no way off this grace-forsaken island.

      One foot in front of the other, he told himself. Get to the forest. That’s your only problem right now.

      There was a boom from the city, a thunderclap of sound, and Tom looked back to see fire leaping into the air and raining back down on the rooftops. Something had exploded. The dragon had settled on the castle spire, clinging to it and shooting the occasional jet of flame. Tom wondered where the soldiers had gone and whether Ria was with them. It wasn’t right to leave the city folk undefended. How many had died while the dragon had burnt the city, unopposed?

      That doesn’t matter, he told himself. The forest. Get to the forest.

      He and Six were coming from the east whilst everyone else was streaming out of the city from the south. It took a while to catch them up and so they were amongst the stragglers, the old and infirm, the wounded and the dying. There were cries for help all around him. But what could he do? If he helped them, he would have to leave Six. The elf might be many things, maybe a criminal, certainly a liar, but he had saved many lives today. Tom could not abandon him, even if that old man in his foresights hadn’t told him not to.

      It felt like days before they reached the trees. Many of those he was walking with did not reach them. They stopped, lay down, rested or died. Tom wouldn’t let himself look back. He kept his gaze ahead, just as he had when he’d left Regent. Abandoned him. Like the dead and dying Erhenni. But what could he do? So he kept walking until he was in the forest and the tension and fear left like a weight removed from his shoulders. It was dark here. It was safe. He carried Six a little farther and then he let himself stop, sitting Six against a tree and sitting himself against another.

      He must have slept because the next thing he knew someone was shaking him. It hurt his neck and he pushed at them. “Stop it,” he said. He felt worse. His shoulder, hurt in the Whispering Woods, was full of angry needles again. And his head hurt with every movement. All he wanted to do was sleep.

      “We have to find the others.” It was Six. He seemed better but pain glittered in his eyes.

      “Can’t we rest for a moment?” Tom asked.

      “It’s not safe.”

      Tom laughed despite himself. “It’s a lot safer than facing down a dragon.”

      Six nodded. “I heard you,” he said. “It was dangerous and brave and stupid.”

      “Yes, it was.” Tom closed his eyes.

      “But waiting for an army to find us napping here is a smart move?”

      “Maybe.” He didn’t care. Did it matter? Elfs or men, West or East, did it matter who sat in a fancy tower? Crops still needed harvesting and aurochs still needed herding. That would never change.

      “Come on.” Six patted his cheek. Even that hurt. “We don’t have long.”

      “My neck.”

      “I can fetch Brega if you want.”

      Tom opened his eyes and forced himself to his feet.

      Six laughed. “I thought not.”

      “What was all that?” Tom asked, rubbing his neck. It didn’t feel as bad, though it had felt better. “What did we do?”

      “A distraction.” Six looked cagey, looking about as if watching for eavesdroppers. “A puppeteer can control a dragon’s body, for the most part, until instinct kicks in. That’s what the mating call was for.” His voice lost its rough edges as he spoke and even his posture changed. He seemed a different person.

      “And the red cloth?”

      “Female dragons have a bright red crest,” he said, as if that explained everything.

      “And you’re saying a dragon can’t tell the difference?”

      “Its conscious mind can,” Six said. “But the puppeteer has suppressed that. All a dragon has left is instinct. Instinct isn’t hard to fool.”

      “What’s a puppeteer?”

      “The elf controlling the dragon. The magic you’re trying to break.” Six shook his head. “Come on. We can’t stay here.”

      They wandered through the forest, their way lit by a fat and pregnant moon. It wasn’t much of a blessing. It meant that they could see the hundreds of men and women huddled in the shadows, knowing their homes were burning and that their duke had forsaken them.

      “Is she coming?”

      “The guard will look after us.”

      “I heard they left before the attack.”

      “What shall we do?”

      Tom felt like a coward, sneaking away into the night and leaving the dispossessed to their woes. He had no doubt that Neirin or Katharine would find them a way off the Harbour. He had just as little doubt that way wouldn’t be of any help to these people.

      The right thing to do would be to stay. Stay and help.

      No, he told himself. They weren’t his people. His people were long gone, dust and forgotten memories. All he had left were the fay. Maev. She was his only responsibility now.

      Each patch of grass looked like an inviting slice of bliss. It would feel so good to just lie down and sleep and forget this broken, mortal body.

      “Katharine,” Six shouted. “Katharine Pathfinder.”

      “That’s not her name,” Tom said. But there was a shout back and shapes emerged from the shadows. Elfs and a human woman. Katharine bounded past the others, over huddled city folk and hugged Tom before he could say anything. Pain stabbed at him and he winced. But she didn’t notice. And he didn’t want to tell her.

      “We thought you’d died,” she said.

      “Not yet,” he replied. He put his face in her hair and took a breath. He could smell her beneath the stink of smoke. He hadn’t realised how worried he’d been about her until he saw her. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “Lucky to be breathing, more like,” Six said, his old mannerisms returned. “Tom took on a dragon and lived. There’s not many that can say that. Of course, those who can’t tend to be in dragon bellies. Not saying much at all in there.”

      “Took it on?” Katharine pulled back. “What did he do?”

      “Taunted it. Threw things at it. Saved my life.”

      Katharine hit him, a thump on the chest that landed right on an old bruise. Tom groaned.

      “You idiot.”

      “I had to do something,” he said. “It could have killed us.”

      “It could have killed you anyway.”

      “Maybe.”

      Katharine smiled. “Just when I think I know you, Thomas Rymour.”

      “An impressive dance with Angau, Master Rymour,” said Neirin. He looked disappointed. “But we are still trapped. We can’t have long until this island is filled with Western soldiers.”

      “A matter of hours,” said Six. The moon was low in the sky. Sunrise wouldn’t be too long.

      “Katharine, now would be a good time to share some of your expertise on the locale,” Neirin said.

      She stepped away and left Tom feeling bereft. Then she slipped her hand into his and he smiled. “The Harbour has cliffs on all sides,” she said. “The only landing points are ones cut into the rock. The ferry might begin operations in the morning.”

      “By which time it will be too late.”

      “Maybe,” Six said. “Idris has always sent his dragons at night, when they’re more impressive and the fires more visible. The soldiers arrive in the morning. But he may be changing his tactics. Or the ships may have been delayed.”

      “You would gamble our lives on maybes?” Neirin’s voice was cold.

      Six shrugged. “That’s life,” he said. “We roll the die every day and hope it doesn’t come up a one.”

      “Happy thought.” Draig grinned. He seemed to be the only one not worrying. “We could hide. Wait for soldiers to come. Steal their ship.”

      “Can any of you sail?” Six asked. When no-one answered, he said, “Then I think our only option is the ferry.”

      “Forget the cursed ferry,” Brega spat. “We can’t wait that long. We need to act now.”

      Cries went up to the north and the city folk began to crowd past them.

      “What’s happening?” Katharine asked a passing woman.

      “Elfs,” she replied, before noticing the Easterners and rushing into the woods with a wail.

      Brega grabbed hold of Six and shook him. “You said we had until sunrise.”

      “The ships must have landed early.” He pushed her away. “Shall I ask them to sail around the island a few times for you?”

      “Enough,” Neirin commanded. But why? Did it matter if they argued? They were lost. They’d be found, caught, rounded up with the others. No doubt the elfs would be taken away. Tom and Katharine might be able to hide with the Erhenni. He’d heard that the people of the Marches had been treated well. Perhaps they could forget all this and start a new life together. He looked at her. She looked back and squeezed his hand. He squeezed back. Yes, that would be easy. Forget the swords and the elfs and the fay. A life with Katharine would be simple. Straightforward. Why not do that? Why not let Maev be at last?

      He thought of Maev, of her cool touch, and his heart quickened.

      “Tom, we need to get to Faerie,” Neirin said. “Now.”

      “I don’t know how,” he said.

      “Figure it out.”

      “If it were as easy as that, everyone would go there,” Tom said. “Even those with the Second Sight can’t see the Circles. You need a fay to show it to you, or a Faerie tool to see it with.”

      “Wait,” said Katharine.

      “Then tell me, Thomas Rymour, why I have hired you at such great expense if you are of no use?”

      “Wait,” said Katharine.

      “I do not know your mind, Lord Neirin,” Tom replied. “I made no claim of usefulness to you or your quest.”

      “Will you two stop?”

      “I have paid a great deal for you, human, so provide some answers or I will cut them out of you.”

      “Humans aren’t aurochs that you can buy and sell.”

      “Stop it!” Katharine’s shout cut through the air. Nothing like Neirin’s bellow nor a shrill scream, nevertheless it stopped everyone in their tracks, even the panicked and milling Erhenni. “Is arguing going to help us?”

      Neirin went to speak but Katharine put up a hand. He closed his mouth. Tom tried not to smirk. He failed.

      “You can stop that too,” she said to him. “We need a solution. So anyone who wants to waste time arguing instead of helping will answer to me.” She stabbed a finger into her own chest, catching her necklace and sending the charms tinkling. Tokens of other realms and peoples, all serving as an indicator of her talents and skills, ranging from elaborate gems and crystals all the way to a simple stone.

      A stone with a hole in it.

      She was talking but Tom interrupted. “Is that natural?” He pointed at her chest.

      Six sniggered.

      “What?” said Katharine.

      “The stone on your necklace. Did you bore the hole?”

      “Does that matter right now?”

      “Yes.”

      She made an exasperated sound. “No, I found it like this. Want to know about the others too?”

      “Give it to me.”

      “Swapping jewellery is your solution?” Brega asked.

      “Hurry,” Tom said. Katharine undid her necklace and starting sliding charms off until she got to the stone.

      “What is the meaning of this?”

      Tom turned to Neirin. “A Faerie tool. A way of seeing the Circles. A Faerie Looking Glass.”

      “This is a joke,” said Six. “A stone with a hole in it?”

      Tom nodded. “Supposedly they were made for the first mortals so the fay could speak with them. Before the fay realised they could give mortals the Second Sight.”

      Katharine handed it over and Tom put it to his eye. It was like the world was at the bottom of a pond, the water shifting and twisting the view. The stone was real. A Faerie Glass.

      “Is there a Circle here?” she asked.

      “When we entered the Whispering Woods, you said there were things living in them. Like the thing on the Harbour.”

      She frowned. “There’s an old story of a merrow living in these woods,” she said. “Her husband died before she could take him into the sea, so she was stuck here forever. She traps unwary travellers.”

      “Do you know where?”

      Katharine shook her head, so Tom grabbed at a passing old man. “Good sir, do you know where the merrow is supposed to be?”

      “What’s the matter with you?”

      “Please.”

      The old man shook him off. “Dead Man’s Point, to the south. Crazy fool.”

      Tom looked at Katharine who said, “No, Tom.”

      “Come on.” He took off at a run. His body complained at such treatment but he ignored it. There was no merrow, he was sure of that. But the story suggested fay in this area. And fay could only be here if there was a Circle. He ran with the stone to one eye, casting his gaze left and right. It was becoming harder to see as the moon set and the sun waited for the night sky stage to clear. One eye struggled to see in the creeping darkness whilst the other struggled to make sense of the warped, bending world it was seeing through the Glass. He stumbled a few times, almost ran over some people huddled amongst a tree’s roots. He didn’t know if the others were following. It didn’t matter. He could find Faerie without them. And then Maev would let him come back.

      Singing. Faint and in a tongue he didn’t know. He tried to slow his breathing so his panting breath didn’t obscure the sound. But he heard it no matter. His ears couldn’t tell him where the song was coming from. He heard it in the back of his mind.

      Magic.

      There was an old road to his right. Why would there be a road unless there was somewhere to go? There were no villages on the Harbour and no docks to the south; he had seen as much on Katharine’s map. But there had once been roads to Faerie Circles, when the fay and mortals had mixed more often. He followed the path and the Glass rewarded him; the world sharpened to the south, the twisting and bending seeming to emanate from a point up ahead. He ran, but his body had a louder voice this time and so he slipped into a jog instead. So close. He could feel it. The road was nothing more than a dirt track, covered by branches stretching over from either side, a tunnel of trees. It ran straight and he could hear cries at his back. He risked a glance backward, ignoring the pain. The moon was almost entirely gone. The Erhenni were crying out in new fear and alarm. Tom couldn’t hear the dragon’s screeches or hoots. That meant it could only be the Western army. It had landed already. He quickened his pace.

      The ground rose, reducing him to a trudge. He could still just sense singing but without a direction. He looked back again to see the others following on horseback. He should have ridden. It would have been easier. But he didn’t want to stop and wait, nor go back. He kept walking. Katharine galloped on ahead of the group and caught up with him.

      “It sounds like the Westerners have entered the forest.”

      “Already?” Tom was out of breath.

      Katharine nodded. “Six thinks they want to gather up the Erhenni now, while they’re disorganised. Before they can organise a resistance movement.”

      Tom shook his head. “With no skills and no supplies?”

      “The Erhenni have always been a tough people.”

      Tom nodded. Tough and unyielding, or so it was said. Unless there was a dragon. “So we must hurry.”

      Katharine said nothing and Tom looked up at her. One eye saw almost nothing, the other saw her as if through water, or through broken glass. “Why are you in such a hurry to go back, Tom?”

      He lowered the stone and then his gaze. Could he tell her?

      “What’s so bad about Tir you have to leave it?”

      “This isn’t my time,” he said.

      “You could make it yours.” Her voice wasn’t argumentative. It was pleading. That was worse.

      “I don’t belong here.”

      “And you belong with them?”

      “I think so.” Life had made sense in Faerie. He knew his place. He knew the risks. Things in Tir were complicated, impossible to follow. Petty. All these wars and shifting allegiances and minor differences between peoples that became insurmountable obstacles. Faerie was petty too, but it knew it was petty. A grievous insult was forgotten the next day. A passionate affair was spent within hours.

      “Do you love her?” Katharine asked.

      He could admit it. But that would hurt her. He didn’t want to hurt her. But if he didn’t answer she would take that as admission anyway.

      The road disappeared beneath their feet and ended in more forest. They stopped.

      “Would it matter if I did?” he replied.

      “Yes.” Her voice was no more than a whisper. He was glad of the darkness.

      He lifted the Glass to his eye. The world twisted and bent and there, to the left, what had seemed like just more trees was revealed to be a perfect circle.

      “There’s a Circle,” he said.

      “We had best hurry.” Tom couldn’t see Neirin, nor the other Easterners; their black robes made for perfect camouflage in the dark. “We do not have much time.”

      There was torchlight and panicked cries behind them. Tom nodded, then remembered he couldn’t be seen. “Follow my voice,” he said. He stepped towards the Circle, talking all the while. “Stay calm. Do as I say. I will keep you safe.”

      The horses filed between the trees until Katharine was the last. “You didn’t answer my question,” she said.

      Tom looked at her through the Glass. The Circle seemed clear and pure, like clean, crisp water on a hot day. Katharine was distorted by comparison, muddy and unclear. “You don’t want me to,” he said. Then he stepped inside the circle with her.

      “There’s magic here,” Six said. He was right. Stepping into the Circle was like jumping into a pond of magic. It made Tom gasp.

      He pocketed the Glass, knelt and said, “As a true servant of the fay, a loyal man to King Midhir and Queen Maev, I humbly beseech entrance into your realm.”

      There was a long moment in which he could hear nothing but the breathing of the others and the occasional shift and stamp from the horses.

      “If we did not know better we might think your knee was fixed to the ground, good Tom, so often do we see you kneeling.”

      It was not the voice he had been hoping for. But it was a balm nonetheless. High-pitched and full of mischief. Tom kept his head bowed but allowed a smile on his face.

      “A knee is a small thing to give, Robin Goodfellow.”

      “Nay, for a giant it is a very great thing.” Robin was a brownie, the largest of them, as tall as a boy of maybe ten summers, but not of the same proportion. His limbs were long and his head over-sized and he was covered head to toe in light brown fur, with not a stitch to cover him. He crawled around Tom on hands and feet as he spoke.

      “I am no giant.”

      “Not of Cei’s line, no. No, you are a very different manner of man indeed.”

      Robin Goodfellow knew the true story of Sir Cei. Tom had hoped he was not so different.

      “And what manner of business brings this good-mannered man to our door?” Robin asked.

      “We travel with good purpose, Goodfellow.”

      “Good purpose to a Goodfellow, ‘tis good in itself. But is it to Faerie’s good or to your own, good Tom?”

      The word games. He’d forgotten the word games. He smiled again. He’d never got to play before, bound to silence as he was.

      “It is a good thing to be good, Goodfellow, and goodness is all to the good. But is it good to measure goodness by one’s own goods or by the goods of everyone else?”

      Robin giggled. It was not a pleasant sound but Tom had not heard it in so long. “We have taught you well, good Tom.”

      “I learnt from the best.”

      “Flattery, too. We had forgotten your silver tongue.”

      “I speak only truth these days.”

      Robin hissed. “Truth makes for no pranks, nor for funny tales.”

      “What is going on, Tom?” Neirin demanded. “We do not have long.”

      Tom looked up. Voices speaking in elfish were getting nearer. The Westerners were using the road to enter the forest. The Erhenni shouted and wailed as they were dragged from their refuge.

      “Robin, we are in peril. Please, grant us passage to Faerie.”

      “You have been gone from us a long time, good Tom,” the fay said.

      “Sent away.”

      “There was no compunction to stay away.”

      “I did not want to impose.”

      “Ho ho ho, but you do! You impose yourself and six others on our graces.”

      Tom felt a furry finger lift his chin. Robin had stopped in front of him, the brownie’s big eyes and sharp teeth glittering in the scant light.

      “You claim to love us,” he said. “But you stayed away.”

      “I apologise.”

      “Too little. Too late.” The brownie hopped into the shadows and vanished from sight. “We will not let you in.”

      No. No, they couldn’t. “Robin?” Silence. “Robin Goodfellow?”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Closer they come.”

      “He’s let us down.”

      “Explain yourself, Thomas Rymour.”

      He ignored them. It was a mistake. They would not shut him out. It was a mistake. Robin had it wrong. Maev would tell him. She would let him in.

      “We need to go.”

      “Go where?”

      “Nowhere is there to run.”

      “They’re almost on us.”

      “Draw swords. If we fall, we fall with honour.”

      Tom didn’t care what they were doing. He would stay here. He would kneel. He would show himself to be a good servant. She would realise the mistake.

      Hands pulled at him. “Come on, Tom. It hasn’t worked. We have to go.”

      He pushed Katharine away. “No.”

      “We can’t stay here.”

      Western voices called out. They had been heard. Draig stepped forward.

      “Stay in the circle,” Tom said.

      “If death is for me tonight,” said Draig, “I meet it with dignity.”

      “Stay in the Circle,” he said again. He bowed his head again. “Good Queen Maev, I am your humble servant. I beg of you, reconsider. Let us in. We are in mortal peril.”

      Voices cried out in elfish. A dozen soldiers, dressed in the white robes of the West, stood with burning torches and drawn swords. “Drop your weapons,” said an elf. “Put your hands behind your head or face the King’s Justice.”

      “Please,” Tom whispered.

      “They’re Easterners, captain,” said another elf. “They won’t surrender.”

      “I am Lord Neirin of the Eastern Angles.”

      “The Shield.”

      “Should we capture him?”

      “Won’t surrender.”

      “Archers!”

      “Drop your weapons now or we will shoot.”

      He heard the stretch of bowstrings. A dozen more elfs had arrived, pushing past the others. One had an arrow pointed straight at Tom’s head. One twitch and he would be dead. Nothing. Not even a memory. He closed his eyes. “Please, Maev,” he said. “Don’t leave me.”

      “Kill them,” said the captain. “We’ll ask for Idris’ forgiveness later.”

      There was a snap as the archers released their arrows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      Tom didn’t feel cold anymore. He didn’t hear the shouts of soldiers, the cries of the Erhenni. Just a breeze rustling through leaves. Was this the Isles? Was this death?

      His knee ached from where he was kneeling on it. Should his knee ache in the Isles of the Dead?

      He opened his eyes. They were in the forest. No, a different forest. They were stood in a circle of trees, but the land was flat. There were no soldiers. The eldritch trees were of a type not seen in Tir. The breeze was of warm midsummer and the sky, visible through the canopy above, was twilight.

      Faerie. He laughed. Faerie.

      “We made it,” he cried. He surged to his feet and laughed again. “She let me in.”

      He turned and saw the others looking confused. “What is this place?” Neirin asked.

      “It’s Faerie,” Tom said.

      “You never said it was so foggy,” Katharine said.

      Tom frowned. The air was clear and crisp, so thick with magic that it almost shimmered. It made him giddy. “What fog?” he said.

      She looked at him. She looked hurt and he tried to wipe the grin off his face. But it was no good. Each breath smelled of sweet summer. “It’s all around us, Tom. Can’t you see it?”

      He shook his head.

      “Ho ho ho, good Tom, she asks if you can see when she can see nothing at all.”

      Tom turned. Robin sat in the hollow of one of the trees, toying with a leaf that was almost square. “You said we couldn’t come in.”

      Robin grinned, showing off all his sharp little teeth. “And those who cannot see are led by a seer who cannot think.” The fay leapt to his feet, gambolling around all fours. The others stared past and through him as if he wasn’t there.

      “At least we are safe,” said Siomi.

      “I am not convinced.” Neirin’s face was drawn down in disapproval. “We cannot call ourselves safe if we do not know where we are.”

      “This is the leader of your merry band?” Robin drew himself to his full height. Although he was much larger than other brownies, he was still short. His head barely came to Neirin’s chest. “He’s a stiff one.”

      “That is Lord Neirin, Shield of the Eastern Angles. He seeks an audience with Queen Maev.”

      “Who are you talking to, Thomas?”

      “Ah, our fair Queen. We fancy you seek an audience of your own, good Tom.”

      Tom blushed. “It would be good to see her again.”

      “Good, good, always with you the good.” Robin tsked. “You of all people should know that it is just another word here.”

      Tom nodded. He knew. Morality was a curiosity. Right and wrong stood inferior to fun and entertainment. “I had not forgotten. But Robin, please, why do my friends think they stand in fog?”

      “A seer who sees nothing.” Robin gave a theatrical sigh and threw an arm over his face. “The tragedy is too much for us.”

      “We must assume we are in Faerie, my lord,” said Siomi. “We know that Thomas sees things we cannot. Perhaps we cannot see Faerie.”

      “Ho ho ho, the elf has it aright!” Robin giggled and scampered about her. “A wise one here. Or a fey one. Which is it?”

      “So we are unable to see the entire realm?” Neirin snorted. “I find that hard to believe.”

      “Ah, if she follows this Neirin then it follows she be wise, for no fay could follow that act.”

      “Lord Neirin, Siomi is correct.” Tom tried to be soothing but he couldn’t help but smile at Robin’s antics. He had his face up against Neirin’s, examining him with mock concentration. “You have not been granted the Second Sight. That is why you cannot see Faerie.”

      “Hmm. A prickly one.” Robin tugged at Neirin’s hair on one side then another, causing Neirin to wave his arms as if fending off bees.

      “Robin, please.”

      “What is that? Is that a fay? I am Shield of the Eastern Angles!”

      “Robin, please, stop it.”

      Robin hopped away to crouch at Katharine’s feet. She was watching Tom, a distant look on her face. “Ah, and this must be the one who bedded our Tom.”

      “You know about that?”

      “There is little we do not know.” Robin peered up at her. “She’s no beauty. Rather plain, I would say.”

      “She’s the most beautiful woman I know,” he snapped and then wondered at his own words.

      “Ho ho ho, and what of our queen, good Tom?”

      He took a deep breath and forced a smile. “She is not a woman, is she?”

      “A fey answer, good Tom, a fool’s answer.”

      “You would know.” He suddenly felt out of sorts, grumpy and uncertain. “Enough fooling. Grant my companions the Second Sight.”

      “Orders, Tom? You would give us orders?”

      “Do it, Robin.”

      The smile fell from the brownie’s face. “We will do it.”

      Katharine started and stepped back, able to see Robin sat at her feet. The others blinked and it was clear they could see too.

      “We thought we were your boon companion.”

      Tom wasn’t in the mood for it anymore. “Stop sulking, Robin. It doesn’t become you.”

      The fay sighed. Then giggled. “No, it doesn’t.” He leapt up and scampered away. “Come on, then, let’s get you to our queen.”

      The fay. Only they could so quickly forget an upset. Despite himself, Tom smiled.

      “Are you okay?” Katharine stepped forward but stayed out of reach.

      He nodded. “Are you?”

      She shrugged and gave him a weak smile. “We’re here.”

      Tom took a deep breath and tried to forget his sudden temper. He tried to be like a fay.

      “Yes,” he said. “At last.”
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        * * *

      

      They didn’t see another fay as Robin led them through the forest. That was unusual. The fay had an affinity for trees; they made for natural hiding places. Robin would not be drawn on the matter, but Tom got the feeling it was excitement rather than evasion that prevented him from answering. He scampered on ahead, disappearing from sight for minutes at a time only to run back to them and berate them for being so slow.

      “Why do we not ride faster?” Siomi asked.

      “Appearances,” Tom said. “Reputation.” He’d smiled at Katharine but she didn’t seem to appreciate the joke.

      Tom told the others that Robin was Queen Maev’s envoy for want of a better word, and so Neirin tried his best to formally introduce himself to the brownie. Robin just laughed and made jokes at the elf’s expense.

      “Robin is also Maev’s fool, Lord Neirin.” Tom made no attempt to hide his grin. “I would save your breath and your formalities for Maev herself. She might appreciate them better.”

      They did not have to ride long before they emerged out of the forest. The ground sloped down into a plain where there were arrayed tables, fires, lounges and sofas. Fay bustled about, carrying flagons, cauldrons, furniture. Other fay hovered in the air above, shouting instructions or simply playing, chasing each other and getting in each other’s way. Fay of all shapes and sizes, from the tiny sprites that could sit in your hand to the enormous woodkin, tree-shaped fay with bark for skin and leaves and moss for hair. Tom spotted fay he knew, such as the Cauld Lad, Cluricaune and Glastyn, as well as some he knew only by reputation, such as Gentle Annis, The Night Man and the Brown Man. Delicious smells wafted up to them from below, while across the plain Tom could see the landmarks mostly unchanged. The Glittering Sea was still and clear as ever, though a statue had been raised in the shallows since he had left. Another forest began on the far side of the plain, mountains rising up in the very great distance to the north. Robin danced and pranced and giggled with glee before them.

      “Oh it will be a good Calgraef, Tom. We have not had mortals for Calgraef in many a year.”

      “Do not eat anything,” Tom told the others. “Do not drink anything. Remember that all fay share a mind. What you say to one will be known to all the others too. So treat each fay as if it were royalty.”

      Robin finished his dancing and pulled himself to his full height. “Then bring us our crown, fool Thomas, and a bucket of flower wine. I shall decide later which to drink and which to wear on my head.”

      Tom ignored him. “Following these rules isn’t about manners,” he said, turning his horse so he faced them all. “It will be the difference between being allowed to leave again and being kept here. Forever.”

      Brega rolled her eyes. “Until our dying days?”

      “No,” Tom replied. “Longer than that.”

      She rolled her eyes again.

      “I need you all to swear that you will follow these rules and do as I say, without question,” he said.

      Each of them agreed, some more readily than others. Neirin was silent. “And you, my lord? Will you swear to do as I say?”

      Neirin looked like he would rather have been anywhere else at that moment. “I am Shield of the Eastern Angles.”

      Tom held in his sigh. “I know, my lord. But here you are a guest, a guest in a world you do not understand. Obeying me could be the difference between life and death.”

      “Ho ho ho, good Tom, you think so harshly of us? Kill? Death? Let harm befall our guests? What hosts we must make.”

      “You see?” Neirin wore a smug smile. “They will not do us harm.”

      “Perhaps these fay will not.” Tom tugged his horse closer. “But you know they will change after Calgraef.”

      “They will abide by their word, though.”

      Tom shook his head. “If Robin Goodfellow gives you his word, Robin Goodfellow may be bound by it. But the Puck is not. The Puck may resemble Robin in appearance and manner but he is a very different beast.”

      Robin popped up at Tom’s side, leaning against the horse. “He’s right, you know.” He wore a charming smile, making his words all the more menacing. “Goodfellow I may be, and an honest Puck for sure. But while I may be two, one’s word belongs to one only, no more.”

      Neirin recoiled from the brownie. “Very well, Thomas Rymour,” he said. “I shall do as you bid. While we are in Faerie.”

      Tom nodded. “Thank you, my lord.” He looked down at Robin. “My companions have sworn their obedience. Will you take us now to Queen Maev?”

      Robin rolled his eyes. “Oh, Tom, we have Calgraef to celebrate first. Can this all not wait?”

      Tom shook his head. “Rules, Robin.”

      “Rules, rules, these are things for someone other than Robin Goodfellow to worry about.” But the brownie hopped away and loped down the hill. Despite his protests, he was as bound by the rules as every other fay.

      Robin led them straight through the preparations, as if to be as difficult as possible, disrupting what he could and stealing any food left unguarded. The other fay, though, paid more attention to the mortals in their midst. Many of them recognised Tom and gave greeting. Tom knew just what to say to each one. Formal greeting to this one. Bawdy joke to another. Gracious acceptance, flirtatious compliment. He was in his element. He could feel it. The fay welcomed him and were happy to see him and he slot into place. He felt happy, at peace, excited, anxious and calm all at the same time. The magic seemed even thicker in the plain and he felt light-headed from it, almost drunk on it.

      He watched two woodkin haul an enormous wooden effigy of Cei into place above a bonfire. Although the fay knew the truth, they followed mortal traditions more than they would admit.

      “Why are they getting ready for Calgraef so early?” Brega asked.

      “Time moves differently in Faerie,” Tom replied. “We may only have been here an hour or so, but weeks will have passed in Tir.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Tom shrugged with a grin. “Neither do I.”

      Brega’s eyes flashed but she said nothing. Somewhere a lute began to play and Robin grabbed hold of a piskie and began to dance with her. She dropped the bowls she can been carrying, flower petals spilling everywhere.

      “Oh Robin!” she cried but her grin put paid to her complaint. Not unlike a brownie, but silver-haired instead of brown, taller and more refined, she attempted to dance as a human might while Robin’s dancing was more like a happy dog’s.

      Tom jumped down from the saddle and began to gather the petals back into the bowls. The music was infectious, the rhythm quick and carefree, and he began to hum along. He must have heard the tune before.

      “Thank you, kind Thomas.”

      Tom bowed his head. “My pleasure, good lady.”

      “Bah. A silver tongue will not earn you a piskie’s kiss, good Tom.” Robin giggled and let go of the other fay. “Action. That’s what they respect. Isn’t that right?” He snapped his teeth at the other fay, who demurely tucked some fur behind her ear and tried to hide a smile.

      “We would rather a kind-hearted gentleman like Thomas over a rogue like you, Robin.” But Tom could see that was not the case. She took the bowls. “Thank you again.”

      “You’re welcome.” Tom bowed again. “Come on, Robin. Take us to Maev already.”

      Robin sketched a bow. “Of course, our liege. Forgive our trespass against our duties. Will you lop off our head now?”

      “Would it make any difference?”

      “Ho ho ho!” The brownie skipped away. “We’re so glad you’re back, Tom. Faerie has been so dreary of late.”

      Robin led them past the festivities and towards a tiny copse on the edge of the plain. Made of perhaps two dozen willow trees which had grown together to form a small structure, it was the closest thing to a building they had seen so far. The entrance was masked by the hanging branches, which sported ethereal white leaves.

      “Here we are, good Tom. Queen Maev will see you.” Robin took a post by the entrance, squatting like a gargoyle.

      “Thank you, Robin.” Tom dismounted and waited for the others to do the same. He said to them, “We walk in and kneel. Do not speak unless spoken to.”

      He waited until he was sure everyone had understood and then parted the branches and stepped inside.

      The branches hung inside as well, illuminating the room with their glowing white leaves. Autumnal leaves formed a red carpet down the middle of the room, leading up a small incline to two wooden thrones which looked like they had grown from the ground. Both were high-backed, looking not unlike Emyr’s throne in Cairnagan, though without any of the carvings or decorations. One sat empty, with no signs of the usual occupant save a copper spear leant against the back. The other was home to Queen Maev.

      She was as lovely as he remembered. Lounging in her throne, dark tresses spilling over her shoulders, she wore an emerald dress that stretched from ankle to neck and back down to wrist. There would have been little of her alabaster skin on show had a slit not revealed almost all of one shapely leg, stretched over the other. She watched them all with an amused smile, beautiful dark eyes dancing with secret laughter and ancient knowledge. Just seeing her set Tom’s loins to stirring and he knelt more to hide that than anything else. He cast his eyes down.

      “My queen.” He was almost breathless. His thoughts vibrated and the air shimmered with magic. He wanted to say more but words seemed fruitless.

      “Sweet Thomas.” Her voice was deep, seductive, dangerous. “You have come back to us.”

      “I have.”

      “You were gone for so long.”

      “I was.”

      “And you have brought us other mortals.” She made a satisfied sound. “Such gifts.”

      He’d forgotten about the others. He didn’t want to talk about them. “I trust you have been well, my queen?”

      “We are immortal, Thomas Rymour, unchanging and eternal.” She was bored, her words a rebuke. “We keep the same as we always do.”

      “Yes, my queen.”

      There was a rustle. She had stood. She stepped down, bare feet stepping on the leaves. She stopped in front of him and knelt. Her closeness was a torture. He wanted to touch her.

      “You have aged,” she said. Did she sound disappointed?

      “It has been seven years in Tir, my queen.”

      “Has it?” She sounded surprised. She touched his chin with one long finger, lifted his head to meet her gaze. Others might have been distracted by her generous bust. But her eyes were far more alluring. A deep, dark green. Like no other green he had ever seen. How had he forgotten this shade? How had he forgotten how they pulled at his heart and made him yearn to promise them anything and everything?

      She smelt of jasmine and rich, dark earth.

      “The sight of you,” he murmured with some effort, “is like breath to a drowning man.”

      She smiled. It was perhaps darker than he’d remembered, yet he relished it all the same. “We had forgotten your silver tongue, sweet Thomas.”

      Her breath was sweet, like cherries. His heart hammered in his chest.

      Her smile vanished and fury blazed in her eyes as she looked behind him. She rose to her feet and Tom followed her gaze to see that Neirin was standing too.

      “Queen Maev, I am Lord Neirin, Shield of the Eastern Angles.”

      “You dare to stand before us?” Maev hissed.

      “I beg you, Lord Neirin, kneel.” Tom waved Neirin back down. “Pray forgive him, my queen.”

      “I have called this audience,” Neirin said, in his best pompous and lordly voice. “I have come here to discuss matters of import.”

      He had been told what to do. How to behave. How dare he blunder into Faerie and embarrass him like this? He threatened everything, the pompous, smug and superior fool.

      “Kneel, Neirin, now!”

      The elf met his gaze with cold anger. But, after a moment, he relented, kneeling in a rush and a huff.

      “My apologies, my queen,” Tom said from behind gritted teeth, “for my companion’s ill manners.”

      “We will accept your apology, Thomas,” she said. “Though we are disappointed in the company you keep.”

      “As am I.”

      “Be sure to remind your lordly friend that he is in our realm.” She was a tower of anger, magnificent. “We are monarch here. We will be accorded with the respect due to us if he ever wants to see his Eastern Angles again.”

      “I will.”

      “Hmm.”

      She stepped past him and he felt bereft. She wandered amongst those knelt before her. “An elf who cannot hold his tongue. One who ought to. One who masks brilliance out of fear. One who fears anything less than perfection. And this.” She knelt beside Katharine, who did not look away from the ground in front of her. “This is the woman, is it, sweet Thomas?”

      “Katharine Delham, my queen. A Pathfinder and a friend.”

      “Something more than that, we hear.”

      He could not deny it, although he wanted to. Maev considered Katharine then stood. “Begone. All of you. This audience is over.”

      Neirin looked up. “Queen Maev, my petition has not been heard.”

      Again. Tom opened his mouth to rebuke Neirin but Maev had already flicked a dismissive hand at the elf. “Do not insult us by presuming we are ignorant, little lord. You come to our realm, begging for a sword. We will speak to Thomas alone. Then we will decide what to do with you.”

      Neirin’s scowl was black and he turned it on Tom. Tom glared back. Perhaps once that scowl might have meant danger. Now he saw it as a child’s tantrum and to be rewarded as such.

      “Queen Maev, Thomas Rymour does not speak for the Eastern Angles.”

      “And you speak for it rather too much.” Maev swept back to her throne though she did not sit. “We would counsel you to silence. Thomas can tell you what a gift it can be.”

      Tom turned back to Maev and bowed his head.

      “Now get out.”

      Tom stood, head still bowed. “Thank you, my queen, for this audience.” He didn’t move until the others were gone.

      “Come with me.”

      By the time he looked up she was gone, willow branches swaying behind the thrones. He pushed through and saw that the chamber backed onto another forest. This one bore autumnal leaves in bizarre, serrated triangular shapes. Handfuls of them had already fallen to the ground and Maev swept through them. He watched her walk for a while, laying gentle hands on the trees and whispering a few words, catching a falling leaf and contemplating it. She spent a lot of time in consideration and others mistook it for aloof. But he knew her better than that. He plucked a blade of grass and placed it to his tongue for a moment. Sweet, fresh, and left the tongue tingling. Something else he’d missed for a long time. Maev turned and flashed him a brilliant smile and he dropped the grass and followed her.

      “That is not your place anymore, sweet Thomas.”

      He realised he was walking in his old, familiar position, behind and to one side, attendant. “Apologies, my queen. Old habits die hard.”

      She smiled at that. It was a fond smile, a loving smile. It was the smile he’d travelled miles to see. “We know.” She touched his cheek with a single finger and caressed his jawline. He wished he’d shaved. “And we are alone. Do we need formalities?”

      He swallowed. “No, Maev.”

      Her smile broadened. “Good.” She dropped her hand and resumed her walk through the forest. He could not help but watch her. “We missed you, Tom.”

      “I missed you too.”

      “We have not seen you for seven years.”

      “I would have returned sooner.”

      “Yet you did not.” She looked hurt. “You made no attempt to come back.”

      “I’m sorry.” He stepped closer but stopped short of touching her. “You must believe me.”

      “Do you love us, Tom?”

      “You know I do.”

      She smiled. “Yes,” she murmured. “We do.”

      She cupped his cheeks and lowered her face. Her lips tasted rich and dark, chocolate and bitter valerian. The throb of magic in the air raised to a roar in his ears and made him bold, putting one hand in her hair and another on her waist. He pulled her close and luxuriated in the feel of her soft yet firm body against his.

      It lasted forever and just a moment. She pulled away with a naughty smile. “My my, sweet Thomas. You have missed us indeed.” She rearranged her hair.

      His heart hammered and his breath was short. What could he say? What could he do to make her come back?

      “So your friend wants Emyr’s blade?”

      He didn’t want to talk about that. He didn’t have long until Calgraef. Then she would become Mab. Still beautiful. Still his. But darker. More cruel. “He does, my queen. But I have a petition of my own.”

      “We know you do.” She stroked his face again. “And we will grant it.”

      “You will?”

      She nodded, then laid at the base of a tree. She stretched, showing off all of her curves. The split in her dress invited him. He lay down beside her and she cuddled up to him, one bare leg over him and a hand on his chest.

      “What of your friends? Shall we keep them here too?”

      He didn’t want to share this place. Not now. “They would prefer to leave.”

      She laughed. “They are not like you.” She rested her thigh on top of his groin.

      “No.”

      “Shall we give your little lord what he wants?”

      “If it is my queen’s wish.”

      She slapped at his chest. “Now, Tom, we do not want formalities. We want our sweet Tom. Shall we give him Emyr’s blade?”

      He sighed and ran his fingers through her hair. “He wants to use it in some petty mortal war.”

      “A sword is a petty mortal thing.”

      He shrugged. “Then it sounds like they are made for each other.”

      She turned serious. “You do not believe in what he is doing?”

      “Neirin wants to stop the Western Kingdom conquering all of Tir. I can sympathise with his cause.”

      “But you do not support it.”

      “My Tir is long gone.” He lifted her fingers to his mouth and kissed them. “This is all I care about now.”

      She smiled. She was pleased. And that pleased him. She moved her thigh and he dropped her hand and caressed that instead. Her skin was cool, almost cold. “Perhaps we should ask the owner of the blade?”

      Tom frowned. “He might not appreciate that.”

      “Perhaps not. But if you cannot advise us then he can.” She stood and left him cold and uncomfortable. He rearranged his clothes and stood too. “But let us attend to more important matters first.” She waved a hand at Tom, looking him up and down. “If you would stay with us, we will not have you looking and smelling like a pig farmer.”

      Tom blushed. What had he been thinking, coming here like this?

      “We will wash you and groom you and dress you, sweet Thomas.” But she used her royal voice; there was no intimacy in the suggestion. “Then we will take you and your friends to see King Emyr.”
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      Tom felt like a new man. Maev had summoned a piskie called Lull, who had stripped him and washed him in a warm stream while Maev watched, eyeing his naked body with a suggestive smile.

      “We’re used to washing mortals,” Lull had said. “Though you’re a little older than our usual charges.” Lull was the Faerie nursemaid, charged with looking after any mortal children kidnapped from Tir. It was one of the habits of the fay Tom was least comfortable with and so he had always tried to avoid her. As she scrubbed his skin, he tried not to think of mortal parents waking to find their baby gone.

      “Gracious,” Lull said. “He is a filthy one.”

      “Indeed?” Maev grinned a wicked grin and Tom couldn’t help smiling back.

      Lull slapped his chest.

      “Ow.”

      “Less of that,” she said, then scrubbed him even harder. Then she shaved him, cut his hair and presented him with new clothes. Soft like silk but as strong as leather, a scarlet shirt with black trousers and boots.

      “You made these?” Tom asked.

      Lull nodded as she dressed him. “Our queen asked us to.”

      “How did you know my measurements?”

      Lull tutted. “Silly boy.”

      “You sleep, sweet Thomas,” Maev said. “We do not.”

      Lull perfumed him and admired her handiwork. “There. Quite handsome.”

      “Marvellous work, Lull,” Maev agreed. “You have made him quite dashing.”

      Tom smiled. He liked the idea of being dashing.

      “Here you are.” Lull handed him a leather satchel. Tom opened it and saw more clothes inside, of the same cut and material but different colours.

      “These are for me?”

      Lull tutted again. “Older than our usual charges,” she said. “But not much brighter.”

      Maev laughed a bright, girlish laugh.

      “What am I to do with them?” Tom asked. There were no homes in Faerie, no private spaces or sanctuaries. Where was he supposed to keep them?

      “You could try wearing them,” Lull said as she tidied up around him. But Maev understood the question. He could see it in her eyes. She understood and had no interest in the answer. It was a mortal problem. He began to remember how lonely Faerie could be.

      No. Don’t think of that.

      So he carried the satchel with him when they went to find the others. When he saw them he saw too the gulf that already existed between them and him. They were tired, bedraggled, unsettled by this place. He was at home, dressed by the fay and smelling like one too. They were mortals in Faerie. He was something else. Something that belonged.

      “Tom.” Neirin had nodded a greeting. “You have not looked so fine since Cairnagan.”

      “Thank you, Lord Neirin.” Tom had smiled, genuinely pleased. But he avoided Katharine’s eye. He knew how this looked. And he knew she would be unhappy. The others seemed unfazed. Brega didn’t care. Siomi gave him a curious look. Six took it in his stride. But Draig pulled him to one side.

      “You have a face of decision.”

      “Yes.”

      Draig shook his head. “Please, do not do this. I like you, Tom. You are good man. This place is not for a good man.”

      “This is where I belong, Draig.”

      “No.” He looked over at the others, feeding the horses or feeding themselves. He placed a huge hand on Tom’s shoulder and pulled him away a few steps. “Once I love a girl. She lives in village away many miles. So to her I walk every day. Sun, wind, rain, hours I walk. We were little, you say children, so we hold hands, kiss. To me she shows her face.” He smiled and gazed away over the plain, into the twilight sky. “Beautiful, a perfect thing, I think. I make plans. Move us to city, open shop. For her little jewels, for me swords to sell.”

      Draig fell silent, lost in memory. It felt rude to say anything but eventually Tom said, “It sounds like a nice plan.”

      “Yes.” There was hurt in his voice. “One day I go to her. It is raining season, I am wet foot to top of my head. I knock on door and her mother answers. And she says, ‘I am sorry, Draig.’ And I say, ‘why?’ She has a face of bad things happening. And she says, ‘our daughter is shame to us and bears child.’ And I am thinking this is not a thing that can be, we kiss only. And she says, ‘we know it was not you, you are good boy and you would have been good with her.’ I say ‘can not I see her?’ and she says ‘no, we have sent her away.’ She says again ‘I am sorry’ and closes the door.”

      The hurt in the elf’s eyes was still fresh and real. Tom reached up to place a hand on the elf’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      Draig shrugged and smiled. But his eyes were still sad. “It is way. I am thinking she is my love. Lies she tells to me, is not true to me. She was bad elf.”

      Tom nodded. “What happened?”

      “I walk home. I cry, I hurt. I give up plan and become soldier.” Draig shrugged again. “Broken is my heart. It makes me different person.”

      Tom nodded. “I remember people telling me that only time could mend a broken heart.”

      “It is not true.”

      Tom laughed, but it was not a happy laugh. “No. It isn’t. Broken hearts don’t mend. You build another one from memory. But it’s a poor copy. It’s missing parts and it’s not as strong as it used to be.”

      Draig nodded and gazed over the plain. His thoughts were in his past. Tom allowed his to drift into his future. There was a woman, of sorts, in that plain who could perhaps make it better.

      “Why did you tell me this, Draig?”

      Draig took hold of his shoulders and looked down at him as if he could stare his words into Tom’s thoughts. “Some people do not deserve our love.”

      But Tom could see in his face that he still cared for that elf. “But we love them all the same.”

      He could not argue with that. “Perhaps.” He searched for words, as if words could change the truth. “But we should not let them hurt us.”

      Then Maev had told them all she was taking them to see Emyr and Tom had gone to her side. But Draig’s words followed him. Lies, disloyalty. An uneven amount of love on one side. Despite what he wished, he knew that was what existed between him and Maev. He was devoted. She was not. She could pick him up and put him down as she willed. She had lied to him in the past to manipulate him. She had gone back to her king, Midhir, or even taken other mortal lovers. Yet he still felt like just one thing needed to happen to change that. Some single act or word on his part could make her see what she meant to him, what she could have in him, and then she would love only him.

      We should not let them hurt us.

      They walked along the shore of the Glittering Sea and the Hooper hooted a greeting at them. This fay was nothing more than a light masked by a blanket of cloud. Tom had never seen the Hooper without that cloud and no-one would tell him what the fay looked like. He waved back.

      “The Hooper tells us a great fleet of ships crossed the Lannad Sea,” Maev said.

      “Yes, my queen. The Western Kingdom attacked Erhenned the night we came to Faerie.”

      Maev nodded. “The Hooper warned the fleet of a great storm. It would have sunk dozens of ships.”

      Dozens of ships. Hundreds of soldiers would have died. And how many humans would have escaped as a result? Tom found himself wishing the Hooper had stayed quiet.

      “Erhenned is under Western rule now,” she said.

      “Already?”

      “Indeed. There isn’t much resistance against a flock of dragons.”

      A flock. One had been enough to almost kill him. His neck ached at the memory of it. Tom imagined dozens of them burning towns and villages and people. “Did Erhenned surrender?”

      “No.” How could she smile? What did she find amusing? “They just ran out of people who could fight.”

      Tom wondered what had happened to Duke Ria. Had she been killed? Captured? Executed? He could imagine her in captivity, still stoic and proud. Right up until the end.

      They turned from the shore and Maev led them through small grassy hills. She called them barrows, but Tom could not see how that was true. The fay could not die. So whose bodies could be buried there? The hills forced them through a twisted, convoluted path, almost like a maze until, with no pomp or ceremony, they came to a small clearing.

      He did not seem to have changed. He still lay on his white stone bier, comforted only by a cushion under his head. He still wore the same clothes, fine royal silks under heavy armour. The armour had been removed from his torso and his clothes torn open to reveal the ragged wound in his gut, still bleeding after all these years. The blood dribbled down his flanks, dripping onto the white stone. He stared into the sky, his breathing strained and his face pale and pinched. He was still in such pain. The wound should have killed him. But he couldn’t die here. Nor could he live.

      A white-robed fay named Ankou drifted around the bier, cleaning, tending. Two human-looking arms reached out of the sleeves, its skin so pale that you could see the blood and bones beneath. Its face was never seen; its hood was pulled too far forwards. Robin Goodfellow had once told him that was just as well, for Ankou’s face was enough to kill a mortal stone dead.

      “A moment, Ankou,” Maev said, and the fay drifted aside. Then, with a smirk, she said to them, “Honoured guests, may I introduce to you mighty King Emyr of Tir, Scourge of the East, Tamer of the West, Builder of Peace, Guest of the Fay.”

      It was enough to stir Tom. He stepped forward and knelt. “My king.”

      Emyr blinked and turned his head. “Thomas Rymour,” he rasped. He coughed and spoke again. “I thought you’d left, son?”

      “I did.” Tom bowed his head. “I came back.”

      “Stand.” Tom did as he was ordered. Emyr sighed. “Yes. You have aged. Perhaps you’re older than me now.”

      Tom cast an eye over Emyr’s hair, deep brown mixed with grey, long with a luxurious beard to match. There were a few wrinkles, and his body had lost the battle with age, growing thicker and meatier. But he was not an old man. Not yet.

      “Perhaps I am.” It was odd to think a figure of legend could be younger than him.

      “This is Emyr?” Katharine asked. “King Emyr?”

      “I am,” he replied.

      “It’s not possible.” She shook her head. “King Emyr has been dead for a thousand years.”

      “Has it been so long?”

      “It has, my king,” Tom said.

      “How can this be?” Six asked. He wore a look of child-like wonder.

      “It’s part of the magic here,” Tom told him. “You can age in Faerie, but you can never die.”

      “You expect me to believe this is the great and mighty Angau?” Brega snorted. “He’s just a man.”

      “What were you expecting?” asked Tom.

      “He is meant to be a body for death.” Draig shrugged.

      “I can assure you that’s how I feel.” Emyr offered a weak smile. “You don’t often bring mortals to gawp at me, Maev.”

      “They come with great purpose.”

      “That never bodes well.” Emyr looked up at Tom. “Is that why you came back?”

      Tom nodded. “Lord Neirin,” he gestured to the elf as introduction, “asked me to lead him here so that he might find your sword.”

      “What does he want with that?”

      “King Idris of the Western Kingdom has enslaved dragons with magic and is using them to conquer Tir. Lord Neirin thinks your sword can break that magic and send Idris back into his own kingdom.”

      “Ah.” Emyr closed his eyes and smiled. “And you, Tom, have offered your aid?”

      “To bring him here, yes.”

      “Are the people of Tir in danger?”

      “I think so.”

      “And there is no other way to protect them?”

      Tom couldn’t imagine a thousand swords slowing the dragon in Cairnalyr. “The dragons are too strong,” he said.

      Emyr grunted. “They are mortal,” he said. “They can be killed.”

      When he said no more, Neirin said, “Mighty Lord Angau, it is an honour to be in your terrible presence.”

      “You are too kind.” Emyr smiled but didn’t open his eyes.

      “We surrender our deaths to you.” Neirin was sombre, all pretense gone. “We ask only that you make them honourable.”

      “Your deaths are nothing to do with me.” Emyr opened his eyes and peered at Neirin. “Will you protect the people of Tir?”

      “I will gladly die in service of the people if that is your wish.”

      “It is not my wish that you should die, Lord Neirin.”

      Neirin looked like he’d swallowed something unpleasant.

      “My king,” Tom murmured. “The Easterners worship you. They believe you value a good death.”

      “They’re wrong.” Emyr took a deep breath and for a moment his pain looked more than physical. “There are no good deaths. Just an end to our time.”

      Tom didn’t know what to say. It seemed tactless, to knock down the elfs’ beliefs so carelessly.

      “Do you truly think that?” Neirin’s words were slow and careful.

      Emyr blinked and came back to them. “No. I am sorry, Lord Neirin. I am tired and in pain.” He turned to Tom and asked, “So why is Idris doing this?”

      Tom blinked. “Um.” The truth was he hadn’t given it any thought. Neirin had talked about evil and a lust for power with his usual rhetoric. But Tom had accepted the invasions as simple fact, as basic and uninteresting as a sunrise. If it got him back to Faerie, what did it matter why? He looked up and caught Maev’s eye; she was looking at him like he was a puzzle to solve.

      “Fear, Lord Oen.” All eyes turned to Six, stood at Emyr’s feet. The elf looked only at the man on the bier, golden face relaxed and peaceful. He wore a beatific smile and spoke with a reverence Tom couldn’t have imagined. “He’s afraid.”

      “Of what?” Neirin sneered.

      Six ignored the other elf’s tone. “Idris thinks the rest of Tir is plotting against him. That they seek to break up the Kingdom. That they stole his daughter, poison his people.” This wasn’t conjecture. Six spoke as if it were truth. How could he know this?

      “Put a sword in a frightened man’s hand and a lot of innocents can get hurt,” said Emyr. Six just laid a hand on his armoured shin, gently, as if the man was glass that might shatter.

      Emyr drew a deep, ragged breath. “The sword is not mine,” he said. “You don’t need my permission.”

      “Begging your pardon, Lord Angau.” Lord Neirin spoke in a hushed, reverential tone. “But if we do not need your permission, perhaps you will offer us your blessing.”

      “You don’t need that either.” Emyr gave Neirin a weary look. “As your elf said, I’m just a man. I can no more bless you than Tom can.”

      Eyes turned to Tom, as if he had been able to bless them all this time but hadn’t.

      “Nevertheless,” said Neirin. “It would mean a great deal to us.”

      Emyr sighed. “Very well.” Neirin knelt and Emyr placed his hand on his head. “The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death.”

      He took his hand away but Neirin remained in place. His hair was tousled and his coronet was askew. But he breathed, “Thank you, Lord Angau,” with such emotion that it moved Tom. He blinked, sudden tears behind his eyes.

      “Tell them where the sword is, Maev.”

      “If you will it, Emyr.” No honorifics here. They were both monarchs, though both of their realms were made of something other than reality.

      “I do.” He looked to Tom. “But I want you to carry it, my boy. Just you. No-one else.”

      “Me?” He couldn’t. He wasn’t going. He was staying. But how could he tell him that? “Why me?”

      “Because I’ve come to think of you as a son,” Emyr took one of Tom’s hands, patting it. He took two arduous breaths. “Because I trust you to do the right thing. Because you’re the only man of Tir here. Pick one.”

      Tom was shaking his head. “I can’t.”

      He closed his eyes. “Yes, you can.” He smiled. “You might not think you can. But you can.”

      “This is Lord Neirin’s quest.”

      “I would be happy to bear your blade, Lord Angau.” Neirin had stood and, whilst Tom could see he was disappointed, he hid under a serious and earnest expression.

      “I’ve no doubt in you, Lord Neirin.” Emyr’s speech was becoming hesitant, laboured. “I mean no offence. You would do a fine job. Call this the whim of a dying man.”

      “My king, do not ask this of me.”

      He frowned. “You would refuse me? Truly?”

      Emyr had told Tom all the stories of old, the true stories, without the glory and glamour of legend and myth. Yet that had only made him seem greater. He had stopped two elfish armies from overrunning the human kingdom. He had pushed them back, conquered them. He had ushered in a golden age of peace and prosperity the likes of which had not been seen since, nor would likely ever be seen again. And he was just a man. Like any other and like no other. He had watched over Tom during his time in Faerie, offered him counsel. Offered him companionship. He was like a father and Tom wished, with all his heart, to make him proud.

      “Never.” The word almost caught in his throat and he felt his hope dim and dissolve.

      Emyr’s brow relaxed and he closed his eyes. “Good.” He let go of Tom’s hand. “I am tired now.”

      Maev placed a kiss on Emyr’s brow. “Sleep, old king.”

      Emyr mumbled something unintelligible but Maev smiled. “True,” she said, and then led them all away.

      Tom cast a glance before the scene was hidden by barrows. Ankou had returned to his duties. Emyr’s face was slack, sleeping away the pain he’d been suffering for centuries. How could Tom say no to a man who endured so much for the sake of others? But how could he promise to carry the blade? Maev had told him he could stay. If he left, she might never let him back. He daren’t test the whims of the fay.

      Draig was the first to speak. “Tom, you tell us Malvis is Faerie king.”

      It was Maev who answered. “Our King Melwas has gone by that name, it is true.”

      “Give to me forgiving, Queen Maev.” Draig bowed his head. “I was thinking Malvis and Emyr are enemies.”

      Maev shook her head. “Melwas just wanted Emyr’s wife for himself. They were rivals, nothing more.” That was an understatement. It had been Melwas who had cut Emyr down at Camlann. That was more than rivalry. To beg entrance to Faerie after that must have been galling. “After he fell, Emyr asked us for a boon. We promised to admit him to our realm so that he would not die.”

      “But it’s been centuries,” Katharine replied. “If he hasn’t died, why isn’t he better?”

      “His wound is mortal,” Tom said. “It’s beyond the fay’s capacity to heal.”

      “So he’s stuck like that? Forever?”

      Tom nodded.

      “Why not leave?”

      “You’ve heard the story of Emyr and the Oracle?”

      “The oracle who told Emyr he would rise from his grave to save Tir in its darkest hour?” She looked askance at him. “It’s a children’s story, Tom. No-one believes that.”

      “It’s true. Emyr told me himself.”

      “How can he rise from the grave with a wound like that?”

      “He believes, one day, they’ll be able to heal him.”

      “A foolish dream,” said Brega.

      “No.” Six’s eyes were wide and his smile was broad. “It’s hope.”

      Brega snorted. “Much the same thing in my experience.”

      Tom watched Maev striding across the beach, toes curling in the sand. She walked with such grace, such power. Chin up, movements sensuous, body swaying.

      He had come a long way for his foolish dream.

      He would go back to Emyr, maybe when Calgraef had begun. He would go back alone and explain everything. Emyr might be disappointed. But Tom was nothing in Tir. He wasn’t a seer nor a man of great counsel. He wasn’t even the farmhand he had been raised to be. Only in Faerie was he something. Only in Faerie could he find a place.

      He wasn’t like Emyr. This wasn’t his war. So he would not fight it.
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      By the time they returned the celebrations were in full swing. Maev clapped and laughed like a girl. Tom had time to remind the others not to eat or drink anything before she pulled him into a wild dance. It was swift and breathless and he stumbled at first before his feet remembered the rhythm. They had danced like this before, at another Calgraef. Midhir had been watching them, so she had pulled Tom into the dance circle by the hand. She had been provocative, putting Tom’s hands where they ought not to be. Everyone knew that Midhir was chasing another mortal woman. And Tom knew Maev was dancing for Midhir’s benefit rather than his own. But he had closed his eyes and pretended otherwise.

      He did the same now. The dance was the same, the steps were the same and Maev was as close as before, her breath hot and heavy and insufferably sweet. His hands began on her sides but she worked them down to her hips and pressed her body against his. Her eyes sparked with excitement and possession. She knew he was hers. It was uncomfortable and thrilling at the same time. Their foreheads touched, eyes only for the other.

      It was over too soon. The music stopped, Maev stepped away and they were surrounded by a cheering crowd Tom had forgotten about. He made an effort to hide his excitement, feeling blood rush to his cheeks. Maev smiled and turned with a flourish and a curtsey.

      “Our king.”

      Tom looked and saw Midhir sitting in a wooden throne, his pair of white swans either side. Just like before.

      Then he saw Katharine out of the corner of his eye. She wore her disgust openly and turned away when he looked at her. Not exactly like before.

      “Old Thomas Rymour.”

      “King Midhir.” He bowed, but not as low as he ought to.

      Midhir smirked. His face, a stereotype of nobility with its prominent cheekbones and aquiline nose, was framed by a cascade of golden curls. He rose out of his seat with languid grace and stepped across the grass as if walking on a cloud. Tall, slender, clad head to toe in green and decorated with impossible jewels, he was every child’s idea of what a king ought to be. The image ought to have been ruined by the wooden crown on his head. But it was buffed and polished and shined to a beautiful golden brown that fit perfectly. It was no wonder so many mortal women fell under Midhir’s thrall.

      Tom hated him.

      “What a pleasure it is to see you in our realms again.” Midhir’s voice was like golden honey, soft and melodious, at odds with Maev’s dark and tempting tones. “Robin seems quite beside himself.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      “And you, old Tom? Are you pleased to see us?” Midhir’s eyes flickered with amusement. It was the first time he’d had a chance to test Tom’s fay-given honesty. Perhaps he hoped to catch him out, or force him to say something offensive? Tom hid his smile. Midhir had always underestimated him. “I am very happy to see all of you once more, Your Majesty.”

      “All of us?”

      Tom bowed his head. “Faerie would not be the same without every one of you.”

      Midhir’s smirk had disappeared. “Indeed.” He turned to Maev. “And you, our queen. You seem to enjoy having back your man.” He spoke with a light and jolly tone. But Tom knew he was jealous. Jealous despite having had a string of mortal lovers himself.

      “We have back our loyal and loving servant,” Maev replied. She spoke, not with the anger or defensiveness Tom hoped for, but with a laugh and a gentle reminder. “We must not forget that.”

      Midhir wrinkled his nose. “We have many servants.”

      “But none like Tom.”

      The two fay stared at each other for a moment. What were those ancient eyes saying to each other? What was it he didn’t know?

      Midhir clapped his hands. “Wine!” he called and then laughed, as if the whole exchange had been so terribly droll. “Where is our music? Our wine? Let us celebrate the darkening of days!”

      The music started up and Midhir waved a hand at Tom. “Come, walk with us a moment.”

      He spoke as if they were old friends. Tom bowed to Maev. “My lady.”

      She gave him a nod full of sympathy and promises.

      Midhir led them on a winding path through the celebrations. Fay parted before them and Midhir gave a nod and smile, even a word or two, as they passed. He seemed beloved wherever he went.

      “We have heard of your purpose here, old Tom. We must admit we were surprised to see you take such interest in mortal affairs.”

      “I had only one purpose, Your Majesty,” said Tom, cool and civil. “Return to Faerie.”

      “Why?”

      Another test? Midhir still wore his king’s smile but there was a hint of suspicion in his eyes. “You doubt my love and my commitment?”

      “You were released from our service many years ago. Much time has passed.”

      “But I have remained true.”

      Midhir laughed. “We suppose you have,” he said. “Is that not frustrating? To be honest all the time?”

      “It is.”

      Midhir nodded, solemn. He caught two cups from a passing tray. Tom took one but did not drink while Midhir took a swig. The fay savoured it, eyes closed and a beautiful smile on his face. It was what Tom hated most about Midhir: that he could look so fair without and be so foul within. “This is what it’s about, old Tom. The little things. A cup of wine on a gorgeous evening. What more can a fay ask for? Hmm?” He grinned as if there were no cares in the world. “So you would stay with us?”

      “I would.”

      “And yet your king has made a request of you.”

      “You have made no request of me that I can recall, Your Majesty.”

      Midhir waved a hand, finishing his wine and tossing the cup onto a nearby fire. “Come come. We heard you speak to Emyr. You called him your king.” His light and airy manner hid something. Tom could see it.

      “Emyr has made a request of me, it is true.”

      “And what will you do?”

      “I wish to remain here.” It felt good to say it out loud. Liberating. The atmosphere of the party seeped into him. Things weren’t so bad. Why worry about the little things? Why let someone else’s cares upset him? He was back in Faerie. He smiled. “Why would I want to leave again?”

      “Even a paradise can be a prison.” Midhir sobered and looked back the way they had come. Maev was sat in his vacated seat, Robin Goodfellow at her feet, watching the festivities. “The same patterns, the same cycles. Habit, old Tom. Habit is an invisible chain and a gag.”

      The same patterns and the same cycles. The same dance with Maev, the same jealousy in Midhir’s eyes. The idea felt comforting to Tom. It could be relied upon. But he said nothing.

      “Ah, well.” He smiled again. “It is for the good. Do not be offended, Tom, but we do not like the idea of you roaming across Tir with Emyr’s old blade. We prefer that you be here. Where we can keep an eye on you, eh?”

      He spoke as if they were friends. It repelled Tom. “What is it you do not like, your majesty?”

      Midhir waved a hand. “It matters not. Come, let us watch them light the bonfire.”

      Tom stepped in Midhir’s path. It was a bold move, even a rude one. It elicited murmurs from around them. Midhir’s smile faded. “Please, Your Majesty,” Tom said. “A curiosity aroused and not soothed is a terrible thing.”

      At first Tom thought the Faerie King was going to become angry. There was something dark in his eyes and his mouth was set. But then he smiled. “You speak such truth, old Tom.” The darkness did not fade but the rest of his face relaxed. “Very well. Emyr’s blade is apt for misuse. Terrible things could be wrought with it.”

      “And you don’t trust me?”

      “We trust you to behave as we expect.” Midhir wore a kind but pitying look. “You always believe you are doing the right thing. But your history seems always to speak to the contrary.”

      “Do not patronise me.”

      “Do not forget your place,” Midhir snapped. Then he relaxed again. “Come, Tom. You must admit that your life thus far has been a string of mistakes and poor judgement. Break that chain. Stay here with us.”

      Tom inclined his head. He certainly wasn’t going to bow. “Your Majesty.” With that he stalked off. He had felt his fists clenching and the urge to strike the smug little snake. That would be a mistake. The stories of what the fay did to those who tried to hurt them were as legendary as they were disturbing.

      But now he was angry. He was in no mood to celebrate. The laughing and the cheering, the music and the clinking of glasses, it all grated on him. It seemed the fay did nothing but indulge themselves at every turn. But what would the Erhenni be doing right now? Tom imagined men and women chained together and forced to work while elfs roamed up and down the line, perhaps with whips. It seemed grotesque to celebrate while that could be happening. He shrugged off invitations to join groups, forcing a smile and a wave and hurrying past.

      “Tom!” Another voice shouted his name, but this one was mortal. He turned and saw Six with a group of fay. “They do know how to have a good time here.”

      “Yes.” Tom forced a smile. “They do.”

      Six frowned and stepped away from the fay. “Are you okay?”

      Tom shook his head. “But don’t let me ruin your fun.”

      Six fell into step with Tom and they walked through the party together. “What is it? Is it what Oen said? You didn’t seem very happy about it.”

      “Something to do with that.” Tom didn’t really want to talk about it.

      Six nodded. He held a cup in his hands.

      “That’s not Faerie wine, is it?” Tom asked.

      “What? No.” Six showed him a hip flask hanging from a strap over his shoulder. “Water. I remembered what you told us. Though this is a fascinating place.”

      Tom couldn’t help but smile. “Fascinating?”

      “Oh yes.” Six gestured with his cup. “This place is filled with magic. Everywhere. You can feel it. More so than the Whispering Woods. And the people. When one of the fay touched me I could feel magic in them, too.”

      Tom nodded. “Everything here is made from magic. Even the fay themselves.”

      Six nodded. “I thought so. What I wouldn’t give to study them more.”

      He had the same look in his eyes that Tom had often seen in Katharine’s. An excited, almost greedy look, an anticipation of new knowledge just over the horizon. “You could ask to stay,” Tom suggested. “I’m sure Maev would permit it.” Another mortal in Faerie might be a comfort. He imagined a camaraderie between them, a friendship of solace and respite from the fey antics of immortal beings.

      But Six shook his head. “No.” He looked up at the twilight sky. “No, I wouldn’t stay.”

      His words stung like a personal rejection. “Why not?”

      Six gave him an odd look. “Why would I?”

      Maev and Katharine emerged from the party before Tom could answer. His stomach clenched. What had they been talking about? Him? Swapping stories? Comparing notes?

      “Ah, Queen Maev.” Six raised his glass and smiled. “Your Majesty, you have made us feel most welcome.” He offered a deep bow.

      Tom looked askance at Six. When had he learnt a courtier’s manners?

      Maev looked amused. “This elf friend of yours is most pleasant, sweet Thomas.”

      “He is many things, my queen.”

      Six grinned at that. “One of the benefits of being long-lived.”

      Tom looked at Katharine. Her face was closed, revealing nothing. She looked at Six, didn’t spare Tom a glance.

      “We were just speaking to your lady friend. She is an impressive woman. She has a keen insight.” Maev looked him up and down. He felt naked.

      “She is a very special woman,” he replied.

      Katharine’s face twitched. She wanted to say something. What?

      “Indeed she is.” Maev laid a hand on Katharine’s shoulder and Tom saw her stiffen. She wanted to be anywhere but here. Touched by anyone but Maev. She knew.

      “Might I take a moment of her time, my queen?” he asked. “I have a few things I need to discuss with her.”

      Maev smirked. “By all means.” She ushered Katharine forward then turned to Six. “Master elf, do you dance?”

      Six hesitated for just a moment. “I do, Your Majesty.” He smiled and extended a hand. “Would you care to?”

      Katharine remained stiff under Tom’s touch as he drew her away. “What’s the matter?” he asked.

      “Nothing.” She wouldn’t look at him.

      “You can’t lie to me,” he said. Maev and Six were dancing behind her. He tried not to watch.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “You’re upset.”

      “And when did that bother you?” Her voice was dead and cold.

      “It always bothers me.” Maev was laughing as she danced, cavorting around Six who still wore that charming smile.

      He looked back at Katharine and saw she was watching him. “If you want to go to her then go.”

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      “I suppose you are.” She pushed past him but Tom caught her arm. She tugged it out of his grasp. “Let go of me.”

      “Katharine.” She stared at him, her eyes demanding something from him. All he could muster was, “I’m sorry.”

      “Are you?”

      “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “And you thought this wouldn’t?” Anger and fury and hurt poured from her. “You lied to me.”

      “No.”

      “You didn’t care about the sword or the war or me,” she said. “You were using us to get back to that thing.” There was such hate in her eyes. “You were using me,” she said.

      Tom stayed silent. What could he say?

      “Deny it,” she said. When he didn’t respond she hissed, “Deny it!”

      He couldn’t. It was all true. Better to say nothing. Better that she hear silence than the ugly truth.

      “You’re sick,” she said. “To love something that isn’t even alive. And to lack the courage to even say it out loud?”

      He had expected tears. He could have dealt with tears. But her hatred frightened him. He couldn’t stand the thought of it. “I’m sorry.”

      She shook her head. “You’re a liar and a coward.”

      She turned and walked away. Tom didn’t argue. His honest tongue wouldn’t let him.
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      Calgraef was almost over. The air felt darker, a little more malevolent. The fay were changing. They eyed Tom with grins that suggested evil tricks and plans. It had worried him once. Now he paid it no mind.

      The Hooper was no longer drifting over the lake. Instead he had changed into the Blue Man, swimming through the waters with the speed and menace of a shark. Soon he would return to Tir and seek out ships to wreck. Say what you liked about the fay, you knew what you were getting with them.

      Ankou was changed, too. Its name remained the same but the white robes were gone. Now they were dark, not black but an absence of light. They seemed to leech colour out of the world, making the air around it seem pale and wan. Its face was still hidden but the skin and flesh on its arms were gone, bare bones clicking against vials and stone as it tended to Emyr. Ankou gave Tom a solemn nod that sent a chill down his spine. He nodded back and the fay drifted away.

      Emyr opened his eyes at the sudden silence.

      “Ah, Tom.” He smiled. He seemed tired. Weaker than before. “Tired of the celebrations?”

      “You could say that.” Tom sat in the wooden chair by Emyr’s head. Just like old times. “How are you?”

      “The same as last time, the same as the time before that.” Emyr sighed. “They tell me I’m getting better. I don’t feel it.”

      Could the fay be lying? Could they be keeping Emyr here for some other reason? He wished he could say that he looked better. He wished he could lie.

      “You know, Tom, it really is a pleasure to see you again.” He reached out and took Tom’s hand. His skin was cold.

      “You too, my king.”

      Emyr grunted. “I told you, I’m not your king.” He looked back into the sky. “I’m not anyone’s king.”

      “You were,” Tom said. “Some still think of you as such.”

      “Waiting for me to return to bring peace to all of Tir once more.” Emyr sighed.

      “Something like that.”

      “My reign wasn’t some golden age of harmony and goodwill. People still stole and cheated and lied. We still had wars. We just called them rebellions and uprisings instead.”

      “I know.” Emyr had told him the stories. He knew why the old king had fallen.

      “So why do the people think otherwise?” he asked. “Why do they want me to come back?”

      “I suppose they want to believe that things were better,” he said. “No, they want to believe things will get better. You’re not a king or a leader to them. You’re just a symbol they can hang that dream on.”

      “Your bedside manner could use some work.” Emyr’s smile took the sting from his words.

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” Emyr took a deep breath and winced. “People have been hanging all sorts of dreams on me for most of my life. I’ve given up arguing with them.”

      “You don’t mind people making you out to be something you’re not?” She’d called him a liar and a coward.

      “They made a king out a farmer, son. Once they’ve done that to you?” He waved a hand as if to brush anything else aside. His movement was weak. Blood dripped onto the white stone.

      “You make it sound like they strapped you down and forced the crown on your head.” Tom picked up a cloth and wiped away the blood.

      The other man took a sharp breath. “Not far from it,” he said.

      “Do you need anything?”

      But skeletal Ankou drifted over to them before Emyr could answer. He picked up a few bottles, poured some into Emyr’s mouth and something else into his wound. Emyr hissed and then relaxed. Ankou retreated again.

      “I’ll say one thing for the fay,” he said. “Their pain relief knows no peer.”

      Tom took Emyr’s hand. It was rough, callused, the hand of a man who wielded tools and weapons. The opposite of Regent’s, whose hands touched paper and soft silks. They sat in silence for a long while as his breathing slowed. Perhaps he’d fallen asleep? Tom was relieved to have avoided the conversation and embarrassed at that relief. A coward.

      “You’re wearing new clothes,” Emyr said.

      No reprieve after all. “No, my king,” he said. “I was wearing these earlier.”

      “But they are from her, no?”

      Tom said nothing. Emyr already knew, didn’t he?

      He grunted. “Have I ever told you how I became king?”

      Tom shook his head then realised Emyr’s eyes were still closed. “No.”

      “I was the second son of a farmer,” he said. “I don’t know how things work now but, back then, the first son got everything. He inherited the land, property, all the worldly goods of his father. Any other children got nothing. It was the way of it.”

      “It still is,” said Tom. Then he stopped talking. He wanted one of Emyr’s stories, as they’d been told to him before. Emyr would talk to while away his time on his stone bed and Tom would listen, silent.

      Emyr fell into this pattern too; he didn’t seem to hear Tom’s interruption. “While I was being shown how to muck out the pigs, my older brother was being shown how to run the house, work with money, organise the farmhands. He’d have made a better king. But when the soldiers came, they were looking for bodies. Not kings, not even recruits. Just people to use as shields. They took both of us. I was just a boy and I was scared.

      “The elfs were on our doorstep, from the west and from the east. We were the last resort. They gave us broken old armour, swords made of rust and they lined us up on a field. The elfs flattened us. But they were supposed to. While they were busy cutting our throats, the real army attacked their rear. Smashed them to pieces. A victory.

      “My brother and I survived through luck. There was no other word for it. I lost my sword as soon as I needed to raise it, then an elf died and fell on me. He was wearing full plate armour and I couldn’t lift him. So I listened to the fighting and the dying with an elf on my back. Do you know what it sounds like? The sound of a blade cutting through a man like he’s a piece of meat? Or the shameless sobbing of an elf holding his own innards in his hands? The screams, the whispered prayers, the panicked nonsense that comes out of a man’s mouth when his life is slipping away.

      “But I survived. It didn’t seem possible. It didn’t seem fair, either. I felt guilty, that I had lain there while others had died. My brother looked after me. Made sure I was kept safe. The next time we fought together. I kept my sword because he had shown me how. Killed an elf. Just one. I jumped him when he was killing another man and cut his throat. He was so surprised. He looked between me and his own blood on his hands like he couldn’t make the connection. Then he stopped looking at anything.

      “I kept surviving. My brother didn’t. We’d fought maybe half a dozen times before he died. A dozen more and most of us were dead. But the strategy worked. The king had destroyed the Eastern march. While the elfs licked their wounds, he rode to the west to stop them, too. He left one of his dukes in charge. He put us in with the regular troops. Now we had real armour, real weapons. But we were lost. We’d gone from being veterans to recruits again. And no-one would train us. So we trained ourselves. It wasn’t pretty, but it did the job.

      “I began to earn the respect of the real soldiers. I began to understand what being a soldier was. I began to get good at it. Then our captain died. And they looked to me. I was promoted to captain and, when the duke fell, I took his place as commander of the troops. We were only meant to hold our position, but I hadn’t known that. I began to push the Easterners back. So when the king returned he was angry with me; he’d hoped to broker a peace and told me I’d ruined that hope. I’d angered the elfs by taking back our own lands.

      “He demoted me and sent me and my closest men to the west while he took command in the east. But his duke in the west wanted my advice. He wanted to push back the Westerners too. And that’s what we did. As we took back our lands, we heard news the king was losing ground in the east.

      “Then he fell.”

      Emyr stopped. He was out of breath. He’d been talking too long.

      “Tell me another time,” said Tom.

      “No.” Emyr took hold of Tom’s hand and Tom was surprised at the strength in his grip. “You need to hear this now.”

      He took a few more breaths, readying himself as if he was about to run for his life.

      “The dukes and the commanders went to the capital. The king’s son had been killed in battle months ago. There was no clear line of succession. The dukes began to squabble over the throne and we were forced to watch. We knew every moment we were there, we were losing the war. We were giving our enemies time to regroup, to reinforce. But the dukes seemed to have forgotten that. The crown was all that mattered. Each man wanted it for themselves. They’d forgotten our soldiers dying in the fields, our people under elfish rule and our people starving in our own lands. All of them waiting for us to bring this war to an end.

      “One night we decided we’d had enough. I proposed returning to our troops. Let the nobility argue over their crown, I said. We will do the work that needs doing. The other commanders agreed, but said the issue of the crown needed to be settled. So we marched on the dukes. Gathered them in the throne room. I told them the squabbling needed to end. And then Cei, the first of my men, told them that none of them would wear the crown; I would.

      “I was as shocked as the dukes. But my men fought with words as expertly as they fought with swords. By the end of it, they were all agreed. I would wear the crown.”

      Emyr rested. He looked up into the sky above them and Tom followed his gaze, the beautiful twilight sky shining down at them. The only sound was Emyr’s laboured breathing. Tom felt at peace. The story had reached its end; Emyr had found his right and proper place on the throne. There was a comfort in that. In finding where you belong and in getting yourself there. It echoed in Tom’s resolution to stay.

      “Every battle I’d fought, every plan drawn up, every time I’d strapped on armour and every elf I’d killed, I knew it would all end and I’d go back to my father’s farm. Muck out pigs, bring in the harvest, and maybe marry the girl from the neighbouring farm.”

      Tom smiled at the image of a farmhand, covered in hay and manure, being offered a crown. “And now you had lands, castles and riches. All your dreams come true.”

      “I was terrified.”

      “What?”

      “There’s a lot of things a man can hold onto to get him through a war. Hate. Revenge. Righteousness. But the best one is the desire to go home.” Emyr sighed. “I wanted to be a farmer and they were asking me to be a king.”

      It was like a slap. Like being told night was day, gold was worthless, that Tir was made of bread. It was like being told that his basic understanding of the world was wrong. Emyr was meant to be king of Tir. The greatest king of Tir. It was his destiny. It was who he was.

      “I don’t understand. They were offering you riches. Power. The chance to make Tir right.”

      “Let me tell you something, son.” Emyr looked him dead in the eye. “Find me a farmer who gives a fig who sits on a fancy chair in a fancy castle hundreds of miles away and I’ll find you a fay who can give you a straight answer.” He was serious. But it wasn’t true. Was it? “All the people care about is food, warmth, shelter and love. They care about fair taxes and they care about not being massacred by invading armies. They don’t care who provides those things as long as they’re provided. And I was the same as them.”

      Was the same. “But you’re not now.”

      He sighed. It carried the weariness of centuries. “No. Not now.”

      “What happened?”

      “What happened was I looked around the room. I saw dozens of dukes who couldn’t reach a decision without a king to tell them what that decision ought to be. I saw dozens of soldiers who couldn’t be kept from the front lines any longer. And I saw soft chairs around a big table covered in pheasant and fruit and wine, while thousands of people sat in ruined homes with nothing but hunger on their broken tables.

      “So I took the crown.”

      Tom tried to imagine it. Tried to see himself doing the same thing, putting aside his own dreams for people he’d never met. “I’m not sure I could do the same.”

      “I wasn’t either,” Emyr said. “You’ll be surprised what you can do when you have to do it.”

      But Tom had been waiting four years to come back to Faerie. He couldn’t give up his dream. The people didn’t need him anyway. They needed Neirin, who wanted the glory, to save Tir and be the hero.

      “You tell yourself that another will do it,” Emyr said, as if reading Tom’s thoughts. “You deserve to be left to your own life. You’ve paid your dues. Someone else will take the burden, someone who wants it. But they will be doing it for all the wrong reasons. And you, in not wanting to do it, will do it for the right reasons. Because as long as you’re stuck with your burden, you may as well do your best with it.”

      Tom sighed. Emyr had always been able to do this. He could see right through Tom, say just the right thing to change his mind. When Maev had made him take his oath of silence, she had warned him that breaking it would mean he’d have to stay in Faerie forever. And when his seven years were up, and she was about to send him back to Tir, he was scared. He’d been thinking about breaking that oath and securing his doom. But he’d visited Emyr. And somehow the king had changed his mind. So Tom had stayed silent. He wished he hadn’t. He wouldn’t have become embroiled in this war. He wouldn’t have been asked to do this. He wouldn’t have hurt Katharine.

      Perhaps Emyr had wished Cei hadn’t tried to make him a king. Perhaps he’d wanted to say no, to walk away and pursue his own selfish dreams. But he didn’t. He sacrificed those dreams on the altar of a crown. He thought of Regent, telling him he had to sacrifice himself for a greater good. He’d spurned Regent for that. Perhaps he’d been wrong.

      “I need to think.”

      “Thank you for listening, son.” Emyr offered him a smile and Tom smiled back.

      “Of course, my king.”

      Emyr waved him away. “I need subjects like another hole in my gut. Be a friend, Tom, if you would be anything.”

      A friend to Emyr. Who could claim that? And who could then refuse him? “Goodbye, my friend.”
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        * * *

      

      He walked back to the party because he had to say something to Maev. He wasn’t sure what it would be, but he had to tell her he would stay or he would go. Hopefully he would decide before he saw her and hopefully it would be the right decision. Everything seemed to be telling him to go: Emyr’s encouragement, Midhir’s mockery, Katharine’s harsh words. But Maev wanted him to stay, didn’t she? And so did he. Why should he deny himself that? Everything he wanted was within his reach. Who would be crazy enough to throw that all away?

      A dying man trapped in Faerie, that’s who.

      Calgraef was almost over. The fay had all changed. Some looked much the same; it was just their persona that were different. Other fay were entirely transformed. Gentle Annis, for instance, was no longer the beautiful woman with seaweed hair and webbed hands and feet. In her place was Black Annis, an ugly hag with dead blue skin and iron nails. She scowled at Tom as he walked past and Tom did not make eye contact. Although she preferred lambs and children, she’d been known to make an exception.

      He wasn’t surprised to see the others had found each other. They stood in a tight group, unsettled by the changes around them. The previously joyful atmosphere had changed. The laughter was harsher, the jokes grimmer, the banter had descended into brawls. It was disturbing to see the first few times.

      “Where have you been, Thomas Rymour?” Neirin was even haughtier than usual. Probably hiding his discomfort. “It was hardly good manners of you to abandon us in an unknown realm.”

      Katharine refused to look at him. Her eyes were red and puffy. He’d thought tears would be easier than anger. But the guilt made him feel sick.

      “I had things I needed to do.” He didn’t add an honorific even when Neirin’s eye twitched. He was tired of it all. “You were safe as long as you did as I told you.”

      “It has not always felt like it,” said Siomi. “These fay are unusual creatures.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Brega spat. She looked like she wanted to say more, but there was fear in her eyes. That surprised Tom more than anything.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll make sure you’re safe.”

      “Are you well?” Draig asked, face filled with concern.

      “I am,” said Tom. Physically. His mind was a tumble of thoughts that he couldn’t explain right now.

      The big elf offered a smile and turned to his fellows who were talking amongst themselves.

      “I’m glad you’re back, Tom,” said Six. “Things got rather strange after you disappeared.”

      The giant effigy of Cei was on fire. Most of it was burnt already, but dozens of little fires still blazed on, smoke billowing into the sky. Tom smiled. “Calgraef gets pretty wild here.”

      “You’re telling me,” he said. “I’ve decided any study of the fay is best done at a distance.”

      Tom laughed. “A wise decision, master elf.”

      Six stepped closer. “Katharine is upset,” he murmured. “I couldn’t cheer her up.”

      Tom shook his head. “Thank you for trying, but your efforts will have a better chance than mine.”

      “Ah.” Six nodded. “Lover’s tiff?”

      Tom glared at him. “No.”

      The elf shrugged. “What would Oen do?” His voice was low, pious. It was at odds with the crude jokester Tom knew.

      It wasn’t the question he wanted to hear. Emyr would do what Tom could not. Katharine stood with the elfs, part of their circle but not part of their group. That was how he felt in Tir. He was tired of being on the outside looking in.

      “What are you thinking, Master Rymour?” asked Six.

      “Honestly?”

      “Do you know another way?” The elf grinned.

      “Yes, but I can’t use it anymore.” Tom offered his own smile but it felt insincere. “I don’t want to come with you,” he said. As soon as the words were out he felt relieved, like a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. His smile grew stronger. “I want to stay here.”

      Six’s grin vanished. “You’re not serious.”

      Tom shrugged. “I can’t tell jokes anymore,” he said. “You’ve got to lie to tell a joke.”

      “You can’t stay here, Tom.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because we don’t belong here.”

      Tom frowned. “Maybe you don’t,” he said.

      “No mortal does. We’re not meant to be around magic for too long. Trust me, I’ve seen what it does to people.”

      “I lived here for seven years.”

      “And look what it’s done to you.”

      What had it done to him?

      “Look.” Six pointed to the tattoo on his cheek. “I know what it’s like to be a stranger. To never quite fit in. To know, even in the happiest of moments when camaraderie is high and everyone calls you a friend, that I don’t belong. In those moments I would run back to the Kingdom in an instant.

      “But I can’t. I can’t go back. So I have to make a place for myself. It’s tough, it’s unpleasant and it doesn’t always work. But it’s worth it.”

      “Maybe I don’t want tough and unpleasant,” said Tom. “Maybe I want something easy.”

      “Tom.” Six sighed and hunted for words. “I would not presume to call us friends. But hopefully you will not be too offended if I say that, to my eyes, you’ve always had something easy.”

      Easy? Was he drunk or stupid? “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Six raised his hands as if he could soothe Tom like an aurochs. “If I’m wrong then I apologise. But think about it. When was the last time you took the hard road?”

      “I can see why your own kind didn’t want you anymore.” He felt bad as soon as he’d said it. It was a low blow and he saw the hit in Six’s eyes. Then they hardened to Tom.

      “You’re chasing a fantasy,” he said.

      The stupid elf didn’t know what he was talking about. Easy. As if leaving his wife and son had been easy. As if leaving Faerie had been easy. As if coming back to a Tir that had moved on a hundred years had been easy.

      But someone else had decided who his wife would be. Some other power had sent him a son. Faerie had been an escape. When Maev sent him away, he lived in an isolated hut rather than trying to fit in. He had obeyed Regent’s summons to Cairnagan because arguing would have been too difficult. And, of course, he had waited four years for someone to give him an excuse to return to Faerie rather than find his own reasons. He never made the tough decision. He just went along with the path life laid out for him.

      He’d always had it easy.

      His anger didn’t vanish in a puff of smoke. But he knew he’d been too harsh to Six. He opened his mouth to apologise but Melwas strode out of the crowd before he could say anything.

      Melwas, the darker face of Midhir. The features were the same. His face was still drawn in strong, aristocratic lines and there was always a smirk on his lips and a laugh in his eyes. But it was the laugh of the lord at the petty ants that served him. Sharp horns coiled from out of his golden curls, pointed forward like an aurochs’, and he wore black and silver plate armour. At his hip he wore his sword, Emylt, sheathed in stamped leather and bearing dragon’s heads on the hilt and an apple on the pommel. Emylt, the blade that had cut Emyr down.

      At his heels came Herne. Where Maev had Robin Goodfellow as her personal attendant, Melwas had Herne. Herne was unique amongst the fay in that he never changed; his face was always dark. He had a short, muscular, human form, with dirty, sharp nails and only filthy trousers to cover his modesty. He never walked like a man, but stalked on all fours. And his neck ended, not in a human head, but in a horned hart’s skull. His eyes were merely sockets with a red glow deep within them. Herne was the hunter, through and through, and he was the most dangerous fay of them all.

      Melwas stopped before Tom. Herne crawled around him. It was unnerving. Tom tensed, ready for an attack any minute.

      “Well now, little Tom,” said Melwas. His voice had taken on a rich baritone but there was no mistaking it. Nor was there any mistaking the scorn in his voice. “You’re still here. We thought you may have run back to Tir already.”

      There could be no bold words or slights against Melwas. “I thought you wanted me to stay, Your Majesty?”

      “Perhaps we merely wanted you to feel our displeasure.”

      Herne snapped at Tom’s heels. He did his best not to flinch but a quirk of Melwas’ lips proved he had failed. “You once told me that the displeasure of a king was both terrible and wonderful.” Tom’s mouth was dry. He swallowed. “For no wrath could match it, but to be under a king’s gaze is to be under his grace, even if that grace be temporarily removed.”

      Melwas smirked. “Yes,” he said. “We did say that to you. Do you remember why?”

      Because the night before I laid with your wife. And what one fay knows, all fay know. “You did not give me a reason, Your Majesty, and I did not presume to ask for one.”

      “You must have your suspicions.”

      “I would not presume to guess at Your Majesty’s motivations.”

      Melwas sneered. “You seem to love word games as much as that fool Goodfellow.” He waved a hand. “Herne, come.”

      “Master.” Herne’s voice was like jagged gravel against the ear. It didn’t seem to be a noise made by his body, more something dragged from the pits of misery that were his eye sockets. “We should not leave quarry at our backs.”

      “This is no quarry.” He looked Tom up and down and obviously found him wanting. “He is not worthy of our chase.”

      “But he could be.” Herne crawled to his master’s side, who obligingly bent down to hear his whispers.

      “Aye, Herne. Perhaps you are right.” He looked at Tom again and seemed to see things that were not there. It was discomforting to be under that gaze. Tom knew what dark thoughts Melwas harboured towards him. He had intimated at tortures and more for seven years. “Perhaps little Tom could be more.”

      Stay silent. That was best. Speak when spoken to. Do not rouse his anger.

      “Emyr has asked you to bear his blade, has he not?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “Yet you have asked to stay in Faerie.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” It was embarrassing to be asked that in front of the others. He wished he’d told them earlier. He could hear them murmuring, whispering to each other.

      “You seem to have a decision to make.” Melwas smiled. “Please one and disappoint the other.” He brought his face to a level with Tom’s. His breath smelt of wine and blood. “But we all know who you will choose, don’t we?”

      “Your Majesty?” It was the safest thing to say.

      “Save your honorifics, little Tom.” Melwas’ voice was no more than a murmur, soft, almost a lover’s voice. “You hide behind them, as if they can protect you from what you have done to us. Be brave, little Tom. Come out from behind the lie. Face us.”

      “I face you now.”

      “In the guise of a loyal subject,” he murmured. “Not as a rival. For that is how you see us, is it not?”

      He didn’t want to admit it. But Melwas was a rival for Maev’s affections. With him gone, the field would be clear.

      “But the last mortal worthy of rivalling us was Emyr,” said Melwas. “He fought wars and united peoples. What have you done?”

      Nothing. He had done nothing. He had wasted his youth in wine and women. He had spent his last years waiting for Faerie.

      “Hmm.” Melwas straightened. “Good boy, Herne.” He reached into a pouch at his waist, pulled out a bone and flicked it at Herne. The fay caught it in his mouth and chewed, the bone cracking and crunching. Melwas walked away without another word. Herne paused to glare at Tom. Though his face was an impassive skull, it looked like he was grinning. Leering. It made Tom shiver and that elicited a laugh from Herne, a harsh bark that hurt the ears. Then they were gone.

      “And you want to stay here?” Six said. “Where he decides whether you live or die?”

      “He doesn’t,” said Tom. “Maev does.”

      “Hasn’t she changed too?”

      “It would be a mistake to rely on our queen, be she Maev or Mab.” The voice was dark and damp, as if spoken from lungs filled with water. Tom turned and saw a figure crouched in the shrubbery. It stood, tall and gangly, hunched. What wasn’t covered in tattered rags was instead covered in wet, green moss and mould. Spiders skittered through its pale, lank hair. It was a hideous, ugly creature.

      “Well met, Thomas Rymour,” it said. “Has your return been everything you hoped it would be?”

      “It is not as I imagined,” Tom admitted. “But what is Faerie if not unpredictable?”

      “You don’t know us, do you?” The fay shambled closer. There was something in the eyes Tom recognised.

      “My apologies,” he said.

      It waved a filthy hand. “You know our fairer face,” it gurgled. It made Tom want to clear his own throat. “You called us friend. Valued our counsel. Now you recoil from us.”

      Tom tried to marshall his expression. The fay smelt like rotten leaves. “I am sorry,” he said.

      “Don’t be.” Its breath was like a bog. “We have lost our fine appearance but not our fine mind. We know we are revolting. Our name is Fenoderee. You knew us as Glastyn.”

      Iron nails. Tom had never seen such a dramatic transformation. Beautiful, fey, courtly Glastyn, the charmer and the lover, reduced to this shambling mess of a creature.

      No pity, he told himself. You don’t know what you’re dealing with. Cause no offence.

      “I am glad to see you have been readmitted to Faerie,” he said, forcing as pleasant a smile as he could muster. “Maev has forgiven your trespass?”

      “She has.” Fenoderee shifted; one of his legs seemed twisted and infected with fungus. “We have fulfilled our task. All is forgiven.”

      “I am glad. Glastyn missed Faerie greatly. Did you?”

      “We have not been away,” Fenoderee replied. “Glastyn was sent away just after Calmae last.”

      “Oh.” Tom frowned. He’d thought the fay’s exile was much older. “Well, you must be grateful for Maev’s forgiveness.”

      Fenoderee chuckled. It sounded like the choking of a drowning man. “We are more grateful for our persuasive nature,” he said. “But that is why she sent us to you.”

      “Sent you?”

      Fenoderee nodded, keeping a serious eye on Tom. “We are not as naive as Glastyn. We know our king and queen had a purpose in exiling us. They have a purpose and we played a part in it.”

      “What purpose?”

      But the fay shrugged, an ugly and awkward gesture, as if his arms weren’t properly connected to its shoulders. “Look at us,” he said. “We are not in play anymore.”

      He turned and shambled back into the shrubbery. “Wait,” Tom said. But he did not stop.

      “Glastyn is a fool,” Fenoderee said. “He doesn’t even see the board, let alone the hand that moves him.”

      The fay disappeared into the bushes and left Tom feeling very small and stupid.
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        * * *

      

      Calgraef was over and the plain was a mess. Fires had burnt out, mugs and plates were scattered underfoot, tables were broken and overturned. The effigy of Cei was a mound of ashes and charcoal. A few fay were scattered amongst the debris in a semblance of a hangover, but most were nowhere to be seen. Though it was still the eternal twilight, Faerie had the feel of a grey morning after the night before.

      Puck was taking them to Mab and he was as loud and raucous as Faerie was still and quiet. “And then we pushed her into the fire. Ho ho ho!” The dark face of Robin Goodfellow, Puck was much the same save his fur was darker, his teeth and nails sharper, and he crawled on hands and feet in the same manner as Herne.

      “Poor Aguane,” Tom said.

      “Tut tut, good Tom.” Puck was leading Tom by the hand and tugged in remonstrance. Despite his small frame, the fay was remarkably strong and it lit sparks of pain in Tom’s neck. “If you would stay here you must stop all this ‘poor Aguane’ nonsense.”

      “But why did you do it?”

      “She needed a lesson.” Puck dropped Tom’s hand and picked up a flagon, only to sling it at a fay in the distance. It struck and Puck cackled. “She was jealous of our ways with a joke, our skills at a prank.”

      “Did you not crown yourself king of such things, Puck?” Tom asked. It was difficult to maintain a jovial tone. The fay shared a mind. Did Puck know about this purpose of Maev’s? Glastyn hadn’t.

      “Yes indeed, good Tom.” Puck straightened, assuming the posture of a royal. “We wore a crown and bore a sceptre and gave pardons to those with ill humour.”

      “I seem to recall the crown was Midhir’s,” said Tom. “And those pardons were a bag of iron nails you’d smuggled into Faerie. I still don’t know how.”

      “Ho ho ho.” The Puck’s laugh was not as friendly as Robin Goodfellow’s. “That was a good prank.”

      “The king was not pleased.”

      “Yet our queen was.”

      Tom nodded. “She did laugh.”

      “And laughter is all the pardon an honest Puck needs.” He bowed and returned to all fours. “And now your friends are leaving.”

      “Yes, they are.” Tom looked back to them. Few met his gaze. Were they in play? Were they part of this purpose?

      “Good riddance.” Puck crawled at Tom’s feet. Tom placed a hand on his head, scratching just behind the ear. The brownie purred. “With the mortals gone we can start having some fun.”

      But now the idea of pulling pranks on the other fay didn’t seem as appealing as it once had.

      They stopped outside the throne room. It was changed too, the glowing white leaves now withered and black, and Herne sat on one side of the entrance like a demonic gargoyle. Puck turned to Neirin and said, “Our queen awaits you.”

      “To tell us where the blade is?”

      Puck shrugged. “In a manner of speaking.”

      “Then let us intrude on her hospitality no more.”

      Herne glared at Puck as the fay took his place on the other side of the doorway.

      “What is this?” Herne grated.

      “The mortals,” Puck replied. The two fay watched each other like dogs about to fight over a bone. “They come to see our masters.”

      “They come to beg.” Herne turned one eye to Tom. “You come to lap at our queen’s feet once more?”

      Would that play to her purpose? Or oppose it? “We seek an audience,” said Tom.

      “As do we all, good Tom. For what good is a performance without an audience?” Puck spared him a wink. “All fay know that, even our good queen. Our bad one, too.”

      “We don’t come to perform. Just to talk.”

      “Talk, good Tom? Think you can match wits with us?” Puck grinned. “Perhaps you could hold your own against Robin Goodfellow. But against us, Tom, the fearsome Puck?”

      It all seemed so tiresome. The constant games, the wordplay and the sparring and the rivalries. “We shall see, fearsome Puck,” he said with his best smile. “May we enter?”

      Puck saw through his smile and scowled. “We thought a tongue might make you fun, Thomas Rymour.”

      “Fish have tongues, Puck. It’s the mind that matters.”

      “Then mind yourself, if you would stay. Our queen has no use for the dreary.”

      “Enter,” said Herne. He seemed amused by something. Tom tried not to imagine the fay taking a bite out of his legs as he walked past.

      Without the glow of the leaves to illuminate the throne room it was draped in darkness. Two burning biers had appeared, throwing flickering shadows every-where. Both Melwas and Mab lounged in their thrones, like smug little spiders. Tom walked in and knelt as before and, as before, Mab stood.

      The differences between Maev and Mab were subtle; you had to know where to look. Mab’s nose was hooked, her cheekbones sharper. Her lips were fuller, her fingers longer. She was slimmer, making her seem elongated. But she hid those changes in plain sight by wearing more revealing clothes. Her scarlet dress was tight and short, baring arms and legs and even her midriff. It left nothing to the imagination. Whereas Maev’s beauty was suggestive and seductive, Mab’s was apparent and aggressive. Her hair was worn up in a topknot. It reminded Tom of the man he’d killed.

      She walked on the brittle leaves that carpeted the ground. They crunched and crackled beneath her bare feet.

      “Leaving so soon?” Gone was the seductive lilt. Now she was haughty and precise. Not unlike Neirin, an affectation to remind the listener who wielded the power.

      “By your leave only, Queen Mab.”

      Never ‘my queen’. He had seen fay and men alike flayed for suggesting such possession.

      “You would not find your way back without it.” It was a subtle rebuke and Tom took it silently. “And yet your friends have only sampled the delights that Faerie has to offer. Why do they not stay a little longer? Their war will still be waiting for them.”

      “Innocent people are dying, Your Majesty.” Tom kept his eyes on the ground.

      “Innocence.” She was smirking when Tom looked up at her. “A myth, our Tom. No-one is innocent.” She knelt before him. Her eyes were without pity. “Everyone is guilty of something.”

      It was as if her words and her gaze plucked his own guilt from his deepest thoughts. He was abandoning them. Draig, Six and the others. Katharine. All of the innocent people in Tir who were suffering. He was running away and hiding from it all when they could not.

      “Lord Neirin would save them nonetheless.”

      “How noble.” She sounded bored. She stood, returned to her throne. “Still, we must admire him for his dedication. He believes in something and will fight for it. There are not many mortals who would.” She sat, back straight, hands like claws on the armrests. “Mortals call us feckless yet they abandon their causes for very little, it seems.”

      Melwas smirked at Tom. He could see the thought in the fay’s eyes: you are not worthy of me. You are no rival.

      “If I may, Your Majesty?” Neirin said. Mab nodded, sharp and swift. “We will not abandon this cause. Rest assured we will make good use of your help, and use Angau’s weapon to bring the Western Kingdom to heel.”

      For glory. For your own ego. For all the wrong reasons.

      “Well said, Lord Neirin,” Melwas nodded at the elf. Then he said, “We will give you a guide. This guide will take you to the resting place of Emyr’s blade. Then he will accompany you until you return it to us, here, in Faerie.”

      “You would bring it back to Emyr?” Tom asked. Was that their purpose?

      “Emyr is here, is he not?” But Melwas sounded amused. Was he laughing at Tom?

      “Very good, Your Majesty.”

      “Your guide is waiting for you with your horses.” Mab flicked a hand. “Go now. Return Emyr’s blade to us when you are done with your little quest.”

      He heard the others rise behind him. But he stayed knelt on the leaves. Even in them he could feel magic, a gentle vibration in things. One sat above the others, cracked and broken where it had been trodden on. It seemed to echo how he felt. His life had pushed him here and there, between Tir and Faerie, and he felt bruised and battered for it. It would be so easy to lie down and rest.

      Why had she sent Glastyn to him?

      “We dismissed you, Thomas Rymour.” Her voice was cold.

      His heart hammered. “I have further business to discuss with Your Majesty.”

      “Be quick about it.”

      Tom nodded, his heart in his mouth. He took a breath and hesitated. Should he do this? Would he regret it? He was wracked with indecision.

      “Speak,” Mab snapped.

      He spoke before he could regret it. “I would ask permission to leave Faerie.”

      He wasn’t sure what he expected. Anger. Disappointment. Sadness. Maybe even that she would implore him to change his mind. Instead she just said, “Very well.”

      That was it. Nothing more. He didn’t know what to say. Didn’t she want to know why?

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Melwas prompted.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.” The leaf before him was just one of many, strewn on the ground with disregard. No-one cared for it. It was just a leaf.

      “Now you may go.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Tom stood. Bowed. Left.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t understand.”

      “My thoughts were you wish to stay?”

      “What changed your mind?”

      Six and Draig pelted him with questions. The others walked on ahead. Katharine kept looking over her shoulder. She looked unsure of him, but not happy.

      Puck and Herne followed at their heels.

      “Leaving, good Tom? But we had so many pranks for us to play!”

      “He’s not leaving, Puck. He’s running. He fears for his life.”

      “Is that true?” Six asked. “It is dangerous here.”

      “No, I’m not running,” Tom mumbled. Why hadn’t she asked him why he was leaving? Didn’t she care? Was it all a lie?

      “Will you come back?” Puck asked.

      “Yes.” Maybe she was hurt? Hurt that he wanted to leave her. He turned to Puck. “Please convey to Queen Mab my deepest gratitude for my time here. Please tell her I look forward to my return, and I hope it will not be too long before I see her again.”

      “You take us for a messenger?” Puck danced away. “I am an honest Puck, to be sure, but a messenger? An errand boy?”

      “Please, Puck.”

      The brownie scampered up and stood, thrusting his face up at Tom’s, breathless and eager. “Do you ask a boon of us?”

      “No.” He said it without thought. Never. Not a boon.

      “Oh.” Puck’s face fell. “Well, maybe Mab will get your message. Maybe she won’t.”

      It didn’t matter. What one fay knew, all fay knew. That was how it worked.

      “I’m glad you’re coming with us, Tom,” said Six.

      “Also I am glad.” Draig smiled and clapped him on the back. “You are a friend to me.”

      Tom smiled back. “Thank you,” he said. “You are a friend to me too.”

      A figure was stood with their horses, human-looking and wrapped in furs as if for winter. His furs had a hood, too, thrown forward so that his face was in shadow. Short. Slim. He watched them approach, still and silent.

      It was only when they reached him that he smiled the confident and cocksure smile of a young man. “We did not anticipate travelling with the great Thomas Rymour,” he said. “It is good to meet you at last.” Then he extended a hand.

      It was solid. Substantial. Mortal. “And you,” Tom said. “What’s your name?”

      “Dank.” The boy gave a smile that suggested he already knew what an odd name it was.

      “And you are our guide, Dank?” asked Neirin, voice too loud, reminding everyone he was there.

      “Indeed, Lord Neirin.” The boy mounted his horse and they followed suit.

      “Lead on,” said Neirin.

      “Not yet.” Dank looked up and smiled. “We’re waiting for one more.”

      Tom followed his gaze and saw a little light in the twilight sky. A sprite, a tiny fay that shone with a bright inner light. This one flew down and alighted on Dank’s shoulder. Tom could just make out a female form with wings on arms and legs, but her light was too bright to make out details.

      “We’ve been waiting,” said Dank and the sprite said something too, her voice too small to be heard.

      “We see,” Dank replied. Then he tipped back his hood, revealing a gaunt, bald head, the skin covered in whorling tattoos. He bared his neck, also tattooed, and the sprite clambered over the fur and onto the skin. Then, to Tom’s amazement, the tattoos began to move. There were a few gasps as they twisted and writhed on Dank’s skin and the fay began to push at them. The boy’s face grew taut and he grimaced. Then the sprite began to disappear, as if Dank was made of water and she was stepping beneath the surface. Sweat broke out on his brow as she vanished, her glow shining through his skin for a moment before fading. The tattoos settled and stilled.

      “Oen’s black bones.” Six’s curse was no more than a whisper. “What was that?”

      “I don’t know,” Tom murmured. He’d lived in Faerie seven years and never seen anything like it. “I don’t know,” he repeated.

      Dank wiped his brow and gave them a smile. “Shall we go?” he said, as if nothing strange and unusual and frankly disturbing had happened.

      “Is that fay,” Six asked, “inside you?”

      Dank nodded.

      “I’ve never heard of that,” Tom said.

      “There are many things about us you do not know,” Dank said, and his look and manner and tone resembled Mab for a fleeting moment.

      Then she was gone and the boy tugged his reins. “This way,” he said. “Be warned, it’s cold where we travel to.”

      They followed all in silence save for Neirin, who was either unfazed by what he had seen or hid it well. He pestered Dank with questions. Where were they going? Was it far to the sword? Would it be hard to find? If Dank offered any answers, Tom couldn’t hear them. But then he rode at the back of the pack, embarrassment and unease his only companions. He’d made a fool of himself. He’d finally returned to Faerie only to leave it again. And he didn’t know why. Because Emyr wanted him to carry a sword? Because of what Melwas had said? A sense of duty to Katharine, Draig, Six and the others? It certainly didn’t feel right to leave them with whatever Faerie creature was leading them through the forest.

      She sent us to you, Fenoderee had said. Why?

      The air began to thin. Or did it? No, it was just the thickness of magic that faded. The air was normal, it just didn’t vibrate anymore. Funny how quickly he had grown used to that.

      Then with a tug in his very soul and a blast of cold air, they left Faerie behind.
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      The world was white and freezing, like a slap to all the senses. They gasped and began to scrabble in their saddlebags.

      Dank laughed. It was an odd laugh, a combination of youthful humour and an older, darker, meaner pleasure. “We did warn you,” he said.

      Tom watched the Easterners pull out dark furs, black of course, decorated with white bone patterns. It was so predictable Tom found it almost boring. Six and Katharine had nothing. Katharine pulled on a light jacket meant more for fashion than cold. Tom decided to pull on another shirt, but it did precious little.

      They had emerged in more woods, though these were recognisably of Tir. The trees were solid and real, the sky grey and dreary and the ground covered in thick snow, a sight you would never see in Faerie. A few flakes drifted from the sky, as if Tir couldn’t decide whether to snow again or not.

      “Where are we?” Neirin demanded.

      “Tir, Lord Neirin.”

      “Be more specific.”

      “Erhenned,” Dank said. “On an island known as the Harbour.”

      The Harbour. The island overrun by Western soldiers.

      “Are you insane?”

      “We’ll be caught.”

      “We got stuck here last time.”

      Tom said nothing. The cold was creeping into his bones and he found it hard to pay attention.

      “You wanted us to bring you to Emyr’s sword.” Dank pointed into the woods. “That is what we have done.”

      “It’s here?” Katharine asked.

      “Yes,” said Dank, as if she were slow of thought.

      “And then what?” asked Neirin. “How do we get off this island?”

      Dank shrugged. “We are just a guide.” With that he tugged the reins and set off.

      “Definitely a fay,” said Six. But no-one laughed. Why would they? This was a hopeless situation. On an island overrun by the enemy, trying to find a sword. A sword, just one, as if that would make a difference. Was that why Mab had sent them here? To show them how ridiculous their journey was? Cruel Mab, with a smile that could emotionally eviscerate you yet still leave you hoping for more. His eye wandered over her in his mind and he smiled.

      “Tom.” Six was tugging at him. “Come on.”

      He nodded and followed. The others were ahead, their horses crunching through the pure snow. It was the only sound in this muffled world. Tom looked around. He had not seen much snow in his life. Tanabawr, where he had grown up, was too warm for snow. He had seen some in the Heel, but nothing like this. He touched a branch as he passed beneath and laughed as he knocked snow all over himself.

      “Careful,” said Six. “You don’t want to catch cold.”

      So pessimistic. This was beautiful. He laughed again, grabbing a handful from another branch. It was cold and stinging in his hands and the sensation amazed him.

      “Are you okay?”

      The snow began to melt in his hands. So quickly it went from something beautiful to something mundane. Like their journey. From beautiful, wonderful Faerie to mundane, confusing Tir. He looked up at the dreary sky. Not like the eternal twilight of Faerie. Here the sun rose and fell, flipping between day and night. Now he thought about it, that made no sense. Why did the moon give birth to the sun every night? Why did the sun fizzle and die every day? Why didn’t they just both sit in the sky together?

      “Tom.” Six again. What did he want now? “This way.”

      He looked. They had turned off this almost-path. Tom’s horse hadn’t followed. Why hadn’t it followed? It was Withed Stock. From the Marches. Tom had never seen the Marches. Katharine had often said he’d be more at home there. Others said the horsemen had their heads in the past. Perhaps it was the same thing.

      “Tom.” The elf couldn’t stop saying his name. Now he’d taken Tom’s reins. As if Tom was a child who couldn’t ride. He could ride. He’d been riding since he was a boy. He’d been nervous when they’d left Cairnagan but he’d got better. He was a good rider. Wasn’t he?

      He tried to take the reins back but his hands were numb. His fingers felt stiff and unresponsive. He pawed at them instead.

      “Stop.”

      They were his reins. He was a grown man. He could hold his own reins.

      “Stop, everyone!”

      “Quiet,” Brega hissed. “You’ll bring the entire Western Kingdom down on us.”

      “What is it?” asked Siomi.

      “Something’s wrong with Tom.”

      Tom laughed. Perhaps there was. He could see his life in three parts. The first part he’d spent looking for an easy life, avoiding work and responsibilities where possible, and it ended with Maev taking him away. The second part he’d spent in Faerie, living amongst immortals and not being allowed to say a word. It ended with Maev sending him away. The third part was back in Tir, moping that he’d had to leave Faerie and then joining some fool’s quest just so he could get back. And that had ended with Maev letting him leave Faerie without a word of protest. So what part was he in now?

      He was off his horse and wrapped in a fur. “I’m hot,” he said.

      “He is.” Brega’s face was close to his, staring him in the eye. “Look at me,” she snapped.

      He’d never been so close to her. She smelt exotic. Like spices.

      She slapped at him. But he could barely feel it, as if his face was numb with cold. His breath fogged and he smiled at it. How was he making that steam?

      “I’ve seen this before,” Six said.

      “Have you?” Neirin was always so scornful, especially of Six. But they were both elfs. They’d been a single people once. The two of them should have been friends.

      “It’s the magic.” Six tugged Brega away and Tom could see the others crowded around him. “Do you have any fakeroot?”

      “Fakeroot?” Brega sneered. “I’m a battlefield medic. Fakeroot is for bunions.”

      “And for magic withdrawal.” Everyone spoke in hushed tones.

      “Is that what this is?” Katharine was stood away from the circle around him but watching all the same. She hugged herself. Poor Katharine. He had done her wrong. He should make it up.

      “Yes.”

      “He was like this before,” she said. “When I first met him. I found him wandering through a forest, talking to himself and laughing and crying like an idiot.”

      “What happened?” Six asked. To Brega he said, “Either you have fakeroot or you don’t.”

      Brega scowled and disappeared. Katharine said, “I looked after him. Fed him, gave him shelter. Kept him safe.”

      She had. He’d been forced out of Faerie and left to wander. He remembered now. Most of the time he couldn’t. He remembered walking between trees and there’d been a tug and then the sky was wrong and the trees were wrong and the air was wrong. And he’d cried. And he’d laughed, because he was breathing mortal air and it was a change and it felt good. And he’d called out for other fay but they hadn’t answered him. And he’d spoken to the trees and the trees told him where he was and offered to let him stay with them. Had they spoken? He couldn’t remember a voice. Had it been in his head?

      “Most people would have taken him to a madhouse or a prison.”

      “He didn’t seem mad,” Katharine said. “He seemed lost.”

      He was lost. He didn’t have anywhere he could belong. The fay wouldn’t have him back and Tir was too changed to have him. Where did that leave him?

      He saw a figure in white robes bound near a tree. That tree, just behind Katharine. And a fire, and the others sat around it.

      “We should camp,” he said.

      “He’s right,” Six said. He sounded surprised. “He can’t travel like this.”

      “We can’t camp,” Neirin said. “We have to keep moving.”

      “He’s not going anywhere.”

      The figure in white was an elf.

      “There are elfs in these woods,” Tom said. “Patrols.”

      “See?” Neirin said.

      “You believe him?” Six asked. “He’s ranting.”

      “He sees things yet to come.”

      “And it does him no good,” Tom said. All the things he could see but could he see a path for himself? Why had he gone with Maev? Why hadn’t he gone back to Elaine, been the good husband, been a good father? He couldn’t remember his son’s name. “No good.”

      “Draig, scout the area,” Neirin said. “See if there are any Westerners out there. Siomi, set up camp.”

      “I’m sorry,” Tom said. He could see Elaine, sitting in their home, no more than a hut, with a baby in her lap and waiting for her husband to come home. But he’d been in Faerie. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay, Tom.”

      “I let everyone down.”

      “No, you didn’t.” Six took his hand. “It’s okay.”

      It wasn’t okay. He’d been chasing a dream. As if Maev could love him. A sad little mortal man, who abandoned his wife and child. What could an immortal queen see in him? A plaything. A lapdog. A pawn.

      “We’re being played with,” he said. “Chess pieces. That’s what we are. Black.” He pointed to Neirin in his black furs. “And white.” He pointed at Six.

      “He’s raving.”

      “Melwas loves chess,” he said. Faerie was littered with sets, small sets and enormous sets where the pieces stood three times the height of a man. There was a monument in the south of Tir called the Malvis Board with stone chess pieces the size of a man. Tom had always wanted to see it. “He won Eirwen in a game of chess.”

      “Yes, he did.” Six patted his hand.

      Everyone had dispersed and just Six and Katharine were left. She stood in the same spot, cheeks flushed with the cold. He smiled at her. “You are beautiful, aren’t you?”

      She looked away. Who could blame her? But he saw her lying in the dark, breath ragged, hand like ice in his. “You should go,” he said. “You should run away.”

      “Not everyone runs like you do.”

      “I’m here.”

      “Good for you.”

      Brega came back. “Here,” she said. She seemed embarrassed. “It’s just in case. You never know.”

      “Good thinking. We need a fire, to heat some water.”

      “I’ll do it.” Katharine was quick to leave. He needed to make it right with her. Before it was too late.

      “She’s going to die,” he said.

      “Who is?” Six asked. “Katharine?”

      “It’s my fault,” he said. If he hadn’t joined them they wouldn’t have got into Faerie. Neirin would have found a different way to wage his war. Katharine would have got other work. She’d have been safe.

      “The future is written.” The old man again, the one he kept seeing in his foresights. “Like the past.”

      “No,” he said. “Things can be changed.” He realised he was speaking in the now. The foresight showed only the old man’s side of the conversation. That was new.

      “A nice idea.” The old man was like a stone, a stone in the shape of a man. “But if that were true, we would not be here.”

      “Who are you? Tell me what I have to do.”

      His eyes were black, like slices of night. “Accept what has to happen, Tom,” he said. Was he talking to Tom from the future? How was that possible? “Play your part. It is all you can do.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      He shrugged. It was awkward, as if he had seen others do it and was trying to mimic the gesture. “I cannot remember my past, Thomas Rymour. But I suspect I once thought as you do. But when all you remember are the things to come, you realise that there is no fighting destiny.”

      The foresight was gone. He felt a hand on the back of his head, tipping it up. “Drink this.”

      The water was hot and bitter. He spat. “Drink it, Tom. Drink it.”

      He forced it down. It warmed him, spreading out through his belly. He felt calm.

      “He’ll sleep now.” Six gave the cup back to Brega. “When he wakes he should be better.”

      “Good.” She looked around. “We can’t stay here, Westerner. Too many of your kind here.”

      “Too many exiles travelling with the enemy?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yes.”

      The calm and the warmth spread into his limbs and his head and his eyes drooped. It was good to see Six like this. No snarky quips. No hard edges. Where had they gone?

      The elf touched Tom’s forehead with two fingers. “May Oen guard your dreams,” he said.

      Tom fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      He didn’t dream. Not really. But he felt a nothingness. He couldn’t see anything but it wasn’t dark. He couldn’t hear anything but it wasn’t quiet. He wasn’t cold or hot because he couldn’t feel his body. And though there was no up or down, no left or right, he could feel the constant rush of Tir on one side of him and the potent magic of Faerie on the other. And he stood inbetween, still and alone. The end of all things.
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        * * *

      

      There was noise. At last. It was like a balm and he smiled. He smiled that he could smile. He opened his eyes and closed them again against the bright light. Then his aches and pains came back. And he was cold and stiff. And his head hurt. Everything smelt wet.

      Their camp was made up but he was laid outside on and under some furs. He pushed them off. He felt sweaty and dirty, as if he hadn’t washed in days.

      More noise and he could see Draig dragging a figure in white. A Western soldier. His robes would have been excellent camouflage if not for the gold patterns around the edges. His hands and feet were encased in white boots and white gloves. A white scarf flapped free and Draig had his hand clapped around the elf’s mouth.

      “Rope,” Draig demanded and Brega had some, binding the elf’s hands and feet together.

      “What have you done, Draig?” Neirin asked. He seemed as cool and collected as ever, but his voice spoke of an anger brewing.

      “This one saw me,” Draig replied. He balled the scarf and pushed it into the captive’s mouth. “A thousand apologies, my lord.”

      “You were meant to stay out of sight.”

      “Yes, my lord.” Draig pushed the soldier to his knees and Brega bound his ankles and wrists together. Then Draig knelt before Neirin. His hood had been knocked back and his hair steamed. He bared his wrists, offering them up to Neirin. “I have failed you.”

      “You have.” Neirin tapped both wrists with the edge of his palm. Draig flinched. It must have been some sort of reprimand. “Nevertheless, we can use this prisoner for information.”

      Tom tried to climb to his feet. But everything seemed too far away and he failed to manage more than a sitting position. He was parched and ravenous and exhausted.

      “You’re awake.” Katharine pushed him back and offered him a smile. Had she forgiven him so quickly?

      “Just about,” Tom croaked.

      She offered him a flask and Tom drank greedily. It was just water, old water at that, but it was beautiful and delicious. “How long?”

      “Have you been asleep? Two days.”

      “Ah.” He handed back the flask. “That’s why I feel this good.”

      “You smell it too. Be glad it’s so cold or you’d have brought the whole garrison down on us.”

      “Garrison?”

      She nodded. “The West have taken Cairnalyr. They’re using the ferry to ship soldiers to the mainland and more ships land every day.”

      “And now we have a prisoner.”

      “Yes.” She watched Neirin circle the kneeling elf. “Soon they’ll know someone is in these woods. We probably have hours. At best.”

      “Then we haven’t any time to lose.” He struggled to his feet.

      “Six said you weren’t to get up right away.” But she didn’t move to stop him.

      “Six isn’t a doctor.” He pulled some clothes out of his sack and walked away. He didn’t go far, but far enough that he couldn’t be seen. Then he stripped, the freezing air biting his sweaty, filthy skin. Only once he was naked and his feet were burning in the snow did he start taking handfuls of the stuff and rubbing it all over himself. It was cold. Then it hurt. But it was better than the nothing he’d felt in his strange non-dream. He tried the same on his hair. It didn’t work quite as well but he didn’t feel as dirty. Then, shivering and numb, he pulled his clothes on.

      “Impressive.”

      Tom jumped and turned to see Draig standing behind him.

      “I didn’t take you for a voyeur,” he replied.

      The elf laughed. He didn’t seem embarrassed at all. “No, I was being sure you are okay. You sleep for two days and walk away? It worries.”

      “You don’t need to worry about me,” he said. “I feel better.”

      “That is making you better?” Draig pointed at the snow.

      Tom shrugged. “It’s how we used to wash when I was a boy,” he said. “Not that it snowed often. But when it did, heating water used a lot of wood.”

      Draig reached down and picked up a handful. He rubbed it between his gloved hands and shook his head. “Never have I seen it.”

      “Snow?”

      Draig nodded.

      “The Angles are warm?”

      “Hot,” he corrected. “Very hot. We have deserts. Fields of sand, no water. Sun, not weak like yours. Strong.”

      “You must hate this.”

      Draig wiped the snow from his glove. “Yes. And no.” He grinned. “It is different. So white. So peaceful.”

      Tom had to grin too. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get back.”

      Neirin was attempting an interrogation. Tom couldn’t fathom how he thought that would work with a scarf in the prisoner’s mouth.

      “How many soldiers?” he asked. “One hundred?” He paused. “Two? Three?”

      The prisoner glared at him. His hood had been thrown back to reveal his golden skin and fair hair. Not unlike Six’s. Only this elf was harder. There was no fat on him. He was almost gaunt. And there was no tattoo on his cheek. But he said nothing. Revealed nothing.

      “Are there any other ways off this island?”

      He couldn’t smile, not with a scarf in his mouth. But his eyes did. His eyes laughed at Neirin.

      Neirin growled.

      “My lord,” said Tom. “A moment?”

      “Tom, you’re awake.” Neirin nodded. “It is good to see you recovered.” Ever civil, ever the noble, even while frustration bubbled beneath his tone.

      “Tom, you shouldn’t be up.” Six came over. “You need to rest.”

      “We don’t have time.” He pointed to the captive elf. “If he’s here, it means he’ll be missed. They’ll start looking for him. So we need to be gone.”

      “We cannot leave,” Neirin said. “Not without the sword.”

      Tom shook his head. “No, we can’t. So we need to fetch it, now.”

      “You need to rest,” Six said again.

      “I have to go with them,” Tom replied.

      “Why?”

      “Because Emyr told me to carry it.”

      There was a moment of silence. Six looked at Neirin, waiting. Tom turned his gaze to the elf too. He kept his face blank, trying to suggest nothing.

      Neirin was not happy. “This is my quest, Tom. Not yours.”

      “I agree.”

      “I should bear the blade.”

      “You should. But Emyr asked me. I cannot deny him.”

      “And you can deny me?”

      A wrong answer could unleash the elf’s temper. His eyes had grown cold and hard. “He is my king,” he said. “A man must obey his king.”

      “He has not been a king for a long time.”

      “No,” Tom said. “He’s been the only true king.”

      Neirin growled.

      “It is the wish of Angau that I bear the blade,” Tom said.

      “My lord.” Siomi appeared at Neirin’s side. She moved like a cat, silent. “We do not have time. The Westerners will be on us soon. Anyone can carry a sword. Only you can lead us to Cairnagwyn. I cannot risk your life.”

      She was good. Neirin relaxed, nodded. “Good,” he said. It was the best they’d get. “Get everyone together.”

      “What do we do when we’ve got the sword?” Six asked. “We still can’t get off the island.”

      “Dank can use the Circle,” Tom said. “He can take us back to Faerie. Then we can go somewhere else.”

      Six frowned. “What if they don’t let us leave again?”

      “Why wouldn’t they?” he asked. But it was a danger. The winter fay enjoyed trapping mortals.

      “They might decide to keep the sword.”

      “We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it.” Tom forced a smile.

      “My lord, someone should stay with the camp and the prisoner,” Draig said.

      “Yes,” Neirin said. “Do that, Draig. Keep watch for us.”

      Draig nodded.

      “Ready to go?” Neirin asked Dank, in a way that was a command rather than a enquiry.

      Dank smiled, amused. “Yes.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      They mounted and followed the Faerie man through the woods. Everyone came but Draig. Neither Katharine nor Six wanted to miss finding the sword. Siomi wouldn’t abandon Neirin. Brega had planned to stay and help guard the prisoner but Draig had told her to go. “I am in no danger,” he said. “Protect the Shield.” So she came too.

      The snow made the forest look all the same. Tom wondered how Dank knew where he was going. But the boy’s path did not waver or meander. It was as straight a line as could be drawn through the trees.

      “How are you feeling?” Six asked him.

      “Better,” Tom said. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Six said. “Headache?” When Tom nodded, so did Six. “That’s normal. Drink lots of water and you’ll be fine. Let me know if your mind starts to wander; you may need another dose.”

      “I don’t want to sleep for two days again,” he said.

      Six shook his head. “The first one has to be strong. The doses after are much weaker.”

      “What is it?” he asked. “Brega said it was for bunions, didn’t she?”

      Six smiled. “I wasn’t sure you heard that,” he said. “Some people mash it into a paste and apply it to their skin. But brew it into a drink or chew it raw and it deadens you to magic.”

      “But you said I was in withdrawal. How does that help?”

      “You know about medicine?” Six asked. “The five elements of the body?”

      “Fire, water, wind, earth and void, yes.”

      “Void is another word for magic,” Six said. “You were exposed to too much of it in Faerie. Your void grew larger than the other elements and caused an imbalance, which is what causes sickness.”

      “But then we left Faerie,” he said. “The void was gone.”

      “But the space it occupied was still there. The body expected it. The fakeroot makes the body forget about void and helps it fill in the space with other elements.”

      “So there’s no void now?”

      “For a few days, no.” Six smiled. “Don’t worry. It’ll come back.”

      “But there’s still imbalance.”

      “Just for a few days.”

      Tom frowned. It didn’t sound right to him. How could too much void make him sick when too little did not? “Have I lost my foresight?”

      Six shrugged. “I suppose so. It’s a gift based on magic.”

      No foresights for a few days. It might be nice. He leaned closer and murmured, “Can I tell a lie?”

      Six smiled. “Try it and find out.”

      His first instinct was to try, to whisper the simplest lie to himself. But he looked ahead and saw Katharine riding alone. A liar and a coward, she’d called him. And what was his first instinct when he saw a way out of honesty? To run away from the truth. To lie.

      “Maybe not,” he said.

      “Really?” Six shook his head. “I’d hate to have to tell the truth all the time. We need lies. They make society work.”

      “You don’t believe that, do you?”

      Six shot him a smile and opened his mouth to say something. But then he stopped. “Can you hear that?”

      Tom listened. The others had stopped talking too and were looking around them. “No,” he said. He couldn’t hear anything but the crunch of snow under the horses’ hooves.

      Dank turned his horse around. “We’re almost there,” he said. He wore a serious expression that seemed at odds with his youthful face. “Remember this: she is trying to cast a spell on you. Control yourself. Remember your own mind.”

      He seemed to think that was sufficient, for he turned and carried on again. “What did he mean by that?” Six asked.

      “Magic,” Tom said. Void.

      The air grew warmer around them as they travelled and the snow began to thin and disappear. The trees sprouted leaves again and greenery returned to the forest. There was still quiet, though; no animals scurried past and no birds sang in the trees. Tom looked up and saw the sky was no longer grey but a dark twilight blue. Were they going back into Faerie? He turned to Six but the elf had a look of rapture on his face, a vacant gaze and an empty smile.

      “Six?”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      Tom heard something then, a hint of singing. It grew stronger as they rode and he felt as if they were riding downhill, like something was making the journey easier. In fact the horses had picked up speed. By the time they reached the clearing they were trotting.

      It was not a small clearing but it felt that way as it was dominated by a lake. Lush grass and beautiful flowers grew right up to the edge, giving way to crystal clear water that looked sweet and pure. A pile of black rocks rested to one side, but nothing else marred the tableau or distracted the eye from the figure sitting in the shallows.

      Her singing was clear now and as beautiful as the water itself. Tom didn’t understand the words but he understood the song. It spoke of the hardships of life, the trials and the struggles that it entailed. And for what? There was a better way. An easier way. Rather than struggle with decisions and consequences, submit to a greater authority. Obey. It was easier that way. She was beautiful. The woman in the shallows was beautiful and you wanted to make her happy.

      Tom shook his head. The magic was like a cloud of flies, buzzing around him and obscuring his view. But he could see past it. And the figure in the shallows was no woman.

      She had a roughly human shape, but her skin was scales instead, brilliant silvers and shining blues. Her fingers and toes were webbed and ended in tiny hooked claws. When she smiled she revealed rows of sharp teeth, like a shark’s, and gills flapped on her neck. She had no hair, and delicate fins on her arms and legs flapped gently as if there was a breeze.

      “Enough.” Dank climbed off his horse. The figure looked at him but that was all. “Nimuë, enough!”

      Tom was surprised. The strength and authority emanating from Dank seemed like it belonged to an older man.

      “Who are you, boy, to command us so?” The singing did not stop when she spoke.

      “Our name is Dank and we are an envoy of the fay.” He pulled back his hood to reveal a gaunt, bald head covered in whorling tattoos.

      Neirin dismounted too. “Lady Nimuë, my name is Lord Neirin, Shield of the Eastern Angles. I am at your service.” With that he dropped to one knee and bared his wrists.

      “Lord Neirin. We have been waiting for you,” she said. “Come to us.”

      Dank placed a hand on Neirin’s shoulder when he tried to rise. “Stop. Now.” The boy’s face was stern but it was directed at Nimuë. “Or you will forfeit our grace.”

      She scowled and her gills closed. The singing stopped. “One day, Faerie man, your grace will be nothing to us.”

      She spoke with that same plurality that the fay did, all ‘we’ and ‘us’, but she was not of the fay? Yet there was a definite link between this place and Faerie. It was odd. Six shook his head as if trying to clear his thoughts. “Are you okay?” Tom asked.

      “Yes.” But he was distracted, as if he was trying to remember something.

      “Until that time, Nimuë, you are our guest.” Dank let go of Neirin. “Do not displease us.”

      Nimuë stood, water sliding off her legs and making her scales shimmer. She stood tall and slender but strong. Her height was obviously meant to intimidate Dank. But he seemed unfazed. Of course, if he could live under the rule of Melwas and Mab, what would faze him?

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      “We are just a guide.” Dank stepped to one side. “The mortals have business with you.”

      Neirin saw that as his cue. “Lady Nimuë, we have come seeking the blade that Angau bore. We have been told it lies here.”

      “It does.” A smile returned to Nimuë’s lips. “Do you want me to give it to you?” Her gills opened again and she sang again.

      “No,” Neirin said, voice thick, as if he were choking on the words.

      “What do you want?”

      “To serve you.”

      She extended a hand towards him and Neirin stood, reaching out to her.

      “Lord Neirin, no.” Brega jumped down and grabbed hold of him.

      “Release me,” he demanded. “Let go!”

      Nimuë’s song grew louder. Six climbed out of his saddle too.

      “And another.” Nimuë smiled. “Another elf. How delicious.” She licked her lips. It was unsettling. But Tom could still feel a tiny part of himself wanting to go to her, to bend his knee and do whatever it took to make her happy. Dank stood to one side, unimpressed. Siomi was helping Brega with Neirin and Katharine remained in her saddle.

      “Is it magic?” she asked.

      “Yes,” said Tom.

      “What do we do?”

      “Stopping those two would be a good start.” Tom climbed out of his saddle and Katharine followed suit. He took hold of Six. “Sit.” The elf looked past him and tried to push him away. “Sit down, Six.”

      “I just want to get a closer look,” he said. “She’s a fascinating specimen.”

      “Look with your eyes.”

      Katharine helped force Six to the ground. “Stay with him,” he said and Katharine nodded while the elf gazed at the fish woman.

      Neirin would be another matter. He was fighting both Brega and Siomi as they tried to restrain him. Tom went to Siomi’s horse and pulled rope from her saddlebags.

      “Lord Neirin, please!” Siomi had an arm around his neck and one of his arms up behind his back. Neirin roared and kicked out, catching Brega in the shoulder.

      Tom handed her the rope and caught his other arm. He was strong despite his willowy physique, but it didn’t take long for all three of them to bind his arms and put him on his front.

      “This is treachery,” he bellowed. “I am the Shield of the Eastern Angles. You will release me. You will suffer!”

      “And you, Thomas Rymour?” Nimuë seemed terribly amused. “Are you taking out the competition? Will you be our only consort today?”

      “No.”

      Her smile vanished and she blinked. Her singing stopped for a moment and then started again in earnest. “But wouldn’t you like to make us happy?”

      “Your song won’t work on me,” he said. “You may as well stop.”

      “Our song works on everyone.” She stepped forward out of the water, fins beating the air. Tom stood his ground. “Maybe you just can’t hear it properly.”

      “I hear it. But I’m here for the sword. Nothing else.”

      “Submit,” she hissed. She waited for a reaction and, when she didn’t get one, her hand snapped out and took hold of his jaw. Her skin was cold and rough. “Submit, surface man.”

      He felt fear for a moment, that she would hurt him, even kill him. The others wouldn’t get to him in time and he wasn’t sure Dank would intervene. But then he looked into her eyes. There was anger, yes, and disdain too. But there was fear as well. She was scared of something.

      “I did not come here to bow to you,” he said. “Nor did I come here to hurt you.”

      The singing stopped.

      “We just want the sword,” Tom said.

      She let go, her rough skin grazing his jaw. He took a breath. Anger would not help him.

      “Why should we give it to you?” She sounded petulant, like a child.

      “Tir is under attack,” he said. “We need it to protect ourselves.”

      She laughed. It wasn’t a pleasant sound. “Why should we care about the surface? It has never cared for us.”

      “I do not speak for the surface. I speak only for myself. I wish no harm upon you.”

      “One man means little to us.”

      “Don’t lie, Nimuë.” A dark and heavy voice seemed to come from nowhere. “You care more for we land-dwellers than you would have him think.”

      “Silence!” She whirled on the pile of rocks. “We gave you no leave to speak.”

      “I did not ask for it.”

      “If you want feeding you’ll stop talking,” said Nimuë.

      “You know I lost my taste for food a long time ago.”

      Tom walked around the shore and up to the pile of black stone. “Is there someone in there?” he asked.

      “Hello, Tom.” The voice echoed with the wet rock sound of someone speaking from inside a cave. “It’s good to see you again.”

      The voice sounded familiar. “Do I know you?”

      “In a way.”

      There was a small gap in the rocks. Tom knelt down and peered into it.

      Black eyes blinked back.

      “Emyr’s black bones,” he swore. The old man from his foresights.

      “Yes, you were surprised, weren’t you?” The eyes were obscured and an old man’s hand reached through the gap. Only the fingers could fit through. Tom stared at them for a moment. What was he doing in there?

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “Do you want me to get you out?”

      “He stays there until we say so.”

      “Oh hush, Nimuë.” The fingers waved. “I am quite well, Tom, and I don’t want you to get me out. Take my hand.”

      What was he doing in there? Tom tried to lift a rock but it wouldn’t move, not even a little. And it felt strange, too solid, too real. “What are you doing in there?”

      “I will tell you one day. For now, take my hand.”

      Why? What did he want? Tom reached out and touched the fingers. They were old and wrinkled, the skin sagging from the bones. But they clutched at him with surprising strength, like a drowning man clutching the side of a rescue boat. “Hello, my friend,” he said.

      “Who are you?” Tom asked.

      “You can call me Ambrose.”

      Ambrose. The name of the wizard in Emyr’s stories.

      “Don’t worry, Tom,” he said. “You don’t know me yet.”

      “But you know me?”

      “He can’t remember the past,” Nimuë said with a sneer. “He can only remember the things to come. He did it to himself.”

      “Actually the fay did it to me,” Ambrose said. “I think.”

      Tom looked to Dank who nodded. “He asked for a boon. The fay provided one.”

      “A foolish move on my part. But you have been touched by the fay as well, haven’t you, Tom?” The fingers retreated and dark eyes blinked at him. “Perhaps we are fools together?” Ambrose’s voice was hollow and cold.

      “I’ve seen you. In my foresights. You’ve talked to me.”

      “Have I?”

      “How is this possible?”

      “Magic makes many things possible.”

      “I’ve never had foresights like that before. How did you do it?”

      “That you will learn later. It is not why you are here right now.”

      Tom nodded. “Emyr’s sword. Caledyr.”

      “The sword is ours,” Nimuë snapped. “We are its caretaker, not that old fool.”

      Tom moved to stand but Ambrose grasped at his hand again. “Nimuë will not give it up easily,” he hissed. “But she feels powerless and her people think in terms of trade. Offer her something for it.”

      Tom nodded and stood. “If you are its caretaker,” he said to Nimuë, “then you have been entrusted by someone else. Pass that trust onto us.”

      “And give ourself no reason for being?” Her fins thrashed. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

      Tom pretended to think. He’d already figured out what he could offer her in trade. Power might motivate some, but curiosity motivated everyone. “What if we gave you something in return?” he said.

      “Me, sweet lady.” Neirin had pulled his mouth out from under Siomi’s hand. “Take me in exchange.” Siomi’s hand clapped over his mouth and Neirin was subdued once more.

      “One elf?” she scoffed. “Hardly a fair trade, when he would come to me of his own will.”

      Tom smiled. He had her. He let himself look as smug and knowing as possible. “But I wouldn’t.”

      “No.” She frowned at him as if he were a puzzle. “What are you, Thomas Rymour?”

      “A mere man,” he said. “What are you?”

      “Royalty.”

      So she couldn’t be a fay.

      “A mere man could not resist our song,” she said. “So you are more than that.”

      “I do have a secret,” he said.

      “Then tell us.”

      “You want to know?”

      “Yes.”

      Tom shrugged. “It is a very great secret.”

      Nimuë stepped forward. The smell of fish filled his senses. “Do not think to toy with me, little man,” she said.

      “Why should I surrender what you want when you will not surrender what I want?”

      Her fins stilled. “I see.”

      She said nothing for a long moment. Tom wondered if she was weighing the decision. If she said no, what else did they have to offer? “I can share that secret with others,” he said. “Then your song won’t work on anyone.”

      Her eyes flashed. “You threaten us?”

      Royalty didn’t live alone in a lake. Ambrose was right. She was powerless. “You threaten Tir by withholding the sword.”

      “We will not be spoken to like this.”

      Tom said nothing. He just met her stare and did not blink. Her fury became uncertainty and then it fell apart. Her shoulders slumped. It was an oddly human gesture from such a strange creature. “Very well,” she said.

      The water behind her bubbled and then something rose to the surface. It was a formless shape, green and disgusting, and it drifted to the shore as if pushed by something invisible. Nimuë lifted it from the water, pulled it open. It was some kind of plant, shrouding something else. She tore it away and revealed a sword sheathed in a simple scabbard. She handed it to Tom without a word.

      He stared at it for a moment. It was not what he had been expecting. The scabbard was wrapped in leather, no designs or real craftsmanship in evidence. The pommel was a golden apple, the hilt bore twin dragon heads. He drew the blade, which slid free with barely a sound. It was bronze, like something out of ancient history, but when he swung it through the air he could hear its keen edge, as if it cut the very air itself. The blade was short, perhaps no longer than his forearm, and leaf-shaped. He had expected a mighty, long, straight greatsword of finest steel. But this, he realised, was perfectly balanced. This was a sword for killing, not for show.

      He felt magic in it too, he realised. He looked at his distorted reflection in the blade and felt in the metal a slight vibration that wasn’t there. It made him think of freedom. Excitement. The anticipation of work to be done.

      “Caledyr,” he said.

      “Yes, Caledyr. Emyr’s sword.” Nimuë’s voice was small.

      He gazed at it for a moment longer. This sword represented everything. A beacon of hope. A strong leader. A united Tir. Peace. War. A sense of purpose.. He had never felt so sure of what he was doing.

      “Thank you,” he said. He returned the sword to its sheath and strapped it to his back. He could still feel it. He felt both ready and eager but didn’t know what for.

      “You have what you want,” Nimuë said. It was a subtle reminder of their deal. But there was no arch glare, no demand in her voice. She was beaten. He could walk away. He didn’t have to give her anything.

      “Six,” he said. “Where is the fakeroot?”

      The elf pulled a small pouch from his pocket. Tom took it and held it out to her. She peered at it.

      “Fakeroot,” he said. She reached out and plucked it from his palm, opened it, sniffed. “Brew it into a tea and it deadens the drinker to magic.”

      “Interesting.” She looked at him. “That is what you think makes you immune to our song?”

      “It is.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “Magic is for children, Thomas Rymour.”

      “Then how does your song work?”

      She shook her head. “I promised you the sword,” she said. “Not my people’s knowledge.” She took the pouch and walked back into the water.

      “Goodbye, Tom,” said Ambrose.

      “You could come with us?” He knelt by the rocks again. It didn’t look like there was a lot of room in there. In fact it looked like there was enough space to stand only.

      “I stay here,” he said.

      “You can’t stay here.” That’s what he wanted to say. But he couldn’t. Ambrose clearly could stay there. He tugged again at the strange rocks. There was something about them, but it wasn’t magic.

      “It isn’t time for me to leave yet.”

      “He is our guest,” Nimuë said without looking over, without slowing her walk into the water. “He stays at our pleasure. He leaves when we say so.”

      “That’s what I let you think,” he said to her. Then to Tom he said, “I’ve been waiting a long time to see you with that sword.”

      “I’m just carrying it,” he said. “It belongs to Emyr.”

      Ambrose shook his head. “He was just carrying it too.”

      Tom thought of asking more but he was too distracted. How could he be comfortable? How could he want to stay in there? And how could he even be alive?

      “I want you to take this,” Ambrose said and his hand emerged from the darkness holding a single pearl veined in black.

      “What is it?” More magic. He could feel it.

      “The merrow name for it is a Call,” Ambrose whispered. “You speak to it and put it in water. Then it repeats your words so merrow can hear them. Very clever.”

      Tom gazed at the Call. “Is that what Nimuë is? A merrow?”

      Ambrose ignored the question. “Go now.” His eyes closed and Tom could see nothing.

      “I’ll come back for you.”

      “I know you will.”

      “We will not let him go.” It was a parting shot. An attempt to have the last word. “He belongs to us.” Nimuë disappeared beneath the water.

      Six and Neirin gasped as if coming up for air. Whatever spell she had over them, it must have gone. Six looked a little sheepish. Neirin looked furious.

      “Unhand me.”

      “My lord?” Siomi looked uncertain. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Not going to dive in after her, are you?” asked Brega. She earned only a glare. She shrugged and untied him. He climbed to his feet with as much dignity as he could muster. Which wasn’t much. His cloak was covered in dirt. He had grass stains on his face.

      “Good work, Tom,” he said. It seemed to physically pain him.

      Tom nodded. “Thank you, my lord.” He thought about mentioning Nimuë’s song, trying to make the elf feel better about falling under its thrall. But he thought better of it. Neirin preferred to pretend embarrassing things didn’t happen. To prove the point, the elf climbed into the saddle. “We have the sword,” he said, as if it had been a great battle and a personal victory. “We have triumphed where many said we would fail. Tir will tremble under the yoke of King Idris no longer. We shall prevail. We shall overcome. We shall be the shield upon which his blows shall fall.” He wheeled and rode out of the clearing.

      “That elf lives in his own world, doesn’t he?” Six said.

      “Hold your tongue,” Brega snarled.

      “Neirin is by no means perfect,” Siomi said as she remounted. “But who among us is?”

      “Most of us are ready to admit that.”

      “He is a leader. It is his burden, to be always perfect. So that people can draw on him for strength.” Siomi shrugged. “If you were a leader, you would understand.”

      Was that how Emyr led his kingdom? Tom couldn’t imagine so. Emyr seemed too humble, too plain-spoken. There were other ways to lead.

      “He doesn’t have to pretend his feet don’t touch the same mud ours do,” Six said.

      “Perhaps.” Siomi’s look was hard. “But his father is remembered as someone whose feet did not. Who walked above such base things. Lord Neirin must try to live up to expectations that no elf could ever match.”

      Six seemed put out. “He should be who he is. He doesn’t have to pretend.”

      “He feels he does. He doesn’t feel ready. It weighs on him.”

      “Siomi.” Brega put herself between her and Six. “You shouldn’t be telling them this.”

      “I want them to understand.”

      “You betray his trust.”

      “I shall let him be the judge of that, Brega.” But she flicked her reins and rode away. Brega glared at them as she followed. Six sulked; Siomi’s words had hit home but he still wasn’t willing to back down. Tom let him be, watching him ride ahead surrounded by his thoughts. Katharine followed at a distance behind. Tom thought of trying to talk to her but her eyes told him not to. So he rode alone, in the middle of the pack, trying not to feel guilty about leaving Ambrose behind. What must it be like in there? Not comfortable. Not pleasant. A cold, dark cell underground. And for centuries, too. Only decades had passed for Emyr, trapped in the strange time of Faerie. But that place wasn’t Faerie. There was magic there, maybe even a link to Faerie. But it was in Tir. It was mortal. Ambrose would have felt every second in that cell. It wasn’t right to leave him. He ought to go back.

      “You handled yourself well, Tom.” Dank fell in alongside him.

      “Thank you.”

      “We are impressed.”

      What should he say to that? “Good.”

      “She will remember it, though. Nimuë has been holding a grudge for centuries. But she always finds room for more.” Dank’s smile was knowing, his gaze distant as if remembering something.

      “You know her, then?”

      “The fay know her well indeed.”

      “But she is not a fay?”

      Dank laughed. It was a boyish laugh, raucous and high-spirited. But there was another laugh in there too. Dark and throaty. “It’s complicated.”

      Tom peered under Dank’s hood. Those tattoos. It reminded him of something. “You’re not a fay either,” he said.

      “We are a part of the fay.”

      “But you’re mortal too.”

      Dank shrugged. “Perhaps a part of us is still mortal. But it is a small part.”

      “Tell me more,” Tom said as they rode into the camp, but Dank shook his head.

      “Maybe later, Thomas Rymour. If we survive.”

      “Survive?”

      “Dismount, hands in the air, weapons down.” A Westerner stepped out from behind a tree. Cloaked in his white robes and furs, he had been invisible.

      Bow strings creaked above them. There were a dozen white-clad archers sitting in the branches. They were surrounded.

      “I hereby charge you with treason against the King and arrest you on such charges.” The Westerner smiled. “Now. Which one of you has the sword?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      Tom had wondered what it was like for Ambrose in his underground cell. Now he knew. The elfs had taken them back to Cairnalyr and thrown them in the dungeons. Into tide cells, so they called them. A narrow chamber with room only to stand, the ceiling a grate, within reach but immovable. But it let in the light, which would have been a boon except it meant he could watch the tide come in.

      The cell had a small channel at his feet that led out to the sea. At low tide the channel mouth opened to fresh air. But as the tide rose, the channel let the water fill the cell, until it was filled at high tide. Their gaoler had laughed when he’d explained it.

      “Means we don’t have to keep you clean,” the elf had said. Then he’d locked the grate. Tom wouldn’t appreciate the joke for a few days, once he’d realised that, while the tide might wash away his filth, it brought it back a few times first. The water would be murky and stink of brine and waste. It disgusted him to stand in it.

      He knew the others were nearby. They’d all been brought down to the dungeons together, so he’d seen them go into their own cells before he was forced into his. They’d tried to talk to each other until one of the gaolers had threatened to add some of his own water to their cells. He was mean enough to do it, too. He liked to spit into their cells. So they waited. Sometimes the elfs would abandon them. They would hear them down a hallway, drinking and swearing and gambling. Then they could talk, in short quick whispers.

      The water was coming in now, lapping at Tom’s feet. It would take a while to fill. The anticipation and the dread were almost worse than having to stand on his toes for hours, holding his nose above water to keep from drowning. Almost worse.

      He’d lost the sword. It had been taken from him, along with all of their other weapons and possessions. They were left the clothes on their backs. But not shoes. He had to stand barefoot on the slimy rock. But the sword, Caledyr, that’s what they had wanted. Their leader, Proctor Gerwyn, his eyes had shone with greed when the elfish captain had presented it to him. They’d been taken to the tower of Cairnalyr, bound and walking, and Gerwyn had pontificated about the unstoppable force of the Western Kingdom. He had also said that he only needed to keep Neirin alive. The rest of them were disposable.

      “But I shall keep you,” he said, smiling an oily smile at a joke only he knew, “until you become useful.”

      Tom wasn’t sure how long ago that was. He’d already lost count of the number of tides. It had been days. That was all he was sure of. Days with the memory of Cairnalyr, unchanged and unrecognisable. The tower still stood strong albeit with a few scorch marks. The city around it was more or less intact too, and those buildings that had suffered damage were being repaired. Tom had been surprised at first to see Erhenni carrying out the repairs. For some reason he had imagined the elfs would have driven them off the island. But, if anything, there were more people on the Harbour. The city had been reoccupied, shops were open, children scampered through the streets, and sailors queued for jobs. It was a hive of activity.

      At first Tom had wondered if he was helping the wrong side. Neirin would have him believe King Idris was crushing duchies under his heel. But what he had seen in Cairnalyr was not a people crushed. He saw elfs unloading ships of food, building materials, supplies and succour.

      But after a few days of standing in water and waste the doubt had vanished. Soldiers had patrolled the streets of the Harbour. The people had been muted, eyes downcast. The air had been soaked in paranoia. Even the children had picked up on it and were careful where they did and did not scamper. The Erhenni were not crushed. But they were conquered. That’s what he told himself when the water was gone and all he had was thoughts and doubts.

      The water was up to his knees now.

      But Emyr had invaded the West and the East. Had the conquered elfs been the same at first? Had they been quiet and afraid only for time to make them forget? Had they realised Emyr the conqueror sought only to unite? Not to crush or punish. Is that what would happen this time?

      Was this worse than the water? The doubts?

      He’d lost the sword.

      They’d established that both Draig and Six was missing. No-one knew why or how. Brega had suggested that Six had betrayed them and they were interrogating Draig. It would be their turn next. But days passed and no-one came for them. Just the guards bringing them old bread and stale water. Katharine asked about escape. Siomi counselled patience.

      “Lord Neirin will secure our release,” she whispered.

      But days passed and no-one came for them. Just more bread. And the water.
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        * * *

      

      Had they been betrayed? Tom couldn’t imagine they could have been found so quickly otherwise. Before they’d been put in their cells, Proctor Gerwyn had said to Six, “A traitor once and a traitor twice, brother? We shall have to think of a suitable reward for you.”

      Six had said nothing.

      At first Tom had thought the Proctor was calling Six a traitor for helping Neirin. But time eroded that idea, washed it out with the tide. Now he wondered if the Proctor hadn’t meant that Six had betrayed them. That Six had told the Westerners where they were and what they were doing. That Six had told them about Caledyr.

      Emyr had trusted him. He’d held the blade for mere minutes before losing it. How disappointed would Emyr be? How disappointed would Maev be?

      It was odd, though. He felt its loss emotionally, yes, he was upset to have lost Caledyr. But he felt it physically too. No, not physically. But it was like a close friend had been taken away. He missed the sword. Keenly. Sometimes, at his lowest points, he could imagine he heard it calling to him, telling him to rescue it.

      It was possible he was already losing his mind.

      The water was freezing. It seemed at odds with the notions of the Erhenni, the sailors and the lawmakers, that they would have such barbaric cells.

      At first he’d lifted himself above the water using the grate above and braced his feet against the rough cell walls. But it was too tiring. Sometimes he felt so tired he wedged himself into a corner and slept, part-crouched, mostly standing. He could sleep for a few minutes before the discomfort woke him.

      The cell was growing smaller, the water up to his waist. He reached up to the grate and looked down at the water. Dirty. Stinking. He hated it. He had never imagined he would hate water. But he did. He hated it and he feared it. What if the tide was higher than normal? What if he drowned in here? The elfs had called the cells ‘rat pits’. Before he’d seen them he’d thought they’d be filled with rats. A child’s fear, to be amongst rats. Now he understood the name. How many prisoners had been fished out, waterlogged and drowned?

      His foresight had been coming back. Weak at first, and inconstant. The fakeroot had worn off. Now he had foresights of stinking marshes, foul and stagnant water, and of a black-walled castle. Dark tunnels in which Katharine seemed to die. Dark corridors in which he waited to die himself.

      “Scared?”

      Tom nodded.

      “You should be. Dying is painful.”

      “You’re not helping.”

      “I am.” Emyr turned to him and smiled in the darkness. “You need that fear. Take it and hold it close. Be terrified.”

      “Done.”

      There was a hammering on the great door. Something was trying to get it.

      “Now remember that the only way to protect yourself from what you fear is to kill as many of those things as possible.”

      He blinked and came back to his cell. His cold, dark, wet, rough, small, claustrophobic cell. The water was up to his chest. His legs were numb. A tiny fish swam in circles around them; it had been pushed up the channel by the tide. Tom found himself smiling, grinning like an idiot.

      “Hello,” he whispered, so quiet even he could barely hear himself. He reached into the water and waved his fingers at it. It darted away behind his knee. He laughed. “I won’t hurt you.”

      It was the first living thing he’d seen in days. Even when the gaolers brought bread and water, their faces were hidden from him, the torchlight too bright for him to see. The little fish was a pale red, fading into pink, with thin blue stripes. It was only small, maybe the length of his thumb, but it was thick and quick. He saw it gobbling up tiny motes in the water.

      It occurred to Tom that he’d not eaten meat in days. His stomach growled. It was tiny, yes, but it was fish.

      It drifted in front of him, coursing a lazy circle around him. He could catch it.

      But it was his only companion right now.

      “Maybe you could tell me what it’s like out there,” he whispered. “They say Ambrose could speak to birds and fish. Maybe you could speak to me?”

      He found himself staring at it. Was he waiting for it to speak? Iron nails, he was losing his mind. He needed to get out of there. He reached up to the grate and lifted himself up. He didn’t know what he was looking for. He’d already examined it a dozen times. Metal bars, thick and strong enough that it could take his weight. Hinged on one side, locked to a hoop in the ground on the other. The grate was a well-made circle but the cell itself seemed to have been ripped out of the ground. That meant there were gaps between the grate and the cell. He’d tested the gaps already; enough space to fit fingers through there, his hand up to his palm there. What could he do with that? Nothing. The gaps weren’t near the lock and, even if they were, Tom had no tools with which to pick it.

      The bars were iron. He could sense it. He wondered if that was why Dank hadn’t spoken. Was he sick? Was he dead? Could he die? If part of him was mortal then he could.

      An elf walked past and glared down at him. Climbing up to the grate was permitted. It amused the elfs to watch them try to escape the water. But this elf resented his duty. Tom had heard him complain before. He lowered himself back down into the water.

      Higher now. To his neck. He found his breath coming shorter and faster. The cell walls felt closer. He was running out of room, out of air.

      The fish swam calm as ever.

      Focus, he told himself. Think. There is a way out.

      There wasn’t a way out. If there was, Siomi would have found it. Or Katharine. They were smarter than he was. If they couldn’t escape, none of them could.

      He’d lost the sword. He’d failed.

      The guards started talking, in elfish so he couldn’t understand. But then two of them were walking between the cells, talking, asking questions. They stopped at his and one of them unlocked the grate.

      This was it. Gerwyn had realised Tom was useless. No reason to waste bread and water on him. How would they do it? Hang him, behead him, or just throw him out to sea?

      The grate lifted and hands reached down. No. No, he didn’t want to die. He fought them. He shouted at them. But he was weak and tired and they were strong and rested. They lifted him out of the water. The fish. He’d left the fish behind. He hadn’t said goodbye. The grate closed and they stood him on it, stripped him of his wet, filthy clothes. Tom struggled to keep his balance on the metal grate. His feet seemed to find all the gaps and the bars dug into his soft, wet feet. There was a breeze coming from somewhere. He shivered.

      He looked around. There were a dozen more cells in this wing, and he could see into the closest ones. That one was Brega’s, who glared at him as the water lapped around her neck. She had been stripped of her robes and her face was exposed. Her skin was dark, tawny, marred by a scar that ran from her forehead down the side of nose to tug up her lip in a permanent sneer. Her features were too broad and too heavy. She was quite ugly.

      He was staring. That’s why she glared at him. He wasn’t supposed to see her face. He looked away.

      They threw a bucket of freezing water over him.

      It snatched his breath away, leaving him gasping and spluttering.

      They gave him a bar of something. Small, oval, that fit in his palm. It smelt scented, like a perfume.

      “Soap,” one of the elfs said, then mimed rubbing it over himself. Tom obeyed, covering himself it in. It turned foamy on his body, covering him with a slick, slippery slime. He didn’t like it. But it smelt better than he had. They took it away and then threw another bucket of water over him. One of the elfs sniffed at him then shrugged.

      He was led away, to the table down the hall where they gambled and drank. The table was covered in dice, tankards, spills.

      They gave him a towel. It was hard and thin but he could dry himself properly. Not the semi-dry between tides. Actually dry. His fingers were wrinkled and swollen.

      They gave him fresh clothes, from his own bags, clean and sharp trousers and a beautiful green shirt from Faerie. They gave him back his boots.

      “Thank you,” he said. The words came out before he could stop them. These were the elfs that had made him suffer for days. But now they were giving him things. It was hard not to feel grateful.

      They took him away, past more cells, all full, and then up a long flight of stairs and into the castle itself. The Erhenni style seemed to be elaborate carvings in corners and doorways, unobtrusive but all the more elegant for that. Where walls met floors and ceilings there was a explosion of art, rolling waves and leaping fish. Doorways were home to sinister merrow or noble heroes bearing tridents and nets. The elfs seemed more concerned with the flat, plain stone of those walls, floors and ceilings. Rich rugs were thrown down, busts and statues were erected. The Western flag, white with blue stars, was hung everywhere. There were few humans in the castle. Just elfs, eyeing Tom as he was escorted upwards. The stairs were unending, it seemed, and Tom was exhausted. He wanted to ask for a rest but he knew he wouldn’t get one. He focused on putting one foot in front of the other. At least he wasn’t wet.

      The castle grew emptier as they climbed while the Western luxuries grew thicker. Beautiful and expensive chairs sat in hallways, occupied by no-one. Shelves were filled with books that no-one was looking at. Finally they stopped on one floor. Here it looked like luxury had exploded, showering the plain stone with rugs and hangings and busts and paper. Two elfs stood by the stairwell, guarding the entire floor. They spoke to his gaolers in elfish then took Tom from them. They escorted him to a door, a plain, thick wooden thing with an elfish painting hung on it, and pushed him into the room.

      The bed was too big, clearly brought in by the elfs. It took up nearly all of the room. But there was little else here anyway. A bucket of water. A pile of books. A plate of half-eaten food that made Tom’s stomach growl in anger. The window brought in the smell and sounds of the damned sea; even here there was no escaping it.

      “Tom.” Six got off the bed and gave him a smile. Was that guilt in his eyes? “Thank Oen’s grace. I was worried.”

      Tom didn’t know why he was here or what part Six had played in their capture. But it felt too good to speak to someone. He accepted Six’s hug. Part of him told him he shouldn’t. But it was a relief to see the elf.

      “I can see you’ve been suffering too.” The bitter comment escaped before he could stop it.

      Six stepped away. “They’re treating me well,” he said. “But I’m a prisoner.”

      “Do you know where we’re being kept?”

      Six nodded. “Gerwyn told me.”

      Tom flicked his eyebrows up. It was all that was needed. Six knew he wouldn’t get any sympathy.

      “Sit,” the elf said and Tom did. The mattress was soft, the fur on top warm and thick. He wanted to curl up in it and sleep for days.

      But he needed information. “What’s going on?”

      “Gerwyn has Neirin on this floor too,” Six said. “He’s trying to get a confession out of him. I can’t imagine he’s struggling.”

      “Why?”

      “Neirin is too proud of what he’s doing to lie about it.” Six sat too, but on the floor. He pushed aside some books to do so. “Neirin will probably remain a political prisoner. I’ll probably be executed.”

      “Or pardoned.”

      Six frowned. “Pardoned? Why?”

      Tom shrugged. “What about Draig?”

      Six looked stricken. “So they haven’t told you?”

      He was dead. Tom sighed and let his head drop. “No. We didn’t know.”

      “I’m sorry, Tom.”

      “Sorry won’t change anything.”

      “No.”

      Tom recited Emyr’s prayer to himself. The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death. He hoped it had been quick for Draig. He was a good elf. He didn’t deserve to suffer.

      “We should have left someone with him,” he said.

      “No-one could have foreseen this.”

      “We should have.” Tom looked up. “We knew the Harbour was occupied. It was only a matter of time before we were discovered.”

      “Discovered?” Six frowned. “Tom, what do you think happened?”

      “A patrol found our camp,” he said. “Killed Draig, released our prisoner, took us hostage.”

      Six shook his head. “Tom, no. Draig isn’t dead,” he said. “Draig was the one who betrayed us.”

      Tom’s first emotion was relief. Draig lived. But a traitor? “No,” he said. It wasn’t possible. Not Draig. He was too loyal. Too honest. “You’re wrong.”

      “I’ve seen it with my own eyes,” Six said. “He’s been there for all of my interrogations. He’s helping Gerwyn.”

      “He’s being coerced then.”

      Six shook his head. “I’m sorry, Tom. He’s not. He sold us to the Western Kingdom.”

      It was such a preposterous idea that Tom laughed. “Why would he do that, Six? Betray his own people? For what? Draig doesn’t care about riches and glory. He believes in decent things, like honour and loyalty. He swore an oath to Neirin’s father. He wouldn’t turn his back on that.”

      Six opened his mouth to answer but the door opened and two elfs pointed to Tom. “You. Come with us.”

      Tom stood up and looked down at Six, still on the floor. Opportunistic Six, who they’d found hiding in a duchy tavern. Perhaps he’d already been planning to sell them to the West. Perhaps that’s why he’d run when he saw them. “Perhaps Brega was right,” he said. “Perhaps it was you.”

      “Tom.” There was hurt in Six’s voice. But Tom turned away and followed the guards out of the room. His foresight of Ambrose had been wrong. Keeping Six close wasn’t important. It was a mistake.

      They took him further down the corridor and into another room. This was three times the size of Six’s chamber but it felt no less cramped, crammed as it was with statues and busts, tables and chairs, stuffed animals and paintings propped against walls. The Erhenni decoration was drowning under Western trinkets and Tom got the feeling that was the idea.

      Proctor Gerwyn and Neirin sat at a long, low table. Neirin gave Tom a stiff nod. He looked miserable, angry and a little broken. His shoulders were hunched as if he wanted to curl into a ball. Gerwyn was more open, lounging in his seat, a glass held in one hand while the other waved Tom forward.

      “Ah, Thomas,” he said, as if greeting an old friend. “Thank you for joining us.”

      As if he’d had a choice.

      “Wine?” Gerwyn’s white and blue robes looked too elegant for him, like he was dressing up. He was short for an elf, of a height with Tom, his golden skin pale and his smile oily. It made his offer seem sinister. “We have grapes too.”

      Sinister or not, Tom was starving. “Grapes, if you wouldn’t mind, my lord.”

      Gerwyn nodded and Neirin passed him the bowl. Tom noticed Neirin kept looking to his right and Tom followed his gaze. On that wall, amongst the Western clutter, hung the Easterner’s skull masks. All of them. Gerwyn had taken the bones of their ancestors and turned them into ornaments.

      “Gruesome, aren’t they?” Gerwyn have an airy laugh. “But no other Proctor has genuine Eastern masks. I suppose that makes up for their morbid air.”

      There would be no clemency or mercy from this elf.

      “Neirin and I have been negotiating the terms of the Angles’ surrender.” Gerwyn spoke as if it were a trivial thing, waving his glass around with disinterest. Neirin looked like he’d been kicked in the gut. “But such things are tedious. I thought we might take a break to deal with you.”

      “Deal with me?” Tom took a handful of grapes and ate them all at once. Gerwyn wrinkled his nose in distaste.

      “It is my understanding that, until Neirin here forced you to help him, you were a member of Duke Regent’s household?”

      Tom didn’t argue. He just ate grapes. They were sweet and wet and delicious. It was heaven. He tried not to smile.

      “Well, I wrote to Regent to inform him we had rescued his man from the Eastern clutches. He has requested you be returned to him.”

      Returned to Regent. Like a thing. Like a lost shoe.

      He imagined returning to that cell.

      “You would do that?” he asked. “Let me go?”

      “But of course, dear Thomas.” Gerwyn smiled. As if they were friends. As if he hadn’t put Tom in a rat pit. “We must keep our allies happy, after all.”

      Allies? Did Gerwyn think he could forget this? Tom couldn’t help but shake his head.

      “You do not wish to go?” Gerwyn smirked. “You prefer your current accommodation?”

      “We are not allies.” His voice was hoarse, unused. It didn’t convey the strength he’d wanted. Instead it sounded weak. Powerless.

      “No.” Gerwyn put down his cup. “You and I are not allies, little man. But the Western throne and Duke Regent are.”

      “You lie.” Neirin’s voice was hollow though he looked no worse for wear. He was being kept in a room with a bed and given good food, Tom was sure of it. While they languished in rat pits. Had he protested, Tom wondered? Had he demanded his companions be treated as well as he?

      “Why would I lie?” Gerwyn sat back, basking in the revelation. “Regent marched to his border and promptly demanded parlay with King Idris. Terms were agreed. Treaties were signed.”

      “But we had an agreement.” Neirin sounded like a small child.

      “He mentioned that.” Gerwyn shrugged. “I suppose he thought you betrayed him when you kidnapped one of his subjects.”

      “We did not kidnap Tom. He came of his own accord.”

      “And yet.” He sipped some wine, snatched some grapes. He talked with his mouth full. “Your ally is now our ally.”

      And the West would soon be on the borders of the Angles. Only one duchy remained, Tanabawr, Tom’s old home. He wondered what the West would do to it. Tanabawr had the richest soil and produced more crops than anywhere else in Tir. They called it the Bowl, because it filled plates from coast to coast. Would Idris strike a deal with Duke Emril too? Or would they turn the Bowl of Tir into ashes?

      “So, Thomas Rymour. The great seer. Would you like to go home?”

      He wanted to go anywhere, just to get away. But he could feel an almost-thought at the edge of his mind. “The sword I was carrying. What happened to it?”

      Gerwyn smirked. “I sent it to Cairnagwyn.”

      He was lying. “No you didn’t.”

      His smirk grew harder. “Can you read minds as well, little man?”

      That almost-thought nudged him, prompting him. “It’s here. In this room.”

      Gerwyn’s lips were twisted into a smile but his eyes were irritated. “You’re imagining things.”

      Tom stood. He felt unsteady, still weak. He cast his eyes over the room, the lounging sofas, the desk, the busts. He looked through the open doorway into the bedroom. “It’s there,” he said. “In the bedroom.” The nudge again. “Under the bed.”

      Gerwyn was blushing.

      “What is the mighty Caledyr doing under your bed, Gerwyn?” Neirin asked. He was amused and he wasn’t hiding it.

      Tom started walking towards the door. He hadn’t planned to. But he felt he should.

      “Stay where you are,” Gerwyn snapped.

      Tom stopped but could feel an urge in his feet to keep walking. He wanted to see it. No, he wanted to take it. But he’d never get out alive. Too many guards and too many soldiers. And the sound of the waves was a constant reminder that he was trapped here.

      “Why are you here?” he asked. It was suddenly the most important question. He faced Gerwyn.

      “Do you expect me to explain myself?” Gerwyn sniggered. “We are the Western Kingdom. You should be thanking us. Before we arrived this was a miserable little rock.”

      “What is it now?”

      “My miserable little rock.”

      Tom nodded. “So this is about power.”

      “What else is there?” Gerwyn opened his arms to encompass the room. “I could have been happy with my little office back in the Kingdom. Or I could come here and make a better life for myself.”

      “And the Erhenni?”

      “What about them?” Gerwyn picked up a grape. “They’ll have to look after themselves. Waiting for someone else to give you what you want leaves you hungry and poor.” He popped the grape into his mouth and chewed. “Get what you can while you can get it.”

      “It’s every man for himself.”

      Gerwyn toasted Tom’s words. “Precisely.”

      Part of Tom wanted to accept Gerwyn’s offer, walk out of this place and return to Regent. The duke would be angry, no doubt, and might even punish him. But he wouldn’t be in a rat pit. No-one would come and save him. He had to save himself.

      But sometimes people needed help to get what they wanted.

      “I do not think I can return to Duke Regent,” he said. “I would not like to serve a duplicitous man.”

      “The duplicitous man serves the West now.” Gerwyn’s voice carried a warning: do not offend.

      “How long until he betrays you too?”

      “He would not dare.”

      “I didn’t think he would dare betray the Angles.” Tom shrugged. Careful. He needed just the right amount of anger.

      The elf sneered at him. “Perhaps Regent knew where the real power in Tir lies.”

      “With you?” Tom shook his head but said no more.

      Gerwyn’s nostrils flared. “And perhaps you need time to think. Take him back to his cell,” he told the guards. “When he’s decided he’s learnt some manners, leave him another day before bringing him to me.”

      The guards moved to take him. “Wait,” Gerwyn said, leering at Tom with gleeful malice. “Leave him two days.”

      The guards were rough, presumably for their master’s pleasure. As they hauled him out of the room, Tom said to Neirin, “Don’t give up. Don’t give in. Be patient.”

      “We can outwait you, little man,” Gerwyn said. “We can outlive you.”

      But Neirin nodded and his expression settled into resolve. It was the encouragement he’d needed. The guards took Tom away. This would be the tricky bit. Down the stairs, into the dungeons and past wings of cells full of moaning and stinking people. Tom felt despair and panic rise up in him like the damnable tide itself. Hold it. Contain it.

      There. They were still there. His old clothes, soaking and filthy, sitting in a corner near their cells. He waited until one of the guards let him go to open his cell and then Tom let all the despair and fear and panic bubble up.

      “No, wait, please.” He threw himself back, surprising the other guard and breaking free of his grip. “I don’t want to go back.” He stumbled and dropped to the floor, crawling away. “Not in there, I’m sorry, please.”

      The other guard grabbed him by the back of his shirt. “No no no.” The panic was real. It had to be; he couldn’t pretend. He flailed and caught hold of the sodden trousers, flung them back. The guard let go, spitting and swearing. Tom had maybe a few seconds. He fumbled with the shirt, pretended to hug it to himself in despair.

      “Vermin,” the guard growled, pulling Tom up by his hair and throwing a fist into his stomach. Tom’s groan was no act and he doubled over, dropped the shirt. Then the other guard had him too and they pushed him back into the cell.

      “No, please, I’m sorry, mercy, please.”

      The grate closed with a clang and the wet guard locked it, giving Tom a smile and a gob of spit. “Maybe we’ll leave you three days now,” he said. Then they were gone and Tom was back in his tiny, stinking, dripping rat pit.

      It didn’t matter. He had the Call.
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      Two more tides came and went before the guards left them alone to drink and gamble. That gave Tom time to think and time to plan. So he was ready when the guards’ laughter and shouting grew loud enough to drown out his own voice.

      “Dank,” he hissed. Nothing. He tried a little louder. “Dank.”

      “Thomas.” The voice that came back sounded weak, injured. Tom wondered how the boy was faring under those iron bars. He hadn’t looked very strong to begin with.

      “I need to speak to your sprite.”

      “You are speaking to us.” His speech was halting. He would need help, Tom realised, maybe even need carrying.

      “I need to see it.”

      “Iron.” He sounded tired already.

      “I know.” He searched for words. “Please, Dank. Please try. She can get us out of here.”

      There was no response.

      “I know it hurts.” He reached up and touched the cold metal above him. It felt too cold, as it always did. “I can feel it too. Like a coldness that cuts all the way through your bones.” He felt only an echo of it. He could only imagine what Dank felt. “I need you to fight past it. If you don’t, we might not get out of here alive.”

      Still no response. “The sword will remain in Western hands,” he said. “I won’t be able to return it to Maev.”

      “You’re wasting your breath, Rymour.” Brega’s voice was colder and harder than ever. “What can a little fay do? We’ll rot in here until Gerwyn remembers us. Then he’ll execute us. Behead us if we’re lucky. Hang us if not.”

      “Beheading doesn’t sound lucky.” That was Katharine. She sounded sad but she was still alive. Tom wondered how they’d know if one of them drowned. Would the guards tell them?

      “Ever seen someone drop?” Brega asked.

      “No.”

      That surprised Tom. In all her travels she’d never seen an execution? But then when had he last seen one? Before Faerie, he realised. They weren’t as common anymore and they didn’t take place in public, either. Tom remembered when people had been hung by the roadside in his village. It was an event that people came to watch. The Duke’s Justice. People cheered, jeered, men sold meats and pies, other men sold rotten fruit to throw at the condemned.

      He knew how they felt now. How many of them were truly guilty, he wondered? And how many, like him, had been in the wrong place at the wrong time?

      “You have a plan, Thomas?” Siomi. She ignored the chatter as ever.

      “Almost.” He wanted to say yes, to fill them all with confidence and hope.

      “What do we do?”

      “Wait. For now.” Tom didn’t want to tell them in case the guards heard. “If Dank can send his fay to me then we have a chance.”

      Dank still didn’t say anything.

      “And if he can’t?” Siomi asked.

      “Then we’ll need another plan.”

      That stilled the conversation. He wondered if the others were thinking of their own plans.

      “Are you okay, Katharine?” It was a stupid question. He knew it as soon as he said it. But he wanted to talk to her.

      Brega interrupted. “I’m sure she’s having a grand time.”

      “I meant aside from the cells,” he said, defensive. But even that sounded stupid too.

      “What else is there?” Brega asked.
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        * * *

      

      Tom was standing on his toes, back arched and head tilted back, the water lapping at his ears. He clung to the rough sides of the cell to steady himself and tried not to think about the water. How it pressed on him. How it quickened his breathing. Instead he thought of the grapes in Gerwyn’s room. They were good grapes. He closed his eyes and remembered how they tasted, how they’d popped in his mouth. It was better than thinking that one slip would send him under. Then he’d choke. Would he be able to get back into position if he was choking?

      There was a scream. It took a moment to pierce his worries and then it dissolved in gurgles. Tom didn’t recognise the voice. Dank. It had to be Dank. What happened? Was he hurt? Dead? Was he drowning?

      “Guard!” he shouted. “Guard, I think someone’s drowning!”

      “Do you?” The accent was thick and the voice was bored. It came from down the hallway. “One less mouth to feed.”

      “Doesn’t Gerwyn want us alive?”

      “Proctor Gerwyn wants you in cells,” the guard replied. “He didn’t say alive or dead.”

      “Dank?” Katharine’s voice. So she was still okay. “Dank, can you hear me?”

      Nothing.

      “Dank, if you can hear me, say something.” That was Siomi.

      “He’s dead.” Brega.

      The only sound was the infernal lapping of water.
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        * * *

      

      The tide was receding, down to Tom’s chest. He was still out of breath but he could relax his feet, legs and back. He leant back against the wall in the least uncomfortable spot he had found. Dank hadn’t made a sound and Tom felt guilty. He was upset, not because the boy was dead but because the plan was. He told himself he couldn’t be that upset over someone he didn’t know. But he felt like he was using him, somehow. That Dank represented a tool in his mind rather than a person. It was a very fay way to think.

      But then there was a flicker of light above him and, when he looked, Dank’s sprite was at the edge of the pit, looking down on him.

      “Eirwen’s grace,” he whispered. He held out his hand, expecting the fay to fly down and land on it. Instead it hauled itself over the edge and dropped. Tom had to catch it.

      “Iron nails,” he swore. The fay flinched. “It’s okay,” he said, cupping the fay to his chest. “It’s okay.”

      The light coming from the little sprite was fainter than before. Tom could make out its figure now, female, like a little woman with four translucent wings.

      “I need your help, little fay,” Tom said. “Will you help us, if you can?”

      The fay looked at him. The light from under the skin, dim though it was, obscured the features. But he saw a nod.

      It wasn’t the most intricate plan, but he laid it out for her in whispers. Then he spoke into the Call and dropped it into the water. It spun for a moment before drifting into the channel, carrying Tom’s hopes with it.
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        * * *

      

      He was woken by sound. How he’d fallen asleep he couldn’t comprehend, but he found himself wedged into a nook, rock poking him everywhere and his limbs twisted around edges and outcroppings. The cell was still dripping but it was empty of water and the sprite was curled up on the ground. As far from the bars as possible. As he blinked awake, he heard the sound again. Faint and echoing, it was coming from the channel at the bottom of his cell. Singing. Singing like Nimuë’s.

      “Hello?” he whispered.

      The singing stopped. “We are in the bay, Thomas Rymour.” The voice was less than a whisper, so quiet he couldn’t be sure he wasn’t imagining it. “We wait.”

      Tom grinned. “You see?” he said to the fay. The sprite nodded. It seemed exhausted, weak. Tom wondered if it would be able to stand, let alone fly.

      “We do not wait forever,” the voice said.

      “How long?”

      No answer.

      “How long?”

      Nothing.

      He couldn’t risk them giving up. That would leave them with only two options for escape: jump into the bay and swim, or fight their way back to the Faerie Circle. They were starved and exhausted and hundreds of soldiers would try to stop them; they’d never make it.

      The merrow were their only chance. Besides, Ambrose had said as much.

      He grabbed the bars and lifted himself. He couldn’t see much. But he could make out the top of a guard’s head. There was no talking. He must be alone. “Hey.”

      The elf wandered over. “What is it you want?”

      “I want to see Gerwyn.”

      The guard smiled. “Do you?”

      “Yes. He said I could see him when I’d learnt manners.” Careful. Pick careful truths. “I want to see him.”

      “His orders are to make you wait two days.”

      He’d hoped they wouldn’t remember that. He whispered something at the guard.

      “What?”

      He whispered again.

      “Speak up, human.” He leaned forward.

      He shook his head, coughed, whispered.

      The guard sighed and leaned even closer.

      Tom surged forward, thrusting his arm through a gap in the bars and grasped at the elf. Caught off balance, the guard fell, and Tom wrapped his other arm around him, swinging with his full weight around the guard’s neck. The elf gasped and choked against a metal bar.

      “Keys,” Tom said. “Give me the keys and I’ll let you live.”

      The elf choked, waved his arms.

      “If I don’t let you up, you’ll die.”

      The elf’s face was inches from Tom’s own. It twisted between hate and panic.

      “Keys,” Tom said again. “Now.”

      The elf’s arm waved, pointing. Pointing back, down the hallway. Iron nails, the keys were down the hallway. He didn’t have them.

      Tom swore. “Help!” he shouted. “Help, help, the guard, he’s dying, help!”

      “Tom, what are you doing?” Katharine asked.

      “Getting us out of here.”

      “By bringing the place down on top of us?” Brega swore. “Good plan, Rymour.”

      Footsteps echoed. Someone was coming. He wasn’t hurrying.

      “Just be ready,” Tom said.

      Someone swore in elfish.

      “Keys,” Tom said yet again. “This elf has seconds to live. Get the keys now.”

      The elf was going blue in front of him, his kicks and flails growing smaller.

      This guard was obviously young or foolish. He scampered away and came back with the keys. He appeared by the doorway. Young. He held them like they were a biting rat, at arm’s length.

      “Unlock the other cells,” Tom said. “Hurry, he hasn’t got long.”

      The flailing had almost stopped. The elf wasn’t looking at him anymore. Tom braced his legs against the wall as best he could. As cruel as the guards had been, he didn’t want to kill anyone. The other guard was unlocking a cell. It must have been Brega’s because he heard her yell and the grate surged up, catching the guard in the head and knocking him down.

      “Filthy Westerners.” She clambered out of her cell. Her shift clung to her, her hair hung wet and lank. When she realised Tom could see her she covered her face with her hand.

      “Get the others out,” he said.

      She freed Siomi first, then Katharine. Then she called out. “The Faerie man’s still alive.”

      He knew he should have felt more relieved. But his arms were aching, the muscles on fire. “Good. Let him out. Then get me out.” The guard was unconscious. He lowered himself down. “We’re coming,” he called down the channel.

      “We wait.”

      Brega kicked the guard aside and opened his cell. She’d appropriated a yellow scarf from one of the Westerners and wrapped it around her face. Tom cradled the sprite in one hand and then Brega hauled him out. She did it with little care or grace. But he was free.

      The others looked like he felt: exhausted, underfed, emotionally drained. “What now?” Siomi asked.

      “Now we move,” Tom said. He turned to Dank. He looked terrible, one foot already in the Isles of the Dead.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      Dank offered a feeble smile. “We’ll be better once we’re gone.” He spoke in short gasps.

      “So will the rest of us.” Brega’s tone was pointed. “It won’t be long before we’re discovered.”

      “We have to get Lord Neirin,” Siomi said.

      “I know.” And Caledyr. Six and Draig too. “Dank, how far away do we need to get from iron for your sprite to recover?”

      “Not far,” he said. “A hundred yards, maybe.”

      “Good.” Tom walked down the hallway. Would there be other guards? He stopped at the table. Two plates and two cups. He picked up a cup and sipped. Small beer. It tasted like heaven.

      “What are you doing?” Brega demanded. “Are you trying to get us killed?”

      “No.” He handed her the cup. “Let everyone have a sip.” The plates were empty, unfortunately. They’d have to eat later. He looked in his hand and saw the light from the sprite was stronger. “Do you need anything?” he asked.

      It hauled itself to its feet, hanging onto his thumb. Its wings fluttered. Tom looked to Dank.

      “It’s drawing on the magic in the air,” he said. He sipped at the cup gratefully. Tom passed him the other. The boy looked like he needed it. “Just a few minutes.”

      The air felt dull and mundane. “I can’t feel any magic,” said Tom.

      “There’s magic everywhere,” Dank replied. “Even if it’s only a little.”

      “Guard?” a voice came from down another hallway.

      Tom ignored the call and looked at Katharine. Like the rest of them she was wet and exhausted. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I just want to get out of here.” She didn’t look at him. There wasn’t time to worry about that.

      “Do you know the layout of the castle?”

      “How would I?”

      “We know, Thomas Rymour,” Dank said.

      “Good. Take Katharine and find a way to the water. There’ll probably be a door they use to throw out waste and bodies. That’s our way out.”

      “We’re going to swim for it?” Brega sneered.

      He shook his head. “There are merrow waiting for us in the bay.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a good thing,” said Katharine.

      “They’ll help us,” he said. “I made a deal with them.”

      “How?”

      “I’ll explain later,” he said. The cups were empty. The fay seemed stronger. “Ready?”

      The sprite nodded.

      “You know what to do.”

      It leapt into the air. It struggled to stay airborne for a moment before drifting up the stairs.

      “We need to get Lord Neirin,” Siomi said.

      “That’s where she’s going,” Tom replied. Siomi’s face was bare but she showed no embarrassment. She looked older than Tom had imagined, her skin wrinkled and dark. It bore three tiny, intricate tattoos on one cheek, a scatter of dots and marks on her forehead. The rest of it was peppered with liver spots. Her face told you she was in her twilight years, her best days behind her. Her eyes told you that her face was lying. Tom blinked. He’d been staring. Siomi smiled. It was a kind smile.

      “We don’t always hide our faces,” she said. “We show it to family, good friends. Those who are important.”

      “Thank you.” He meant it, too. He felt honoured that she didn’t hide it from him. It made him feel closer to her, made him feel trusted.

      “This is very touching,” Brega said from behind her scarf. “But we need to move.”

      Tom shook his head. “No, we need to wait here.” He looked down and saw she’d appropriated two swords from the guards. “Give one of those to Siomi. We might need them.”

      “We need to rescue Lord Neirin,” she replied. She didn’t give up the weapons.

      “Neirin and Six will rescue themselves.” He nodded at the swords and she made a disgusted sound before giving one to Siomi.

      Wails and complaints came from down the hallway. More people in tide cells. In rat pits.

      “Give me the keys,” he said to Brega.

      “What?”

      “The keys.”

      “We can’t protect them,” she said.

      “Maybe not,” he replied. “But we’ll let them choose: the safety of a rat pit or the risk of freedom.”

      There were two other chambers full of cells. Tom unlocked them all. He had no idea what these people were guilty of. Some of them might have been dangerous criminals. But many of them looked similar, like they were the same people. And they didn’t look like Erhenni. They had a lean, hard look to them, their clothes stripped leather, wound and bound around the body. Their faces bore tattoos, but very different from those on the Eastern elfs, all swirling lines in decreasing circles. Maybe these were prisoners of war?

      “You’re free,” he told them all. Some of them cowered in their cells. Most of them clambered out. Only some of them thanked him. He got suspicious looks and silence from the rest. Brega stayed at the foot of the stairs, waiting. Siomi went from man to woman to child, reassuring them, explaining that she had no food or water. One woman stopped Tom.

      “Who are you?” She was probably his age, crows feet at her eyes and a few missing teeth. She had cloth attached to her wrist and her back like wet, sandy wings. She wore a stone around her neck, no jewel but just a simple, black pebble.

      “Thomas Rymour,” he said. “You’re free to go.”

      “Are you saving us?”

      “I’m setting you free,” he said. “Your fate is your own.”

      She smiled. “Thank you,” she said. “We will remember this.”

      She seemed to take charge of the others, herding them together and speaking in a tongue Tom had never heard before.

      Brega called to them. There was yelling and com-motion from above. “Something’s going on up there.”

      The sprite drifted around the corner and almost fell the last few feet into Tom’s hands. “Are they coming?” he asked it.

      It nodded, lying in his hands, panting.

      “It’s them,” he told the elfs. “Neirin and Six.”

      The commotion grew louder and Six came down the stairs holding Caledyr in his hands. He stopped when he saw the others. “You’re free,” he said and then grinned. “Neirin, they’re free.”

      Neirin came down next, but with his back to them. He had Proctor Gerwyn by the hair with a blade to the elf’s throat. He inched down a step at a time.

      “Stay back,” he called.

      “Stay back,” Gerwyn echoed. He sounded like a small child.

      “Where’s Draig?” Brega was right. Neirin was followed by a crowd of Western guards, but there was no sight of the other elf.

      “I couldn’t find him,” Neirin said. “They must have taken him somewhere else.”

      “No, he’s here.” Gerwyn sounded panicked. “Fetch the traitor.”

      “He’s no traitor.” But Brega shouted it, like a child sticking to a heartfelt lie.

      No-one argued with her. Six joined their little huddle and they stepped back to give Neirin and Gerwyn room. He stopped in the middle of the little chamber, up against the table, and the guards stopped on the stairs.

      “Good work, Tom,” Neirin said. Now that he was closer Tom could see Neirin was threatening Gerwyn with Caledyr. Six just held the scabbard.

      “Thanks,” he replied. “Well done for bringing Caledyr.”

      “Everything hinges on this sword,” said Neirin, almost at the same time that a foresight flashed into Tom’s mind: Ambrose’s voice, saying, “Everything hinges on the glarn.”

      Tom blinked. What in Emyr’s name was a glarn?

      “What now?” It was Gerwyn who asked, panic making his voice high and quavering. “We’re in the dungeons, there’s no way out.”

      “There’s a way out,” said Tom. He turned to the other prisoners, all gathered in the hallways. “You can take the guards’ weapons. Now’s a good time to run.”

      But the woman he had spoken to shook her head. “No, Thomas Rymour. We will not touch those things.”

      “Why not?” Were they too peaceful? A local tribe of pacifists?

      “What comes from the earth should return to the earth,” she said. “But those were made to be kept.”

      Tom smiled despite himself and nodded. That was the old way. The way he understood. “Of course,” he said.

      She smiled back at him and something passed between them. For the first time since he had been sent back to Tir, he saw something he recognised from his youth.

      Katharine and Dank returned from another hallway. “We found it,” she said. She looked tired. Tom wanted to put her to bed and let her sleep for a week. “Just down here.”

      “Okay,” said Tom.

      “We’re waiting for Draig,” Brega said. But Neirin began to edge around towards Katharine and Dank. “We will wait, my lord?”

      “We will,” Neirin replied. “But we will be ready.”

      Tom, Siomi and Brega shuffled back behind Neirin and the guards began to move down the stairs into the space they vacated. “Leave the prisoners,” Tom warned them. “Touch them and we kill your Proctor.”

      “Leave them,” said Gerwyn. “Let the fleas go.”

      The guards stood aside and the other prisoners filed past. Some looked like they wanted to attack the elfs. Tom couldn’t blame them. He felt the same, his fingers clenching just looking at them.

      “How long were we in here?” he asked Gerwyn.

      “Nine days.”

      Nine days. Nine days of rotting in a pit. It felt like longer. “Would you have let us out?”

      Gerwyn said nothing. “Answer him,” Neirin said.

      “Maybe.”

      But it was a lie. Tom couldn’t see his face but he heard it in the elf’s voice. He would have left them there to die. Perhaps they should kill him anyway. No. Death was too good. Maybe they should lock him in a pit and take the keys with them. But they might have spares. Could they jam the lock somehow?

      Then Draig appeared on the stairs. “You escape,” he said. But his voice was dead and flat.

      “There, you see? He’s alive.” Gerwyn was almost laughing. Funny how fear affected people. “Now let me go.”

      “Send him to us first,” Neirin said.

      “You want him back?”

      “He’s one of us.”

      Draig’s face was like stone, revealing nothing. He should have been pleased to escape, even if he was being kept upstairs. But why was he upstairs? Why wasn’t he in a pit like the rest of them? As he passed through the guards, Tom began to wonder if Six had been right.

      “No.” One of the guards grabbed hold of Draig, pushing a knife at his back. Draig arched away but his face didn’t change. Brega, however, cried out and she and Siomi jumped forward, swords in hands.

      “Wait, wait!” Tom yelled and they stopped.

      “You want your traitor, we want our proctor,” the guard said. “Fair trade.”

      “Don’t do it.” Six’s voice was quiet but firm. “Hand Gerwyn over and they’ll rush us. We’ll never make it.”

      “We can’t leave Draig here,” Brega said.

      “He left you down here,” Six replied. “He’s the reason we’re here. He sold us to Gerwyn.”

      “You shut your filthy mouth.” Brega sounded close to tears. “It’s not true, is it, Draig?”

      “It is not true.” But his voice was flat too. Tom would have said he was lying. But Draig couldn’t have betrayed them. Not after all his talk of the Angles, about loyalty and about friendship. Tom looked at Brega. For all her flaws, Draig loved her like a sister. He wouldn’t hand her over to the enemy.

      “What did they give you, Draig?” Six smiled but it wasn’t pleasant. “A pat on the head? Land? A castle? A title?”

      “I do not betray you.”

      “You’re a fool. You think you’re better off with them? They’ll toss you aside the moment you become an inconvenience.” He pointed to the tattoo on his cheek. “Trust me.”

      There was a cry and suddenly Siomi was in Western hands as well. They must have crept closer while no-one was looking. Two elfs held her, one holding her sword arm, the other grasping her by the neck with a knife to her throat.

      “Let her go,” cried Neirin. He held Gerwyn tighter and Caledyr broke the skin, blood trickling down the bronze blade.

      “No, no, don’t kill me,” squealed Gerwyn.

      “Let him go,” shouted a guard.

      “We’ll kill them both,” said another.

      “Stop, stop.” Gerwyn’s pleas were falling on deaf ears. He wasn’t in charge anymore.

      This was getting out of hand. Someone had to do something. But what?

      Draig moved. In one swift moment he had the knife at his back and the elf holding it. He stared at the guards, frozen by surprise. Then Draig let go of his hostage and stepped away. It was a brave move. The air was thick with tension. If just one of the Westerners broke they could kill Draig in a heartbeat. But they seemed to shrink under his glare. He stepped back, and back again, and he was out of sword reach. He turned to Neirin and gently, slowly reached for Caledyr. He placed his hand over Neirin’s.

      “You do not kill him.” He spoke like a Marchman speaking to a horse. “We know this is a true thing. There is no way out, if you do this thing.”

      “If he doesn’t, I will,” spat Brega. “Nine days in a stinking pit because he couldn’t find us a room?”

      “No, Brega.” Draig’s voice was soft, calming. It wasn’t argumentative, though his words were. “Anger does not serve us. We must talk.” He nodded to Katharine, Dank, Tom. “They must see we are better than this.”

      That rankled. He seemed to speak about them as if they weren’t here. Like a dog under the table.

      But the spell he seemed to be casting held. Brega’s anger didn’t leave her eyes. But she didn’t argue either.

      Draig began to pull at Neirin’s hand. Caledyr drifted away from Gerwyn, though Neirin kept his other arm around his neck. “Yes,” Draig said. “That is better.”

      Why was Neirin letting Draig do this? Where were the haughty speeches and the proclamations of his title? But instead Neirin looked lost, uncertain. He looked at Siomi.

      Draig saw it. “They have no heart for Siomi,” he said. “They will give to her a shameful death. Let us put weapons down. Let us talk.”

      Neirin’s face shifted. He was giving in. He couldn’t. He mustn’t.

      “Give to me the sword.”

      “No,” Tom said.

      Draig shot him a look. “Be quiet, Tom. You will bring poor death to us.” He had one hand on the pommel and one hand under the blade. All Neirin had to do was let go.

      Tom couldn’t lose the sword again. But what could he do? He had no weapon, nothing but the sodden clothes on his back. Draig was too big to stop and any sudden movements would probably kill them all.

      “Give to me the sword to save her death,” Draig said.

      Tom looked at Siomi, her face naked and exposed for all these strangers to see. He wanted to cover it for her. But she wore a solid, calm, cool expression; she lost no dignity in being a captive and Tom was glad that the Westerners could see that. They’d kept her in a hole for nine days and used her to force her master to their will. But she was still Siomi. She caught his eye and smiled at him. Despite himself he smiled back. She nodded, small around the knife, but significant. It seemed as if she was passing him something and she seemed to relax now it was gone.

      Then she reached up, steadied the knife at her neck, and jerked her head.

      She was a sudden weight in the guard’s arms and she fell to the ground. The smell of blood filled the air. Siomi stared beyond the walls and reached for something no-one else could see. Her mouth opened and closed but nothing came out. Her breath bubbled red.

      Neirin was screaming. The guards were yelling, Gerwyn was wailing. It wasn’t what she should have heard as she died. She deserved peace, tranquillity, quiet and comforting words.

      Draig stood between them and the Westerners, hands held out to both. Neirin had Caledyr up against Gerwyn’s neck again. He’d never looked so angry. Tears were in his eyes and he growled through gritted teeth.

      Siomi twitched.

      Tom felt bile in his throat and then a hand grabbed his shirt and pulled. He stumbled back. But they shouldn’t leave her. It felt wrong. No, it felt profane. To let the Westerners have her body. What would they do with it? Burn it, chop it up, throw it in the sea?

      Siomi was already still. Her face was slack, looking older than it ever had. Her eyes were empty and dull.

      “Tom, come on!” Katharine was pulling at him. Dank was already gone. Brega waved her stolen sword at anyone who got too close to Neirin. Draig stayed between East and West, trying to calm a situation that was beyond calming. The guards flooded the corridor in front of them, looking for any opportunity, just waiting for a chance to get their proctor back. They stepped over and on Siomi. She was already forgotten to them, nothing more than an object. Tom wished he had a sword. He wanted nothing more than to hurt them, to make them suffer and pay. He looked around for something. But the torches were fixed in the walls and Katharine tried to stop him taking one.

      “Come on,” she said to him, pulling him back. The air was full of the smell of filth and the yells of the Westerners. They retreated, a galling, sickening retreat, when they should have been attacking, it wasn’t right, they should have been taking justice. They were letting the Westerners get away with this, with treating them like this, with killing Siomi.

      Their retreat ended in an open door, the crash of waves and the fresh smell of brine rolling in. Dank stood there, waiting for them.

      “Should we go?” he asked.

      Tom looked at him and the boy quailed. Go? Run away? Like children in the face of bullies? Tom looked back at the Westerners, so proud of their white robes and their pure mission to unite Tir.

      “Yes,” Katharine answered. There were splashes as they leapt into the water.

      “Give me the scabbard,” Tom told Six. The elf nodded, handed it over and took a running jump out of the door.

      “Give me Caledyr,” he told Neirin. The elf didn’t release Gerwyn but he did hand over the blade. Tom took it and slid it into the scabbard. The almost-thought grew stronger the moment he touched it. Fight, it told him. Fight, seek justice, find revenge. His hand twitched around the grip. But he would not win. Instead he grabbed a handful of Gerwyn’s hair and hissed, “We’ll come back for you.” Then he drove the pommel into the elf’s gut. It was petty and small but it felt good anyway. Gerwyn squealed and folded around the blow and Tom kicked him in the rear, sending him stumbling towards his guards. In a panic, they dropped or lowered their weapons to avoid injuring their proctor and Tom grabbed Neirin and pushed him towards the door. He glanced back to see Draig hesitate.

      The foresight stabbed into his mind, a vision of Ambrose stood in his hole in the ground. He could hear Nimuë singing to herself and Ambrose watched her with his dark eyes as he whispered, “You are not done with that elf yet, Tom.”

      It was gone in an instant and Tom glowered at Draig. “You come with us,” he said and, after a moment, Draig’s shoulders slumped in defeat before he jumped into the water too.

      There were maybe a dozen steps to the doorway and Tom was exhausted by the third. But he pushed, ran, and leapt into the bright, clear sky.
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      He flew. Fresh, cold air. After the dark cells of Cairnalyr it was beautiful. He closed his eyes, partly out of fear - would they land on rocks? - but partly to savour the experience. The wind roared around him so he couldn’t hear anything and it seemed to whisk away the filth and the stench of imprisonment from him. Even Caledyr was quiet.

      Then there was a slap of freezing water. For a moment he was back in the rat pit and he panicked, he was drowning, he was going to drown, he scrabbled for the sides of the cell to pull himself up but found nothing. Then he felt Caledyr. It was calm, quiet, waiting. He opened his eyes and saw clear water. A few kicks and he was on the surface with the others. He looked up. They’d fallen about ten feet. Not far. There were elfs in the doorway, shouting and pointing.

      “What now?” Katharine asked.

      “The merrow,” Tom said. “They’ll help us. They said they would.”

      “Where are they?” Brega asked.

      Tom thrashed, turning himself in the water. The waves were strong and for a moment he thought they’d be dashed on the rocks.

      “They’re not here,” Six said.

      “They’re here,” Tom replied. “I heard them.”

      But Six was right. Tom couldn’t see any merrow in the water.

      “We have to get out of here,” Brega said. “We can’t let them recapture us.”

      “They might not have a chance to.” Six was right. They were tired; Tom’s legs were already burning with the effort of treading water. There was no hope of swimming; the waves would take them where they would.

      “What do we do?” Neirin said.

      He was looking at Tom. But Tom didn’t know. The merrow were supposed to be here. He looked at the others but they were all waiting for him. This was his plan. He should have the answers.

      He didn’t have any. And the sword in his hands just told him to wait, be patient, be ready.

      The waves began to pull them out to sea.
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          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Thomas Rymour panicked the first time he sank beneath the water. He kicked, he flailed, he clawed. But when he broke the surface again, he couldn’t draw a breath. Just tiny panicked gasps. His clothes were waterlogged from his time in the cells. His limbs were like iron, heavy and cold. And the waves were tireless; their victory seemed inevitable. He had escaped a watery coffin for a burial at sea.

      But the sword in his hand was not the encumbrance he thought it would be. Instead it seemed to emanate strength, a lighthouse of singular thought: fight.

      Fight and survive.

      But they had been in the water for what felt like hours. At least the arrows had stopped flying; the elfs had too poor a shot or they had decided their targets were out of range. Perhaps they had left them to drown. Tom thought it more likely they were sending boats.

      A wave pulled him under again. But there was no panic this time. He had failed everyone. He had failed his friends with this foolish escape plan. He had failed Emyr, who had entrusted this sword to him. He had failed Maev, who had told him to return to Faerie. Now he was going to drown. The worst way to die.

      Fight. Fight and survive.

      It was enough to make him push back at the water. He broke the surface again.

      Brega was still arguing. She was trying to persuade them to swim to the rocks. Tom couldn’t see her. The waves were separating them. He thought of calling to Katharine but he couldn’t get his breath. The water pushed on his chest and made it harder to breathe.

      He shouldn’t have tried. He should have let someone else lead the escape. He wasn’t smart enough for this sort of thing. His limbs slowed. They were too heavy. It was over.

      Fight and survive.

      No, he thought. No more.

      He went under.

      Tom watched the others treading water as he drifted down into the deep. They were all so driven. Each of them believed in something, believed so hard it kept them going. What did Tom have? A foolish dream of an immortal fay, who could never love him the way he loved her. Better to let go.

      He had thought like this once before. Before Maev had taken him into Faerie. He had been a bad husband. A terrible father. He had tried to change. But he failed every time. Better to leave them, he had thought. They will be better without me, he had told himself. Better to let them go.

      And by leaving them, he had failed them too.

      Something tugged his ankle and that small sensation washed those thoughts from his mind. Fight and survive. He kicked towards the surface but something had hold of him. He let out a cry in a cloud of bubbles. Hands. Hands dragging him down, by ankle, by leg, by clothes and arms until eyes stared into his own. Tom kicked and struggled. He needed air. He needed the surface. He needed to escape.

      Fingers curled in his hair, hauling him down. No. No, fight. Fight and survive. A hand covered his face, little claws pricking his flesh, rough scales scouring his face. Tom shook, flailed. He pushed at the thing clawing at him, swung slow arcs with the sheathed sword that didn’t connect. And then the hand was gone and something else replaced it. Something with slapping, grasping tentacles that pulled at his cheeks. Something soft and wet that sucked at his lips, at his teeth.

      It was in his mouth. It was in his mouth.

      Tom gagged on wet flesh and the taste of salt. Tentacles were wrapped around his neck, his head, he couldn’t push the shell off his face, his lungs burned, he had to breathe. His traitorous lungs exhaled. No. He put both hands to the shell, pushed as hard as he could. But the creature was strong. And he was weak. He drew breath before he could stop himself.

      He waited to choke, to drown.

      Air.

      He took another careful breath.

      He could breathe.

      This creature was breathing for him. He took another breath, so deep his chest might burst, let it out. The revolting, sucking lips in his mouth drew his breath away. Tiny little bubbles escaped from the shell. Incredible.

      And there, drifting just a foot away, was a merrow. Like Nimuë it had a human form but was covered in scales, a shimmering green. Fins grew out of its arms, legs, and in place of its hair. It grinned a shark’s grin, rows of tiny sharp teeth, and its fins flapped. It was laughing at him.

      He was too relieved to care.

      It flapped forward, took his arm, tugged him down. Tom looked up and saw other merrow taking the others. They were safe. They were saved.

      Claws pricked the skin at his wrist and he nodded, letting the merrow guide him deeper. Swimming felt almost impossible. He did his best, but he knew he was mostly dead weight. It didn’t seem to impede the merrow at all; it swam as if unencumbered, as easily as a fish. The terror and the exhaustion of the past few days began to settle around Tom, and his eyelids grew heavy. His mind began to wander.

      Wake.

      The thought jerked Tom’s limbs and he snapped to consciousness. The merrow scowled at him but said nothing. Tom could feel pressure growing in his ears as they swam deeper. Away from the surface. He glanced up, filled with a fear of never seeing the sun again, and saw the others spread out behind him. It was a comfort to see he wasn’t alone.

      There. Light. A faint glow ahead. But there was no doubt it was their destination. It took only a few moments for the shape to coalesce into a chariot, an enormous construction of rib bones from a dead sea creature. Four great fish were tethered to it, and a skin was stretched over the bottom to create a platform. But the sides and top were open to the water, covered only by a shimmer, like dancing air over a fire.

      The merrow released Tom and he felt a moment of panic, cast off and alone. He flailed after his guide, but it sneered and pushed him away. Tom drifted a moment then, with nowhere else to go, he swam for the chariot. It was only a small gap, but each kick and pull at the water felt like he was swimming up a waterfall. Then he had hold of a rib, pulled himself through the gap and onto the skin floor.

      The water was gone.

      The creature in his mouth began to squeak, the tentacles flapping. He pushed and it came free, the sucking lips slipping out from between his own. The thing was hideous, all wet and soft and slimy, wriggling in his hands. Eirwen’s grace, the taste in his mouth. He spat. Revolting. But it had saved his life.

      A merrow snatched the shell from his hands.

      “Thank you,” Tom managed. But it said nothing, just took the reins and waited.

      Tom struggled to his feet, the floor beneath him soft and yielding. Some kind of glowing moss provided their light, growing at the base of the enormous ribs. There was nothing between those ribs to stop the water yet it waited there, rolling and splashing as if it had forgotten how to fall. There was a familiar vibration to the air that told him how this trick was performed.

      Another merrow dragged Katharine into the chariot and dropped her on the floor. She lay where she fell, hugging herself, her eyes tight shut, denying the world around her. Tom took hold of her shell and pulled. She pushed and kicked at him, and when the shell came free her eyes snapped open, nothing but wild panic inside.

      “You’re safe,” he said. “There’s air. We can breathe.”

      Dank stepped out of the water, taking off his shell with practiced ease. The boy wore an expression of wonder and acceptance, as if he had never seen such things before but knew all about them.

      Katharine let out her breath in a ragged gasp, unable to hold it any longer.

      “That’s it.” Tom pulled her into an embrace and stroked her hair. Dry. They were all completely dry. Incredible. “Breathe,” he told her. “Just breathe.”

      She drew in air like it was made of gravel, harsh and rattling. Tom could feel water at the back of his throat and tried to resist the urge to cough. It might unsettle her more.

      There was motion and the chariot began to move.

      “Wait, the others,” said Tom.

      “We saw two other vehicles,” Dank said.

      Tom looked out into the water and saw the boy was right; they followed behind, on either side.

      “Is she okay?” Dank asked.

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine.” In truth he had never seen her so frightened. Katharine had always seemed to know everything about Tir and, in knowing it, had no fear of it. Even when they had been travelling through the Whispering Woods she hadn’t been scared.

      “Don’t touch me,” she croaked. She’d remembered her anger. Tom felt a flare of his own. He’d saved their lives. Couldn’t she be grateful? But then he remembered her words in Faerie. You used me, she’d said. You’re a liar and a coward. He clambered to his feet and let her be. She sat in the middle of the chariot, staring at the floor. Angry, scared, so unlike the Katharine he knew. Had he done this? Had he made her this way?

      “Do you know where they’re taking us?” he asked Dank.

      The boy nodded. He spoke with an older voice and his expression was hard. “A place where they can decide what to do with us.”

      “What to do with us?”

      “Few mortals ever see a merrow, Thomas Rymour.” Dank’s eyes held the same dark amusement Tom had seen in so many fay. “They like to keep it that way.”

      “Where is this place?”

      In a moment the boy had changed, his face growing softer and younger and his eyes more innocent. He shrugged. “We don’t know.” He grinned. “Isn’t it incredible, though?”

      But Tom wasn’t in the mood for wonder. He turned to the merrow and asked, “Where are you taking us?”

      One of them turned and said something in a harsh language Tom didn’t understand.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know your tongue.”

      But the merrow turned away.

      “Did you understand that?” Tom asked Dank.

      He nodded. “It’s a lot like the old tongues,” he said.

      “What did he say?”

      Dank just shook his head. But Tom didn’t need an answer. The chariot was descending into deeper water. That was answer enough.
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        * * *

      

      They seemed to travel for hours. Katharine fell asleep, curled up in the very centre of the chariot. Tom leant against a pillar of bone and tried to sleep too. But, despite his exhaustion, he couldn’t relax. His pounding head seemed filled with foresights. A mighty stone city under the water. An enormous pyramid with a golden capstone. A crowd of elfs staring up at him as he cried, “For the king.”

      And when he did begin to drift into sleep, he would dream that he was back in the rat pit in Cairnalyr. That the water was rising up past his chest, his chin, his mouth, that he was beginning to choke, the water was washing up his nose and into his lungs and he would cough and start and wake himself.

      And when he woke, Dank would be watching him, thoughtful and intense. It was unsettling. More so than the foresights Tom couldn’t stop seeing or the dreams he couldn’t stop dreaming. In his exhaustion he thought he could see Dank’s tattoos moving, the whorling patterns twisting on his skin. They were even on the boy’s eyelids. How long must it have taken to ink his entire body? What had made him agree to that? Tom imagined having that same link to the fay, to share their minds, to even share his body with them.

      It made him shudder.

      Dank noticed. “Trouble sleeping.” It wasn’t a question. He sounded almost amused.

      Tom nodded. It didn’t help his headache.

      “We understand. This must be frightening.”

      Tom glanced over at the two silent merrow at the reins. “Yes,” he replied. His life, all their lives, were in the webbed hands of these bizarre creatures. This little bubble and their goodwill was all that stood between them and a watery death. True, the merrow carried only a short knife at the small of their backs; Caledyr’s reach would make short work of them. But what then? Could he drive the chariot, get back to the surface? What about the others?

      “Frightening too,” Dank said, “to know that one amongst you is a traitor.”

      “You think so?” Tom thought so too. But it was a thought he didn’t want to dwell on. Not right now.

      “We know.” Dank’s voice lowered and his words came slow and with menace. “The elfs did not know we were there. Then they did. Only Draig was left alone.”

      “Our prisoner could have shouted out, alerted a patrol.”

      “Or he may have led Draig back to his new masters.”

      “We don’t know what happened.”

      “Don’t we?” Dank tipped his head to one side and smiled a secret smile. It reminded Tom of Glastyn. “We know that Draig wasn’t in those cells with us.”

      “Neither was Neirin,” Tom replied. “Or Six.”

      “True.”

      The boy said no more. What was he trying to imply? That Six and Draig had both betrayed them? He found it easier to believe of Six. He liked both elfs well enough, but Draig seemed honest and straightforward. But Six carried secrets. That elf was a many-sided die and he was only showing one face. Tom had to admit that it was possible Six had betrayed them.

      “But Six was with us the whole time.”

      “So he was.” Dank nodded. “How then could he have contacted Gerwyn?”

      “Perhaps he gave the prisoner a knife? To cut his bonds? Overpower Draig and run back to the castle?”

      “Except that Draig was not at the campsite when we returned.”

      “He could have been taken away.”

      “Was he?”

      “How would I know?”

      “What we know is that he was sleeping in a soft bed. Eating good food. Drinking good wine.” Dank lifted his eyebrows. “Why, unless he had earned it somehow?”

      Tom closed his eyes and tipped back his head. Now wasn’t the time for this discussion. Better to talk about the merrow, options, a plan for escape. Did they need to escape? Were they prisoners again?

      But Dank pressed on. “He knows suspicion is on him,” he said. “He won’t wait again. He will take the sword. Leave you, betray you, kill you himself.”

      The sword. Caledyr. Tom put a hand on the pommel. Emyr had trusted him with it. Maev had ordered him to bring it back to her.

      “Say it was true,” Tom said. “Say Draig was a traitor. What should we do?”

      Dank smiled. It was a slow, satisfied smile. “Get rid of him.”

      Tom shook his head. Draig was a friend, a good elf. If he had betrayed them, he would have a good reason. Perhaps Gerwyn had threatened to kill them all if he hadn’t talked? Perhaps the Westerners had beaten the truth out of him? There could be a dozen reasons. No, Draig had earnt the benefit of the doubt.

      But would a traitor make the most of such largesse?

      One of the merrow spoke and Tom looked up to see light, a bright glow from beneath the chariot. They were almost there, wherever that might be. He was looking forward to sleep, even if it was in a cell. Right now he’d be a prisoner anywhere and for anyone if it meant he had a bed.

      He nudged Katharine. She would want to see this.

      “Look,” he said, voice soft.

      She stirred and groaned. He tried to peer over the edge of the chariot but couldn’t without putting his head in the water. So he looked out instead. The glow was strong, almost as strong as daylight. It illuminated the waters, darting fish flashing in the light. Merrow, too, were swimming in the waters. Some looked like Nimuë and their rescuers, human enough but with fins and scales. Others had long, snake-like tails instead of legs and their faces were far more fish-like. They were broad and strong and monstrous and they looked at Tom like he was prey. He shivered.

      The chariot began to drop and revealed the source of the light: an enormous city of coral and rock. It seemed to grow and twist at random but, as they descended, Tom began to make out merrow in windows and sitting on balconies. It had been grown, he realised. Shaped, somehow, without tools or instruments. Fashioned from rock and lit with moss. He had heard stories of the power of magic, but never seen proof of it until now. Despite his fear and uncertainty, he couldn’t help but stare.

      He saw himself place a hand on an impossibly smooth stone wall, the colours faded, a hint of magic still within after countless centuries.

      The foresight faded as the chariot turned. Were they leaving? No, the merrow had jumped out. They were in the water, pushing the chariot back until, with the sound of crashing waves, the chariot burst into a clearing of sand. Here too there was air, warm and close, like a thunderstorm about to break, and waves crashed against invisible walls.

      “Looks like we’re here.” He stood and offered a hand to Katharine. But she ignored it, pulling herself to her feet. She said to Dank, “What now?”

      Dank shrugged. He was different now, less intense. “We don’t know,” he said. “Your guess is as good as ours.”

      “I thought you were supposed to be our guide,” Tom said. He strapped Caledyr to his back as the merrow stepped out of the water and waved them forward. They always seemed angry.

      “We were supposed to deliver you to the sword,” Dank replied, stepping off the chariot with the rest of them. “You already have your guide.” He pointed to Katharine. Katharine who was ignoring the pair of them and gazing instead at the water above them.

      “It’ll be okay,” Tom whispered. But it was unnerving, the water rolling and churning above them in great waves. With every step he waited to fall up into the water, as if he was being held above it rather than it being held above him. It gave him a sense of vertigo.

      The clearing was a bare circle of sand, fenced in by water, the only exit an archway of coral. A single merrow blocked their path. It wore an unusual leather skirt and held a pike of sorts. Tom thought of approaching but the merrow’s expression suggested he should keep his distance.

      A crash behind them announced the others, clambering out into the clearing, Neirin and Six from one, Brega and Draig from another. Brega scowled at Six like she was ready to behead him there and then. Draig was silent and still, tense, in a way Tom hadn’t seen before. Six was examining everything he could and Neirin was withdrawn.

      The chariots slipped back into the water and they were alone.

      “Well.” Six said into awkward silence. “We made it.”

      “Yes,” Brega said. “Your plan worked, Rymour.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I didn’t say it was a good thing.” When she had been dressed in her black robes and veil she had been intimidating. But those robes had been taken by the Westerners. Now she wore a shift and a yellow scarf around her face. She might have looked silly if she hadn’t seemed so self-conscious. Her barbs couldn’t bother Tom while he was feeling sorry for her.

      “We’re alive,” he pointed out.

      “For how long?”

      Their guard moved aside for another merrow sweeping into the clearing. This one wore crude jewellery and a soft purple robe that hung from one shoulder. It came at them with bared teeth and upheld palms, as if warding them off.

      “Welcomes,” it said. “Humble welcomes.” The words didn’t seem to fit in its mouth, coming out harsh and jagged, with the emphasis in the wrong place. It was followed by two other merrow, neither armed but carrying strange leather bags that hung over their stomachs instead of their backs.

      Tom turned to Neirin, expecting the elf to offer his usual haughty introduction. But he was stood alone, staring out into the water.

      Katharine was the Pathfinder, the wanderer and the diplomat, best suited to greeting foreigners. But she just stared at the waves crashing above them.

      And the others looked to him.

      “Um.” He cleared his throat, tried to remember all the courtly manners he’d seen in Cairnagan. “Greetings,” he said. He sketched a rusty bow and pasted a warm smile on his face. “We thank you for your most generous hospitality.”

      The merrow aped the gesture, spreading his arms and showing off his fins. They bore splashes of bright colour, like a butterfly. “Humble welcomes.” He appeared excited. Was that a good sign? He stepped forward and extended a hand, palm up. When Tom did the same, the merrow corrected him, turning his hand palm down and placing his fingertips on its wrist. Tom had expected cold, rough skin but it was warm and smooth, a rapid pulse beneath. “I am known as Sânuoi of the Peljaä. Where is Nimuë?”

      To business, then. That suited Tom. He wasn’t good at the empty pleasantries. He opened his mouth to answer but Brega interrupted, “We need safe passage back to the surface,” she said, glaring at Tom.

      But Sânuoi shook his head. “That wasn’t the arrangement we made.”

      “We’re making it the arrangement.”

      Sânuoi nodded and the guard took a few quick steps and pointed its pike at her. “The merrow made their arrangement with Thomas Rymour.” And to Tom he said, “You requested we rescue you from the bay in exchange for information about Nimuë. We upheld our end. Uphold yours.”

      He had a point. Tom hadn’t specified where the merrow take them after a rescue. It had been poor wording on his part. He should have known better. He’d spent seven years watching the fay spar with each other.

      “What guarantees do we have of safety?” he asked.

      “None.” Sânuoi’s reply was blunt but not unkind. “First let us assess your claims. If you have been honest with us, that will bode well for you.”

      So he would let them go once he’d found Nimuë. Very well. “There is a forest towards the south of the island you rescued us from. When we saw Nimuë, she was in a clearing with a pond.”

      The merrow nodded and his two companions stepped past and into the water. Tom watched them swim up and away. “They will look for her. You will wait here. It is decided.” Sânuoi turned and swept away.

      “Wait,” Tom said, but his command came out hoarse and pleading.

      Sânuoi stopped at the archway and waved in two smaller merrow, children with trays of food and drink. “Refreshments while you wait,” Sânuoi told them. The trays were polished shell, the food small piles of meat Tom didn’t recognise, the drink simple water served in giant curling shells like a snail’s. “Be patient,” the merrow added, and bared his teeth before he left with the children. Only the guard remained, staring at them like they were dangerous animals.

      Everyone stood in silence for a moment.

      “I don’t know what that stuff is,” Six said. “But I’ll eat anything.” He sat in the sand next to the trays, took a swig of water and tried a strip of a wet, white meat. “Interesting,” he said, with a disgusted smile.

      “You don’t like it?” Dank sat next to him.

      “Try it,” Six replied, and laughed when Dank did and pulled a face.

      “That is,” Dank said, sticking his tongue out like a small child, “unusual.”

      “Shall we eat?” Tom said to Katharine, whose gaze seemed fixed on the sea. She looked small and uncertain, a stranger wearing her face. But her expression darkened when he tried to offer her a reassuring smile, and she sat and ate and drank without looking at him.

      It was clear Brega wanted to join them. But Neirin stayed where he was, gazing out into the dark waters, and she seemed unwilling to leave his side. Draig prowled around the edge of the clearing; did she distrust him? Or was it something else?

      Tom took one of the shells and drank deep. The water was cool and had an odd flavour but was welcome all the same. He could feel his headache easing already.

      “This is revolting,” Six said, handing Tom a shell with round slices of flesh covered in a sort of clear jelly. “You have to try it.”

      “Do I?” Tom said. But it was food, so he did. Six was right. “Emyr’s black bones, that’s bad.”

      “Try this instead.”

      Tom took the shell and picked up a strip of pink fish. It was raw. Tom went to put it back but Six just nodded at him so he ate it. It was chewy and bland.

      “Not much better,” he said.

      Six just handed him something else, this a smaller shell with a glob of flesh in the middle. The elf mimed tipping the contents into his mouth.

      They were salty and gooey.

      “You’re doing this deliberately, aren’t you?” Tom asked after washing his mouth out.

      “Oh yes.” Six grinned.

      Dank was smiling too. Even Katharine was trying to fight a smile. And although they were miles underwater, at the mercy of a strange people, Tom had to laugh. The cries of disgust, the glee of eliciting them, the joy he found in his own, Tom clung to them like a drowning man to driftwood. They ate because they had to, because the West had starved them. But to dwell on that was too painful, so they made a game of it all.

      But not the Easterners. As Tom ate some smoked fish, somewhat more palatable than Six’s suggestions, he saw Neirin turn away from the water. He was holding a bag, Tom’s satchel, the one Maev had given him. Tom hadn’t noticed it in the chaos of the escape.

      “Brega. Draig.” Neirin opened it and pulled out two skull masks. Siomi had told Tom that the masks were made of the bones of respected and beloved ancestors. They were treasured possessions in the East and Gerwyn, their gaoler, had put them on his wall like ornaments. Neirin must have saved them. He offered them without comment. Draig took his in silence. Brega touched the face of hers and Tom saw her eyes moisten.

      “Thank you, my lord.” Her voice was like a whisper.

      “I could not leave them.” Neirin reached into the satchel and pulled out another.

      Brega cleared her throat. “Siomi’s?”

      “Siomi’s.”

      They stared at it for a moment. “I can do it, my lord, if you wish.”

      Neirin shook his head. “No. It is something I must do,” he replied. “But later.” He returned the mask to the satchel.

      Tom held his tongue despite his curiosity. Now wasn’t the time.

      Six obviously disagreed. “Do what?”

      “It doesn’t concern you,” said Brega, but Neirin shook his head.

      “We must break Siomi’s mask,” he said, as if it broke him to say it. “She died a shameful death.”

      Shameful? “She sacrificed herself for us,” Tom said.

      “She died without a weapon in her hands. The Westerners slaughtered her like cattle.”

      “No.” Tom rose to his feet. “No. She saw there was no way out while she was a captive. She took her life, so we could escape.”

      “No. She did not.”

      “I saw it.”

      “Be silent,” Brega snarled. “That would bring an even greater shame on her name.”

      “Why? Because she saved us?”

      “Tom.” Katharine didn’t look at him. Didn’t offer comfort or emotion of any kind. “This is their way.”

      “Well it’s wrong.”

      Brega twitched as if she might strike him. “Still your tongue. Now.”

      But Neirin lifted a hand to calm her and turned a raw gaze on Tom. “Please.” There was no rank. No lordliness or pomposity. It made Neirin sound hollow. Naked. “Don’t make this any harder.”

      It felt cruel to say more. But Tom couldn’t leave it unsaid. “She sacrificed herself for you,” he said. “She gave her life. Her death. To save you. So you didn’t have to suffer a shameful death.”

      “That is not what happened.”

      “How can you say that? You saw it as clearly as I did.”

      “Tom, quiet,” Six said.

      “To do what you say she did, it is abominable.” Neirin’s face was like a rock, like he tried to feel nothing so he didn’t have to feel what he was saying. “To take Angau’s gift for yourself is a very great crime. One of the greatest. Do not accuse Siomi of it. Please, Tom.”

      The clearing stilled, all eyes on him. Siomi had done a brave, terrible thing that had saved everyone’s life. And if somehow it was such a great crime, didn’t that make her sacrifice all the greater? There had been no fear, no anguish in her face. She had done what had to be done.

      But Neirin was begging. Or the closest he would ever get. He didn’t want to remember his friend, protector, companion, in that way. He would rather remember her dying a useless death.

      Tom looked at Katharine. She would know what to do. She had called him a liar and a coward. Was it cowardly to let Neirin have his lie? Or was it braver to bear Siomi’s gift alone?

      Katharine just looked at a strip of raw fish in her hand.

      It wasn’t right. Siomi had done something incredible. It wasn’t right to let them deny it.

      “Don’t.” Brega’s voice was soft, without its usual bite. That was even stranger than Neirin begging. “You’ll drag her name through the mud.”

      He would? He wasn’t the one with the perverted ideas about death. “Don’t lay this at my feet,” he told them. “I know what she did for us.”

      The only sound was the rolling waves above their heads.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Tom dreamt of an arena, of rows and rows of merrow looking down at him, their scales shining in the light. Waves crashed overhead as the merrow raised their hands in silence.

      Tom dreamt of an arena, of rows and rows of men, women and elfs looking down on him, the world hot and dark with just a slit to see through. Thunder crashed overhead as he waited for his opponent to make his move.

      Tom dreamt of his cell in Cairnalyr, dark and drowning, the filthy water creeping up past his mouth, his nose, over his eyes...
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        * * *

      

      He woke with a start and a cry and flailed, trying to push himself to his feet, trying to keep his head above water.

      “Tom, it’s okay.” Six’s voice was calm and soothing. He had a hand on Tom’s brow. “We’re safe.”

      Tom stopped, lay back. “I thought I was in my cell.” He tried to slow his breathing, calm his racing heart.

      “In that cell,” Six corrected him. “It doesn’t belong to you and you don’t belong to it.”

      “Right.” Tom nodded and sat up. He reached out and touched the sword, just placed his fingers on the apple-shaped pommel to remind himself it was there. The metal was smooth and cool. It was reassuring. His heart slowed and his panic subsided in a moment. He looked around. Some of the others were sleeping too. Not Brega; she sat beside Neirin with a possessive air, like a dog guarding her dinner. And Dank stood by the wall of water, putting his hand in and out and swirling it around.

      “Did I wake you?” Tom asked.

      Six shook his head. “I’m not sure I’d be safe if I slept.” He nodded at Brega. Yes. Of course. Six was under suspicion. Tom had almost forgotten. It was hard to remember because he didn’t believe it. Or perhaps didn’t want to.

      “How long has it been?”

      “Since we were left here?” Six shrugged and handed him a shell filled with water. “Hard to say. There’s no sun here. The lights have dimmed, though. Perhaps it’s night.”

      Tom followed the elf’s finger and saw the glow beyond the wall was less than before. Only one structure was visible, a tall, twisting rock tower.

      He brushed sand out of his hair. “How’s Katharine?”

      Six nodded. “It took her a while to relax but she’s sleeping now. She doesn’t like the water.”

      “No.” He looked at her sleeping form, tucked up against the rock wall, her back to the world. “I didn’t realise.”

      Six frowned. “I thought you two were close.”

      “In ways.” Tom kept his voice low. He didn’t want the others to hear. “But I only saw her when she visited. Just a few days at a time. This journey is the longest time we’ve spent together.”

      “Hmm.” Six looked him up and down. “I thought you had known each other a lot longer.”

      “No,” he said. “But she was my only friend for a very long time.”

      Six shifted, looked at his hands.

      “What is it?” Tom asked.

      “Nothing.”

      A liar knows a liar. “Spit it out, Six.”

      The elf let out a long breath, as if steeling himself. “You don’t treat her very well, if she’s your only friend.” He played with a ring on his finger. “We don’t have much time in Tir, before we’re called to the Isles of the Dead. Oen tells us to make right our wrongs. That we shouldn’t carry them but set them free.”

      Tom could feel the heel of bread he’d eaten from Topknot’s grave. No-one had done the same for Siomi. Where had her wrongs gone? “When did you become so pious?” he asked.

      Six smiled. It was sad and amused and bitter all at once. “Perhaps I’ve always been like this.”

      Tom nodded at the elf’s hands. “What’s that?”

      “This?” Six held up his ringed finger. The simple gold band was encircled in elfish lettering. “It means ‘lamb’.”

      Tom squinted at it. The lettering was faded with age. “I’ve not seen it before.”

      Six shrugged and lowered his hand, covering it with the other. “I wasn’t wearing it before.”

      Tom’s first thought was that the elf was hiding something. But there was something different about him. Something approaching peace. “It was meeting him, wasn’t it?” he asked. “Meeting Emyr.”

      Six smiled. “It’s not every day you meet a legend.”

      He’s just a man. That’s what Tom would have said if the sound of a crashing wave hadn’t turned his head. The two merrow had returned, striding out from the sea.

      There was no sign of Nimuë.

      “Where is she?” Tom asked them. “Did you find her?”

      But the merrow ignored him, leaving the clearing without a look or a word. Did they seem angrier than usual? “Wait,” Tom said. But they didn’t.

      They were gone in a moment, but the commotion was enough to wake everyone. “They did not seem happy,” said Neirin.

      “Do they ever?” Six countered.

      “Nimuë wasn’t with them,” Tom said.

      “If they think we lied to them we’ll never get out of here.” Brega looked at Tom as if it was his fault.

      “We should think about escape,” Six suggested.

      Neirin nodded. “It would be wise to have a plan should the worst occur. Lady Katharine, would you assist us?”

      Six got up to join them but Brega raised her palm to Tom before he could rise. “Best you leave this to us,” she said, watching him settle again before going to her master’s side. Tom watched them all, even Draig, joined in hushed conversation. Their turned backs were crueller than Brega’s sneer. Hadn’t he saved their lives?

      “Ignore them.” Dank was stood behind him, wearing a sad smile. “We thought it was a good plan.”

      “Thank you.”

      The boy looked up at the waves overhead. “But it might be time to think of another.”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t long until Sânuoi returned with guards either side of him. “You are to come with me,” he said.

      The others were still huddled in their circle. Tom, cast aside and left with Dank by the archway, was feeling sulky and belligerent when he asked, “Where are we going?”

      “The Setta. Your fate must be decided.”

      “They didn’t find Nimuë, did they?” But Tom already knew the answer by the hard look on Sânuoi’s face.

      Still, the merrow’s voice was gentle when he ordered the guards to escort them. “Let this be done.” He almost sounded apologetic.

      The guards carried pikes, long, barbed things that looked cruel and painful. Tom found them all pointed at him when he strapped Caledyr to his back. One guard barked at him in their harsh tongue. Sânuoi spoke too, and they disagreed for a moment. Then Sânuoi said to Tom, “You carry a weapon.”

      “I do.”

      “Will you give it up?”

      “No.”

      The merrow smiled. “It is our law that prisoners are unarmed.”

      Tom knew it would be best not to antagonise their captors any more than they had to. But he had lost the sword once. He couldn’t lose it again. “We don’t want any trouble,” he said. “All we want is to return to the surface.”

      Sânuoi shook his head. “I will take you to the Setta. They will decide that,” he said. “But our law is law.”

      “And what happens to those who break the law?”

      “They are taken to the Setta where judgement is passed on them.”

      Tom fought a smile and folded his arms. The guard scowled but Sânuoi just flapped his fins.

      “Do as you will, surface man,” he said. “The Setta will speak.”

      With that they were herded out of the clearing and into the city proper.

      It was unlike anywhere Tom had seen. There were no signs of brick or construction; the buildings were carved out of natural rock formations. Some were tall and towering, home to dozens of doorways, others were small and housed a single hovel. Their feet fell on smooth stone-like scales growing out of the sand, while homes and shops twisted out of the ground on either side. Some streets branched off into the sea where they continued, underwater but no different for it. Doorways and windows were closed with enormous shells, bone structures, or sometimes driftwood. The same glowing moss grew everywhere, fighting off the dark of the deep, giving off light of all colours from green to purple to yellow and more. The light gave a surreal air to the world, but more unnerving was the quiet. The city felt abandoned. Shops and stalls were closed. Homes were shuttered and empty, the streets silent. There was only a low, quiet roar in the distance.

      “Where is everyone?” Six asked.

      “The Setta,” Sânuoi said.

      “What is the Setta?”

      Sânuoi bared his teeth again. It wasn’t a threat, Tom noticed. What did it mean? “Where the people meet,” he replied. “To decide things.”

      “A public forum,” Six said.

      “A place for them to pass their judgement on all things.”

      Tom cast a glance at the guards escorting them. He wasn’t sure he liked the idea of their judgement.

      “What’s a public forum?” he asked Six, keeping his voice low so the merrow didn’t hear. “We have them in the West. They’re a place where the people can make themselves heard. The Proctors listen to their concerns, pass judgement on civil matters, relay bigger concerns to the king. Or, at least, that’s the idea.”

      “The idea? It doesn’t work?”

      Six shrugged. “Sometimes it works. Sometimes it doesn’t.”

      Why would Sânuoi take them to such a forum? Were they going to have an audience with their local lord? The roar grew louder as they walked, and it wasn’t long until they emerged into an enormous open space, a huge plain dominated by a circular structure. It was so tall that it broke into the water above them, waves crashing against walls and columns. The Setta looked insubstantial, a lattice of brickwork filled with gaps and windows. It was the only thing they had seen that looked built, from brick and stone, but it was old. Tom didn’t think he had ever seen anything older. Time and use had weathered and worn it down, leaving sections crumbled and ruined. The merrow had patched it with whatever materials came to hand, but it had seen its best days come and go.

      “The Setta?” Tom asked and Sânuoi nodded.

      “Looks like a theatre to me,” Brega muttered. When Tom turned she looked embarrassed to have been heard, but said, “The Erhenni have them. It’s where they have their trials.”

      “Trials?”

      “By combat.” Brega nodded at the Setta. “They look like that.”

      Trials? Were they on trial because the merrow hadn’t found Nimuë? Sânuoi was speaking to a group of the green-skinned creatures. They all carried pikes too. Tom asked Brega, “Will they make us fight?”

      She shrugged. She seemed uninterested in the answer. Only Dank spoke. “No. We do not think so.”

      “Do you know that, Dank, or are you guessing?”

      Dank shrugged too, but his came with a smile that said he knew as much as Tom did.

      Draig stepped forward. “If fighting they wish for us, I will do it.” It was the first thing he’d said to Tom since they’d arrived. “I have best skills with a sword.” He was waiting. For Caledyr. He was waiting for Tom to give him the sword.

      He will take it, Dank had said.

      “No.”

      “It is best way,” Draig said.

      Tom couldn’t argue that Draig was the best swordsman. And he didn’t want to listen to the nagging doubt in the back of his mind. But it was there nevertheless, prodding at his thoughts: Draig might have betrayed them.

      “No.” Tom reached back and touched Caledyr’s apple-shaped pommel. It made him feel better. “The sword stays with me.”

      Draig opened his mouth to argue but Sânuoi interrupted him. “The merrow are ready,” he said. Eight of them took up escort positions, pikes at the ready.

      Brega ignored their new guards. “We don’t want an audience or a meeting or a committee. We just want to go back to the surface.”

      “The merrow have decided,” Sânuoi said. “The Setta is needed.”

      “For what, Sânuoi?” Tom asked. “We don’t want to trouble your leaders. And we don’t think we deserve a trial.”

      The merrow shook his head. “The Setta is neither of those things, Thomas Rymour,” he said. “The Setta is for the merrow to decide what must be done. Now we decide what must be done with you.”

      “What must be done with us?” Brega snarled.

      “Yes. There are two proposals.”

      Tom looked up towards a sun he couldn’t see. “What are they?”

      “To release you, to go where you will,” Sânuoi said. “Or to keep you here.”

      “For how long?” Tom knew the answer even as he asked the question.

      “For always.”

      Their guards led them into the Setta and the roar of a thousand conversations settled into a hush. Tom stared up at rows and rows of seats, all filled with shining merrow, blues and greens and silvers and golds. The seats didn’t stop where they met the water, instead hosting stranger merrow, the ones with serpent tails and monstrous faces, prominent lower jaws with protruding needle teeth and no visible nose.

      Sânuoi saw him staring. “The deep merrow,” he told Tom. “They cannot breathe the air as you and I can.”

      “What happened to them?”

      He bared his teeth. “We do not know. So much of that time is lost to us.”

      The arena itself was a small clearing of sand encircled by a wall as tall as Draig. They were escorted to the centre where their guards abandoned them, climbing up into seats of their own. Only Sânuoi remained. Once the guards were seated, a merrow on the first level stood, raised his hands and spoke. He wore the same type of purple robe as Sânuoi.

      “That is Râçori,” Sânuoi told them. “He too is of the Peljaä. He is welcoming everyone to this meeting and reminding them of the matter at hand.”

      The moss-light was a steady cool blue, making the Setta seem cold and unfriendly.

      “What happens now?” Six asked.

      “The proposals have been made,” Sânuoi told them. “They will be discussed. You will be asked questions. Then there will be a vote.”

      “So this is a trial after all,” Tom said.

      Sânuoi said nothing. Tom looked around at the hundreds of eyes staring down at them. The gazes ranged from disdain through revulsion to hatred. There wasn’t a single friendly face.

      Merrow began to stand and talk. Sânuoi translated.

      “What is to stop them from bringing back more surface dwellers and sacking our city? They should be kept here for the protection of all merrow.”

      “They did not fulfill your part of the bargain. They cannot be trusted here, even as prisoners.”

      “They are trespassing on our lands and should be put to death.”

      So it went on, though each speech ended one of two ways: imprisonment or death. But the faces staring at them would soon grow tired of feeding six surface dwellers. That much Tom could see for himself. Today or tomorrow, these creatures would decide to kill them.

      The roar of foreign voices and glittering scales faded to green shade and Dank spoke with a voice too big and too old, even for him. “Time defeats all.”

      Sânuoi’s flapping fins drove the foresight away. “The proposals have been made and agreed on: freedom, imprisonment, or execution.”

      Tom held little hold for freedom.

      Then the merrow began to ask questions. Where did you find a Call? Why did you ask for our help? Why did you lie to us? None of the others volunteered answers. But if time defeated all, perhaps it could defeat the merrow. So Tom answered their questions, and tried to think of a way to escape while the merrow roared.

      “They say you lied,” Sânuoi told him. “Nimuë was not where you said she was.”

      “Perhaps she left,” Tom replied. “Perhaps she was hiding. I don’t know.”

      “You do not want me to say that for you,” he hissed. “Do not mock the merrow, not here.” His fins flapped. “All we found was an old man hiding under a rock.”

      “Didn’t he tell you where Nimuë was?”

      “There are very few of us that speak your tongue.”

      Tom bit back exasperation. This was an opportunity. “Send someone who does,” he said. The longer this was delayed, the better their chances. “I assure you we saw her. We spoke to her. She gave me this sword.”

      Now the merrow’s fins beat the air as if he were trying to fly. “You do mock us.”

      “I do not.”

      “How could you speak to Nimuë?” he demanded. “It has been a thousand years since her waters joined with Lannad’s.”

      Dead. That was what he meant. Nimuë was dead. Tom shook his head. How could that be? He’d seen her, spoken to her, touched her.

      But she held Ambrose captive, who had also lived a thousand years ago. And if he was still alive, she could be too.

      “Magic,” he said. Sânuoi stopped speaking and glared at him. “It has to be magic.”

      “If she were alive, would she not have returned to us?”

      “Perhaps she can’t. Perhaps she’s trapped.”

      But Sânuoi sneered at him and turned away while the Setta spoke to itself.

      “It’s over,” Brega said. She was still but her eyes prowled around the arena. “Lose the translator, you lose the audience.”

      Neirin, who so far had seemed uninterested in everything, peered at Brega as if he’d never seen her before.

      “What do we do?” Six asked.

      “Get him back on our side.” Brega’s tone made it clear she saw little hope of that. She saw it too. She saw their death sentence looming over them.

      “Sânuoi,” Six said. “Please, my apologies, but I must speak.”

      The merrow glared but nodded.

      “There are many strange things in this world and many of them are in the glade we sent you to. The man your people saw, under that rock? He is over a thousand years old and yet he lives and breathes. Nimuë is no different. We beg you to go again. Talk to that man. See what he has to say.”

      But Sânuoi’s eyes were cold. He didn’t believe them.

      “A trade,” Tom said. “I propose a trade.”

      “You broke the terms of your last trade,” Sânuoi said.

      Then a merrow stood and barked a demand and the Setta roared in response.

      “They have called the vote,” Sânuoi said.

      “No, wait, there is more that needs to be said,” Six pleaded. “Our world is in peril, we need to get back to the surface.”

      But it was no use. Râçori was speaking, clawed hands were being raised. The Setta was a roar of noise but the Peljaä were silent, counting votes. Sânuoi had folded his arms and moved to one side; his part was over, he waited for judgement to be handed down. Neirin stood, hunched and distant, the fight knocked out of him. Dank seemed fascinated but unconcerned. Draig was still, a rock. Six stood close to Katharine and neither of them spoke. Brega whirled, ready, fingers clawed and muscles tense. She did look silly in her shift and her yellow scarf.

      Tom felt nervous laughter bubbling inside him. He had betrayed a duke, faced a dragon, given up Faerie. Only to be stopped by these merrow, these fish-men who he had thought a myth. Executed by mythical merrow. It was absurd. Ridiculous. To come all this way. To brave the Whispering Woods. To kill a man. To spend days trapped in a stinking, soaking rat pit.

      To watch Siomi open her neck on a Western blade. It had to mean something. Something more than this.

      A thought nudged him, like a dog ready to be let out.

      Fight.

      His fingers clenched and his jaw tightened. These fish-men would not make this all for nothing.

      Râçori spoke and the Setta roared into life. The vote had carried. The fish-men cheered and jeered, threw gestures down to their victims. Tom’s fingers twitched and he felt an itch to draw the sword. Sânuoi’s voice seemed to come from far away.

      “You are to die for your crimes.”

      The thought appeared fully formed in his mind; Tom knew what had to be done. Caledyr came free of the scabbard with a quiet hiss, lost in the noise of the rabble. Tom twisted his grip like he’d been handling a blade all his life, took one, two easy steps. Put one arm around Sânuoi’s neck and under the chin, pulling it up and exposing it to the copper blade that shone in the cool blue light.

      The Setta stopped. The only sound was the crashing of waves.

      “I have a new proposal.” Tom’s voice was loud and clear though he knew few would understand it. “You take us back to the surface. And, in exchange, Sânuoi of the Peljaä, I won’t kill you right here and now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      The echoes of Tom’s voice faded. No-one said anything. The others edged closer, placing their backs to his, creating a small circle with Tom at its head. Sânuoi trembled, his hands raised and shaking.

      “You may translate,” Tom murmured. The merrow smelt of fish, yes, and sweat and fear. But he also smelt perfumed, though it was no perfume Tom knew.

      Sânuoi spoke, voice quavering. And, when he was finished, Râçori replied.

      “He says the merrow will not have their voice silenced by a surface man,” Sânuoi said. “He asks if you plan to kill every merrow in this city.”

      “You can tell him we must be allowed to leave. We wish your people no harm.”

      Sânuoi laughed, his fins beating at Tom. “Sorry,” he said. “It is hard to believe that with a blade to my throat.”

      “This is madness,” Six said.

      “Tell them,” Tom said to Sânuoi. “Tell them we don’t want to come back. We don’t want to tell the surface about this place. We just want to leave.”

      “This isn’t going to work,” said Brega. Merrow were beginning to get out of their seats and climb down to the arena floor. “There are too many of them.”

      Sânuoi and Râçori were speaking. “What are you saying?” Tom demanded.

      “We are Peljaä.” Fear made Sânuoi’s voice squeak. “We listen. We have no voice here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Râçori cannot overturn the vote.”

      “Who can?”

      “Only the Setta.”

      The merrow were reaching the sand. Edging towards their little group. Some had short little knives. Others were retrieving pikes from the entrances.

      “How many, do you think?” Brega asked.

      “Enough.” Draig sounded resigned, but not sad or angry. Like he had found the destination he sought by an unexpected path.

      “We can’t fight them all,” said Six.

      “Kill this one,” said Brega.

      “Will that solve anything?”

      “It might be a start.”

      Râçori was staring down at Tom, his fists clenching and unclenching. Tom met his gaze. The merrow was the closest thing to an authority figure. But he was an authority figure without authority.

      “Tom, must you give to me the sword,” Draig said.

      “No.”

      “In Cairnalyr you did not. It must be different this time.”

      Tom saw the look in Siomi’s eyes just before she killed herself. Maybe Draig was right. He turned and met Dank’s eyes. The boy shook his head.

      “No, Draig,” Tom said.

      “Do as he says, Tom.” Neirin gave the approaching merrow a forlorn look. Like he couldn’t summon his indignation and was sad about it.

      “You got us into this mess,” Brega told Tom. “Don’t make it worse.”

      The merrow were goading each other to edge closer. So far no-one wanted to make the first move. But it was only a matter of time.

      “Will they let me kill you?” Tom murmured.

      “Yes.”

      “Then you had better help me think of a way out of this.”

      “The people have spoken. It is done.”

      “Nothing is done until it’s done.”

      The merrow turned his face to Tom as best he could with a sword to his throat. He looked frightened. He looked uncertain. He looked like someone whose world was falling apart around him. Part of Tom felt sick for causing someone so much hurt, and he felt an urge to let the merrow go. But he daren’t. If he did, he would lose the sword. Again.

      Do not lose the sword.

      The air was humming with menace. The anger had deepened and darkened. Any moment the tension would break and they would be torn limb from limb. The others were talking, shouting over the clamour, making plans and recriminations. Tom couldn’t blame them. His gambit had failed. He had failed and he would die here. He would die underwater after all.

      “Let me go,” Sânuoi choked. The sword was too close to his throat, Tom’s arm tensing under the pressure. “There is no benefit should you kill me.”

      No. No benefit. It would not stop the mob around them. But doing nothing wouldn’t stop them either.

      “Tell them something,” he told Sânuoi. “Anything. If we die, you die.”

      “The Setta has spoken,” Sânuoi gasped. “The vote is done.”

      “Then we need a new vote.” The merrow were close, some making feints with their little knives, laughing to see Brega snatch at them or Katharine flinch. The air was a chaos of voices and beating fins. “What if we offer them something better?”

      “Such as?”

      Good question. He looked at the crowd around them. Animal in appearance. Civilised in principle. But savages inside. Like the West, with its words of peace and liberty, they were ready to drop them all in a pit and watch them drown.

      Dank caught his eye. “Looks like it’s a trial by combat after all,” the boy said. And, in a moment, the thought appeared in his mind.

      Fight.

      “A spectacle,” he said to Sânuoi. “A fight. We surface dwellers, we fight each other.” He knew he was talking too fast, fear making him stumble over his words. “We fight and we give you one of us, to do with what you will.”

      Sânuoi’s face changed. There was hope in his eyes.

      “Will it work?” Tom asked.

      “It might.”

      One merrow was stabbing a knife at Brega, who waited to catch and take it.

      “Tell them.”

      “I can’t,” he replied. “I am Peljaä. I have no voice here.”

      Six and Katharine were side by side, facing a merrow with a pike. Katharine said something to Six and his head bowed.

      “Tell them.”

      “You don’t know what you ask.”

      Draig was yelling at the merrow, stepping out of the circle, goading them. The merrow roared back at him.

      “If you don’t tell them we’ll all die.”

      And the hope in Sânuoi’s eyes died as he opened his mouth and cried out to the Setta. It was just a few short words. But the chaos and the bloodlust sputtered, spat and shrank. The merrow looked up at Râçori, whose face was pale and still. But he spread his arms and spoke. Sânuoi said something back, a longer speech, and Râçori replied.

      The merrow began to return to their seats.

      “What did you say?” Tom asked.

      “I gave up my position of Peljaä.” He sounded both relieved and devastated. “I demanded my voice and offered a proposal.”

      “Good.” Tom lowered Caledyr. Sânuoi stepped away, touched his neck; the blade had left a small cut and cold, blue blood wept from the wound.

      “What have you proposed?” asked Six.

      “What Tom suggested,” the merrow said. “A trade. Life for a life.”

      “What?” Brega asked.

      “Tom, what have you done?” Katharine asked.

      There was a hum in the air as the merrow took their seats. Excitement. Anticipation. Bloodlust. They sat here and cast votes and called themselves civilised. But, in truth, they wanted blood. Performance. Entertainment.

      “If the vote carries, you fight until one is offered or one remains standing. Make an offering and we will execute them. The rest can leave.” Sânuoi smiled a shark’s smile.

      “And you suggested this, Tom?” Neirin sounded tired and disgusted.

      “It was that or be torn to pieces.”

      “Maybe you should be our choice then?” said Brega. “Let them kill you?”

      “We would be angry, if you did.” Dank spoke with Mab’s voice, heavy with menace, deep with pleasure at the prospect of unleashing that menace. Even Brega blanched.

      Neirin turned to Sânuoi. “Tom does not speak for us,” he said. “We refuse.”

      “You have no voice here.” The merrow spat each word. “And I am no king to order my people. I am not even Peljaä now. I am nothing.”

      Tom felt a stab of sympathy. Whatever this Peljaä was, it was obviously a position of importance. Could Sânuoi get it back? From his demeanour, Tom guessed he couldn’t.

      Râçori was speaking. That was good. That meant there would be a vote. A chance to limit the deaths to one.

      “This is insane,” Brega said.

      “I will not let them execute even one of us.” Neirin’s voice was loud enough for the whole Setta to hear.

      “We’re not picking anyone,” said Brega. “We’ll fight our way out.”

      “One sword against thousands?” Six countered.

      Brega said nothing, and said volumes by doing so.

      Tom noticed Draig was looking at him, no-one else. His expression was blank but his eyes were calculating. Draig was sizing him up. Making his own plan.

      There was no proof Draig had betrayed them. But he had not been in a cell. He had not helped with the escape. And he was accused by Dank, and the fay knew much. The others stood apart from him, arm’s length at all times, even Brega. Draig was blanketed in distrust, even if no-one could quite say why.

      “Remember your promise.” Six’s voice was low and he watched the others as if waiting for the axe to fall. He expected to be chosen. Brega might nominate him. Neirin too. But no-one stood apart from Six, not even the Easterners. And, Tom noticed, Draig didn’t look on anyone with suspicion. As if he already knew who had betrayed them.

      “My promise.” Tom had promised many things. Carry the sword. And that nod from Siomi, the silent responsibility she had given him: keep Neirin safe. Keep them all safe. Suddenly it seemed impossible to be so beholden, for one man to be bound by all the promises he had made.

      “In Aeryie,” Six said. “You said you would do your best by me. If I helped you.”

      Had he? Yes. Six had been bound on the floor, all grins and barbed jokes. What had happened to that elf?

      You must keep Six close. That was what Ambrose said, in a foresight of things to come.

      So Six didn’t die here.

      “I won’t let them take you,” he said to the elf. Besides, “Haven’t we been through too much?”

      Six’s tension broke, a grin shining through. “Who else can I trust to be dragon bait with me?”

      So. If they didn’t offer up Six, it was Draig. Tom felt sick at the thought and refused to look at the Easterner.

      Râçori spoke to the silent Setta. “It is done,” said Sânuoi. “A life for a life.” He sounded relieved.

      “No,” said Neirin. “We will not do this.”

      “It is the only way,” Dank said. He looked at Tom, waiting.

      “It’s the only way,” he agreed. Caledyr felt heavy in his hand. The weight of this decision was too much. He would almost rather sacrifice himself than do this. But he had made a promise: keep Neirin safe. So he lifted the sword and pointed it at Draig. “I’m sorry.”

      “What are you doing?” Brega snarled. But Tom ignored her. He couldn’t listen to her, to anyone. Just one look or word could be enough to deter him. So he stared at Draig, willed himself to see and hear no-one else, and said, “On your knees, my friend.”

      Draig just gazed at him. “I am sorry too.” But he didn’t move. And Tom could see him readying himself. Coiling inside, like a snake, ready to strike.

      “On your knees,” he repeated. Even unarmed, Draig was too strong, too skilled for them to stop if he decided to resist.

      So he refused to relax even when the elf knelt down in the sand.

      “We’re not doing this.” Brega stabbed a finger at Six. “Leave him,” she said. “He’s the one who gave us to the Westerners.”

      “That’s what you want to be true,” said Tom.

      “I know it wasn’t Draig.”

      “Do you?”

      Brega said nothing.

      “This is not your decision to make, Tom,” Neirin said. His voice was low, warning. There was something of the old fire in it. “Lower the sword.”

      “Do you think Draig is innocent?” Tom asked.

      Neirin hesitated. “Draig has served my family long and faithfully.” It was the sort of non-answer Tom had been giving for years. The sort of answer that danced around the truth.

      “You did it, didn’t you?” Tom said to Draig.

      “Why do you ask of me?” he replied. “Can not you say it? If it is true?”

      If his gift worked that way. Tom had never been able to prove whether he could speak a lie if he believed it was true.

      “Answer him, Draig,” said Neirin. When Draig did not, he said, “Your Shield commands you.”

      Draig’s face twitched and then his blank expression collapsed, his lip curling in a sneer that seemed alien to his face. “My Shield is dead. You are his ghost.”

      Neirin looked like he’d been slapped. His mouth hung agape, his skin pinked and his eyes watered.

      And, while they gazed at Neirin, Draig made his move.

      A handful of sand blinded Tom and he staggered back, wiping at his eyes and coughing. Then he felt a blow to his chest, strong enough to knock the air out of his lungs. He staggered again, tried to catch his breath, only to slip and fall. He couldn’t breathe, his lungs wouldn’t work, as if his ribs were choking them like weeds. He sucked and clawed at the air, dimly aware of sounds of fighting and knowing that he was too vulnerable in this position. He wiped away burning sand and blinked, tears streaming down his face. By the time he could see again, Draig had turned on Brega. Her nose was bleeding and she was crouched, hands up and ready. The others had backed away. They were without weapons and Draig was more than their equal.

      A cheer had gone up from the merrow and now the air was filled with the roar of an audience, cries of encouragement, of curses, songs and chants. The sounds of merrow justice.

      No time for bitterness. He pushed himself to his elbows and knees. Somehow he still had hold of Caledyr. Draig hadn’t taken it.

      But, as if summoned by his thoughts, Draig kicked at him. Tom caught the blow in the flank, groaned, cried out as Draig stamped on his wrist. Without thinking he let go of Caledyr, and in a moment it was in the elf’s hands.

      Retrieve the sword.

      Draig had already turned to Brega. It made sense, she was the greater threat. Tom threw a kick at Draig’s leg, too weak and awkward to cause real hurt. But it distracted him. Brega took her opening, swung a fist, but Draig rolled under and away from the blow. Tom scrambled after him on hands and knees. As Draig tried to get to his feet, Tom jumped onto his back. Draig grunted but didn’t go down.

      “Help me!” He wasn’t heavy enough. Draig already had one foot under himself. Tom hauled back on Draig’s hair, tried to get his arm around the elf’s neck.

      Then Dank was there too, adding his slight frame to the weight on Draig’s back. It still wasn’t enough. Draig surged to his feet with a roar, like he was a giant and Tom and Dank were dormice, no more to the elf than an itch. Draig leant forward to counter their weight and reached back, trying to swat them off his back. He clawed at Tom’s face, his hair, then at Dank.

      Brega landed one, two, three blows to Draig’s head. He lunged with the sword but she was too quick. She stepped inside his reach and brought a knee into his face. Finally he dropped to the sand, crushing Tom and Dank under his weight. The world blurred. Focus, focus. Tom scrabbled at Draig’s face, caught his chin, pulled, exposed his neck. Tom blinked and his vision cleared in time to see Brega punch Draig in the throat. He dropped Caledyr and, in a moment, Brega had it to his throat. He was still.

      She said a word in elfish to him, quiet and calm. When Draig didn’t answer she shouted it. With her face covered, all Tom could see were her eyes, hurt and betrayed and angry. She looked like a little girl whose father had thrown away her favourite doll.

      Draig replied in elfish, a cluster of sing-song words Tom didn’t understand.

      Brega replied by spitting in his face. Tom felt a drop land on his chin, hot and wet. Though it wasn’t meant for him, he felt shamed anyway.

      Brega hauled Draig to his knees by his hair, then kicked him in the back and sent him face down into the sand. Tom took a deep breath and sat up. He felt lighter, the world seemed safer. The traitor was found. They would be safe now.

      But there was still that thought, like an itch in his mind. Retrieve the sword. He extended a hand, ignored Brega’s surprise. Tried to ignore, too, the relief he felt as she returned the blade to his possession.

      Sânuoi stepped forward. “He is your choice?”

      Neirin stood over Draig, fists bunched, jaw clenched. He kicked him, once, twice, three times in the gut. Draig groaned but did not move, and his lord glared at him, impotent and petty.

      “A traitor’s punishment is clear.” Neirin poured venom and satisfaction into his words. The act was too plain. “Swift execution is too good for him. His hands and feet must be removed and he must be abandoned. It is our way.”

      “Oen’s black bones,” Six swore. “That’s grotesque.”

      “It is our way,” Neirin repeated.

      Tom shook his head. He pictured Draig trying to survive in the middle of nowhere, crawling on knees and elbows, pawing at food with stumps. His stomach tightened. “He’s right,” he said. “It’s grotesque.”

      “It is the sentence I pass as Shield of the Angles,” Neirin said, his voice cold and tight. “Siomi is dead because of him,” he hissed.

      “She is.” Tom met Neirin’s gaze unblinking as he sheathed Caledyr. “But as I have the sword, you won’t be cutting anything off without me.”

      Neirin stepped up to Tom, towering over him. “Will you defy me, Thomas Rymour?”

      Neirin had been intimidating at one time. But now, after everything they’d been through, Tom just couldn’t be afraid of him anymore. “I am defying you.”

      “The merrow have spoken,” said Sânuoi. “His fate is ours to determine now.”

      “His life is mine!” Neirin roared, then whirled on Draig and hauled him up, shook him and hissed, “Why?” His voice broke a little as he said, “Tell me. You served my father for decades. Why did you betray me?”

      Draig smirked. “It burns you, not to know.”

      “Tell me.”

      Draig shook his head. “Never.”

      Neirin slapped him, then again, and again. The blows rained on him as Neirin let loose a roar of wordless rage. But Draig didn’t resist, didn’t fight back. And when Neirin was done, panting and exhausted, Draig lay back in the sand and said, “You are like spring breeze to a mountain.”

      And he smiled. Bloodied and bruised and breathless, he smiled in the face of death.

      “Take him,” Sânuoi said. As a dozen guards came forward and began to bind Draig’s hands and feet, the merrow said to Tom. “We will take you back to the surface.” His voice was muted, as if observing a funeral. “Your audience is done.”

      Six placed a hand on Katharine’s back and led her away. Neirin tried to stalk away but trudged instead, Brega’s tread heavy behind him. And Dank placed a hand on Tom’s shoulder and nodded. “It was well done.”

      “Wait, Tom,” Draig called, waving his bound hands. “Would I ask of you something.”

      “What is it?” It was hard to see Draig trussed up and prone. He had been a friend, a confidant. How many times had he offered Tom advice? Had it been in earnest? Or was it all designed to aid his own agenda?

      “Tell it to me,” Draig said. “Why is it you want to see the West fall?”

      Tom pictured burning white towers. He pictured the pain and surprise on those arrogant Western faces. He pictured Gerwyn, bound and floating in a rat pit. “Tir does not belong to them,” he growled.

      “All of Tir falls into war, if they fail.”

      Draig’s sombre, sanctimonious expression was too much. Tom found himself on his knees, face inches from the elf’s, fists bunched. “Your masters left me to rot in a hole in the ground,” he hissed.

      Did something move in the sword? A shift? A thought?

      Draig smiled. Too knowing. “You seek revenge.”

      Tom wanted to deny it. But it would be a lie.

      The elf looked past him and Tom followed his gaze to Dank. “And you?” Draig said. “You have no things to say?”

      Dank shook his head. “You left us to rot in a hole in the ground too.”

      “But you know why.”

      “Yes.” Dank’s face twisted between anger and a smile. “We know why.”

      Then the merrow lifted Draig by his wrists and ankles like a trussed pig and carried him away while the Setta cheered. And in a moment, Draig was gone.

      “You’ve killed him,” Brega said. Her voice was as dead and cold as her eyes.

      “Perhaps,” said Tom.

      “Come away,” said Dank, placing a hand on Tom’s shoulder. “We must take what we bought with his life while we can.”
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      They were placed back into Sânuoi’s reluctant care, and he led them out of the Setta to a large, open area. Other merrow stepped into the water and began chasing fish to pull one of the dozens of chariots resting in the sand.

      “I shall not say I am saddened to see you go,” Sânuoi said to them. “You have caused me great upset.”

      “That was not our intention.” Neirin seemed to have recovered a little of himself. His eyes were still brittle shards, but he spoke with a shadow of his old grace and aplomb. But his words seemed to have little effect on Sânuoi.

      “Go to the island where you found us,” Tom told the merrow. After the drama of the Setta he felt too drained to hold onto his previous anger. “You speak our tongue. Speak to Ambrose. He will tell you about Nimuë. Perhaps being the one to find her will be of help to you.”

      Sânuoi acted as if Tom had not spoken. “You will be left on the western shores,” he said. “Do with your lives as you will.”

      “Where in the west?” Six asked.

      “I have a fleet sailing in the south,” Neirin said. “Perhaps we could try and meet them?”

      Sânuoi shook his head. “We won’t spend days and weeks chasing your ships, surface dweller. We will put you back on the surface.” He fixed Tom with a glare. “Do not return here. Do not break a further bargain. The Setta will not stand for it. And I have lost too much.”

      The merrow’s eyes were filled with anger and pain. Tom felt he should apologise. But Sânuoi had been willing to let them all die. So Tom said nothing.

      The merrow shooed them into a chariot, one with room enough for all of them. They had barely settled before they were on their way. Back to the surface. Tom allowed himself to relax. Dry land. It seemed like years since he had stood on it. He glanced at Katharine and saw her squeezing Six’s hand. Tom tried not to feel jealous. If he wanted to have that again, he would have to earn it.

      The merrow ignored them, speaking quietly in their own tongue, backs turned. Sânuoi was unarmed. The charioteer had only his little bone knife.

      “There are only two of them,” Tom murmured. “We could overpower them. Find Neirin’s ships.”

      “I think you’ve made enough decisions today, Tom.” Six’s voice was soft and gentle. But the judgement was there all the same.

      “I saved our lives.”

      “You did.” Six offered him a small smile. “But I don’t think anyone will thank you.”

      “Tom found your betrayer,” Dank said. “He kept you safe.”

      “Yes,” Six replied. “But he killed Draig.”

      “An elf who sold you to your enemies.” Dank smiled and Tom wished he hadn’t. It was too fay, too heartless. “We would think you were best rid of him.”

      “He was my friend,” Brega snarled.

      “And my subject,” Neirin added. “His fate belonged to me.” But, sat on the chariot floor, he lacked the presence to make those words as intimidating as they might once have been.

      “Draig sold your lives,” Dank spoke with a perfect impression of Mab’s voice again. It was eerie and Tom shivered. “And Tom has saved them. We would see him thanked.”

      “Perhaps we don’t feel grateful,” Brega replied.

      Tom shook his head. They had been sentenced to death and none of them had acted. Not Neirin or Brega or Six. So he had done something. And he had saved their lives. Twice. Why shouldn’t they be grateful?

      “Don’t shake your head at me,” Brega snapped. “You’ve had us captured and my friend executed.”

      “But we are alive,” Tom said.

      “Which has more to do with the grace of Angau than you.”

      “And yet,” said Dank, “Tom’s actions see us borne to the Western Kingdom, with Caledyr in our possession and a traitor disposed of.”

      “And yet,” she echoed with a sneer, “we have no food, no weapons, no clothes, and we left my friend to die at the hands of these things.”

      “We have our lives.”

      “Draig doesn’t,” said Six. Spoken as if Draig had been an innocent victim. A loss. A paragon of virtue. It was too much.

      “Draig betrayed us!” The water seemed to ripple at Tom’s outburst. Even the merrow turned to look. “Draig left us in those cells. He left us there for days. Do you think he cared about us? Do you think it could have ended in anything other than death?”

      The chariot fell silent. They knew he was right. But they blamed him all the same. And, despite himself, Tom felt guilty. And he was angry at himself for feeling guilty, and angry at the others that they refused to feel the same way. “You look at me as if his death is my fault. As if I wanted him dead. But Draig was my friend.” Which made it hurt all the more. But Draig’s caution in Faerie came to mind: some people do not deserve our love. And when he touched Caledyr, laid across his lap, he felt certain. He had done the right thing. “I only did what had to be done.”

      No-one had anything to say to that.
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        * * *

      

      He was stood in a still, dark room, with the faintest of breezes coming from above, surrounded by old, rotten treasures.

      A foul, gurgling voice said, “Some things we dare not say.”

      “Why not?”

      It was Fenoderee. Glastyn’s dark, shambolic, moss-covered self, his misshapen back to Tom. “Why do you think the fay want to break the monoliths?”

      “Entertainment?”

      The fay was still. Too still. “It is that, and also more than that.”

      The foresight faded and Tom looked up. He’d been dozing. He looked over at Dank who was sleeping too. Or was he? Tom had thought the fay’s interest was limited to the sword. Why do you think the fay want to break the monoliths? Tom reached for the sword, reassuring himself it was still there. Just touching the pommel made him feel better; he felt more awake, and the fatigue in his limbs lessened.

      The water was brighter. They were nearing the surface. Soon he would stand on dry land and feel sunlight on his face. He could barely wait. He would be a happy man if he never saw water again.

      Sânuoi was watching him, fins flat and still. “Our paths are almost parted.”

      Tom nodded. “For what it’s worth, Sânuoi, I had no intention of causing you any trouble.” But his hand had been forced. And the merrow had made small effort to help them.

      Sânuoi was still as stone. “Would that you knew the depths of the waters you have stirred.”

      It was an unfair comment but the merrow was hurting. That much was plain. Tom touched the sword. This was not an enemy. No need to fight. So he kept his tone soft as he said only, “We just want to be on our way.”

      “And that will be soon enough.” Then Sânuoi raised his voice so all could hear. “The merrow will not tolerate your presence again,” he said. “And should any other surface dwellers seek to leave our city so easily, I pledge to cast my vote against them.”

      Tom nodded and hoped nobody would rise to the bait. But even Neirin was quiet.

      Unchallenged, Sânuoi took a step towards Tom and hissed, “And your lives will be forfeit should the Setta agree you have been false to your terms. I shall see to that.”

      Tom felt a flare of anger, his body tensed and ready to rise. How dare he threaten them? He should argue. Draw the sword.

      Kill the enemy.

      The thought was so strong it made his fingers twitch, and he started like he was waking. His gaze fell on the cut on Sânuoi’s throat and he couldn’t shake the mental image of splitting that flesh with Caledyr’s edge.

      The chariot slowed to a stop and they were each given another tentacled creature. Tom placed it on his face, so alarmed at his murderous thought that he barely noticed the revolting, sucking flesh against his teeth.

      “Now,” Sânuoi growled at them, “get out.”

      The water was cold and the swim was long. But every stroke took Tom closer to the surface, closer to the light, and closer to a place where he hadn’t sacrificed a friend.
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      Tom’s first sight of the Western Kingdom was a strip of beautiful white sand. But it could have been dirty, rough and rocky for all he cared. All he wanted was solid ground. The yearning for it gave him a burst of energy and he swam. Slapped at the water, exhausted and feeble. His breathing was ragged and his lungs and throat felt raw. Each stroke felt like it would have to be his last. But each time there had to be another after it. And another. And another.

      Then his toes grazed sand. A few clumsy kicks and he got his feet under him. He staggered into the shallows and fell back, the tide washing around him. He wasn’t comfortable. The sword on his back pushed his spine into an arch and he was cold, teeth chattering already. His breath was a mist that obscured the dark grey sky. But he had to rest. His limbs shook with exhaustion. The shell on his face was cloying, suffocating. He had to get it off. He peeled away the tentacles, the suckers popping off his skin, and he tossed the thing aside as he crawled out of the water.

      Solid ground. He took a handful of sand, working it through his fingers, luxuriating in the soft grains. It would be better if it was soil, honest earth. But it would do. Eirwen’s grace keep him from water. No more seas or lakes or rivers. Never again.

      “Roll in the sand.” Katharine strode out of the shallows, grinning like she’d found Rimestenn’s lost hoard. “It will help us dry so we don’t freeze to death.”

      She began to roll and Tom did likewise. The sand was soft and fine, not scratchy and coarse like he was used to.

      “Put it in your hair too,” she told him, and he took handfuls and rubbed it over his head.

      “Now leave it. It will come off on it’s own.” She was covered in sand head to foot and she gave him the purest grin. He couldn’t help but smile back. Then she remembered herself and looked at Six instead. Disappointment pricked Tom. But it was a start.

      “You look ridiculous.” Six grinned back at her. He began to roll too, as did Dank, and even Brega began to pat herself down with sand. Neirin stood above them all, eyes dark.

      “It will help with the cold,” Katharine told him.

      “I am fine,” he said in a cold, empty voice. He strode up the beach, climbing the grass-peppered dunes. “Tell us where we are, Katharine.”

      She clambered to her feet, covered in wet sand. “I don’t know.”

      “You are our Pathfinder.” Neirin’s words carried no rebuke; it was a simple statement of duties. Yet Katharine flinched and turned away.

      “I don’t know where we are,” she said, hugging herself against more than the cold. Why was she so stung? Why didn’t she find a landmark and consult her maps?

      “Your maps,” Tom realised.

      “My maps.” Her voice was a fragile thing, brittle and liable to break. Her shoulders were hunched as if she expected blows to fall any moment.

      Tom opened his mouth to say more, but what was there to say? Maps were a Pathfinder’s lifeblood. They were used to record journeys, as an aid to memory, to recruit new clients. They were the sum of a Pathfinder’s life and experience. A pension for their old age. Katharine had spent years creating her maps. And they had left them behind. In Cairnalyr. With Proctor Gerwyn.

      She took a deep breath. Was she crying? No, just trying not to. Should he try to comfort her? Embrace her, stroke her hair, hold her hand? Or was she still angry with him? Would that make it worse?

      So he tested the waters and said, “I’m so sorry.”

      She sniffed, cleared her throat, and said, “I’m sure you are.” Her words were flat, cold, a rebuke and a rejection. Sympathy was not what she wanted. Tom could understand that. No words or gestures could make right such an extraordinary loss.

      Neirin, it seemed, didn’t understand that loss. “So you cannot be a Pathfinder without your maps?”

      Katharine let out a little laugh, sniffed again and wiped her eyes. “If you thought that, Lord Neirin, why did you hire me?” She turned to Brega with a watery smile and said, “Can you get a fire going there?” She pointed to a dip in the dunes, protected on all sides from the wind.

      “We cannot risk detection,” Neirin said. He was trying not to shiver.

      “We’ll freeze to death without warmth.”

      “We could shelter there.” Dank was standing higher up the dunes, pointing up the beach. Tom followed his finger and saw a ship on the shore, listing in the sand, mast broken and sails rotting. Looking at it made Tom feel sad, like he was witnessing a terrible tragedy. But Dank was right; it would afford shelter from the wind.

      Katharine shook her head. “If it caught your eye, it will catch others. People might come looking for salvage.”

      “But it’s old,” Tom said. “It’s probably been picked clean already.”

      “Children play in wrecks,” she snapped. She didn’t make eye contact. “Someone is always looking for firewood or treasure.”

      He shouldn’t have questioned her. Not now. And not after the Whispering Woods.

      But he had got them out of Cairnalyr, hadn’t he? Didn’t his opinion count for something?

      “We can’t stay out here,” Six said, voice soft. “We’ll freeze.”

      Katharine whirled on Six and Tom braced for another outburst. But something in his eyes melted her frown and she sighed. “You’re right,” she said. “It’s the best shelter.”

      So Six could question her but he could not?

      “Brega,” she said, “take Lord Neirin and find kindling and firewood.”

      “It’s made of wood.” Brega spoke as if Katharine was dim-witted.

      “All of it likely to be huge planks and hard to break,” she replied. “Six and I will find food and water.”

      “What should I do?” Tom asked as she walked past.

      “Take Dank. Head to the wreck,” she said, without looking at him. “ We’ll find you.”

      Tom watched the others clamber up the dunes. It was hard not to feel rejected. He knew he had hurt her, that he had misled her. He knew she had every right to be angry with him. But a part of him also felt he was being unduly punished. Yes, he had not been honest with her. But he had saved her life. Twice. And she wouldn’t even look at him.

      And when the others looked at him, they called him a killer with their eyes.

      A rush of loneliness made him take a sharp breath. He had been so used to solitude. Now his hand almost ached to hold Katharine’s. Or to touch Maev.

      He shouldn’t have left Faerie. He should have stayed. What did he care who sat on which throne?

      He reached back, without thought, and touched Caledyr. Just two fingertips on the pommel. But it was enough. Like lighting a lantern in the dark. It wasn’t about the throne. It was about the elfs who killed Siomi. Who put him in a rat pit. Who thought they could do what they willed and no-one would oppose them.

      “They don’t trust us,” Dank said into the quiet.

      Tom looked the boy up and down, dressed in rags, hairless, skin crawling with strange tattoos. His face suggested he’d not yet seen a score of summers, but his expression suggested centuries. He looked unusual in every conceivable way.

      “No,” Tom said. What good was there in avoiding the truth?

      “We have done nothing but help.”

      “Perhaps.” Tom shrugged and tucked his hands into his armpits. The wind was strong and it bit with cold teeth. “But they don’t understand you. You look like a boy and you speak like a fay.”

      “We’re not the strangest thing about this group,” he said, suddenly just a boy, his body gangly with youth and his eyes young and hurt. “A pair of Easterners, a human seer, a female Pathfinder and a Western exile?”

      Pity prompted Tom to offer the boy a smile. “Give them time. Everything is a little strange right now.”

      “But what about you, Tom?” Dank’s voice changed. “You, who claim to love us.” Something in the way he said it made Tom feel awkward.

      “I am a friend to the fay,” he said.

      Dank narrowed his eyes. The wind grew colder. “But you don’t trust us.”

      “I have a lot of unanswered questions,” he admitted.

      “Our queen likes secrets.”

      Why had she sent Glastyn to Cairnagan?

      Why did the fay want to break the monoliths?

      “It is a monarch’s prerogative to keep secrets, Tom,” Dank said. But it was with Mab’s voice. “We will reveal them to you in time, we promise you.” The boy reached up and cupped Tom’s face. Tom didn’t know what to do with himself. “You must put your trust in us, Tom.”

      “I will try.” What choice did he have?

      Dank smiled and caressed his cheek with a thumb. It was not comforting. “You will do better than that,” he told Tom with a lover’s voice. “We demand it.”
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        * * *

      

      The walk to the wreck was long and cold. Tom had tried to make conversation, asking Dank what the fay knew of events in Cairnagan or the Harbour. But the boy said little, and so their conversation had stilted, wilted and died. Only the waves had broken the silence, and Tom had tried not to remember the tide cells in Cairnalyr.

      The ship was surrounded by worthless detritus. Pieces of the ship, broken cargo, snatches of half-buried sail or rope. Tom thought he spied bleached bones peering through the sand and looked away. The wreck itself was a monstrous shadow in the fading light, creaking in the wind. It wasn’t fully beached, the fore lancing up into the sky and the aft still keeping its toes in the water, rotting into the sea. It had been there a long time, the keel buried in the sand and canting drunkenly toward them. Tom tried not to think of it tipping over and crushing them.

      “A little light,” Dank said, and then grunted as his tattoos began to writhe. Tom couldn’t help but watch as the boy’s neck began to glow from within. A tiny hand reached out without causing cut or injury, then the rest of the sprite clambered out and onto Dank’s shoulder. It shook itself and flapped its wings, its light so bright Tom could barely make out its figure.

      Dank panted and wiped at his forehead.

      “It hurts every time?” Tom asked.

      He nodded as the sprite took off, hovering in the air just ahead of them. He followed the sprite and Tom followed the boy.

      “Why did you do it?” Tom asked him.

      The sprite drifted over the hull, exploring it. It was broken and rotten in a dozen places, the jagged planks forming fanged maws in the side of the ship.

      “Bind ourself to a fay?” Dank said.

      Bind himself. Like a dragon was bound by Western magic? “Yes.”

      The sprite flew into the wreck and Dank stopped, watching the glow strengthen and fade as it moved within the ship. “What makes you think it was our choice?” Tom felt his stomach clench. Had the fay forced this onto the boy? But he turned and gave Tom a grin. “Don’t worry, Tom. It was.”

      Tom shook his head. Sometimes the fay weren’t as funny as they thought.

      Windows, doorways and breaches glowed in turn as the sprite explored.

      “What’s it looking for?” Tom asked.

      “We don’t know,” Dank replied. “We can’t share thoughts with her when we’re apart.”

      The light faded before disappearing entirely. Night was nearly settled too, and thick clouds left everything a shadow against darkness.

      “What’s it like?” Tom asked, though he wished he hadn’t. The idea of the fay being inside his head made him itch.

      “Incredible.” The smile was audible in his voice. “The fay are ancient. And everywhere. They know so much.”

      “And that’s why you did it?” Tom asked. “To share that knowledge?”

      “When they came to us, they told us they could show us worlds we couldn’t imagine. Histories forgotten, truths that no mortal had ever fathomed. And they have shown us so much more.”

      Tom wondered what it would be like to know so much. Tir was full of mysteries and puzzles. To have them revealed, unlocked, to understand its deepest secrets? The idea had a pull to it.

      But what could a man do with that knowledge once he’d slaved himself to the fay?

      The thought surprised him and he looked at Dank, no more than a black cipher in the dark. Did Tom think of him as a slave? He didn’t seem to chafe under any bondage. If anything he seemed happy with his lot in life, contented and serene. Not unlike Siomi.

      Would Dank die for the fay?

      The darkness bloomed into light, and Tom saw a stone chamber. He had Dank pinned against a wall, against cold, black stone that felt like iron. Dank thrashed, struggled, clawed at Tom and pushed against the stone with all his might.

      “We will see you die for this.” Dank’s fury was young and petulant but with traces of an older, darker malice.

      Tom said nothing. He ignored the pain Dank inflicted, and the pain that would be brought by the consequences of what he did.

      The foresight faded and left Tom blinking in sudden darkness.

      “What did you see?” Dank’s voice asked.

      He thought of Ambrose’s voice. Don’t tell him, Tom.

      “The two of us,” he said. “Fighting.”

      “Over what?” His tone was mere curiosity; he seemed indifferent to the news that they would come to blows.

      “I don’t know.” Dank, or perhaps the fay, had been angry. But he hadn’t felt anger in himself. Just cold, hard resolve. And a terrible sadness he was trying not to feel.

      “It will be interesting to see what brings us to conflict.”

      ‘Interesting’ wasn’t the word Tom would have picked. An attack on Dank would be an attack on fay. And Tom couldn’t think of a person, place or ideal big enough to risk the wrath of the fay. The idea that there could exist something that big frightened him a little.

      He cleared his throat. “Hopefully it will be a misunderstanding.”

      Dank grunted. He didn’t sound convinced. Nor was Tom. But he didn’t like to leave Dank, or the fay, to ponder this inevitable assault. So he offered, “Your sprite has been gone a while.”

      But all Dank said was, “Yes.” And the air became thick and awkward. The wind was picking up, sending a chill breeze through Tom’s thin clothes. He hugged himself and rubbed his chest. At least he had his boots; Dank was barefoot.

      “Has it forgotten about us?” Tom asked.

      “It’s not likely.”

      As if summoned by Dank’s words, the glow from the sprite became visible from an opening near the ground and it drifted out, a little point of light in the night air. Without a word, Dank trudged towards it and Tom followed in similar silence.

      As they grew closer, though, Tom felt the urge to say something. The sprite illuminated an opening that looked like all the others, but low enough that it could almost be reached from the ground. That alone was no reason for concern, but the wooden crates stacked underneath were.

      Someone had climbed into the wreck.

      Dank had noticed too. “That’s lucky,” he said, and then to the sprite, “Thank you.” He was already climbing crates stacked to make a staircase to the opening.

      “Aren’t you worried?” Tom asked.

      “About what?”

      “About who might be inside?”

      “What makes you think there’s anyone inside?”

      Tom tapped the crates with a finger and Dank shrugged. “Probably children or salvagers, when the ship first wrecked. That would explain why there’s no cargo on the beach.” Without waiting to see if Tom was convinced, he resumed his climb and disappeared into the wreck.

      Tom looked at the opening for a moment. They needed to avoid discovery. If there was anyone inside, they would be found out. But it was cold, freezing in fact. And if there was danger, the sprite would have warned them. So he climbed too. But when he got to the top he noticed someone had fixed iron handles to the hull. Someone had worked hard to make entry easier. Someone who meant to return often enough to make the effort worthwhile.

      The deck was slanted, creating a climb from the opening. The sprite illuminated broken crates and barrels that had fallen against the wall they entered through. The other walls were too far away to be seen. All Tom could see was a greedy dark, ready to swallow whatever stepped into it. Tom felt his senses sharpen at the childish fear of it.

      The wind whistled around the ship and Tom said, “We should wait for the others.”

      Dank was just a haloed shadow; his sprite had landed in his hair, casting a glow around his head. Tom could just make out a sound, high-pitched and too small to make out; it was speaking to him.

      “We’ll go further in,” he said. “Get out of the cold.”

      “How will the others find us?”

      “They’ll find us,” was all he said before he began to clamber up the deck. Tom was faced with a choice of waiting alone in the dark or following him.

      The deck was in better condition than the hull although it was still broken in places. Bird droppings clustered on the wood below his hands and feet. It smelt of wine and rotten food; this must have been a cargo hold, its treasure spilt in the accident. Tom kept his eyes on the deck below, picking his steps carefully. It meant he wouldn’t fall through into the gulf below, but it also meant he didn’t have to look at the darkness around him and imagine what could be lurking in it. He couldn’t stop his ears from straining for sound.

      The light dimmed and he looked up. Dank was climbing a staircase.

      “We should wait,” Tom said.

      “We heard something.”

      “What?”

      “It sounded like voices.”

      “Then we should leave,” Tom said. “We don’t want to be discovered.”

      Dank grinned a grin too like Glastyn. “Voices in a derelict ship in the midst of the Western Kingdom and you aren’t in the least curious?” He shook his head. “Where’s your sense of adventure, Tom?”

      “So far adventure has had me chased by a dragon, imprisoned in a rat pit and kidnapped by merrow.”

      “Precisely.” He even sounded like Glastyn. It was unnerving. “This will only be a minor diversion by comparison.”

      “Wait.”

      But Dank continued, creeping up stairs that betrayed him with every creaking step, taking the light with him. That left Tom to either fumble his way back and risk injury, or stay where he was and listen to Dank meet whatever was up there. Or he could follow. He drew Caledyr. The hiss of the blade sliding free was lost under the sound of the wind. He felt ready.

      Dank’s voice echoed from the top of the stairs. “Shall we continue?”

      It made Tom feel silly, like a child scared of a storm. “Yes,” he said, too loud and too certain. He climbed onto the stairs, keeping one hand on the slanted steps to keep him upright and keeping the sword aloft in the other.

      He emerged into a narrow corridor, Dank a mere silhouette. It took him a moment to realise the sprite had abandoned its hiding place and flown ahead.

      “Whoever it is won’t be able to see her,” Dank said. “It makes her the perfect spy.”

      Spy. Is that why Maev had sent Glastyn to Cairnagan? Had he been spying on Regent?

      Had he been spying on Tom?

      The thought was banished in a moment; he could hear a voice. He could hear no words but it was no groaning of the wind or creaking of the wreck. It was speech, he was sure of it.

      “This is madness,” he whispered.

      “What is life without a little madness?”

      “What do you plan to do when we find these people?” Tom asked. “Anyone meeting in a shipwreck at night isn’t going to want witnesses.”

      Dank’s jovial tone turned to contemplation. “Not unlike ourselves,” he murmured. He turned to Tom but his expression was shrouded by the dark. “We may be kindred spirits.”

      Tom didn’t want to imagine what sort of spirits could be found in a shipwreck at night.

      The sprite turned a corner and the light vanished. It left them in complete darkness, the kind of dark Tom hadn’t seen since the Whispering Woods. There was that same sense of oppression, too, that same feeling that something unfriendly was close by.

      He heard movement ahead. Dank was walking away.

      “We should wait,” Tom hissed. But Dank didn’t stop, forcing Tom to follow. He inched forward, trailing fingertips against the wall and keeping Caledyr’s point down; the last thing he wanted to do was accidentally impale Dank on it. Without light, he was left only with the roar of the wind and a cacophony of scents; dried animal urine, sawdust, sand. A whiff of something burning.

      The wall disappeared under his hand.

      “Dank?” he whispered.

      Silence. Tom cast about with his free hand. There. The wall. He was at a junction. The hallway split to the left and to the right.

      “Dank, where are you?”

      No answer. Was the boy investigating the voices alone? But why leave him behind? He was armed.

      Perhaps this was a fay prank. Or a plan. Lure him in here. For what? For the purpose Fenoderee had talked about?

      He had thought himself the aggressor in that foresight. But perhaps the fay would turn on him? Try to take the sword by force?

      He felt a powerful urge to keep the blade and he lifted the point, ready for an attack.

      A noise, a click, to the right. He turned, extended the sword.

      He could wait here for whatever would happen. Or he could meet it. He followed Caledyr down the corridor. Crept even slower than before, the wood beneath him barely making a sound.

      There. A voice, so quiet he wondered if he was imagining it. He couldn’t make out any words. Perhaps it was another language. The speaker couldn’t be far away but Tom could see no lights. That meant they knew he was there. That meant he was already discovered. And turning back wasn’t an option. He’d break his neck on the stairs. So he’d have to confront them. He swallowed, tried to ignore how tired his arm felt already. Tried to prepare for a fight, to remember the lessons Draig had given him and ignore the taint of guilt and regret and betrayal that now flavoured them.

      A noise, a shifting. To his right. He took a slow, shaky breath, as silent as he could manage, and turned. The tip of the sword caught a door, which creaked open.

      “If you are planning on murder in the dark, my intruding friend, I should reconsider.” The voice was deep, dark, precise. “There are many of us. How many of you are there?”

      “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” Tom said, as confident as he could manage. “But I will defend myself.”

      “Just one, then.”

      Where was Dank? Surely he could hear this?

      “And armed, from the sounds of it.” A light fizzed in the black and Tom thought for a moment Dank’s sprite had returned. But it was a small flame, burning at the end of a short stick held by a stubby hand. That hand held it to a candle and lamplight filled the room. “With a sword. How quaint.”

      Tom blinked against the new light and found himself facing three dwarfs. Perhaps as tall as his chest, with awkward limbs and heads slightly too large for their bodies. All clean-shaven, where Tom had imagined them bearded. They wore cheap clothes of rough hemp and leather. Two sat cradled between the floor and the lower wall and seemed afraid, shying away from him, armed only with papers. The other, older and greyer, with a razor sharp gaze and a smug, fat-lipped smile, sat at a desk on a stool. He was too short for both, and the awkward angle of the deck left him leaning one elbow on the desk to keep himself from falling. In the other arm he cradled an unusual bow, the string horizontal and drawn back onto a frame. But Tom was more worried about the arrow pointed at his chest.

      “Without wishing to seem rude, you present a problem.” The older dwarf blew on the little stick, extinguishing the flame. “These meetings require privacy, absolute. Your presence compromises that requirement.”

      “I desire privacy too,” Tom replied, eyeing the other dwarfs. One was male, his eyes downcast as if not seeing Tom meant Tom couldn’t see him. The other was female and watched him with a frank gaze. “Perhaps we could assist each other?”

      “Forgive me, but you don’t appear to be in a position to bargain,” the dwarf said. He seemed jovial, even friendly. It was at odds with that arrow.

      “There are more of us,” Tom said. “They’ll be here soon.”

      “And we will be elsewhere,” he replied. “Added to which, I don’t believe humans would risk harming a thrall. Wouldn’t want to risk the mighty anger of the West, now, would we?”

      Tom looked at the other two dwarfs but they were silent. No help there. “And if I left?”

      “And tell no-one you’d seen us, I imagine?” The dwarf smirked. “You ask me to trust you, when I don’t even know your name.”

      That information was safe enough; no-one in the West would know who he was. “Thomas Rymour.”

      The dwarf’s smirk disappeared. “Your companions,” he said, carefully. Trying and failing to hide his sudden, greedy interest. “Who are they?”

      That information was not safe. “Just my friends.”

      “And that sword.” He nodded at Caledyr. “Does it have a name?”

      Idris would pay anyone, elf or dwarf, a handsome reward for delivering Caledyr. “Not many men name their swords these days.”

      “Very true.” His expression was too shrewd. “But that does not answer the question.”

      “If the sword offends you, let me sheathe it.” Tom made to return it to the scabbard but the dwarf hefted his bow.

      “Stop,” he said. He regarded Tom, as if trying to decide something about him. Finally he nodded to one of the other dwarfs. “Give the sword to Maurstenn.”

      The other male dwarf stood, walking carefully across the slanted floor. He still did not lift his gaze. “You told him my name,” he whined.

      “It will be of no consequence,” the older dwarf replied.

      Maurstenn reached for the sword, miserable and afraid. Tom flinched away. He could not lose the sword. Not again.

      “I will not ask you again. Give him the sword, lad.”

      The thought battered his mind like a gale assaulting a leaf: do not lose the sword. His hand clenched around the grip. “Why not let me sheathe it?” he asked. “I can’t use it anyway; you’ll shoot me before I can.”

      The older dwarf smiled. “I am a great believer in caution.”

      “My only interest is in leaving this place,” Tom said.

      “My only interest is the safety of our flesh and our ideas,” the dwarf countered. “Hand it over.”

      “The sword is important to me. I cannot lose it.”

      “Is it more important than your life?”

      A simple question. And the answer Tom wanted to say would not pass his lips. “Yes.”

      The dwarf squinted at him. Tom tried to meet that gaze, though it was difficult not to stare at the arrow instead. After a moment, the dwarf nodded and said, “Very well. Sheathe it. Then tell me who you are and why you are here.”

      Maurstenn retreated, relieved, and Tom slid Caledyr home. He felt a moment of uncertainty as he released the grip. But the sword remained a reassuring weight on his back. “How do I know I can trust you?”

      “As the one who holds a headsman’s axe over your neck, there is no more deserving candidate for your faith.”

      “Trust isn’t much if it’s demanded by force.”

      “How poetic.” The dwarf nodded. “Very well. I am Storrstenn. You know my esteemed companion, Maurstenn, and the lady is Sannvinn. We are thralls of the Western Kingdom and we are meeting, in secret, quite against the laws the elfs have imposed upon us.” He lifted a hand to the air, as if he were conducting music. “Now you have the means to have our elfish masters put us to death, should you escape. I have placed my trust in you.”

      If it was true. Why would dwarfs have elfish masters? Were they servants, apprentices? And, if it was true, trust meant little if Storrstenn was planning to silence him anyway.

      “You are unconvinced?” Storrstenn sighed. “Very well. Let me put it another way: if your purpose in coming here is what I imagine, you have my solemn vow as a gentle dwarf that I will not harm you, nor let harm come to you that it is in my power to prevent.”

      “And if my purpose isn’t what you imagine?”

      Storrstenn smiled the smile of someone who has seen his prey walk into his trap. “Then I will make a corpse of you.”
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      It wasn’t quite the threat the dwarf imagined it was. Tom had known he risked death the moment he’d seen the bow. So when his expression didn’t change, Storrstenn frowned and looked put out.

      “Sit,” he said. Tom did as he was told, sitting against the wall with his legs stretched out and pointing down the slanted deck towards the other dwarfs. Maurstenn stared at his own feet, as if they might escape if unwatched. Sannvinn’s gaze moved placid and accepting between Tom and Storrstenn as each spoke.

      “Talk,” Storrstenn ordered.

      “Talking to you might mean my death,” Tom said.

      “Your silence will guarantee it.” Storrstenn shifted on his stool. Now that Tom was sat, the arrow had less to point at and Storrstenn didn’t like it. The dwarf tried to find a better position without falling from his seat.

      “Talking might betray my friends.”

      “When the elfs find out you were here, they will be betrayed anyway.”

      “How will they find out?” Tom asked. “You cannot tell them without revealing your meeting.”

      Storrstenn scowled. He clearly wasn’t used to being argued with. “All of these outcomes still involve you being a corpse.”

      Tom nodded, trying to look as calm as he could. The sword was what mattered. Someone else could carry it to Cairnagwyn. Someone else could break the monoliths and stop the West. If needs be.

      “We cannot wait too long, Storrstenn.” Sannvinn’s voice was high and clear. “We’ll be missed.”

      “We can’t be missed,” Maurstenn said to his toes, plucking at a loose thread on his apron. “They’ll kill us for sure.”

      “For the cause, brother,” Storrstenn’s growled the way a person does when he has repeated a thing again and again. Then he sighed, took a breath, and was calm once more. “It is all for the cause. Or do you believe it unimportant?”

      Maurstenn shook his head and Storrstenn tutted. But Tom saw a way out. A cause. They fought for something. Something it was against elfish law to discuss. And what had Dank said? We may be kindred spirits.

      Perhaps this was their way of getting across the Kingdom?

      He took a breath and hoped he was right. “My name is Thomas Rymour. I travel with my friends, two humans and three elfs, to Cairnagwyn. Once there we will use this sword, Caledyr, to break the monoliths, free the dragons, and stop the Western war.”

      Storrstenn was still. Maurstenn and Sannvinn said nothing. The wind roared around the ship, the wood creaked, and Tom began to wonder if he hadn’t just made a mistake.

      Then Storrstenn grinned. “You see, Maurstenn? Patience is a virtue. We draw our plans, and measure our supplies, and a charmed device falls into our laps.” He lowered the bow and Tom allowed himself a smile.

      “What if he’s lying?” Maurstenn asked. “What if he’s been sent to spy on us?”

      “I cannot lie,” Tom said. “A Faerie gift.”

      Storrstenn snorted but said to Maurstenn, “If he’s lying, he came well-prepared. Have you ever seen a sword such as that?”

      The dwarf shook his head. “We don’t make swords out of copper anymore. Not for centuries. Too soft.”

      “Yet our dear Proctor Gerwyn lost one mere days ago,” Storrstenn said. “Along with three humans and four elfs.” He lowered the bow to the ground and settled into a more comfortable position. “To be armed with the story is one thing. To be armed with the sword too?”

      “Perhaps we could help each other?” Tom asked, trying to steer the conversation away from bickering and toward something useful. Perhaps these dwarfs could provide food or clothing.

      “Perhaps, brother Tom.” He looked pleased with himself, as if Tom was something of his own making. “We too seek to overthrow the tyrant.”

      Tom nodded and, when Storrstenn didn’t say anymore, he asked, “Why?”

      “Why?” Storrstenn laughed. “Do I need better reason than our freedom?”

      “You’re slaves?”

      “They call us ‘thralls’, as if there is a very great difference.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “By the lady’s grace, where have you been for the past eighty years?” All malice and threat were gone. Without a bow in his hands, he spoke as if they were dear old friends.

      “I spent a long time in a distant land.” Storrstenn had snorted when he’d mentioned Faerie.

      “A very great distance indeed,” Storrstenn replied, “to be unaware of the conflict that made us slaves. When we lost the war, the elfs forced us to sign a treaty. A contract. Now every dwarf, every one, spends three years as a thrall of the Western Kingdom.” Storrstenn clambered off his stool inelegantly and began to pace the uneven deck, waving his hands in a tirade against Tir itself. “Boys and girls are ripped from their mothers’ arms, stolen from friends and childish play, forced into servitude. And when we grow slow in advancing years, we are sent back to our people, a poor exchange for the sons and daughter sent away. And we are left to pick up the pieces of the life we left behind in the Provinces. A life we barely remember.”

      Storrstenn stopped in front of Tom, the slant of the floor and his short stature making him of a level with Tom. “The elfs tell us it makes of us skilled workers, learned scholars. But they have made themselves the masters of our lives. And every dwarf, man and elf deserves to be the master of his own life at least.”

      An entire people enslaved. And for what? Western hubris. What gave them the right? What made them think they could take these people’s freedom? What made them believe they could march across Tir like they owned it all? What made him think it was justifiable to take a city so he could eat grapes and drink wine while people languished in rat pits for questioning his right to steal their lands?

      It could not be borne. Tom reached back for Caledyr and the thought was strong in his mind.

      Fight. Kill the enemy.

      “They have no right,” he growled. “No right to do this to us.”

      “Their arrogance knows no bounds.” Storrstenn murmured.

      “It will,” Tom said. “We can break their magic, free the dragons, free your people.”

      “Yes.”

      “Bring their shining empire down around them.”

      “Yes.” The dwarf’s eyes shone with greed.

      “And show them that we are not lesser peoples.”

      Storrstenn held out a hand. “For freedom.”

      Tom clasped it and said, “For freedom.”
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      Storrstenn took authority like most people took breath.

      “Tell me of your party.” He was gathering papers from the desk and herding the other dwarfs.

      “Two humans, three elfs.”

      “Details, lad, enlightenment lies in the details.”

      “Um.” Tom was stood as best he could against the wall. “Are we going somewhere?”

      “Yes, yes.” Storrstenn took papers from Maurstenn, pushed them into Sannvinn’s hands. “We must move quickly.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “That depends on what you tell me now.”

      “Right.” The desk was being pillaged, piles of paper and even a few maps spilling out. “Um, two humans, one male, one female. The boy is linked to the fay. The woman is a Pathfinder.”

      “Good, good.”

      “Three elfs. Two Easterners, one female, one male. The male is the Shield of the Eastern Angles, Lord Neirin.”

      That stopped Storrstenn in his tracks. He looked into the distance and rubbed his chin. “Very interesting. And the other?”

      “His bodyguard.”

      “And the other elf. A Westerner?”

      “Yes, an exile.”

      Storrstenn grinned. “Perfect.” He turned to the others. “Sannvinn, fetch your supplies.”

      Sannvinn lit a candle from the lamp and left the room without question but Maurstenn began to fret. “We’re leaving?”

      “Indeed. At last. Our moment has come.”

      “Shouldn’t we wait for my friends?” Tom asked.

      “I have waited many a day for this to come to pass.” Storrstenn had pulled a bag from behind the desk and was filling it with papers. “Make me wait no longer.”

      “But what if we’re caught?” Maurstenn said.

      “The cause, Maurstenn, the cause.”

      “Yes.” The dwarf hunched against the wall, wringing his hands. “But leaving. It’s dangerous.”

      “So is our meeting in this place.”

      “That is different.”

      Storrstenn sighed and gave Maurstenn a strained smile. “Everything will be fine,” he said. “Trust me.”

      “We’ll be missed. They’ll search for us.”

      “We’ll hide,” Storrstenn said. He pulled a few little boxes from a drawer, checked their contents and packed them.

      “What if a patrol finds us on a road?”

      “We won’t use roads,” Storrstenn said. “We’ll have a Pathfinder with us.”

      Maurstenn bit his lip. He watched Storrstenn work. Then he said in a small voice, “It’s too dangerous.”

      Storrstenn stopped and turned his eye on Maurstenn. “Do you trust me?” His voice was soft but not gentle. There was a dark undercurrent to it.

      Maurstenn nodded. “But.”

      “But what?”

      “It’s not safe.” Maurstenn’s voice grew even smaller. “I can’t do it. I can’t.”

      Storrstenn sighed and his eyes grew wet. “I understand, brother.” Sannvinn appeared in the doorway carrying a leather bag. “Sannvinn, take Master Rymour to our meeting place in the woods. I’ll be along promptly.”

      She took the order without hesitation and without question. “This way.”

      She led Tom back the way he had come. Her candle put out even less light than Dank’s sprite. “What about my friend?” Tom asked. “There was another human with me. I think he got lost in the dark.”

      “Oh dear.” Sannvinn didn’t stop. “We will tell Storrstenn when he arrives.”

      Tom hesitated. He shouldn’t leave Dank behind. Yes, the boy had left him. But had it been intentional? What if he’d simply lost his way? Sannvinn reached the stairs and turned back, and the flickering flame of the candle gave Tom a glimmer of a foresight. Not a sound or a sight. Just a feeling.

      “Come, Master Rymour.”

      He followed. What else could he do? Wander the wreck in the dark? He let her lead him down the stairs and across the cargo hold with accustomed ease.

      “You come here often,” he remarked.

      “As often as opportunity permits,” she replied. “It is not always easy to leave the village unnoticed.”

      “Forgive me,” he said, “but you don’t seem like a revolutionary.”

      She paused and though the candle threw menacing shadows onto her face, it was like a mask, blank, impassive. There was no emotion in her voice at all as she said, “I take no offence, Master Rymour, unless you meant to give it.”

      “I did not.” Would that mask change if he said otherwise? Or would she still stare her blank stare?

      She nodded. “Sometimes Tir makes us do things that are not in our nature.”

      Tom reached back to touch a finger to Caledyr, calm and waiting.

      Climbing out of the opening was more difficult for Sannvinn given her stature, but she didn’t accept any help. She reached the sand on her own, using the handholds, and waited for him to join her. Then she began to lead him away from the wreck, towards the dunes.

      “My friends are coming here,” Tom said.

      “We will watch for them.”

      But it wasn’t necessary. As they walked, Tom saw two shadows coming out of the dunes ahead. Sannvinn froze.

      “Your friends?” she asked.

      There was no way of telling in the dark. “I think so.”

      The shadows stopped and retreated. If they were natives, they would have no cause to. Unless they waited to ambush them. Tom drew Caledyr. The wind picked up again, buffeting them. The candle blew out. With cloud above, there was little light.

      “Come on,” he murmured, and now he took the lead, towards the place where the shadows had been. Whether they were friends or foe, they needed meeting either way.

      Light behind them, and the sound of running footsteps, and Tom whirled with the blade ahead of him.

      But it was just Dank, his sprite in his hair. “Tom. There you are.”

      “Where have you been?” He hadn’t meant to snap or raise his voice.

      “We lost you.”

      “I couldn’t have been hard to find.” But to his own ears it sounded like a childish grumble. He lowered the sword.

      “We lost ourselves too.” Dank seemed oblivious to Tom’s anger. “We couldn’t find our way back, so we found our way out and waited for you. Who is this?”

      “Sannvinn,” Tom said. The dwarf bent down to touch the ground before her and Dank mimicked the gesture. “She’s going to help us.”

      “You found an ally.” The sprite’s light was obscured by Dank’s hair, but it was enough to show his expression. Surprised. Intrigued. Impressed.

      “More than one.” Tom pointed the sword towards the dunes. “Come on. I think the others are over there.”

      The sand grew softer beneath their feet as they trudged away from the shore.

      “We’re sorry, Tom,” Dank said into the quiet. “We did not mean to lose you.”

      All the boy had needed to do was retrace his steps. Even if the sprite couldn’t find him, there’d been a lit lamp and conversation to guide them. But Tom let it go with a sigh. “It’s fine,” he said, and meant it.

      “We’re glad you are not angry with us,” Dank said, then murmured something unintelligible. The sprite leapt into the air in response, flying high above them. “A beacon,” he said. “For our friends.”

      Sure enough, the shadows in the dunes reemerged. A voice called out a soft, “Tom?” Six. Tom raised a hand over his head and waved and the two figures came to meet them.

      The first thing Katharine did was touch the ground and Sannvinn did the same. It must have been a dwarfish greeting. “Good evening,” she said. “I’m Katharine Delham, a Pathfinder.”

      “Good evening. I am Sannvinn.”

      “The pleasure is mine.”

      “No indeed, it is mine.”

      “What are you doing with a dwarf, Tom?” Six’s voice was low, wary, maybe even angry?

      “I met some in the wreck,” he said. “They’re going to help us.”

      “Are they?” He didn’t sound convinced.

      “That’s what they say,” Tom replied. “Where are Neirin and Brega?”

      “Behind us,” Katharine said. “They would have been hard to explain if you were someone else.”

      “These are the two Easterners you told us about?” Sannvinn asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You told them about us?” Six spoke like Tom had somehow betrayed everyone by introducing this dwarf to them.

      “I had to,” was all Tom said to him.

      Six met his gaze, daring him to say more. His face was hard under the sprite’s ethereal glow.

      “Let’s go to the wreck,” Katharine said. “It’s cold out here.”

      “We head to the meeting place,” Sannvinn said. “Storrstenn’s orders.”

      “Orders?” Six’s voice was tight.

      “Where is Storrstenn?” Katharine asked.

      “In the wreck,” Sannvinn said. “He will meet us.”

      “Perhaps we should meet him there?” Katharine said.

      “Perhaps we should make our own way,” Six said. “We don’t need their help.”

      “Can we really refuse it?”

      “Tom.” Dank’s voice was a murmur amongst the nascent argument. “Look.”

      Tom turned and followed Dank’s finger back towards the wreck. What was he looking at? There, a light. Flickering. A torch perhaps?

      Smoke.

      It was a fire.

      Six was saying something about trusting dwarfs. “Quiet,” said Tom, clear and loud. “We need to move. Now.”

      In the time it took the others to stop arguing and follow Tom’s gaze, the fire was licking at the hull, puffs of flame drifting into the night sky.

      “What have they done?” Six growled.

      “They’ve lit a beacon, that’s what they’ve done,” Katharine said. “Move. Now. Lead the way, Sannvinn.”

      As they scrambled off the beach and into the dunes, the wreck began to burn.
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        * * *

      

      Sannvinn hid them amongst the dunes, where the sandy earth sprouted grass and even a few small trees. They passed the time in whispered argument until Storrstenn arrived, and the dwarf was pelted by questions when he finally emerged.

      “What happened?”

      “What were you thinking?”

      “Who do you think you are?”

      “Where’s Maurstenn?”

      Only the humans had nothing to say. Katharine touched the ground, which Storrstenn touched in return. Dank watched everyone. Tom noticed, with what little light they had, that Storrstenn’s face bore scratches.

      “Give a dwarf a chance for breath,” he said, placing his hands on his knees. “I’m not as young as I once was.”

      “We don’t have the luxury of rest,” Six said. “Not since you lit the biggest bonfire in the Kingdom.”

      Even with the dunes blocking sight of the ship itself, the glow and the smoke were still visible. “As a distraction it will more than suffice.”

      “This is Storrstenn?” Neirin asked. Tom had expected fury, outrage, pricked pride at having his authority taken by someone else. Instead he sounded tired. Defeated. Accepting of that defeat.

      “It is,” Tom replied.

      Neirin stepped forward, making no effort to kneel, crouch, or otherwise lessen his looming height. “My name is Neirin, Shield of the Eastern Angles. I lead this party. If you would travel with us, you will consult me before you do a thing like that.”

      Storrstenn bristled. “Arguments can wait, gentle folk.” He was still proper but there was an undercurrent of resentment. “For the moment we must travel.”

      “To where?” Neirin asked. “And how?”

      Storrstenn motioned to Six. “Come forward. I cannot see you without the light.” Dank’s sprite hovered nearby, unseen to the dwarf without the Second Sight. The dwarf peered up at Six’s face. “Yes. You’ll do.”

      “Do what?” Six asked. But Storrstenn ignored him.

      “We are bound for Cairnalyst, Lord Neirin, by foot.” The dwarf hefted his bag of papers and trinkets. “I’ve obscured my trail as best I can, but perhaps our Pathfinder would be good enough to take on that duty, that her expertise may better mask our travels?”

      Katharine nodded. “It’s a good idea,” she said. “People will be looking for the person who set that fire.”

      “Perhaps they wouldn’t be if it hadn’t been set in the first place.” Brega sounded angry enough for everyone.

      “Two dwarfs have offered their aid to you this night,” Storrstenn replied. “But we will be missed. The fire is a distraction. In the tumult that ensues, our absence will be noted that much later, and grant us opportunity for our escape.”

      “What about the third dwarf?” Tom asked.

      Storrstenn sighed. “Maurstenn remains,” he said. “His part of the plan. When our masters ask their questions, he will lead them astray in their searching.”

      “I mislike this plan,” Neirin said. “And I mislike that you set it in motion without consulting us.”

      “It’s too late now,” Katharine said. “And we’ll lose whatever advantage we might have gained if we wait.”

      “She’s right,” Tom said. “We’ll be caught if we stay here. We’ve a better chance if we follow Storrstenn.”

      “A dwarf can do little for us in the Kingdom,” Six said. “Better we leave them here.”

      “How many of your kind are there in the Kingdom, master elf? Your best guess, if you will.”

      “Thousands.”

      “Hundreds of thousands.” Storrstenn pointed a finger at each of their little group. “I count six of you. Against that number you shall not prevail. But there are tens of thousands of thralls in this Kingdom that might ease our journey and rally to our cause.”

      “And when did our cause become yours?” Neirin asked.

      “When young Tom agreed to help me free my people.”

      “He did what?” Six snapped.

      “Tom? Is that true?” Katharine sounded aghast.

      “It is.”

      “I don’t think you know what that means,” she said.

      “It means freeing a people that have been enslaved.”

      Six snorted. “So you don’t know what it means.”

      “Quiet,” Brega hissed.

      Voices.

      “Elfs,” Storrstenn said.

      “We have to go,” Brega said. “I will not risk Lord Neirin to this squabble.”

      Storrstenn grinned. He had won and he knew it. He turned and began to walk. “At your pleasure, gentle folk.”

      As elfs rushed to the burning wreck, they slipped into the darkness and headed into the Kingdom.
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        * * *

      

      With the beach left behind, the terrain quickly turned to grassland divided by hedges. Fields, Dank said, used to feed livestock. A farmer had a number of fields, alternating their use so as not to exhaust the earth and unbalance the elements in the soil. That meant there were plenty of empty fields to traverse. But, despite the lateness of the hour, Storrstenn advised them to silence.

      “It would be a folly most dear should an errant word be the reason for our capture.”

      So they marched in relative silence, Storrstenn and Sannvinn in front, Brega and Neirin behind, then Tom and Dank. Six helped Katharine obscure signs of their passing.

      “They grow close.” Despite Storrstenn’s warning, Dank was in a talkative mood.

      “So it seems,” Tom whispered.

      “You appear to have upset them both.”

      “I don’t understand how.” He had thought freeing the enslaved would appeal to both of them.

      “They were your friends.”

      “I hope they still are.”

      “Your relationship with the Easterners. Cordial?”

      “Yes.”

      “More than that?”

      He thought of the disagreement over Siomi’s mask. “I don’t think so.”

      “Hmm.” Dank had absorbed his sprite back into his flesh, leaving little light to see his expression. “At least you have us.”

      “You make me sound pitiful and friendless, Dank.”

      “Is that is what you think of our friendship?”

      “Of course not,” he replied quickly. The last thing he needed to do was offend the fay.

      But Dank smiled. “Don’t worry, Tom. We know you. When the others turn against us, you will not stand idle.”

      “Turn against you?” He looked ahead to the Easterners. Neirin was barely visible, though Brega’s shift and scarf could be made out. They walked, not talking, but together. A unit. Behind, Six and Katharine were focused on their work, the odd whispered instruction, question or comment sometimes audible. Six’s grey robes made him a wraith in the dark. “Why would they turn against you?”

      “We unnerve people,” Dank replied. “Our speech. Our look. Even if they cannot see the sprite, they do not like how we talk, how we think, what we know. We are called unnatural, freak, abomination.”

      “But we understand what you are,” Tom said. “We accept you.”

      “They tolerate us because they have more important concerns. But once they’ve found comfort and rest and time to think beyond food and shelter, they will begin to hate us. All mortals do,” Dank murmured. “In the end.”

      Tom opened his mouth to protest, to say it would not happen. But he could not; his gift stopped him. And he thought of what his other gift had shown him, the pair of them fighting over something. Perhaps Dank was right. Perhaps, before this was through, they would turn on him. It seemed unfair. Dank was not a bad person. True, sometimes it was uncomfortable to see the sprite forcing its way through his skin, or to hear him speak with the voice of another fay, or watch with eyes not his own. That was passing strange. Had Tom not spent so much time with the fay, it probably would seem unnatural. Evil, in a way.

      Yet when the fay retreated, and glimpses of the boy came through, he seemed good at heart. Earnest, in a youthful way, eager to learn and excited to see new things. If there was not an abundance of kindness evident, there was at least no sense of malice, no cruelty in the boy himself.

      Dank caught him watching and smiled. “You don’t need to pity us.”

      Tom tried to say, “I don’t,” and failed.

      His smile grew wider. “It’s all over your face, Thomas Rymour.”

      He turned away. This field was coming to an end, a row of hedges that would block their path save for a gate. “Why stay this way?” he asked Dank. “If the mortals reject you, why not unbind yourself?”

      The gate was heavy, wooden, with some sort of mechanical device that closed it if left open. Tom felt the pull of it when he took hold of the gate from Brega. He held it open for Dank and then for Six moments later. The elf offered a gruff thanks before ushering him on. Katharine did not look up.

      “Why not unbind yourself?” Dank echoed.

      A difficult question, one with too many answers and too many truths he wasn’t ready to admit to the boy.

      “The magic in these tattoos keeps the fay inside us.” Dank lifted the back of his hand, but it was too dark to see the ink under the skin. “They stop our body forcing her out. A mortal once called them our chains.” He gestured at Tom. “Yet sometimes we think we would find it easier to leave the fay than you would.”

      “Why?”

      Dank shrugged. “Isn’t it easier to break chains we can see?”

      When he had left Cairnagan, he had thought, on more than one occasion, of staying with Katharine instead of returning to Faerie. But he hadn’t.

      “You think me chained?”

      “Each part of our lives is a link in a chain, family and friends and home. They try to tell us who we are, who we can’t be. Where we can go and where we can’t. What we can do and what we can never hope to achieve.”

      He spoke, not with bitterness, but with the weary resignation of a much older man.

      “How old are you, Dank?”

      “I’m not sure.” Dank added a sardonic edge to his weariness. “The fay don’t have much use for calendars.”

      It was odd, to see such a young man speak with the voice of one bent and wrinkled by time. But, Tom supposed, that was perhaps no different to how he was seen by others.

      “Glastyn once told me time doesn’t decide how old we are.

      Dank laughed, earning himself a hushing from Storrstenn. “We would not take much advice from Glastyn on anything.”

      There was no response that wouldn’t offend, so Tom said, “So you feel the same? Older than your years?”

      “Yes,” Dank said. “And no. Kingdoms have risen and fallen since we were born. Yet, as long as there is more in Tir to see, we think we will always feel young.”

      The sentiment reminded Tom of Katharine, and he found it unnerving for some reason.

      They walked the rest of the night and, by the time the moon had died and given birth to the sun once again, Tom was exhausted. His knees ached, his feet felt like he’d walked the flesh off them and his head pounded. No-one else had raised a voice of complaint and he didn’t like to be the first to do so. But Storrstenn walked with no sign of stopping. And he had to stop.

      “A moment,” he called and waved a hand when the dwarf turned to hush him. “I beg you, Storrstenn. A moment.” He stopped walking but didn’t dare sink to the ground. He didn’t think he could muster the energy to stand again.

      “We cannot stop.” The birthing day was grey and overcast. The wind had died down but it was still cold. “It will not take a keen eye to reveal us. Our destination is not far. You will find your rest there.”

      “And what else will we find?” Six asked, but Storrstenn pretended not to hear him.

      Their destination became clear enough when they passed into the next field. A farmhouse, the walls of painted wood and the roof of thatch, it was nonetheless very fine and grand, rising three stories over a little garden and a fence, a barn, and a chicken coop.

      “We will be seen,” Neirin said.

      But Storrstenn replied, “You will find only mice indigenous to this place. They will tell no tales.”

      “How do you know?”

      “A good revolutionary knows of many such places.”

      As they grew closer, Tom could see that, while this place was by no means dilapidated, Storrstenn was right. No-one came out to greet them. No sounds came from the barn or the coop. Without the wind, the only sounds were their footsteps.

      “Where are they?” he asked.

      “Taken by war,” Storrstenn replied. “The brother and the son taken to soldier. The farmer by sickness. The wife and daughter to their patron to seek aid and shelter.”

      “And he has left this place abandoned?” Six asked. He sounded incredulous. “A good patron would send elfs to tend to this place to keep it working.”

      “Elfs are high in demand and short in supply.” Storrstenn had reached the fence and pushed at the gate. It opened with a squeak that seemed too loud in the quiet. “It was deemed more efficient to move their stock to another farm.”

      “So the wife and daughter have nothing?” Six was gazing up and around at the farm, eyeing the barn in particular.

      Storrstenn climbed two steps onto a wooden deck. He seemed unfazed by the chains over the door and the sign in elfish. “We need not concern ourselves with their circumstances nor the fate of this place beyond its usefulness to us now.” A single key undid the locks on the chain and on the door.

      “Inside, gentles.” The dwarf stood aside to let them in. There was no fire, of course, but it was warmer than the outside world. The walls and floor were plain, unadorned wood, but Tom could see signs of the same decorative style he’d seen brought by the invaders of Cairnalyr: portraits on the wall, busts in corners. All smaller and poorer than the ones Procter Gerwyn had on display. All sad reminders of the lives that no longer filled this place. He stopped in front of a portrait no bigger than his hand, showing all four of the family together. How had that wife and mother felt, taking her last child away from home, not knowing if her husband or her son were alive, not knowing when or if they would be able to return? He felt like a monster, breaking into a family home on a bloodthirsty purpose when the place had seen enough loss already.

      Then his eyes fell on a small shining blade left on a table in the hall.

      “What’s this?” he asked, though he had seen similar in Cairnagan. He picked it up and it was heavy, blunt. Not silver all the way through, he wagered, but plated with it all the same. The handle was engraved with a small, swirling pattern around three elfish letters.

      “A letter opener.” Storrstenn gave it barely a glance.

      “A letter opener,” Tom repeated. There were no portraits on farmers’ walls in the duchies, no idle fancies; just old equipment and rough clothes. And here, in the Kingdom, the elfs could afford to open their letters with a silver-plated knife, and leave it behind when they left. What wealth had they taken with them that this could not compare?

      “Are you well, Master Rymour?” Neirin was stood in the front room, watching him closely. He stood on a thick rug, surrounded by sofas and chairs. The furniture was of good quality if not the finest materials. And there were more rooms, more floors. All this owned by mere farmers. And yet the West had decided they needed more, and were going to take it from those who had far less. It wasn’t right. It needed stopping.

      “Tom?” Dank was beside him, curiosity on his face, eyes following Tom’s hand up to the pommel of Caledyr. Tom hadn’t realised he was touching it. He took his hand away and the anger faded.

      “I’m tired,” he said, and he was. When had he last had decent rest? Not since the dragon attack, he realised. Not since they had fled the city in the night had he had a good night’s sleep.

      “As are we all.” But Neirin looked more than tired. The morning light showed his olive skin to be pale, dark rings under his eyes, those eyes brittle. He looked like he might fall and shatter with the merest push, yet his jaw was set as if he was furious with the world.

      “Rest,” Storrstenn told them, though he moved from room to room, rummaging here and there. “We will move again at night.”

      “You have a plan, master dwarf,” Neirin said. “I would hear it.”

      “I beg you sleep first, Lord Neirin.” Storrstenn stopped for a moment, bowing his head. But he seemed to tremble, as if possessed by some mania. “We must make the best use of the time we have. Answers may come with the sunset.”

      It was good enough for Tom and the thought of imminent sleep washed all other emotions and thoughts from him. He climbed the stairs like the living dead, and the sight of beds and soft, if dusty, blankets was like a balm. He picked one, lay down, cradled Caledyr to his chest, and slept.
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        * * *

      

      “We need to get her to a cirgeon.” The dwarf’s voice told him there was little chance of that happening. Wherever this place was, it was a long way from help.

      “Tom.” Katharine was both laid on and covered by blankets and furs, attempting to protect her from the cold, dark floor. “It’s too late for that. Just hold my hand.”

      He took it, held it. Neither of them mentioned the blood on his palms.

      “This isn’t what I hoped for when I asked you to come travelling with me.” She smiled past her pain and Tom had to smile too.

      “No,” he said. He put her hand to his cheek. It was cold.

      “I wish I could take solace in finding this place,” she said. “But I’m going to miss out on so much.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. And again, “I’m sorry.”

      And before Katharine could say any more, a blood-curdling scream echoed through the air.

      

      Tom woke in a sweat, his blanket tangled and wrapped around him, holding Caledyr in a vice-like grip. His body ached. His head was pounding. His mouth was fuzzy. He fought the blanket, untangled himself, sat up.

      This room must have belonged to the children. There was little decoration save the two cots and an old chest. It had been closed when Tom had gone to sleep but now stood open. Storrstenn, Tom guessed. A small wooden bird lay discarded beside it, chipped and worn bare of paint. The window gave him a view of dark, grey clouds and rain pattered against the glass.

      Katharine stood in the doorway, watching him.

      “Morning,” he said. His mouth tasted terrible. He needed water.

      “Evening,” she corrected him. She didn’t step inside. “Bad dreams?”

      He thought of her cold hand and the blood on his own. “I’m not sure,” he replied.

      She nodded. “You called out my name.” Her voice was guarded, cool. There was an invisible barrier between them. Yet it didn’t seem that long ago they’d been holding hands in a hole in the ground.

      He could still feel her cold hand on his cheek.

      Tom didn’t know what existed between them now, be it hate or distrust or something else. But the thought of her dying with it was unbearable. “I would put this right,” he said. “Whatever it is, however it needs, I would have us be friends again.”

      Her face didn’t move. “Friends?” Her tone told him he was close to saying the wrong thing.

      So instead of speaking he looked at her. Dressed in her travelling leathers, now stiffened and covered in pale lines by the salt sea. Her hair was tied back into a severe tail, a single whisp dangling free. Her jewellery, her rings and earrings and necklaces, were gone. Tom could see she was holding herself carefully, like she was a stack of porcelain ornaments ready to topple.

      “I have wronged you,” he said.

      “You have.” Her reply was quick and sharp.

      His first thought was to anger at being interrupted. But he thought of his dream. Foresight. Dream. “I have,” he agreed. “I have treated you in a manner you did not deserve.”

      Something wavered in her. “It’s easy enough to speak the truth,” she said, her voice quiet. “It’s another to act upon it.”

      “I would,” he said. “I would act upon it.”

      She regarded him for another long moment and stepped into the room. Picked up the wooden bird. “What would you do?”

      He watched her, trying to puzzle out the right answer. But she didn’t meet his gaze. She just turned the duck over in her hands, running fingertips over its surface. He looked at Caledyr, lying across his lap, and ran his own fingertips across the scabbard, tracing the strips of leather. He touched the pommel with his other hand and felt the sword beneath it, both the metal and the magic.

      “I would do the right thing,” he said, and it felt almost like the sword spoke for him.

      She sighed an angry sigh. “This isn’t about right or wrong, Tom.” She spoke to the duck. Not him. “This isn’t a quest to free dwarfs or a romance of knights. This is real people. This is us.” She finally turned her face to him and he was surprised to see her so worried. “There’s no duty or honour here. No obligation. You just have to decide what it is you want.”

      He traced the apple pommel, running his hands down the grip to the dragon-heads hilt. He wanted to end this journey. He wanted to break the monoliths. He wanted to see the Western King fall.

      And then he wanted to go back to Faerie.

      “Say it.” Her words were quiet. Still.

      He felt the truth waiting to pass his tongue and enter the air. She’d called him a liar and a coward. “I want to go back to Faerie.”

      It hung in the air. He didn’t want to look at her. But he did. Her arms were wrapped around her chest, her jaw set, her eyes wet.

      “To that thing.”

      “To Maev.” Admitting it to her was harder than he thought. “Yes.”

      She stared at him and he tried to look as open as he could. He wasn’t lying to her. He wasn’t hiding from the truth. He wanted Maev, yes, but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t be friends with Katharine.

      “Do you know what the worst of it is?” Her voice trembled and at first Tom thought she would cry.

      “I made you think I loved you.”

      She shook her head but said, “Yes. That’s it exactly.” Her teeth were gritted. “Though you swore no love to me. You made me no promises yet I, of course, imagined them.” She looked up, spoke to the ceiling. “You lay with me, thinking me some dew-eyed girl picturing marriage and children. You thought me so weak, that I equated your favour to love.”

      “No.”

      “And, on top of that insult,” she said. “Thinking me so besotted with you, you didn’t tell me you were giving yourself to that thing instead. That you planned it the whole time. I don’t know which is worse,” she spat. “Your delusion of me or the way you treated that delusion.”

      Tom felt his pride pricked. Was it such an awful thought, to think her in love with him? Was he so repellant? Part of him wanted to smooth this all over. But he felt himself saying, “So you felt nothing for me? Was I was just something to warm your bed at night? And now you claim you are the wronged party because you didn’t get to discard me first?”

      “Don’t try to turn this around.”

      “Why not?” He stood, strapping the sword to his waist. “Sounds like my only crime was leaving the bed first.”

      “You expected me to fall at your feet and mourn when you abandoned me for that thing.”

      “I thought I might hurt you. Is that such a bad thing?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re supposed to understand!” Her shout echoed in the empty room and silenced everything. Even the rain seemed to retreat for a moment.

      “You know why I ran away from my family.” Her voice was little more than a murmur. “You know what people think of a woman being a Pathfinder. Everyone thinks I should be a good little housewife, sewing and cooking and keeping the hearth for my husband.”

      Tom sighed and dropped his hands, one by his side, one onto the pommel of the sword. Always with this. Always with how difficult it was to be Katharine Delham.

      “I thought you, of all people, understood that wasn’t for me.”

      “What has that got to do with this?” he asked.

      “Everything,” she hissed. “Because everyone thinks me a weak little woman playing at being a Pathfinder, dreaming of being a wife. You’re supposed to know better.”

      Tom shook his head. So all of this was because she was imagining how other people thought.

      “Don’t shake your head. Don’t deny it.”

      “I will,” he said. “I didn’t think you weak. I thought you had feelings.”

      “So I’m unfeeling?”

      “No. You’re just pretending you are.”

      She flinched from that, turning away, looking at the toy duck in her hands again.

      But Tom couldn’t stop there. The bronze was warm under his hand and he felt that warmth spread like a brandy glow, travelling up his arm and into his chest. The memory of that dream told him to reconcile. But the anger told him to push. “Why do you always come back to this? Your father wanted you to marry. Not the worst hope for a daughter, but you let it haunt your life. You worry at it like a starving dog with a bone.” He stepped closer, right behind her. His hand clenched around the pommel. “You came to my chambers in Cairnagan and told me I could stare at the fire or I could explore the world. But you run from the fire. You invent a world that wants to shackle you to that hearth. They don’t. No-one does. They have better things to worry about.” The sword told him he was right. The poverty in the Heel. The dispossessed of Erhenned. The slavery of the dwarfs. The bondage of the dragons. Where the food was coming from and where the money was going. This was what people worried about. “The only person who worries about this is you.”

      She said nothing and he felt a moment of victory. But then he heard her take a shuddering breath and the triumph fled like a shade in the night. This wasn’t what he wanted. He placed his hands on her shoulders but she shrugged him away. She didn’t turn to face him.

      “So that’s what you think of me.”

      It wasn’t a question but it needed an answer. Silence wasn’t an ally here. But what could he say? He couldn’t take it back, but, “I think a lot more of you.”

      But she said nothing. He felt clumsy, cruel, useless, so he said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t meant to hurt you. I was angry.”

      She shook her head. She still didn’t face him. “You keep saying those words as if they mean anything.”

      “I can’t say them if they’re not true.”

      She whirled on him, cheeks wet and eyes blazing, lips set in a snarl. “But you dance around the truth, don’t you?” She pointed a finger at him, jabbing at him like a swordsman. “Do you think you’re clever, lying to people with the truth?”

      “No.”

      “Do you think we’re all stupid?” She stalked towards him and he retreated from her. “Do you think we don’t know you’re lying to us?”

      “I’m not.”

      “You want to hear some truth?” She poked him in the chest, as if she wished her finger were a knife. “We don’t trust a word you say.”

      He stopped retreating. Was that true? Or was she trying to hurt him?

      She jabbed again, then her hand balled and she hit him, but without conviction. A sob burst out of her. “I hate you,” she whispered. And she hit him, then slapped at his chest. Strong, confident, independent Katharine. What had he done?

      He put his arms around her, pulling her close and resting her head on his shoulder. He made meaningless sounds into her hair, stroking it with one hand. Maybe this was what they needed. To get it all out. Clear the air. Move on.

      But then she pushed him away and he stumbled back. She wouldn’t look at him. “Don’t touch me,” she said and wiped her face on her sleeve.

      She just needed to be comforted. If he could comfort her, make her see. Then everything would be alright again. “Katharine.” He reached out to touch her arm.

      She slapped his hand away. “Don’t,” she said. “Not again.” She met his gaze, her eyes colder than Neirin’s had ever been. “Never again.”

      He opened his mouth to protest, but she was turning, leaving. “Katharine,” he said. But she didn’t stop. He followed her, out into the hallway, chased her down the stairs. “Katharine, wait.”

      Six was stood at the bottom, watching them descend, confused and concerned.

      “Don’t let him talk to me,” she said to him as she passed and, by the time Tom reached him, he was stood in his way.

      “Let me pass,” Tom said, then called, “Katharine.”

      “Let her be,” Six said.

      No. He couldn’t leave it like this. Not worse than before. “Katharine.” He tried to elbow his way past but Six pushed him back. “Let her be. Tom, let her be.”

      She stepped into a room at the back of the house and the fight went out of him, as if it had been sustained only by the sight of her. He slumped against the stairs. He would have sat but the sword strapped to his waist wouldn’t allow it.

      “I said some terrible things, Six,” he said. He pressed his face into his hands. “I don’t know what happened. I just got so angry.”

      When he looked up, Six was just nodding, his gaze on the doorway Katharine had disappeared through.

      They grow close, Dank had said. “Will you talk to her?” Tom asked.

      “Don’t put me in the middle of this.” So said the elf standing between them. Tom smiled despite himself.

      “Please, Six.” When the elf shook his head, Tom said, “Just make her understand, I never meant to hurt her. Tell her I’m sorry.”

      Six shook his head and sighed. “I won’t tell more lies for you, Tom,” he said, full of apology and regret.

      Tom blinked. “It’s not a lie.” How could it be? Then he felt his hand twitch. Did Six think he wasn’t sorry? That he’d meant to hurt her? “It’s not a lie,” he growled.

      “Then why don’t your actions match your words?”

      “What do you know about it?”

      “Only what I see.” Six pointed after her. “I see a good woman. A friend. I see her being hurt. And it’s always you that hurts her.”

      “I don’t mean to.”

      “Perhaps you don’t. But what is it they say the road to Faerie is paved with?”

      Good intentions. Tom twisted his neck to look down the hallway after her. “What should I do?”

      “Let her be.” Six’s words were kind but they stung all the same. They were for Katharine’s benefit, not his own.

      “And then?”

      Six shrugged. “And then see if she still wants anything to do with you.”

      Tom nodded. Six was right. Chasing Katharine would only upset her more. She needed time and space. Then maybe they could mend this rift. He touched Caledyr, drawing comfort from it. Or should he pursue? What if, by leaving her alone, he allowed her to draw further away from him? When a word or an action on his part could mend all?

      Before he could argue, Brega stepped from the front room. “Tom, Six. Lord Neirin wants to talk to you.”

      Six nodded. “I’ll fetch Katharine. Tom, you go in.”

      Chastened, he did as he was told. Brega assumed a position behind Neirin, who was stood in the centre of the room, back straight, arms folded. It was not his fading and tattered robes that stopped him looking as imposing and as gallant as he always did. It was something in his eyes. His own face had become his mask. Behind it there was fear and doubt.

      But he offered Tom a kingly nod. “Thomas.” His tone was soft, sympathetic, like Tom was a distressed dog. They had heard everything.

      So he tried to pretend nothing had happened. “Lord Neirin.”

      Storrstenn sat in a high-backed chair, lost in its size. He made no concession to the mood. “It is past time you were risen, Master Rymour,” he said. His hands were steepled and he looked stern. “There is much to do.”

      Neirin added, “Indeed.” Said to claim the last word and nothing more.

      Storrstenn grinned.

      Dank and Katharine filed in behind Six. “I couldn’t find the other dwarf,” he said.

      Storrstenn waved a hand. “She shall return shortly. I sent her on an errand.”

      “An errand?” Neirin asked.

      “Indeed.” Said with a mocking grin.

      But Neirin ignored it, if he even noticed it at all. “What errand?”

      “To secure what we need for the next part of our journey.”

      “One dwarf cannot carry what we need,” Brega said.

      “No?”

      “No. We need weapons, food, clothes.” She still wore only a shift and a yellow scarf.

      “One of you bears arms already.” Storrstenn opened his hands, a sort of shrug that indicated the building they were in. “Clothes you can find here.”

      “You would steal from these people?” Six sneered.

      “You bear the mark of outcast. You seek to topple a king.” Storrstenn smirked. “Yet a little common thievery is below you?”

      “These people have suffered tragedy. They’ve done nothing to deserve burglary.”

      Storrstenn’s smirk disappeared. “And what did I did do to deserve years of indentured servitude?”

      “Three. Three years and you return to your people.”

      “Yes, three years. A grave matter to a dwarf, who counts his luck and finds himself rich if he lives past twenty.” Storrstenn wagged a finger at Six, a comical gesture if hatred didn’t burn in the dwarf’s eyes. “We do not all have the luxury of long lives. Do not spend our time as frivolously as your own.”

      Twenty years. To live only twenty years. Tom tried to remember what he’d been like at twenty. It seemed a lifetime ago. What if his life had ended then? He’d have died with a wife. No children. No Faerie. He would never have stood in Cairnagan, Cairnalyr, in the Western Kingdom, before Emyr himself. He would not have known Katharine, would never have held Caledyr. Never have seen the merrow. What an extraordinary life he’d lived in the time since twenty.

      All lost to a dwarf.

      “Do not spend your pity on me, boy,” Storrstenn warned him. “Unless you would spend it on yourselves and the elfs too.”

      “He’s right.” Six seemed unmoved by any of it. “We have what time we have. No sense wasting it moaning and wishing.”

      “To the matter.” Neirin kept his gaze on the dwarf. “If your companion is not securing weapons, clothes or food, what is she doing?”

      “She fetches food, Lord Neirin. I did not say she did not.” He steepled his fingers again. The arms of the chair forced his elbows too high, leaving his hands in front of his face. “She fetches mounts, that we might cover more ground. And she sends letters.”

      “Letters?”

      “Letters. For us to find success, we must alert our brothers and sisters across the Kingdom.”

      “You have a plan.”

      “I do.”

      When Storrstenn said nothing more, Neirin raised his eyebrows at him, unimpressed. Tired and fragile though he was, it was still an unnerving sight. But the dwarf still said nothing.

      “Perhaps you would be kind enough to share?”

      Storrstenn’s mouth set. “A secret shared is a secret known, my lord.”

      “If you expect me to put my life in your hands, master dwarf, you will find yourself mistaken, abandoned, and your cause no longer our concern.”

      Storrstenn smiled a charming smile. Fake. Even condescending. “Too many eyes and ears put a dwarf’s life at risk, my lord. I have assured my survival by sharing only the most essential knowledge.”

      “I deem it essential.”

      Storrstenn fidgeted, casting his gaze across everyone in the room. “Of course,” he said, pained. “You, my lord, should know. But only you.”

      “Everyone,” Neirin replied. His voice sounded hollow as he said, “We have travelled a long way together. We can all be trusted.”

      Tom frowned. How long ago was it that Six was under suspicion?

      “My lord, I beg you reconsider.”

      “I will not have us in ignorance, dwarf, while you decide our fates as if you were our lord and master.” Neirin’s voice regained some of its old, cold fury. But even that did not make Storrstenn quail. “You will talk, to all of us, now.”

      He grimaced, matching Neirin’s stare. But Tom could see the dwarf knew there was no choice; he would have to trust them. Storrstenn took a deep breath and his shoulders sagged. His grimace melted into concern. “There is a whole network of dwarfs across the kingdom,” he said. “Each one works towards freeing our people from this contract.”

      “How?” Six asked.

      “They have their ways,” he said, carefully.

      “You will explain further,” said Neirin.

      “To a Westerner?” he protested. “Lord Neirin, if I tell him too much where will he go? To his fellows, with my secrets on his lips and a pardon in his dreams.”

      “He travels with us,” Neirin replied. “Our cause is his own.”

      “You would endanger all of us?”

      “You are in danger already,” Tom said. “You’ve fled your masters in the company of fugitives. If we parted ways now, you’d still be hunted by the Westerners.”

      “But my brothers would not,” Storrstenn replied. “They would be safe. Anonymous. Able to continue our work.”

      “And what use this work if you do not harness it?” Neirin asked. “If it is to be of help, we must know of it.”

      Storrstenn glared at Six, eying the tattoo on the elf’s cheek. “Very well.” But his expression belied his sentiment. “Many of them gather information. That is all. They listen, they read, and they send reports.”

      “To you?”

      He shrugged. “To many. There is no one leader.”

      “And the others?”

      “They work towards destabilising the kingdom. Some of their tasks are petty, like framing community leaders for criminal acts. Some of them are greater, like misdirecting or rewriting orders, encouraging officials to corruption, feeding intelligence to enemies.”

      Six swore in elfish. “Why?” he asked. “What could you possibly gain?”

      Storrstenn grinned now. “If we dwarfs are to be freed, the kingdom must find itself in a great concern so that we might be expelled from it.” He opened his hands and his grin became a leer. “We must cast the kingdom into civil war.”
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      Those words hung heavy in the air. Civil war. An awful thought, to bring fighting and death and distrust into someone’s land. Farms like this would find fellows across the Kingdom, neighbour turned against neighbour, families turned inside out, friends turned soldiers on different sides of a battle. Yet these elfs had forced war onto everyone else’s doorsteps. Smothered Tir in misery, sowing heartache and fear across the duchies. It was time they reaped some of their own harvest.

      Six spoke into the silence, with a sneer that even Brega would struggle to match. “You overestimate yourself, dwarf, to think you could hurt the Kingdom.”

      “Yet we are everywhere, master elf. We are in your homes, your palaces, your great houses. We are aides to generals and proctors and kings. You entrust us with tasks you called menial, not realising how much damage can be done with a mere piece of paper.”

      “It will take more than paper to cause a war.”

      “You think so?” Storrstenn shrugged. “Sannvinn travelled to the nearest town with a piece of paper signed and stamped by the patron of her masters. A piece of paper that will furnish her with seven horses and provisions for a week.” He smirked. “A forgery.”

      Tom watched Six’s face melt from derision to distress.

      “You see, don’t you?” Storrstenn said. “By making us responsible for your menial tasks, you have placed into our hands such a power.”

      Six shook his head but said nothing. His golden skin had paled.

      “It’s a bad plan.” It was Brega who spoke, her words plain and unemotional.

      Storrstenn bristled. “Why?”

      “Starting a civil war will put soldiers on the streets and tighten security at the palace.”

      “The palace?”

      “At Cairnagwyn. We need to break the central monolith there.”

      “Why?”

      Tom couldn’t face explaining it all again. “That’s why we’re here.”

      Storrstenn stroked his chin. “So you would have me share my plans but you will not share your own?”

      “Idris invades the duchies of men,” Neirin said. “His dragons make him unstoppable. We would break the magic that binds them to him and level the battlefield.”

      “I would not place your faith in a children’s fable such as magic, Lord Neirin,” Storrstenn said with a smirk. “You will find better results in deposition. Promise a crown to Proctor Renwyr and you will find him more than sympathetic to our causes.”

      “Is that how you plan to free the dwarfs?” Tom asked. “Put someone else on the throne that will set you free?”

      “It is.”

      It seemed wrong in a way Tom couldn’t quite understand. To remove a king and replace them with a puppet. What if someone had done that to Emyr?

      Of course, Emyr hadn’t enslaved an entire people.

      “There is no greater pull on a soldier than war on his own doorstep,” Storrstenn said. He was appealing to Neirin, who looked uncertain. “The invasions would collapse. We could find freedom. Seeking entry to Idris’ palace would be impossible even in peacetime.”

      Storrstenn was right. What chance did they have? If they weren’t spotted and reported by any of the thousands of elfs who lived there, they would be stopped by the hundreds of guards protecting the king. Tom looked at Neirin. What plan had he to get the sword to the monolith? Tom began to suspect he didn’t have one.

      “I can get them in,” Six said. “The best plan is to go unseen. Slip into the palace, break the monolith, slip back out again in the resulting chaos.”

      Storrstenn snorted. “Of everyone here, who has the best chance to slipping into the palace? The humans? The Easterners? The traitor? Or I?”

      “I know the palace. I can find a way.”

      Storrstenn shook his head. “And how will you get there?” He pointed out the window. “It’s a long road to Cairnagwyn.”

      The implication was clear: they needed him. And if they didn’t need his plan, they needed his help. And with his help came the plan.

      “I would hear your thoughts, Brega,” Neirin said, quiet, fragile. His gaze was pointed at the dwarf but his eyes saw something else. His face was a stony mask. Of course. He was used to Siomi’s counsel.

      Brega saw it too. “My lord?”

      “If you please.”

      She shifted, straightened her back. When she spoke her voice was without edge and soft, making it harder to hear behind the scarf she wore. It was like she was doing an impersonation of Siomi but it was the wrong thing to do. “Soldiers will complicate things.” Stop stop stop, Tom thought, and wished Brega could somehow hear him. “But we might make use of the confusion. If Western eyes are directed at each other, there will be fewer pointed our way.”

      Neirin’s face was pinched. He looked like he might cry. “It is not how you would do it?” he managed.

      She hesitated. Had she seen her mistake? When she said, “No,” her voice was louder, more like her own. She took a deep breath and let out a sigh. “But we might not have a choice.”

      “I won’t do it.” Six was stood with his arms folded, feet planted as if he expected someone to push him. Perhaps he didn’t realise how much of Neirin’s posture he had imitated. “I won’t help throw my people into war.”

      “Your people branded you a traitor,” Tom said. “Unjustly, so you said.”

      “Do innocent elfs deserve civil war for that?”

      “Do the innocent men and women of the duchy deserve the war Idris has brought them?”

      “Only Idris is guilty of Idris’ wrongs.” Six shook his head. “We shouldn’t punish other people for them.”

      Katharine nodded. “I agree with Six.” She turned to Storrstenn. “I have the utmost respect for your people, Storrstenn, but this is not the only way. The Council of Elects could demand the treaty be revoked. Or amended. Idris doesn’t have time for a war with the duchies and with the Provinces too.”

      Storrstenn grimaced. “It was diplomacy that made me a slave, lady Pathfinder,” he said. “Do not ask me to put my fate in its hands again.”

      “But it’s not right to exchange your freedom for the death and suffering of innocents.”

      No-one is innocent. That’s what Mab had said, before they left Faerie. And, as if reading his mind, Storrstenn thumped the arms of the chair and hissed, “There are no innocents.” His face was twisted into a mask of hate. “Every elf in this kingdom is guilty of slavery.”

      “Not every elf has a thrall in their household.”

      He pointed at Six. “But they stand by.” He stabbed at the air, like he could wound the elf with his finger. “They do nothing. Say nothing. That makes them guilty.”

      “You make it sound like we marched into the Provinces and took you by force.” Six seemed unfazed by Storrstenn’s anger. In fact he seemed amused by it, his lips quirking as he spoke. “You signed the treaty.”

      “I signed nothing.”

      Six shook his head, dismissing the point. “Your people.”

      “And what choice did we have, with Western soldiers in our cities and swords to our throats?”

      “Then you shouldn’t have been digging in our lands.”

      “You used a misunderstanding over a border as an excuse to invade.”

      “Enough,” said Neirin.

      “You were stealing from the Kingdom. What did you think would happen?”

      “Enough.” Neirin put a single finger to his forehead. He looked exhausted.

      “Do I deserve to be a slave for the crimes of another?”

      “Enough.” No more than a whisper.

      “You,” shouted Six, enunciating each syllable, “are not a slave.”

      “The Shield commanded you to silence!” Brega’s bellow echoed down the wooden halls and the argument stopped; the only sound was the hammer of rain on the roof and against the window. Storrstenn looked startled, looking at Brega as if she had appeared out of thin air. Six rolled his eyes but wilted under her glare, unfolding his arms and looking at his feet.

      Storrstenn raised a hand. “If I may, lady elf?”

      “You may not.” She didn’t even look at him. Instead she met Tom’s eye as she said, “There is no debate. Only what the Shield decides.” She paused, staring at him, waiting. Why? He hadn’t been arguing. But she said nothing until he nodded. “My lord, would you hear more details of what the dwarf intends?”

      Even Neirin seemed surprised. “I would.”

      She gave a firm nod, as if the matter was settled. “You four, search this place. Find clothes. Weapons, or the next best thing. Anything we might need on the road.”

      Tom thought Six might object but he said nothing. Instead he stalked from the room. Katharine followed him and Tom heard them go upstairs, voices in quiet and heated discussion.

      “You too, Tom.”

      Brega had excluded him before, in the merrow city. But it was he who had secured their release. He who had freed them from the rat pits. He who had delivered their new allies. Shouldn’t he be part of the discussion?

      “Tom.” Neirin’s voice was soft but questioning. The elf was watching his hand, his hand on Caledyr’s grip. Tom released the sword and took a deep breath, straightened, shook his head. “Go, Tom. I will seek your counsel should I need it.”

      Dismissed. Again. But it stung less now. Let them plot and plan. Whatever their path, his was bound for Faerie regardless. So he nodded, backed out of the room like a servant and closed the door. He heard Storrstenn begin to speak and thought of listening. But there were better things to do.
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        * * *

      

      The horses Sannvinn delivered were well-trained but they were not Withed stock. They were more wilful, needed more direction, more encouragement. Tom’s had reared as he’d approached and even after Six murmured something in elfish it seemed skittish. Tom rediscovered his nervousness of riding that night as the rain returned as freezing spray, the clouds casting the world into darkness, the ground very far away.

      Storrstenn led them through more farmland before joining a road for a time, a narrow thing cutting through the landscape, grassy hills on either side. Tom kept expecting soldiers to leap out in ambush. But they saw neither soldiers nor travellers. Either the weather had driven people indoors or Westerners didn’t travel at night.

      The rain did not let up, nor did the clouds part as the night came to an end. The cold, grey morning light seemed to leech the life from the world. Tom had scavenged simple trousers and tunic from the farmhouse and they were now waterlogged and cold. He was tired and hungry, and his eyelids and head grew heavier with each step. He could reach back and touch the sword, just for a moment, and feel revived and alert. But it didn’t last, and soon he was nodding again.

      Storrstenn took them off the road, following a path worn through the grass over many years. The ground was wet mud, leaving clear prints behind. What if they were being followed? They would be easy to track. But no-one seemed to worry about that and Storrstenn led them away from the hillside and to another house.

      This one wasn’t as fine as the farmhouse. It was much smaller, only two storeys, wooden walls old and stained. Tiles on the roof were missing, the porch was collapsing under the weight of time, and a wretched looking elf sat under what cover it still afforded. Male, skinny, his skin a deeper shade of gold than Six’s, he wore a huge, muddy shawl, old and tattered. He led them around to the back of the house, stopped next to a hatch in the ground and said something in elfish.

      “In the tongue of men, if you will,” Storrstenn replied.

      “This is it.” His accent was thick, a drawl to his words.

      “Very good.” Storrstenn’s horse was too big for him. His dismount was ungainly and awkward, but he pretended otherwise. “We will stay but one day. If we remain undiscovered, I will consider the debt repaid. You will never see us again.”

      The boy nodded, all too eager to see the back of them. He looked miserable and kept an eye on his own windows. While he wrung his hands, Storrstenn opened the hatch and motioned everyone inside.

      “He will tend to our horses,” he told them.

      They climbed down a short staircase into a small, dark, musty cellar, filled with barrels. The weak, grey sunlight didn’t reach far and there were no candles.

      “Dank?” Tom asked and, without reply, the sprite struggled forth and cast its supernatural light for them.

      “Remember,” Storrstenn told their host, “we must not be discovered.”

      The elf nodded and closed the hatch. Tom heard a mechanism turn and a lock click closed. They were trapped.

      “You trust that elf?” he asked.

      “He owes me a very great debt,” Storrstenn replied. “Helping us is a small price to clear his ledger. He will not betray us.” Then he swore in guttural dwarfish as he tripped. “Confounded darkness.”

      Of course. He did not have the Second Sight. “To your left,” Tom said. “Now forward. There.”

      “How do you see?”

      How to explain it? “Magic.” Storrstenn smirked until Tom said, “Don’t pull faces.”

      “Curious indeed.” The dwarf peered blindly about the cellar. “What is the mechanism of this supposed magic sight you have?”

      Tom drew breath but was interrupted by, “Later,” Neirin said. He was further into the cellar, where a board had been laid over some barrels and covered in food. “This is for us?”

      “The food,” Tom clarified and Storrstenn told them it was part of the debt, provisions for the next leg of the journey.

      “It may take a few days,” the dwarf said. “And we dare not draw attention to ourselves by venturing beyond the walls around us.”

      “While we stay in Cairnalyst?” Neirin said.

      “Indeed.” Perhaps Storrstenn had forgotten they could all see him smirking to himself.

      “We’re staying somewhere?” Tom asked. “That doesn’t seem wise.”

      “For only two or three days,” Storrstenn waved a hand as if his objection was an irritating bug.

      “Why?”

      “We have a dwarf to recruit.”

      “More dwarfs?” Six had nestled in a space between barrels, arms crossed on his knees and his chin on his arms. He looked truly miserable.

      “All to our benefit, master elf.”

      “So you say.”

      Katharine sat by Six’s feet, rested a hand on his shin. The elf responded by offering her a small, weak smile. Tom wondered how he’d feel if someone told him he had to start a civil war in the duchies. If he had to topple Duke Regent, perhaps. Could he do it?

      “What then?” Tom asked Storrstenn.

      “Further north,” the dwarf replied. “Our new ally will bring us the tools we need to make good our path to Cairnaten.”

      “Is that where we’ll find Proctor Renwyr?” Tom wondered if he would be anything like Gerwyn.

      Storrstenn nodded. “Renwyr and liberty,” he replied.
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        * * *

      

      There were few places to get comfortable amongst the barrels, so Tom slept fitfully. He dreamt he was back in Cairnalyr, in a rat pit where the water level wouldn’t stop rising. He dreamt Topknot had risen from his grave, rotten and decayed, and was driving an axe through his chest. He dreamt he was face-to-face with that dragon, the golden eye staring at him, considering him, weighing him up like a farmer weighs a pig.

      “It has been so long since we have talked like this,” a large, old voice said.
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        * * *

      

      He woke with a headache that throbbed at the top of his neck. Dank’s sprite was resting on top of a barrel, granting light by which to pick his way over cellar and sleeping bodies to the food. A pitcher of water slaked his thirst and he rubbed his neck as if he could rub away the pain.

      It was only then he realised he could hear the sound of someone drinking. The sound echoed, from within one of the barrels, and a small voice was talking to himself. Tom could smell whiskey and rolled his eyes.

      “Come out, Cluricaun,” he said.

      He saw the little fay climb out of an opened barrel from the corner of his eye. “Thomas,” he declared with the exaggerated joy of the drunk. “You’re awake!”

      “Quiet.” Tom gestured to the others. “You’ll wake them.”

      “Sorry,” the fay replied in a stage whisper. Small, perhaps no more than a foot tall, Cluricaun was painfully thin, looking not unlike an elderly scarecrow save for his very fine clothes. Dressed in trousers, waistcoat and long-tailed coat as grey as his hair, the little drunken gentleman tried to clamber from one barrel to another, but fell both onto his face and into a fit of giggles. His hair had fallen free from its tail into disarray, his hat and cane were missing, and his face was red with drink. He was boorish, foolish, and Tom couldn’t stand him. But, what one fay knows, all fay know.

      So he said, “Fond greetings to the fay.”

      Cluricaun snorted. “Frond?” He snorted, covering his grin with a hand. “Frond?”

      Tom held in a sigh. Easier to humour him. “As you will, Cluricaun.” And when the fay sniggered, he asked, “Why are you here?”

      “For the whiskey!” He threw his arms in the air in exultation and almost knocked himself over. Brega stirred and Neirin grumbled in his sleep. The fay held a finger to his lips and whispered, “But don’t tell anyone.”

      It was too much of a coincidence that Cluricaun had picked the one cellar in the kingdom they were sleeping in. “What news from Faerie?”

      “News?” Cluricaun frowned like there was a bad smell. He began to clamber towards Tom from barrel to barrel. Tom hoped the fay wasn’t in a mood for hugs. Emyr’s teeth, not a hug. He couldn’t cope with the tears.

      “Yes, news.” But when Cluricaun tripped and fell on his face, Tom couldn’t hold in his sigh. “How much have you drunk?”

      Cluricaun squinted at his hand and began to count fingers. He got lost after the third. “How much.” He screwed up his face. “How much.” Peered up at Tom like a little blind kitten. “How much is a lot?”

      Why did Tom ask? It was always the same answer. He rubbed his eyes and sighed again. “A lot.”

      “Thassright!” The fay guffawed and went to slap his thigh, missed and staggered. He knelt at the edge of the barrel, looked down at the floor, and said in a small voice, “We wish we were bigger.”

      No hug required this time. But Tom wasn’t going to listen to a half hour tantrum. “Were you sent here, Cluricaun?” he asked. “Do you have a message for me?”

      “Not like a woodkin,” he whimpered. “Just a normal size. Like you.”

      “Cluricaun.”

      The fay looked up, eyes wet. “Why did they make us so small, Tom?”

      “If you don’t have a message for us, you should go.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the whiskey you’re drinking belongs to an elf protecting us,” he said. “What will he do when he finds out its gone?”

      Cluricaun frowned with the effort of thought. “Make some more?”

      “He’ll blame us,” Tom snapped. Brega woke, surging upright with a knife in her hands. “It’s okay, Brega,” he said. “It’s just a fay. There’s no danger.”

      “Well we’ll be a…” Cluricaun frowned. “A something. Thomas Rymour telling a lie.”

      “What lie?”

      “About danger.” The fay was peering at his own hands, watching his fingers move. “It’s not true.”

      Tom’s hands went cold and he didn’t want to ask. But he knew he had to. “Is there danger, Cluricaun?”

      “Why do you think we drank his whiskey?” he slurred. “The dog has sold you out, Tom! He gave you up for a few pieces of silver.”

      “How long do we have?”

      “How long is not very long?”

      His stomach tightened. “Not very long.”

      The fay shook his head. “Less than that.”

      “Brega, did you hear that?”

      “I heard it.” She was already waking Neirin.

      “I think we should leave.”

      “I agree.” She spoke in a low, urgent murmur. “My lord, we are betrayed. We must leave.”

      “Betrayed? By whom?” Storrstenn peered at them blindly.

      “By the elf you said would shelter us.”

      “Never. The boy is too afraid of me.”

      But there were voices outside, trying to be quiet but failing to go unheard.

      “Is there another way out?” Brega asked.

      Tom cast a look towards the back of the cellar but knew the answer before Storrstenn said, “No. I didn’t want to have two doors to watch.”

      Brega started giving orders. “Tom, take the centre ground. Wield the sword, draw them in. Six, Dank, you and the dwarfs stand with him. Katharine, we’ll wait either side of the stairs. Stab their legs as they come in. My lord, you’re with me.”

      “We haven’t got anything to fight with,” Six said, but Brega drew a few knives from a bag. They came from a kitchen, not an armoury, but they looked sharp enough. She kept two, gave two to Katharine, gave a poker to Six.

      “You want me to poke them.”

      She ignored the barb, turning instead to the dwarfs. “Stay behind them. It’ll be safe.” But Storrstenn drew his bow and Sannvinn held a knife in her hands, so Brega said instead, “Take flanking positions. Use your bow.”

      “I can’t see.”

      “They’ll have torches.”

      As they slipped into position, Tom just stared at the door. He half-expected Topknot to lead the charge. Could he kill again, if he had to? His palms were sweating and his heartbeat felt weak and irregular. “How many, Cluricaun?”

      The fay grumbled. He was curled up on his barrel.

      “How many?” he whispered. But the fay said nothing.

      “Tom.” Brega’s voice was low but firm. The voices outside were quieter, less frequent. Because they were almost ready.

      Tom stepped forward, with Six and Dank either side, and drew Caledyr. Trembling excitement began to war with the dread and the fear and he felt his lips smile while his brow broke out in a sweat. He’d been lucky before, when he’d fought Topknot. But these would be trained elfs. He should surrender now.

      No. The fight. The enemy. The victory.

      The thought felt so much like his own. But it wasn’t. He shook his head. No time to think of that. Calm, he told himself. Calm. It reminded him of Emyr’s mantra. The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death.

      There was silence now. No sound except his own, faltering breath.

      The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death.

      A single voice called through the door in elfish.

      “She demands our surrender,” Six translated. He looked at Neirin, who looked embarrassed to have no means to defend himself.

      Yet he still managed a stately, “Tell her we will never surrender.”

      Six called back in elfish and received only a single word in response.

      The cellar doors rattled. Banged. Locks snapped and bolts groaned.

      Then the doors were heaved open and Westerners poured into the cellar.

      Calmness of the soul until death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      The elfs entered with a roar, brandishing halberds and rushing towards Tom with singular purpose. To his shame, his courage wilted and the point of his sword sagged. He felt an urge to drop to his knees and beg mercy. How could he fight trained soldiers?

      But he saw their golden skin, heard their elfish demands. Remembered the rat pit where they had denied him his humanity and left him to swim in his own filth.

      The first elf didn’t reach him; Brega hamstrung him from the staircase. Katharine sent the second tumbling with a stab of her own, and Storrstenn took down the third with a bolt to the shoulder. The fourth quailed and stumbled over his fallen comrades. But the fifth clambered past them all.

      She thrust her halberd at Tom but he stepped back, and the point pierced only air. She stabbed again, using it like a spear; the cramped quarters mean she had little other option. Tom stabbed back with Caledyr but the sword was too short; she was well out of reach.

      Six swung his poker and swore. Sannvinn gave ground, holding her knife close to her chest. Dank had already retreated to the far wall, his sprite hiding in his hair. Torchlight from outside revealed more elfs crowding into the cellar.

      No room.

      Again, his thought but not his, nor the thought that followed. But Tom obeyed nonetheless. When the elf thrust again, he rolled onto the barrels next to him, lying on his back. She grunted, frustrated, and scythed the halberd through the air. But Tom had already raised Caledyr and the two blades struck, the impact pounding down Tom’s arms and hammering his joints. He stared at the halberd for a moment, torchlight dancing on the edge. It would have split his chest.

      The elf grunted again and pulled, but Caledyr had bit into her weapon, notching the metal so deeply the two blades were caught. She pulled again, wrenching Tom’s complaining joints, but they were caught fast. And, in that moment, Six swung his poker into the back of her legs and she went down.

      Tom pried Caledyr free of the halberd and looked up. There were more elfs coming through. Storrstenn’s bolts were puncturing leather armour but caused injuries rather than fatalities. The elfs had grown wise to Katharine and Brega’s tactics and were now stabbing as they entered, forcing them to retreat with Neirin, who now wielded a captured halberd.

      Close quarters.

      Tom’s limbs were moving before he understood what he was doing. He rolled to all fours; there was no room to stand. He clambered across the barrels, taking a swing at the elf moving to take the place of his last opponent. The swing was a distraction, giving Six and Sannvinn a chance to step in. Tom blocked a swing at his legs, again notching the weapon. This time he took hold of the haft and pushed, sent the elf to the ground. Tom pulled Caledyr free, hopped off the barrel, raised the sword.

      The elf was cowering on his back, legs raised, arms shielding his face. He was young, just a boy. His parents were probably proud of him. Perhaps there was a girl he was wooing. No doubt he had hopes and dreams beyond dying in this cellar.

      Kill the enemy.

      But the memory of Topknot’s face stayed his hand.

      “Yield,” he said.

      The elf spread his hands. He surrendered.

      There was a cry and Tom saw Brega pushing her way out of the cellar, an elf falling from the stairs and knocking Katharine down. He took breath to call for her, but pain exploded between his legs. He doubled, and a blow to the shoulder sent him stumbling back. The elf had kicked him. The elf had kicked him in the crotch. Tom blinked away tears. His stomach clenched and heaved. It was all he could do to stop himself sinking to his knees.

      The elf was reaching for a halberd.

      Kill the enemy.

      Tom didn’t argue this time.

      Caledyr sang as it sliced through the air, almost cutting the elf’s hand clean off. His scream was a boy’s terrified howl, but Tom could barely hear it, as if his head were underwater. He pulled Caledyr free with a tug and stood, watching the boy reach for his ruined arm, hand shaking, too scared to touch it. The elf burbled something in elfish over and over. He was a threat no longer.

      Pain told Tom he’d made that mistake already.

      Kill the enemy.

      He kicked the boy in the face, reversed Caledyr in his hands, plunged the blade into his enemy’s chest. The elf’s muffled whimpering turned to a bloody red whisper that slowed to silence.

      Kill the enemy.

      He stepped over the body to where Katharine was grappling with the elf that had fallen on her. Took a handful of Western hair, pulled the head back, passed Caledyr over a throat.

      Kill the enemy.

      He ran Caledyr up through the back of an elf threatening Neirin with a halberd. Pushed the blade in up to the hilt. Held it until the elf went weak. Withdrew.

      Kill the enemy.

      Six, Sannvinn and Storrstenn had an elf on her back. She kept them at bay with a knife. Tom swung Caledyr like an executioner’s axe, burying it in her face.

      Kill the enemy.

      But there were no elfs left to kill.

      There was a brutal silence followed by a rush of sensations, as if they had all been laying in wait. His crotch was a violent ache, his stomach still heaved, myriad aches and pains vied for his attention, and he was warm and wet. He wiped at his face, red and sticky. He looked around. Bodies everywhere. The others picking themselves up. Katharine was covered in blood too.

      “Are you alright?” he asked. He felt tired, like the life had gone out of him.

      “Yes.” She clambered out from under her attacker and climbed the stairs. Tom became aware of the cloying copper-stench.

      “We should go,” Neirin said and gave orders to the others. Tom waited for his orders, too tired to think for himself, but when they came they were simply, “Tom, outside.”

      He obeyed, stepping over bodies and into cold night air. Brega was waiting for them, with an elf on her knees. She wore the same leather armour as her comrades but her pointed helmet had a brilliant golden bell patterned into the metal.

      “Their captain,” she said, then stared at Tom. “Are you hurt?”

      Neirin replied for him. “The blood is not his.”

      Tom stopped, let Caledyr’s point rest on the ground, leaning on it like a crutch. It sank into the earth.

      Rest.

      Not yet, Tom thought.

      “Are there any more soldiers coming?” he asked.

      Brega shook her head. “She only speaks Western.”

      “I thought elfish was elfish.”

      “The tongues share a common ancestor,” Neirin said. “But there are many differences.” He didn’t take his eyes off the captain. Smart. Tom watched her too. She had gaunt, hawkish features and her eyes were defiant and scared.

      “We need Six,” Tom said.

      The elf emerged with a halberd in one hand and a bag in the other. “You look awful,” he said to Tom.

      Speaking was too much effort. All he could manage was a weary smile.

      “We need to know what she knows,” Brega told Six. “Who sent her? Do they know who we are? Are more soldiers on the way?”

      Six shook his head. “These aren’t soldiers,” he replied. “They’re city watch. We wouldn’t have beat soldiers so easily.”

      Tom wasn’t sure it had been so easy, but both Brega and Neirin nodded. “Very well,” Neirin said. “Find out what she knows.”

      The interrogation was swift. Tom didn’t know what Six said, but the way the defiance bled from her eyes and the colour from her skin suggested it wasn’t pleasant. She cast a fearful look at Tom and the sword and shook her head, then spoke for a while. Six translated. “They thought us outlaws. They had only the barest descriptions. They didn’t know who we were. No-one will come until they’re missed, which won’t be until the shift change at dawn.”

      “What happens then?” Neirin asked.

      Six asked and received a short answer.

      “It depends on the city prefect. Procedure would be to escalate it to the Proctor.”

      “What does that mean?” Brega growled.

      “It means we could have every watchelf, soldier and guard on the lookout for us.”

      “If they’re not already,” Neirin said.

      Six shook his head. “I don’t think they are.” He spoke in elfish and earnt a lengthly response. “She says the only statewide warrants are for a pair of dwarfs.” He turned to Storrstenn and gave him an acid smile. “You’re famous, little dwarf.”

      “Does she think procedure will be followed? Will the Proctor be alerted? “ Neirin asked.

      The captain shrugged when she replied. The longer the interrogation went, the smaller she seemed, like something inside her was deflating. She looked like she might cry. “A lot of the best watchelfs were conscripted into the army when the war began,” Six said. “The city prefect is new, as are many of her elfs.”

      Tom thought of the boy he had killed. Perhaps this had been his first assignment with the watch. He waited for the guilt to come, as it had with Topknot. But he felt nothing.

      No. Not nothing. They had attacked. He had defended. He felt justified.

      “We can take no risks,” Neirin said. “How long until dawn?”

      “Two hours,” said Katharine. She had wiped the blood from her face but her clothes were soaked with it. She would need new ones.

      “Storrstenn,” Neirin called.

      Sannvinn and Dank emerged from the cellar carrying the food that had been left for them. Storrstenn emerged with armfuls of knives and pouches and trinkets.

      “What have you there?” Neirin asked.

      “Have you been looting the bodies?” Six’s face wrinkled in disgust.

      “Their need for mortal wares is passed,” the dwarf replied.

      “You profane their bodies.”

      “They are meat now, and no more.”

      “Meat?”

      “Silence,” said Neirin, then, “Master dwarf, how far to the city?”

      He scowled at Six but his response was civil. “An hour, my lord, maybe two.”

      “How well do you know this place?”

      “I have visited only once, my lord, but I have in waiting dwarfs who will hide and shelter you while I conduct my business.”

      “It will have to wait,” Neirin said.

      “Time is of the essence, good lord.”

      “Indeed it is.” Neirin nodded to Brega. “Bind her. Gag her.”

      “We’re taking her with us?” Tom asked.

      “She can’t be left to betray us,” Neirin replied. “Wouldn’t you agree, Brega?”

      “I do, my lord.”

      When they had last taken a Westerner hostage, Siomi had advised against it and Neirin had asked Tom for his advice. Now Siomi was gone and Neirin didn’t seek his counsel. “I haven’t seen this elf in our party,” Tom said. “I don’t think she comes with us.”

      It made Neirin falter. But a glance at Brega was enough. “Nevertheless,” he said. “I have spoken.” But he said it as if it were a regret.

      “But what will we do with her?”

      “What we will have to do to the other elfs that know of these events.”

      “Which is?” Six asked.

      Neirin’s voice was firm. “What we must.”
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        * * *

      

      The ride to Cairnalyst was a gallop along narrow and muddy roads with little light to show their way. They had left the watch horses milling together in the cold but, before they could depart, Storrstenn had disappeared. As they wondered where he was, he had come running back, little legs pumping as hard as they could.

      “Ride,” he had called. “Ride!”

      “What is it?” Tom asked, reaching for Caledyr. Just touching it pushed at the dead fatigue he felt inside, strengthening him. “More elfs?”

      But Storrstenn had spurred his horse as soon as he was mounted, galloping away and leaving the others to follow. They had, at a pace, until there was a whump behind them, and they halted their flight to watch flames pillar into the night sky.

      “What did you do?” Six demanded.

      “Punishment.” Storrstenn let out a dark cackle. “He won’t cross a dwarf again anytime soon.”

      “You idiot!”

      But Neirin had demanded they ride instead of argue. The fire might have been visible from Cairnalyst. That meant the watch might send someone to investigate. “We must assume we do not have two hours,” he told them. “We must assume we have no time at all.”

      So they had pushed the horses as hard as they could. But they were not Withed stock; by the time they reached the outskirts of Cairnalyst they were exhausted, unruly and trembling. They dismounted and walked them into the city.

      Cairnalyst was not what Tom had expected of a Western city. He had expected gleaming white stone, delicate architecture, shining spires and beautiful glass sculptures everywhere. Instead he saw colour, almost garish at times, square buildings painted in reds and blues and yellows and greens. The walls were decorated with art, some of it beautiful, some of it ugly. The streets were paved with stone, greyed and pitted with age. But, while the city didn’t have the fluid, organic feel of the merrow city, neither did it have the cheap, regimented feel of the duchy towns. Instead it felt more like a patchwork of individuality. Some structures were no more than a block with windows and doors. Others had round windows, or porches, or tiny gardens. But in one respect they were all the same; they all featured bells, either in fact or in decoration. Painted bells, carved bells, wooden bells, metal ones, individuals or in groups. There were bells everywhere.

      But there was no time to ask why. “Which way to the watch house?” Neirin asked.

      Seeing her city had stilled the captain’s tongue.

      “Your cooperation determines how we treat you and your fellow officers,” Neirin explained. “There is more than one way to ensure our anonymity.”

      She answered with a simple shake of her head. She had been stripped of her armour, left shivering in her undergarments, but Tom had to admit in that moment she exhibited more dignity than many a lord or noble.

      But she was a Westerner. No doubt she had planned to leave them to rot in another cell. Or use them to further her own station. Tom imagined her presenting Caledyr to Idris like a trophy and he felt himself sneer.

      “Very well.” Neirin turned to Storrstenn. “Take her to your shelter, master dwarf. Sannvinn, Dank, Tom, you will accompany them.”

      “And what will you do?” Tom asked.

      “Six and Katharine can find the watch house,” he said. “Brega and I will deal with this.”

      “If we may, Lord Neirin?” Dank stepped forward. “We can help you. Our sprite can go unseen. We could act as both huntsman and spy.”

      Tom nodded. “He’s right. And it can fly; it’ll have a better vantage point in a search.”

      Neirin nodded. “Then he will accompany us.”

      “So will I,” Tom said.

      “We have no need of your gifts, Tom.”

      “But you might have need of a sword.”

      Neirin cast a greedy glance at the blade, sheathed at Tom’s hip. “Brega is better with a sword.”

      “Yet I can wield it well enough.”

      “Yes.” A strange look passed over Neirin’s face. Fear? Distrust? Suspicion? Tom couldn’t be sure. “You can.”

      “My lord.” Brega’s voice was hushed, soft. Too like Siomi’s again. A cloud settled over Neirin’s expression as she said, “We cannot debate this all night.”

      Neirin growled, “Of course.” He pointed a finger at Dank and then at Tom. “You will come with us. The rest go with Storrstenn.”

      “My lord,” the dwarf hissed. “This will act as an impediment to my purpose here.”

      “I will not be questioned.” Neirin’s anger was hot, unrestrained. He jabbed a finger at the dwarf as he said, “Your purpose will wait on my pleasure.”

      The dwarf scowled but sketched a bow nonetheless. Tom had expected more of an argument. But Storrstenn nodded as if to confirm his thoughts: there was more fight to come.

      Dank’s sprite pushed its way out of his skin and leapt into the night sky like a shooting star in reverse.

      “Let’s not wait for hit” Tom said. There were too many windows on this street, which itself was too wide and open.

      “He’s right,” Brega said. “Follow me.” She led them further into the city, but via smaller roads and alleys. Neirin’s robes acted as a perfect camouflage, but the rest of them were protected only by the darkness. But even that would not be enough. Westerners would be rising before the winter sunrise, and they would not need to look too closely to realise there were intruders amongst them. Tom kept an eye on the windows and doors.

      They stopped in an alley full of refuse and waste. It stank in a way Tom had imagined a prim and proper Westerner would not tolerate. Something rustled further in the darkness, vermin of some kind.

      “How long will this take?” Brega asked.

      “It’s a big city,” Dank replied. “She’s doing her best.”

      “Let us hope she hurries,” Neirin said. He was peering out of the mouth of the alley, up and down the little path they were following.

      “What is it we do when we get there?” Dank asked.

      “Silence them,” Neirin said. “However we must.”

      “Dead watchelfs will cause an uproar,” Brega warned.

      “It will be an uproar not directed at us.”

      It was a poor time to argue with Neirin, when his jaw was clenched and his eyes spat fire. But Tom couldn’t help but say, “Could we lock them up somewhere? An abandoned basement?” The idea of trapping Westerners appealed to him. Let them get a taste of it.

      “Compassion?” Neirin sneered. “From the man who butchered so many not hours ago?”

      Butchered? “They would have killed us.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “I kept you safe.”

      And Neirin’s anger melted in a moment, and regret rode plain across his features. “Perhaps,” he murmured with more gratitude than Tom would have thought possible.

      Brega sensed the mood had changed and said, “I didn’t know you were capable of such deeds.”

      Tom couldn’t tell if they were telling him he’d done something wrong or thanking him. “I did what I had to do,” he said. He placed a hand on the pommel. “They were the enemy.”

      “They were,” Brega said. “And you did well. To take on so many. To protect the Shield. I am grateful.”

      So it was gratitude. Worth more for its scarcity. He was almost too embarrassed to mumble, “You’re welcome.”

      With her face veiled by scarf and darkness she was impossible to read. But she inclined her head to him.

      A bright glow dropped from the sky and the sprite alighted on Dank’s palm. The light cast ugly shadows on the boy’s grimacing face as it slid beneath his skin, and then the world was dark once more.

      “She has found it,” he said. “This way.”

      They moved as quickly as they could, as quietly as they could. Dank led them as Brega had, down alleys and paths so narrow they could only progress single file. Should they run into anyone there would be no hiding, but such a risk was traded for the fact there were few doors or windows to be seen from.

      The watch house was bigger than Tom had imagined, a huge, blocky building with a domed roof in the middle of a large square. Like other buildings it was painted and decorated, this time with images of keys as well as bells. The door was flanked by two barred sconces, each home to a lit torch. The many windows, all barred too, bled torchlight as well. There was no easy approach, no dark path in.

      “What now?” Tom asked.

      “Now we cause a distraction.” Dank’s voice was already strained as the sprite pushed its way out before zipping across the square and in through a window.

      “What sort of distraction?”

      The answer was a howl, followed by a crash, capped with general hubbub and uproar.

      “You’ll bring the whole city down on us,” Brega hissed, but already she was moving across the square. Shouldn’t they wait, to see if the noise attracted attention? But the others were following too, so it was too late. Tom broke into a run and, for good measure, drew the sword. But there was none of the usual exhilaration; Caledyr was muted, and Tom felt oddly disappointed as he climbed the steps and followed the others into the watch house.

      He’d expected rows of cells, dirty and dank, and harsh gaolers with harsh hearts. He’d expected it to be dripping and dark, filled with the moans of the wrong-fully imprisoned. In fact, he realised, he’d expected the dungeons in Cairnalyr.

      But the watch house looked more like Proctor Gerwyn’s rooms. The walls were richly decorated with tapestries and busts, the floors with a thick, if old, burgundy carpet. This little chamber was filled with desks, which held paper and quill and ink. Only one of them was manned and that by a tired-looking elf who had a knife to his throat already.

      “We need to release their prisoners,” Brega said. She paid little attention to her hostage, casting her gaze this way and that. The noise and furore came from above, a flight of stairs to the left. Another door led to the right. “They’ll send out elfs to round them up, so no-one will notice a few missing watchelfs. Then they’ll put their absence down to the escape. It will take some time before someone realises otherwise.”

      “By which time our trail will be cold.” Neirin nodded. “It is a good plan.”

      “The cells must be this way.” Tom took a step towards the door and waited to be followed, but Brega didn’t move.

      “Keys,” she said, and when her captive said nothing she shook him. “Keys,” she repeated, louder.

      The Westerner’s eyes were wide and bulging, trying not to look at the knife or their faces either. He babbled something in his own language and fell silent.

      “We should have brought Six,” Tom said.

      “A moment,” said Dank.

      “We don’t have time to wait.” The sword in Tom’s hand was making him jittery. Whatever magic Caledyr possessed felt sharp and jagged. Any moment an elf would stumble upon them. They were too exposed. Too vulnerable.

      “Perhaps we should go to the cells?” Neirin offered. “Break the locks.”

      “A moment,” Dank said.

      “Tom’s right, we can’t risk staying here.” Brega nodded to Tom and he opened the door, peering around it. A corridor with more doors. Nothing more.

      “Come on,” he hissed.

      “A moment,” Dank said. And when Tom turned to berate the boy, he saw the sprite swoop down the stairs and burrow into Dank’s neck. A flicker of a smile passed over Dank’s features amongst the pain and distress. Then he said, “Ask him again.”

      Tom expected argument but Brega just said, “Keys.” And when the Westerner repeated his babble, Dank nodded.

      “On that desk.” He pointed and, when no-one moved, Tom abandoned the door and crossed the chamber. The desks had been abandoned, papers in disarray, ink spilt over pages of elfish script. A huge, heavy ring was half-buried under paper, festooned with keys of all shapes, sizes and metals. How could there be so many locks in one small building? Tom held them up for the others to see.

      “You speak the Western tongue?” Neirin asked Dank.

      “No, our lord.” Dank smiled, pleased with himself. “But the fay know it.”

      And what one fay knows, all fay knew. Despite himself, Tom mirrored the boy’s smile. “Well done.”

      “Yes, it’s all very clever.” Brega started tugging her captive towards the door. The hubbub above was dying down. “Let’s go.”

      The corridor ran along the outside wall, turning left before ending in an iron gate. On the other side of the gate were solid metal doors and a fat Westerner dozing on a stool. She leapt to her feet when she noticed them and Tom halted, raised a forbidding hand.

      “Don’t call out,” Brega told her, and if the guard didn’t understand that, she understood the way Brega lifted her captive’s chin with her knife. She raised her hands and nodded, said something terse.

      “She wants to know what we want,” Dank translated.

      “Back away.” But with both hands holding her captive, Brega had little means for gesturing. So Tom hefted Caledyr and waved the guard from the gate.

      “Open it up,” Brega told him.

      Tom couldn’t find a key and hold the sword at the same time. So he held them out to Dank. The boy flinched and said, “Tom.”

      It was true. Tom could feel the cold, still iron amongst the keys and in the gate. But it couldn’t be helped. He wasn’t about the sheathe or hand over the sword. So he waited until Dank took the keys, kept an eye on the fat Westerner while the boy found the right one and unlocked the gate, and ignored the discomfort on the boy’s face. Caledyr’s magic ebbed as he stepped through the gate and he felt disorientated himself. Then he was past the iron and the blade returned again.

      “Back,” he said, but the elf needed no encouragement. She retreated readily before the sword.

      “We do not want to be here when these prisoners are released.” Neirin stepped through the gate like he entered a ballroom.

      “We can’t unlock all these doors without being here,” Tom replied. But Neirin’s words made him think. What were these prisoners guilty of? What would they be unleashing on this city by freeing them? How many innocent people would be hurt?

      Both Storrstenn and Mab claimed there were no innocents. Could he believe that?

      “We need to decide what to do with these two,” Brega said. The Westerners. The young watchelfs working to protect their people. Tom looked at their faces and felt his resolve falter.

      Fight.

      Yes. They had started this fight. These elfs stood guard over this city because the best of them had been recruited into armies that marched over Tir. This city was quiet and peaceful and safe while duchy cities were overrun. These elfs weren’t just standing by and letting it happen. They were helping. They were waging this war as surely as soldiers.

      “There can be no witnesses,” Neirin said, and Tom found himself nodding.

      “We unlock the cells,” he said. “Furthest ones first. Brega and I will hold them off. We set them free, lock that gate and leave the key. That will give us a head-start.”

      “And these Westerners?”

      Could they leave them for the prisoners? No. After leaving Draig for the merrow, he had to do the deed himself. “As you said,” he replied. “No witnesses.”

      He moved before he could have second thoughts. It was no effort to cross the space to the elf, and Caledyr slid through her chest with little resistance. Tom didn’t look at her face. Didn’t look at the blood or the way her hands flapped at the blade. Didn’t think of what Emyr would say if he knew how Tom was using his sword.

      Brega let her dead captive fall. “We don’t have all night.” She seemed untroubled by the death they had just dealt. Tom pulled Caledyr free, wiped it on his victim’s sleeve. These two were not innocent. They were the enemy. That was what Brega believed. It was what he needed to believe too.

      As Dank unlocked the cells, Tom and Brega shepherded the prisoners into a flock at the far end of the corridor. Some of them shouted, snarled, made some incomprehensible threats. Others looked frightened of everyone and everything. Tom counted thirty-three by the time Dank opened the last door. Thirty-three potentially dangerous elfs, edging forward as Tom and Brega retreated. This wouldn’t be easy.

      “You first,” he told Brega. “Get the key in the lock. As soon as I come through, close it.”

      He didn’t take his eye off the crowd before him as she stepped through the gate. Two elfs inched forward, leading the pack, big and mean. Like Draig in frame, marked with tattoos and wicked grins. They called after Brega and Tom was pleased he couldn’t understand.

      “Ready,” she said.

      He had to be quick. And he needed space. So he lifted the sword, cried out, stamped his foot. The elfs shied and he fled. A roar rose behind him but it was too late, he was through, and the gate slammed shut.

      “Rymour!”

      Brega had her weight against the gate but the prisoners had thrown their own against hers, hands fumbling for keys, scarfs, pulling hair as it fell free.

      “Brega!” Neirin rushed forward, striking at her assailants. But they laughed him off.

      One of them had his arm caught in the gate, seemingly oblivious to the crushing pain, fingers trying to pull free the key. It was an awkward angle, so Caledyr failed to cut through the wrist. But the howl of pain and the way the fingers went lax told Tom the job was done.

      Another prisoner had pulled Brega’s scarf down, had his hands in her hair and on her clothes, pulling her close, waggling his tongue at her. Tom got Caledyr between the bars and through his shoulder, and when he let go of Brega, Tom put another thrust into his belly. A moment later Brega had the gate locked and Tom was free to look at the tableau they’d made. Two dead watchelfs. Thirty-three freed prisoners, one maimed, one dying. Ready to take our their rage and frustrations on the sleeping city around them.

      “You did well,” Neirin said. Perhaps he saw the scepticism in Tom’s eyes, because he added, “Any action in pursuit of our goal must be taken.”

      The ends justified the means.

      “Come,” Neirin said. “Let us away.” He took the keys and tossed them within reach of the raging hoard.

      Dank sent his sprite ahead to cause another distraction, so they left the watch house without further incident. The night was already failing, the sky burning with a new sunrise as they stole across the square.

      “We didn’t eat bread from their bodies,” Tom realised. He hadn’t performed the ritual for the watchelfs in the cellar either. Or for Siomi; the West had prevented him from honouring her so.

      “Sheathe the sword, Tom,” Dank suggested, and Tom was surprised how tired he felt when he did. The watch house erupted into chaos behind them and prisoners were already spilling into the square.

      But no-one saw them slip away into the bloody new morning.
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        * * *

      

      Storrstenn’s hideout was the second floor of an old, empty building. Crumbling in places, braced with wood and steel, filled with piles of bricks and stacks of tiles, Storrstenn told them it had been going through renovations when Idris declared war. After that, the money was in weapons and armour, not bricks and mortar, and work had stopped. Now it was empty and forgotten and perfect for their use.

      Then Storrstenn had disappeared, taking Sannvinn and Six, leaving them alone with some blankets and some food and telling them he’d be gone for the day at least.

      Katharine slept. Neirin lay like a body in state and prayed. When Tom offered to take a watch, Brega told him, “You need rest.” She was circling the room. Walls had been knocked through, windows were missing. Everything was covered in dust. “It’s been a long night.”

      “It has.” He cast a look at the Western captain, tied and gagged and lying on her side, eyes closed and seemingly sleeping.

      “So sleep.” Brega looked out a window. Tall, slender things, stretching from ceiling to floor, only a few still had glass in them. The morning was chill and Tom tugged his blanket tighter.

      “I’m not sure I want to see my dreams.”

      She took a few quick steps towards him and Tom flinched. But she knelt, placed her scarfed face before his. “They’re just dreams.” She clapped his shoulder once. “You will feel better when you wake. Trust me.” Her eyes were filled with something approaching empathy. It was the kindest she’d ever been to him.

      He nodded and she stood, patrolling the room again. “Thank you,” he said.

      “You’re welcome.” She was gruff again. The moment had passed. “Now go to sleep.”

      He lay on his side, still hugging the sword to him, and closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “If it won’t haunt you today, it will one day.”

      A legion of men and elfs stood before him, armed and armoured. Black rain hammered down from a dark sky.

      “I did what I had to do.”

      “What you had to do? Or what you wanted to do?”

      “I’m not a butcher.”

      “Men will call you many things, Tom,” Ambrose said. “And history will act as the final judge.”

      “Which should I try to please?”

      “Only yourself.”
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        * * *

      

      Tom woke slowly, his senses dull and fuzzy as if he’d been drinking. He had aches in muscles he hadn’t known he possessed, his throat was sore, and he was cold. How long had it been since he’d woken feeling rested?

      “You’re awake.” Dank’s voice was soft. Tom looked around to see Neirin still slept, as did Brega. The captain was facing the wall.

      “Where’s Katharine?”

      “Attending to herself.”

      He nodded. “I need water.”

      Dank handed him a canteen. He’d built a seat out of bricks and a blanket. Had the boy been watching him sleep?

      The water was cool and washed away the dryness in his throat. He passed the canteen back and Dank took a swig too.

      “Is everything okay?” Tom asked. He looked about. The light coming in through the windows was grey and dark. It was impossible to tell what time it was.

      “We believe so,” Dank said. “Your fellows have not yet returned.”

      Tom climbed to his feet and walked to a window, peering carefully out into the world beyond.

      The road below ran through the full length of the city and thus was wide, well-maintained and busy. Horses, carts, elfs on foot passed by in each direction while merchants tried to hawk wares from their stalls. The buildings themselves looked older in the grey light, like a woman wooed in a tavern whose mead-conjured glamour fades come morning. Paint faded here and there, bricks crumbled, pillars cracked. The art daubed on the walls was breathtaking in places, crude and immature in others. But there were no fires, no riots or panics. No sign that thirty-three dangerous elfs were on the loose. Just people going about their daily business.

      Tom had pictured them all in white robes, but they wore trousers, shirts, skirts; their only concession to Tom’s imagination was that many of them wore large shawls that stretched down to their waists. But even these were of many colours. And the elfs refused to be the blond-haired, golden-skinned beauties Tom had expected. Though Six had conformed to the stereotype, these elfs wore blond, brown, black, red hair, and their skin, while always golden, varied in tone from an almost human paleness to looking like they were painted with the metal itself. They laughed, argued, haggled, played, gossiped, whispered, tussled and wept. In that way it was like every other city. Tom felt the flames of his anger, his desire to see the Kingdom fall, wane and falter.

      Then he recalled the rat pit. And he saw now that their expressions were haughty, their anger too righteous, their laughter too mocking, lifting their noses as if they were each a king in their own right. And amongst them, hidden and disregarded, were dwarfs. Heads down, scurrying amongst their taller masters. They carried purchases, guided livestock, drove carts, wrote letters, ferried messages. Some were cleaning walls and gutters, others were repairing doors or windows. But the elfs did not speak to them save to instruct or berate them.

      “You seem better.” Dank’s voice pulled him away from the scene.

      Tom nodded. “Yes.” He did feel better.

      “You are at peace with your actions last night.”

      He pictured the watchelf, could almost feel how it felt to stab her. He wished he hadn’t had to. But there had been no other course. “I am.”

      “We are pleased, Tom.” Dank smiled Mab’s smile and Tom realised the boy had been speaking like the queen the entire time. “We did not like to see you distressed.”

      Tom nodded. Should he address Mab directly? It was unnerving, to see Dank’s body but look into Mab’s eyes. “Is all well in Faerie?”

      “Indeed. We watch your efforts with great interest.”

      The purpose that Fenoderee spoke of.

      “And my actions?” He gestured to the sword and Dank cast a lazy glance at it. “I hope I have not disappointed my queen?”

      “Not at all, our Thomas.” Dank reached out and touched Tom’s chin with a finger. It was too intimate a gesture to receive from the boy. “You will always have our love, as long as you act with our interests at heart.”

      Their interests. And what were they?

      “Do you want me to do this?” he whispered. He cast a glance towards the sleeping elfs. “Do you want me to break the monoliths?”

      Dank looked down his nose and smirked. “Have we not made our wishes clear?”

      No. But Tom couldn’t say that. So instead he said, “Perhaps I just need some reassurance.”

      “Do not fear, our Thomas,” Dank replied. He cupped his cheek. “We still consider you our favourite servant.”

      For a moment Tom could forget his aches and pains, the grey day and the elfish hubbub, and be in midsummer Faerie with Mab.

      Footsteps broke the spell and he turned to see Katharine looking at him with disgust.

      “Um.” He stepped away from Dank’s touch, stumbled over a broken brick. He struggled to think of a way to explain this.

      “I didn’t realise your tastes went that way,” she said. “Or do you give yourself to anything linked to Faerie?”

      He felt a flush warm his cheeks. “We were only talking.” But it didn’t sound convincing, even to his ears.

      “As always, our Thomas speaks the truth,” Dank said, voice dripping Mab’s amusement. “Though to do more with this body might be diverting.”

      “That body is a person. A human,” she said.

      “No.” Dank lifted his hands and his sleeves fell back, revealing his tattoos. “This body is an extension of us. Like your hands, or feet, it is a part of us, not distinct.”

      Instead of arguing, she cast her anger on Tom. “You bend your knee to a creature that treats Dank like this?”

      Mab would not care to be called a creature. “This isn’t the time or the place.” He cast a glance at Dank but he wore the same smile. Mab wasn’t offended. Yet. “When will the others be back?”

      “Don’t change the subject.”

      “We can talk about this later.”

      She stabbed a finger towards Dank, a violent, intrusive gesture. Irritation flickered over the boy’s face. “You called the dwarfs slaves. Isn’t he a slave too?”

      “That’s different.”

      “Yes, because at least the dwarfs get to keep their bodies and minds.”

      “Quiet.” Neirin’s voice was groggy and grumpy. He climbed to his feet, black robes covered in white dust. “You will reveal us.”

      Katharine stared at Tom, waiting for a response. But what could he say? He didn’t think Dank was a slave, not really. Yes, the fay seemed to be able to speak through him. But that wasn’t all the time. And Dank seemed happy with his lot in life. He didn’t seem to regret binding himself to the fay.

      He wasn’t a slave. Not at all.

      “Katharine,” Neirin said. “Report.”

      Not him. Katharine.

      She didn’t want to stop this argument. But she ground out, “No signs of Storrstenn or the others.”

      “Any activity from our guest?”

      “No.”

      The captain was still lain on her side, facing away. Was she still sleeping? Listening? Waiting?

      “What are we going to do with her?” Katharine asked.

      Tom knew. If they had to kill any witnesses, they’d have to kill the captain too. Neirin’s silence confirmed his thoughts and Tom cast a look at Caledyr, lying in its scabbard amongst his blanket. He didn’t want to profane the sword again. It wasn’t meant for executions.

      The room faded and instead he saw a dingy room with a low ceiling and Dank said, “You need all four glarn. That much we know.”

      He stared into a golden eye and tried not to breathe the stench of fish as an ancient voice said, “You are either brave or foolhardy, little elf, to come so close.”

      Torchlight flickered off shining black walls. “We need to keep moving.”

      “No,” Tom said. “Not yet.”

      “It’s taken us days to get this far. Rimestenn is still out there.”

      The foresights faded and the room returned. Tom blinked. The glarn again. That golden eye. And Rimestenn? Surely he’d misheard.

      Neirin was saying, “We wait for Storrstenn.”

      “And then what?” Katharine asked.

      “North again,” he replied. He was eating a chunk of bread. Tom’s stomach growled and he stepped over to the paltry offering Storrstenn had left them. He reached for bread but remembered the ritual he had failed to perform for the dead the night before. He picked up a piece of cheese instead.

      “To which city?” Katharine had her arms folded, eating nothing.

      Neirin looked like his bread tasted terrible as he said, “I don’t know.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t like this.”

      “It is what it is.”

      “He could be taking us anywhere.”

      “I have to agree, my lord.” Brega was doing her Siomi impression again. Neirin stiffened as if wounded. “We put too much faith in this dwarf.”

      “What would you counsel?” Neirin’s voice was precise. Formal. Controlled..

      “Make the dwarf reveal all.”

      “Wait,” Tom said. “I thought he’d told you his plan?”

      “Some of it,” Brega replied. Her eyes conveyed disapproval and Tom got the feeling she’d had this conversation with Neirin already. “He left out details. Too sensitive, he called them.”

      Having anything less than all the knowledge and all the authority didn’t sound like Neirin at all. “What sort of details?”

      “Details such as whether this Proctor is party to his plan,” she replied. She picked some bread for herself and a handful of dates. “Details such as how he will get us into Cairnagwyn.”

      “They seem important details to me.”

      “Yes.” She turned her back, lowered her scarf and ate a date, before raising her scarf again. “I know,” she said, mouth full.

      “I know something of the dwarfs,” Katharine said. “They have great minds. Perhaps secrecy is important to his plan.”

      “You said you didn’t like this either,” Tom said. The cheese was hard and nutty, not like the soft, milky fare of The Heel. He ate another block.

      “I want to know where we’re going,” she snapped. “That doesn’t mean I don’t trust him.”

      “I don’t,” Brega said.

      “It is your job not to trust people,” Neirin replied.

      “That doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”

      “There is something about him,” Tom said. He thought of Maurstenn, the third dwarf in the shipwreck, and felt an unease. “He tries too hard to seem charming. Or sincere.”

      “Can’t he be both?” said Katharine.

      “Not in my experience,” said Brega.

      “What do you think?” Tom turned to Dank, who watched with his own eyes again. Those eyes flicked between each of them for a moment, uncertain.

      Then they darkened and he smiled. “We see no reason why you should not trust him.”

      Tom frowned. He’d been hoping for Dank’s opinion, not the fay’s. “So we’re safe if we follow him?”

      Dank’s smile broadened. “We didn’t say that,” he replied, almost laughing. “But this isn’t an enterprise for someone who wants to be safe, is it?”

      Was he avoiding the question? Or was that a typical fay answer? “So we can trust him?”

      Dank’s smile faded. “We encourage you to.”

      It seemed wrong somehow. Tom couldn’t shake the feeling that Storrstenn was hiding something from them. Yet the fay saw and knew so much more than he did. If they said he was trustworthy, he had no reason not to believe them. “Very well.”

      Katharine snorted. “So we do what the fay tell us to.”

      “There are worse ways to live a life,” Dank said with the mocking cruelty of Melwas.

      Katharine shook her head and walked to a window, staring out at the people below. Tom wondered if he should talk to her, make her feel better, try to mend their friendship. But Six had told him to give her time. So he just stared at her, feeling helpless.

      “We will speak to Storrstenn on his return.” Neirin sounded uncertain. Faltering. But Brega nodded and turned to their meagre supplies, busying herself with their few weapons. Neirin went to his bag and removed Siomi’s mask, staring at it as if he could find answers in the empty sockets. And Dank stepped to Tom’s side.

      “Do not fear, little Tom,” he said, still with Melwas’ voice. “Events proceed well.”

      Tom nodded. “Is Dank a slave?”

      “That is not what we would call him.” And Melwas mocked him with Dank’s smile.
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        * * *

      

      They waited in the derelict building for three days. They refilled their canteens when a storm came on the second night, but none of them could safely venture into the city for food, so their rations ran low. At one point Brega asked if they should be feeding the Western captain, given her likely fate. But Neirin insisted. “My father once said that a prisoner should always be treated like a guest, save the lock you put on his door.” They spent days on hunks of bread, a handful of dates, a small block of cheese, but while stomachs grumbled no-one else did. Neirin was content to wait for Storrstenn, and so Brega stayed unusually quiet. Katharine found some paper and ink left by the absent architect and drew a map of their journey.

      And Tom spent his hours watching the Westerners. Dank would often sit with him and translate whatever he could hear, usually the shouts and the arguments but, in quieter hours, the conversations of the wives and mothers or the merchants. They spoke of their children at war, they spoke of the king in the north, they spoke of the golden age that would come upon them once Idris had united Tir. Tom might have been moved by their worries and concern for each other if he hadn’t heard one elf speak of the war as, not just necessary, but a gift for “the little races of Tir.” It seemed any decency or humanity was exhibited against a backdrop of insufferable arrogance and callous disregard for anyone who wasn’t a Westerner.

      On the third day, Sannvinn arrived alone.

      “Be ready,” she said. She wore new clothes, rich emerald trousers and a matching tunic, all embroidered with a symbol Tom didn’t recognise. Her hair was different too, cut and styled into something more elegant, and she wore a single earring. “Storrstenn is not far behind. He brings a new comrade, but also in his company is a Westerner enthralled by our misleadings. He will require subjugation.”

      “Why are you bringing a Westerner here?” Brega asked.

      “We need what he has.”

      “And that is?”

      “There’s no time.” She waved Tom forward. “Master Rymour, if you please. The point of your sword should suffice to hold his tongue.”

      Brega scowled and produced a scrap of cloth. “A gag will be safer.”

      Sannvinn looked askance at the scrap but said, “I trust in your judgement, mistress elf.”

      Tom and Brega waited either side of the doorway, listening to the approach of voices and footsteps. Caledyr felt distant in his hands, indifferent. This work was more suited to an assassin’s knife than a sword. A sword that had been held by Tir’s greatest king.

      The elf was first through the doorway, wearing a heavy, hooded fur, and Tom lifted the edge of the blade to his throat. “Quiet,” he said. The elf stopped and slowly raised his hands.

      “I have money,” he said with no trace of an accent. “Please. Take what you will and let me go.” He carried a plethora of tubes and bags on his shoulder and Tom realised what Storrstenn had brought them.

      “My apologies, master Pathfinder,” he said. And Brega stuffed the rag into his mouth and pushed him forward. She pulled back the hood to reveal deep brown hair tied in three braids then pinned at the top of the head, a Marchmen style. When he looked back at Tom, he revealed a narrow, pointed face that betrayed little fear. He had been held at the point of a sword before.

      But when he saw the bound captain, he took a sharp breath through his nostrils. Perhaps he realised the danger he was in. It took only moments for Brega to bind him and force him to his knees.

      “We will not depart until nightfall.” Storrstenn swept into the room. “We dwarfs can hide in plain sight, but the rest of you cannot be concealed.”

      Following them was another Westerner, tall, aristocratic, wearing red trousers, black boots and gloves, and an emerald shawl over his shoulders. His blond hair was unbound and shining, and his face was the epitome of aristocracy; sharp features, disapproving mouth, disdain in his eyes. Then his expression relaxed and Tom realised it was Six.

      “Well,” said Neirin. “I see you have been busy.”

      “Very.” Storrstenn was rooting through the Pathfinder’s bags, opening tubes and examining the paper inside.

      “You got rid of the tattoo,” Tom said to Six. The elf’s cheeks were pure, unblemished skin.

      “It’s hidden.” Six lifted his hand but stopped short of touching his cheek. “Powders and creams.”

      “Yes, yes, Sannvinn’s very best work.” Storrstenn sounded like he was tired of hearing it praised.

      Sannvinn blushed as Neirin appraised her. “I see.”

      It was incredible. “You wouldn’t know it had ever been there,” Tom said.

      He didn’t realise he had spoken aloud until Sannvinn said, “Thank you.” Like he had given her a very great gift.

      “Remarkable work indeed,” Neirin said, then directed his gaze to the dwarf that had entered behind Six. “And you are?”

      “Honoured, my lord,” she said. Dressed for travelling, her hair was short, falling only to her shoulders, and her clothes seemed richer than Tom had seen on a dwarf, even if they were designed for practicality over fashion. She proffered the inside of her wrist to Neirin. “Your servant, Gravinn.”

      Neirin smiled, inclined his head. “I am Neirin, Shield of the Eastern Angles.” He said to Storrstenn, “Gravinn is to join our party?”

      “Yes.” Storrstenn was surrounded by maps, peering intently at one and then another. “Gravinn is this Pathfinder’s thrall. She can take us north.”

      “I thought that was why we had sought your help?”

      The dwarf didn’t look up but he scowled. “I am gifted with great intelligence, my lord, but there is none that can beat a Pathfinder.”

      “I’m a Pathfinder,” Katharine said, arms folded, voice still but strong.

      “With no maps and no local knowledge, curse me for saying so,” Storrstenn replied. “Gravinn will have the knowledge we need to navigate the Kingdom.”

      “And what of the Pathfinder himself?” Neirin asked.

      “Inconsequential,” he replied. “We have his maps. We have no further need of him.”

      The Pathfinder tried to speak from behind the rag, his eyes wide.

      “You’re going to steal his maps?” Katharine asked.

      “I am.”

      “His life’s work. The entire sum of his career as a Pathfinder.”

      “We need them.”

      “If you steal his maps, you destroy him. He will be nothing. No-one will hire him again.”

      Storrstenn shrugged. “I have greater concerns than his chances of earning future coin.”

      “We can’t do this.”

      “I appreciate this has a special resonance with you, Katharine,” Neirin said. “But we must put aside our personal feelings, for the good of Tir.”

      Her gaze moved across the each member of the party before landing on Tom. “Please,” she said, almost too quiet to hear, and her eyes revealed a deep, inconsolable loss. Tom felt himself falter. If he couldn’t give her back her maps, he should do something.

      “We did a terrible thing leaving your maps in Cairnalyr. I would do almost anything to get them back for you,” he said. But as much as he wanted to stand by her, to be her friend and ally once more, he had to say, “But this won’t bring them back. We need those maps.”

      Her expression closed down. “I see.” She turned and stalked to the window, sitting at its edge and looking out.

      Should he go to her? Or give her space? But Six took the decision from his hands, sweeping to her across the dusty floor in his newfound clothes. He even walked differently in them.

      “Why is Six dressed like that?” Tom asked. “And you dwarfs?”

      “A disguise,” Storrstenn said.

      “For what?”

      But Storrstenn just waved a hand and it was Sannvinn who said, “An elf with a handful of dwarfs in tow is nothing remarkable. Six can masquerade as a local scholar travelling with a few thralls, allowing us to move about towns and cities without impediment.”

      “Good,” Neirin said. “That will make things easier.”

      “Indeed,” Storrstenn said, still peering closely at the maps, and told Sannvinn, “Go get us some supplies. Use one of the old seals from my bag.” To Gravinn he said, “Tell me about this road.”

      The two dwarfs huddled in conversation while Sannvinn left in silent obedience.

      “And what of the Westerners?” Neirin asked. “Have we further need of them?”

      “No,” Storrstenn replied.

      “Do you have a plan for them?”

      He waved his hand. “Just kill them.”

      He said it so flippantly it stilled the room. Both elfs stopped and stared at the dwarf as if he were some kind of dark miracle they had never before seen. The Pathfinder looked incredulous, the captain scared.

      “Murder them.” The words escaped Tom’s mouth before he knew he was going to say them.

      “Semantics, Master Rymour.” Storrstenn replied. “Murder, kill, sever their corporeal bonds. Dead is dead. Use whatever words lighten your spirits, I care not.”

      Caledyr weighed heavy in his hand. Pure, shining copper, simple and plain and beautiful for it. He’d already killed an unarmed elf. Could he do it again? “Can’t we let them go?”

      “And what then, Master Rymour?”

      “We leave.”

      “Undoing your work at the watchhouse so neatly you could tie a bow around it.”

      “He’s right,” Brega said. “They’ll raise the alarm. We’ll be hunted.”

      “They’re unarmed prisoners.”

      Brega made a disgusted sound and pulled her knife from her belt. “I’ll do it.”

      “No.” There would be blood on his hands no matter who did the deed.

      Her eyes flashed. “Don’t give me orders.” She growled and said, “Have you lost your stomach?”

      No. But he remembered how the watchelf had pawed at the blade in her belly. How her life had leaked away, how he had robbed her of her days to come. Yes, she was the enemy. But had she deserved to die like that?

      “When Malvis hunts,” Neirin said, “you must survive.”

      A terrible saying, used to rationalise too many dark decisions. But he was right about one thing: this was about survival. Survival for the people of Tir. Survival for his friends. But survival too for his own self; if he started murdering unarmed prisoners, would he still be Thomas Rymour when he was through?

      Pain exploded in the back of his head and he went down, crashing into the dusty floor. He felt blood in his mouth and in his hair. There was noise, shouting, but he couldn’t get up. Was he going to be sick? Lights jumped in his vision. What had happened? What was going on?

      He lifted his head and fought the urge to vomit, spitting blood instead. Got one hand under him, pushed. Each movement felt sluggish and distant, like he was a puppeteer working with broken strings.

      The captain had Caledyr.

      She’d cut her bonds and pulled the gag out of her mouth. She held Caledyr at full reach, keeping the others as far back as possible. She was saying something in elfish.

      Retrieve the sword.

      The thought was like a hammer blow in his mind, making him dizzy. But it was undeniable. He had no choice.

      He picked up the bloodied brick she’d hit him with and threw it. She dodged, but her guard was down. Brega threw her knife, and the captain whirled, cutting through the air, knife clattering off the sword. But she’d turned her back on him.

      Tom threw himself at her and they collapsed to the ground. She elbowed him, pushed him aside, tried to bring the sword to bear. He gripped her hands in his own, dodged her thrashing head. He had her hands, but at the expense of his own. What did he do now?

      Reclaim the sword. Kill the enemy.

      He drove an elbow into the captain’s face. Once. Twice. He spat blood to blind her. When she averted her face, Tom punched her in the side of her head. Her grip weakened, he pulled the sword from her hands, and drove it into her neck.

      She choked, and her gaze drifted from his face to the Isles of the Dead, beyond mortal sight. Her last breath bubbled red on her lips.

      He could hear voices but they were indistinct. They didn’t matter. He climbed to his feet, staggered across the room towards the Pathfinder, and slit his throat. Stood, swaying, staring at the shock and fear on the dead elf’s face. Wiped Caledyr on his sleeve and slid it back into the sheath.

      The moment he released the sword his thoughts jumbled. He dropped to one knee and then onto his rear. He reached back and felt matted hair. Hands touched him, voices spoke to him, but he couldn’t make sense of them. A hand took hold of his face and eyes stared into his.

      “Rymour?”

      He blinked. “Yes.”

      “Can you hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who am I?”

      He squinted and blinked and said, “Brega. I don’t know your last name.”

      “What’s your name?”

      It was an effort to answer, as if his thoughts were a field left to fallow. “Tom.”

      “Watch my finger, Rymour.” She moved it around in front of him.

      He felt a pressure on his stomach and looked down to see his seated position was forcing Caledyr’s pommel into his gut. He fumbled with the scabbard.

      “Leave that, Rymour. Follow my finger.”

      He ignored her, pulling the scabbard free of his belt and placing it on the floor beside it. He rested his hand on the hilt and his thoughts cleared. “I’m fine,” he said.

      No enemies. Rest.

      “I need to rest.”

      “Don’t fall asleep, Rymour.”

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      “He’s hurt his head.”

      “Let him sleep.”

      “He might not wake up again.”

      “Brega is well-versed in medicinal arts. We should heed her cautions.”

      “Medicine? What do the Angles know of medicine?”

      “Have a care, master dwarf.”

      Rest.

      Tom pulled the sword to him and fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      He dreamt of the inbetween again, neither hot nor cold, light nor dark. He was alone because there was nothing else.

      Not nothing. Him alone, and one thought in the nothingness that surrounded him.

      Rest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      It was dark when Tom woke and his head was pounding. He was on his side, curled around the sword, his back and his arms and his legs cramping. Each movement of his head was painful. But he felt better. His thoughts were clearer, his mind more centred. He sat up and reached back, feeling a painful bump and hair matted with dried blood. His forehead throbbed and he felt a painful bruise there too.

      “Oen’s grace.” It was Six’s voice, but when Tom looked up but all he could see were shadows. “He’s awake.”

      “How do you feel?” Brega was next to him. She pressed a hand to his forehead. A bare hand.

      “That hurts,” he said.

      “I told you not to sleep.”

      “Sorry.”

      “I’ve seen elfs never wake from an injury like that.”

      “Sorry.”

      “We couldn’t wake you,” Six said. He was closer, leaning over him. “We couldn’t move you. We couldn’t get the sword away from you.”

      The sword. Tom touched the pommel with a hand but there was nothing. The sword was quiet.

      “Can you travel?” Neirin’s voice, from further away.

      “Yes.” He didn’t want to. But he could.

      “Then we should go.”

      “We’ve waited too long,” Storrstenn’s voice, angry, frustrated. “We don’t have enough time.”

      “Would you counsel staying another day?” Neirin asked.

      A moment. Then, “No,” he said.

      “Then we leave now.”

      There was no packing, no arrangement. They were ready to leave. Brega helped Tom to his feet.

      “Thanks.”

      She must have heard the surprise in his voice because she said, “I thought you weak. Indecisive. But you do what has to be done. I respect that.” She didn’t wait for a response, walking away to her lord’s side.

      “Six, look after Tom,” Neirin said.

      “No,” Storrstenn said. “A Western scholar tending to a human will draw suspicion should we be seen.”

      “Very well. Katharine, the task falls to you.”

      Katharine said nothing as she appeared at Tom’s side, draping his arm over her shoulders. At first he was going to protest but, as they began to walk, he realized how unsteady he was and leaned gratefully on her.

      There was a short walk through the city to fetch their horses, though there was none of the furtive sneaking they had used to reach the watch house. Instead, Six strode ahead, with Storrstenn alongside, the rest following behind. There were few elfs on the streets and those few paid them no mind. Tom noticed that Neirin had reversed his cloak to hide the Eastern patterns but no-one else was making an effort to hide. In fact, Tom noticed that Six jingled as he walked and Tom saw a number of tiny bells tied to his wrist.

      Their horses were stabled at an inn and a young elf, no more than a girl, helped them mount. Six thanked her in his fine new accent and tipped her with coin, and then they rode out of the city, even more brazen than before. It was strange how new clothes and a new attitude could make them invisible.

      Once they were out of the city, Storrstenn set a brisk pace. Although the road was smooth, the canter was murder on Tom’s head. But there was little that could be done. He tried to enjoy the countryside but it soon turned to hills and the road cut an elf-made valley through them, leaving tall grassy walls on either side.

      They had been riding for some time when Katharine said, “You killed the Pathfinder.”

      “I did.” Thinking of it was like remembering a dream.

      “Why?”

      He didn’t want to talk about this, not now. His head was pounding, his neck throbbed at the base of his skull, and he was tired. He touched the sword and felt better, like it lent him vigour. “I was protecting us.”

      “His hands were bound.”

      “So were hers.”

      They rode in silence for a while. In truth he couldn’t remember why he’d killed the Pathfinder. It had been the most reasonable thing, at the time. One enemy was dead. He had to kill the other one. The sword seemed to agree. Tom looked down at it, at his hand resting on the pommel. Emyr had borne the blade. Had it been like this for him? And, if it had, why hadn’t Emyr warned him?

      “He didn’t have to die,” Katharine said.

      Hadn’t he? “I didn’t want to kill him.”

      “But you did.”

      “He’d seen us. He would have told others and we’d have the whole of the Kingdom chasing us.”

      She said nothing. Trees, bare of any leaves, grew overhead, their branches clawing at the dark sky above them. Sparse, lonely drops of rain began to fall. Katharine looked up, closed her eyes for a moment. It reminded Tom of the ferry trip to Cairnalyr, how she had enjoyed the sea spray. Now she didn’t smile, her lips pressed thin instead. She seemed to have aged years in the months that had passed, though her face seemed somehow fuller.

      “I’m sorry about your maps,” he said and she opened her eyes.

      “I won’t take his.” Her eyes dared him to argue.

      “No,” he said, and she relaxed.

      “It feels like we killed him for them,” she said, watching the darkness around them. Dank rode ahead with the new dwarf. They were talking, Dank leaning down in the saddle to better hear her. “Like we robbed him and murdered him.”

      Perhaps they did. Tom touched the sword again for reassurance. “Could you use them as a reference? For,” he searched for the word, “inspiration?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t stand on the shoulders of another Pathfinder.”

      “Isn’t that how you begin?”

      “No.” It was almost a snap, almost a barb. But it was too tinged with sadness to strike true. “We apprentice, for a time. But we don’t copy their maps. We make our own, as we travel. We learn the skills, not the paper.”

      He’d seen those skills first-hand, worth much more than pieces of paper. “Will you make new maps?”

      “I’ll have to,” she said. “What else can I do? If I’m not a Pathfinder, I’m nothing.” Then her face set like stone. “But then, I’m the only person who worries about that.”

      He felt small under that gaze and the shame he felt made him want to ride away and never be seen by anyone again. He opened his mouth to apologise but thought better of it. Thought of contradicting himself but thought no. Thought of saying nothing and felt safe.

      She rode behind him then, despite his efforts to fall in beside her, and ignored any attempts at conversation. So he rode with only his throbbing head for company. By the time they arrived, he was in a foul mood.

      The sun was threatening the sky with fiery rays and the road beneath them was rising to meet it, winding east and up an incline. The hills continued below them, grassy and beautiful, undulating into evergreen forest to the west and into farmland to the north. But Tom’s attention was caught by the building ahead of them. It was huge, bigger than the watch house, not tall but sprawling over the hilltop. The walls bore mosaics that whirled in patterns or depicted scenes of crowds looking up at a single elf. The predominant colour was pale blue and images of birds were everywhere. The entrance was a great porch, the roof held aloft by two great pillars on which were carved the most intricate designs. There was an enormous brass bell hanging over that roof and there was a dwarf standing next to it, watching them. He raised a hand in greeting.

      “Hurry,” Storrstenn told them and they galloped over the grass beside the road to muffle the hooves. Another dwarf met them at the door and led them around the building. The mosaics were interrupted by tall, peaked windows, each one stained a different colour. They rounded the corner to a small stable.

      “Quickly.” Storrstenn rushed and shooed them towards the back of the house, leaving their host to tend to the horses.

      The rear was as impressive as the front, another great door facing out towards the sea, which glittered under the sunrise. Storrstenn was almost running, leading them down a path that wound down the other side of the hill, the grass becoming scrub as the dirt became sand, the path becoming stoney and rocky. It wound back and forth as the incline grew steeper, the ground rushing down to the sea, scratchy trees growing out at odd angles. Below there was a golden beach, but they didn’t make it that far; instead they stopped at a shallow cave, halfway down the cliff. Only a dozen steps deep, it was home to three chairs and a lounge, all facing the sea. This was a place to enjoy the view, Tom realised, shielded from the wind and, if so desired, the sun; there were awnings that could be erected to provide shade.

      The cave was small for nine and, once they were all inside, they stood and watched Storrstenn sit on the lounge. “What now?” Tom asked.

      Storrstenn lay down and closed his eyes. “We wait,” he said, his sense of urgency vanished in a moment.

      “For what?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Tom’s pain and discomfort and frustration boiled into a sharp, “I don’t want to see. Just tell us.”

      The dwarf opened his eyes and looked at Tom like he was a loyal dog that had just bitten. “Patience causes no harm to the body.”

      “It might.”

      “Tom’s right,” Six said. “We have been following you without question, Storrstenn, but we deserve to know what’s going on.”

      “Deserve, master elf?”

      “Deserve.” In his new clothes, Six looked every inch the lord as he peered down at the dwarf. Even his voice was different, a little deeper, a little colder. Not, Tom realised, unlike Neirin’s. “We are helping you as much as you are helping us.”

      The two stared at each other. Someone shuffled. The new dwarf, the Pathfinder’s thrall, was pressed against Tom’s leg. He tried to shift away but Brega stood on his other side. Despite her surprising kindness earlier, Tom didn’t want to intrude on her space.

      Storrstenn looked like he’d swallowed something unpleasant. “The dwarfs here are allies,” he said. “They will fetch us to the villa once it’s safe.”

      “Why are we here?” Six asked.

      “It’s a place to stay,” Storrstenn replied. “The master is away, so we can make use of it.”

      “Use?” Neirin asked. He spoke in a softer voice than usual. Perhaps he had noticed Six’s intonation too.

      “For shelter.” When Neirin didn’t respond, Storrstenn said, “And for supplies. We can take some seals, some paper. Write a few letters, a few notes of credit.”

      “Stealing,” Six said.

      “Yes.” Storrstenn grinned at the elf. “Your search for shame in me will be fruitless. A little theft is nothing for a cause such as mine.”

      A great peal rang through the crisp morning air, once, twice, three times. Tom looked up and down the beach, but saw no-one.

      “The bell,” Six told him. “A call to the elfs who owe patronage to this master. The families nearby will send elfs to receive the morning gift.”

      “Yes.” Storrstenn seemed mollified, as if Six’s words were a validation. “Once they have been tended to, the villa will be empty save our friends. This master is a small one; he has few elfs to attend him and they all went with him when he left.”

      “Where has he gone?” Six asked.

      “Anwyred,” Storrstenn replied with a smug smile. “Some eighty miles away. He has received news his uncle is dying.”

      “But he isn’t.”

      “The very picture of health.”

      Tom had expected Six to be angry but the elf was fighting a smile. “Very good.”

      Storrstenn told them that, while the master held few clients, the daily ritual of patronage could take a while. The cave was empty of any amusement and so all they could do was sit or lie where they could, all except the Easterners, who took up too much floor by lying down and praying. Their orientation had changed, Tom realised. When he had first seen them pray, their feet had pointed west. Now they pointed east, across the sea. He wondered if that meant anything. It wasn’t convenience; they’d had to move chairs to lie that way.

      With Brega in prayer, there was no-one keeping watch, so Tom stood in the entrance. He felt self-conscious for doing so, as if he was adopting a position he hadn’t earnt. But no-one else seemed to give thought to it. Dank and Six sat in chairs, eyes closed, possibly sleeping. Katharine stood, listening to the dwarfs, who were sat on the ground by Storrstenn’s feet. He spoke in his own tongue, relaxed and even smiling, like they were all idling away a lazy morning with not a care.

      It seemed everyone was taking their lead from Storrstenn. He knew many things. He had helped them. But Tom had a feeling that trusting him wasn’t warranted, not yet. There was something about Storrstenn that challenged trust.

      The dwarf caught him watching and smiled

      The elfs finished their prayer and Brega curled into a ball and fell asleep. Neirin, though, rose to his feet and stood on the other side of the entrance, facing away. But Tom could still see him pull Siomi’s mask from his bag and stare at it. Was he going to break it? No. He was only looking at it again, as if waiting for it to speak. Neirin’s face was hidden by his loose hair, but everything about his posture was small, uncertain, lost.

      Tom stepped closer. “I miss her too,” he murmured.

      “You did not know her,” he said.

      Didn’t know her? Because he hadn’t known her as long? But before Tom could get too angry, Neirin said, “I do not say that you were not friends. I saw that she showed her face to you. But you did not have the opportunity to know her as well as I did.” He met Tom’s eye, and he looked the most naked Tom had ever seen him. All pretense, all attempt at acting the great lord, was gone. Tom found himself looking at a young elf uncertain of his place, uncertain of his way, mourning his lost friend.

      “No,” Tom agreed. “I can only imagine how you feel.”

      “Be grateful that imagination is all you have.”

      Tom nodded. To have grown up with someone since a child, to have spent decades, even centuries with them, and then to no longer have them in your life.

      “When I came back from Faerie, the world was changed,” Tom said. “Not the people. They fight and love, work and eat and drink just as they always did. But the backdrop is all wrong. The dukes are different, the borders are different, the towns and cities have changed. Katharine can’t see why any of that matters. She thinks I became a recluse because I was scared. But she doesn’t see how important the backdrop is. You rely on it. It helps you make sense of what people do and say, and make sense of who and what you are. That backdrop is like the landmarks on a map. Take them away and the map doesn’t make sense anymore. You don’t know where to go.”

      Neirin cleared his throat and looked out at the water. “Yes.” He took a deep breath. “Yes, that’s it exactly.”

      Cloud passed over the sun, turning the early morning dim and gloomy, as if sensing the mood. Tom closed his eyes against a gust of wind, but felt grains of sand between his teeth. A tiny hard irritant. His head and neck began to throb and he felt thirsty. One of the dwarfs laughed inside the cave.

      “You said that Siomi did it.” Neirin faltered, hesitated. “You said it wasn’t the Westerner.”

      Was Neirin going to argue? Was he going to call him a liar or somehow claim it wasn’t true? Tom took a deep breath through his nose. Swallow the irritation. The elf was grieving. “I did.”

      “I know what it means for you to say it.”

      So Neirin was going to accept the truth.

      But he held up her mask and said, “Do you know why we wear these?”

      Was he changing the subject? “No.”

      Neirin nodded. “Some people think they’re fake. That we make them.”

      “I thought they were real.”

      “They are. We take them from the bones of our ancestors.” Neirin’s gaze demanded Tom understand. “Every new city has a great elf, man or dwarf buried beneath it, so the dead can imbue it with their strength.”

      “I don’t know if people still do that aymore,” Tom replied.

      “We do.” Neirin hefted the skull mask. It was strange to look through the sockets and see the ground beneath. “And we do it with our homes. We treat the dead and bury their bones beneath our floors, so they can protect our homes. But the truly great, the wise or the strong, we take their skulls and make a mask.” He held out Siomi’s until Tom took it. It was cool, smooth. It felt sacrilegious to touch it. “And they impart their wisdom and their strength to us.”

      Tom looked from the mask to Neirin. Did he think there was some sort of magic here? The skull was cold and dead in his hands.

      But the elf shook his head. “Not literally, of course. We do not maintain the superstitions of the ancients. But the traditions continue.” He pulled out his own mask. Up close, Tom could see the differences now. His had narrower teeth, higher cheeks. The sockets seemed sterner. “But when I wear the mask made from my grandfather, it makes me think of him. And I wonder what he would do, were he in my shoes. In a way, he advises me from beyond the grave.”

      Tom turned the mask in his hand and looked at the smoothed inside, the leather straps attached to it, the felt that lined the edges. He felt a sudden urge to put it on, to look at the world through someone else’s eyes.

      “Whenever I look at that mask, I wonder how Siomi’s grandmother could have advised her to take her own life and to shame her family. And I want to break it, to stop that bad advice hurting anyone else.”

      Despite himself, Tom felt his will soften. Put like that, breaking the mask didn’t seem heartless and cruel. It seemed like something done for love.

      “But Siomi was my protector and advisor. My friend. My sister.” Neirin lifted his mask to his face. It was still morbid. But it was also sad, seeing Neirin hold his face in his hand. And it was sweet, too. Like he was reaching out to his grandfather. Asking him for help. “My grandfather was practical. He would break the mask. But I wish I knew what my father would have done.”

      It felt suddenly wrong to try to influence Neirin. Tom had no place in their traditions, and the elf was hurting. So he said, “Where is your father’s mask?”

      Neirin froze, still and cold as stone. His voice was dead and flat when he said, “I do not have it.”

      “He was a great elf.” So great that Siomi had said Neirin struggled to live up to him. Or is that why he didn’t wear his father’s face?

      But Neirin’s candour was done for the day. He tied his mask to his head, pulled up his hood, and held out his hand for Siomi’s mask without a word. Tom had said the wrong thing. Handing over the mask felt like giving Siomi up to him.

      “I thank you for your confidence, Tom.” The meaning was clear: say nothing. And, at Tom’s nod, Neirin gave one of his own. A dismissal. Like he was a servant.

      Movement out of the corner of his eye turned his head and he lowered a hand to Caledyr. But it was a dwarf, working his way down the path in a happy little waddle. He waved at them with a cheery smile as if they were all old friends.

      “They’re gone,” he called. “They’re gone now.”
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        * * *

      

      The villa contained a square garden at its heart, filled with a large pond and grass and exotic bushes and flowers. The villa itself seemed like a thin layer of building to protect the garden from the outside world, little more than a hallway with a covered tile floor, rooms branching off to the outside of the house. Storrstenn led them into the garden, “Away from windows and from prying eyes,” and the staff served them breakfast. Bacon covered in thick, sweet syrup, heavily-buttered bread, a sweet green vegetable Tom didn’t recognise, potato cakes. It was thick and heavy but delicious nonetheless, and it was the sort of breakfast that needed to be followed by a rest on a lawn under the sun. Tom let himself doze while Storrstenn interrogated the staff for news and supplies. Without the wind, Tom could almost pretend the sun was warm. The trickle of the fountain was soothing. The grass was soft. It was idyllic. He never wanted to leave.

      The peace was shattered by rising voices and Tom opened his heavy eyes and looked up. It was Six and Storrstenn arguing over, it seemed, a piece of paper.

      Storrstenn was right. Paper was powerful.

      Six pointed at the rest of them and, when the dwarf didn’t move, took hold of his sleeve and dragged him across the garden. Dressed in his lordly clothes, he truly did look the part. The Westerner. The slaver. The elf who believed he had a right to everything. The idyllic calm was swallowed by an angry worm coiling in Tom’s belly.

      “Tell them.” Six shoved Storrstenn forward. “Tell them what you’re planning.”

      Storrstenn looked at Six like he wished his gaze had the power to kill. “I have hidden nothing.”

      “And revealed just as much.”

      “Peace, master elf.” One of the staff stepped forward, face plastered with a smile. “Can I fetch you wine?”

      “Leave us,” Six said. His tone was clipped. “All of you. Now.”

      The dwarfs ducked their heads and scurried away without hesitation. Six didn’t see the look of hate Storrstenn threw him.

      “I think Six is right.” Neirin was sat, cross-legged, much as Siomi had used to sit when she meditated in the mornings. Save that Neirin still wore his mask. “I think it is time we shared more than we have.”

      “In front of everyone?” Storrstenn replied. “Even our newest friends?”

      “If you do not trust them, why did they join our company?”

      Storrstenn’s chin jutted forward but he said nothing.

      “He’s planning a campaign of terror,” Six said. “I heard him telling them to send letters with instructions to burn and steal and ruin whatever they could.”

      “Is this true?” Neirin asked.

      “We have to weaken the Kingdom,” Storrstenn replied. He had gone from stubborn to earnest in a heartbeat. “If it is strong, Proctor Renwyr will not act.”

      “You’re not talking about weakening the Kingdom,” Six sneered. “You don’t burn a farm to hurt a king. You want to punish the Kingdom and this is your excuse.”

      “Burning a farm reduces grain supplies, fostering resentment and revolt,” Storrstenn replied.

      “Enough.” Neirin rose to his feet. He didn’t do it as smoothly as Siomi used to. “We will hear your plan, in its entirety. Now.”

      “My lord,” he protested.

      “Now.”

      Storrstenn looked to Sannvinn, then to Tom. Was he appealing to them? Tom said nothing, and the dwarf bowed. It didn’t hide his scowl. “Very well.” He gestured. “The maps, Gravinn, if you please. The ones I mentioned.”

      Gravinn pulled forth three maps. Katharine’s had been decent, solid affairs, useful and filled with notes. These were pieces of art, delicate, beautiful, highly decorative. But not as useful.

      Storrstenn laid them out and held down the corners with assortments from his pockets, knifes and flints and stones. Everyone circled around, Storrstenn and the maps in the middle.

      “We’re here.” He pointed to one map, of the entire Kingdom, to a point roughly halfway up the eastern coast. “Cairnagwyn is here.” His finger moved north-west, to a black city inland. “And Cairnaten is here.” His finger moved back to the eastern coast, almost as far north as Cairnagwyn. “Cairnaten is Proctor Renwyr’s seat. His family were contenders for the throne when the Kingdom was first united. If we offer him our aid, he will end the war and free my people.”

      “So you’re taking us to Cairnaten?” Brega asked.

      “I am.” Storrstenn shifted his focus to another map, this one longer and portraying the coast in more detail. “We will need to make some detours inland here, here, here and here.” He pointed at cities labelled in elfish. “We use these cities to resupply, as well as communicate with dwarfs over the Kingdom. But our path takes us along the coast. It’s the fleetest path.”

      “Your plan is more than this,” Neirin said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Renwyr is cautious,” Storrstenn said. “Very cautious. He won’t act unless he is certain of victory. So we have to make Idris weak. Very weak.”

      “That is why you contact your fellow dwarfs,” Neirin said. “To commit acts that will weaken Idris.”

      “Precisely.” Storrstenn smiled relief. “These acts can be committed all over the Kingdom and sow uncertainty from Taladeg to Celdynn. With trade interrupted, supplies low, the elfs will call for Idris to act. Or give their support to someone who will.”

      “What makes you think Idris won’t act?” Six asked.

      “How can he stop us?”

      “I didn’t say he’d stop you,” Six replied. He looked down his nose at the dwarf. “But every master can limit your freedoms. They can take away the good food and the good clothes. They can lock you in at night, give you crusts of bread and bitter wine. They can shackle you. They can make you miserable.”

      Storrstenn’s eyes watered and his lip trembled with rage. “And more and more dwarfs will flock to our cause,” he whispered.

      “Or they will abandon you, for fear of the reprisals.”

      “Not our people.” He pointed at Sannvinn, Gravinn. “We will stand up to you.”

      “Not with chains around your ankles.” Six shook his head. “The truth is, no matter how many thralls you recruit to your cause, the people won’t seek to overthrow Idris. They’ll just make every thrall suffer for the sins of a few.”

      Six was right. At some point a dwarf would get caught, either in the act or after it. And soon they would all be under suspicion. By the time they reached Cairnaten, the Kingdom wouldn’t be weak. The dwarfs would just be even farther from freedom. And, perhaps, all too ready to betray Storrstenn and any of his allies.

      Six and Storrstenn began to argue. But the argument was over. Six had won. Storrstenn just couldn’t see it yet. Already Neirin was ready to call for silence, already Brega was rolling her eyes. Tom reached down and tugged a map free. Though it showed only the Kingdom, Tom could remember Regent’s map room. He pictured the model of Tir, and how big the Kingdom was, with land and riches beyond the duchies combined. How could their little band hope to undo such a big thing?

      Dank appeared at his side, looking over his shoulder.

      “Do you think so little of me, elf, that you think I would recruit halfwits and cowards? We have been planning for years. Each dwarf knows their village or town or city. They would strike, unseen, and no-one would know who was doing this or why.”

      Except, to undermine Idris, the people would need to know who. And why.

      “You don’t think people would suspect the thralls?”

      And it would have to be done by someone terrifying. Like the dragons terrified the duchies. Fearsome, impossible, unstoppable.

      “You placed us beneath your consideration. Your arrogance will be your undoing.”

      Exactly. Dwarfs were too small in Western minds. They couldn’t be feared, if they were discovered. Just punished.

      Storrstenn’s idea wasn’t a bad one. It was just the execution.

      “We need to do it,” he said.

      It was no more than a murmur but Six said, “You’re taking his side?”

      “Yes. And no.” He had to tread carefully here.

      “What are you thinking, Tom?” Neirin asked.

      “Regent was facing riots when you visited the Heel,” Tom replied. “His people blamed him because their bowls were empty. We can create the same ill will in the Kingdom.”

      “Thank you.” Storrstenn smiled his most smug smile.

      “But the dwarfs can’t do it,” Tom told him. “If they do it openly, your plan is stopped before it can start. If they do it in secret, it doesn’t mean anything. Without making it clear that Idris is to blame, there won’t be anything to exploit.”

      “We can make it clear without getting caught,” Storrstenn said.

      Tom shook his head. “If people can blame the dwarfs, they won’t blame Idris.”

      “So who’s going to do it?” Brega asked.

      Careful. Lure them in. “Picture this,” he said. “A bridge is collapsed. A dozen crops are spoilt. A garrison is set on fire. All over the Kingdom, all in one night.” He turned the map to them and pointed at different towns and cities. “All by the same people, who say the same thing: for the king.”

      They looked at him like he was mad.

      “It’s a good story,” Storrstenn said. “With the right seals, I might even be able to get some people to believe it for a day or two.”

      “Until the truth gets out,” Gravinn added. “Word travels faster than you might think.”

      But Tom wasn’t listening. He was watching Dank, out of the corner of his eye. “The next night, ledgers are thrown into a river. A vineyard is destroyed. All the thralls in a villa vanish. And a rich elf’s dinner party is invaded by the same group, who shout as they frighten guests and smash the windows: for the king.”

      “Tom, we can’t do this with stories,” Six said.

      But Dank’s face had changed. Mab was listening.

      “And the night after that, a warship is sunk. A supply train is looted. A young nobleman is kidnapped. A boatyard is burnt to the ground. A dozen elfs find themselves transported to the other side of the Kingdom. And they all say it was done by the same group, who told them it was for the king.”

      Dank was smiling Mab’s smile. He had them.

      “We do this,” he told them. “Us.” He pointed at Brega. “We have terrifying Easterners with masks of death.” He drew Caledyr. “We have the sword of King Emyr.” He pointed the sword at Storrstenn. “And we have contacts and targets.” He thrust the sword into the grass and let it stand there. “The story will spread. They’ve already heard of us, and Idris already fears us. We’ll strike everywhere, from great cities to lonely farms. We’ll be everywhere. We’ll be nowhere. People will whisper and wonder where we will strike next, and everyone will know why: because of Idris.”

      There was a still moment. And then Storrstenn said, “And how will we be everywhere, Thomas Rymour?”

      This was the moment. He couldn’t ask. They had to offer. A heartbeat stretched. Step forward, he prayed. Make the offer.

      “The Circles.” It was all Dank said, but Tom had to hold in a sigh of relief.

      Six frowned. “The gateways to Faerie?”

      “They are all over Tir,” Dank said. “We could use them to travel from one place to another in no time.”

      “And the fay would let us do that?” Brega asked.

      Dank nodded. “They want to help.”

      They wanted to see the chaos wrought by Tom’s plan.

      “And what if we get caught?” Katharine asked. She stood apart from them, arms folded. She looked at Tom with distaste. “What happens then?”

      It was a good point. They wouldn’t be given another chance to escape.

      “The fay will see to that,” Dank said, but he spoke with Mab’s voice. “We would hate to see our Thomas behind bars again.” He smiled a dark, seductive smile at Tom.

      Tom looked away. “The fay can’t be seen without the Second Sight,” he reminded them. “If we were caught, a fay could set us free without being noticed.”

      “An unseen ally could be of use,” Brega said. “They could open doors, distract guards, cause distractions. Would the fay do that for us?” Tom could kick her. You never asked a fay for a boon. Hadn’t he told her that?

      But Dank just nodded. “We would be glad to,” he said.

      It could have all gone wrong before it started. But Tom didn’t dare glower at Brega.

      “You won’t just create fear and uncertainty, Tom.” Six’s voice was heavy and grave and his face was like stone. “You’ll create terror. Children will have nightmares. People will fear for their lives. And when they can’t find you, they’ll turn on each other.”

      He was right. The Westerners would feel scared and powerless. They would all have their own rat pit, wrapped around their minds. “You don’t have to help,” he said.

      “Please, Tom.” Six opened his hands and said, “There are other ways.”

      The world faded into night, the only sound swaying grass all around. Too tall to see over. Too quiet to be safe. And Six called, “Athra?” The grass grew still. Was that whispering? “It’s me, Athra.”

      The foresight faded and Tom saw Six stood before him again. Pleading. Tom’s will wavered.

      But Six hadn’t been kept in a rat pit.

      Tom turned away and said, “Only a few of us should do this. There are too many of us to move quickly and quietly.”

      “Who?” Brega asked.

      “You,” Tom replied and she smiled. “We need an Easterner and a soldier.”

      “And you, I suppose?” Katharine asked.

      “I carry the sword,” Tom replied. “Dank will come too, for his connection with the fay. His sprite can scout ahead.”

      “And me?” Storrstenn asked.

      Tom shook his head. “No.” He didn’t trust the dwarf at his back. “But Gravinn, if you would come? We could use someone with knowledge of the land.”

      She looked uncertain for a moment, then nodded. “I swore to Storrstenn I would do whatever I could.” She waddled over and touched the grass before him. “I am with you.”

      Tom gave her a sombre nod.

      “And what about the rest of us?” Katharine asked. “Should we wait here while you terrorise a kingdom?”

      “We can’t,” Storrstenn replied. “The master of the house will return soon enough. We must travel our road north and make contact with our allies along the way.”

      “Why not use a Circle?” Six asked. “We could be at Cairnaten by sundown.

      But Storrstenn shook his head. “We must first have results to demonstrate. We need to prove ourselves worthy allies before he will support our cause.”

      “What about Lord Neirin?” Brega asked. “It’s my duty to protect him.”

      Tom turned to Neirin who shook his head. “I don’t have the skills for this,” he replied. “Do what must be done. I will be safe here.”

      “Neirin, this is more than what must be done.” Six’s expression was a mask colder than an Eastern skull. “First it was to break the monoliths. Then it was to overthrow Idris. Now it’s to terrorise my people.” He trembled, as if torn. Tom noticed the paints applied to his cheek had smudged, revealing the tattoo beneath. “You ask too much of me.”

      “Perhaps I do not ask.” Neirin looked sad, as if he regretted his words.

      “I am not your subject.”

      “No.” He sighed. “But you are my prisoner. Even if your wrists are not bound.” Six looked surprised. But it had been a long time since Neirin had treated Six as anything other than free. “I would be a poor leader if I let you go, here, now, knowing what you know,” Neirin said. “You said your cause was allied with ours. I would rather we worked together.”

      Six said nothing. Just nodded his head and took a step back.

      “Storrstenn,” Neirin said. “How long will it take to reach Cairnaten?”

      “A month, my lord.”

      The elf nodded and turned to Tom. “Start tonight.” He gestured to Brega. “Make the most of the little time we have.”

      Brega bared her wrist to Neirin and he nodded before walking over to the fountain and sitting cross-legged again. Brega drew Tom, Dank and Gravinn together to discuss where they wanted to go, how best to get there, and what to do when they arrived.

      But Tom’s eye kept drifting to Six and Katharine, gathered in quiet, furtive conversation. There was going to be trouble there. He just knew it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      The wind buffeted their cloaks and blew a fine mist of rain into their faces as they rode across the fields. Tom had long given up trying to keep his hood up and his hair was now soaked, dripping water onto his face.

      The closest Circle was, according to Dank, just a few miles away. Storrstenn had insisted they wait for the sun to set before leaving; they had seen no-one, but Dank had long left the road behind. They rode through grass and over dead, furrowed ground, waiting for spring to bring it back to life.

      Six and Katharine had little to say to Tom when he had bid them goodbye. Six had told him to think of the people, not of revenge. Katharine had told him the Tom she knew wouldn’t do this. Then they had both turned away. She had taken Six’s hand.

      They grow close, Dank had said.

      Neirin, though, had much to say. He had taken Tom to one side, being sure that Brega wasn’t watching, and said, “This is a dangerous thing you do, Tom. And you put Brega and the sword at risk.”

      It was a comfort to hear him put Brega first. “I will do everything I can to keep them safe.”

      “I know you will.” Then Neirin had given Tom’s hand a firm shake. “You are a good man, Thomas Rymour.”

      “Thank you, Lord Neirin.” He wasn’t sure what to say. Should he compliment him in return? But before he could think of anything to say, Neirin had opened his satchel again.

      “I finally know what to do with this.”

      Siomi’s mask again. Neirin held it with reverence. Respect. Love. Tom felt his breath and his limbs still, as if any movement would shatter the moment.

      He held it out to Tom.

      “My lord?”

      “Please.” Neirin pushed the mask at Tom. “I don’t want to look at it anymore.”

      “But you said it should be broken.”

      Neirin smiled a sad, genuine smile. Not the practiced smile of a practiced lord. “I don’t want to do that either.”

      Tom couldn’t think of a word to say. The gesture was too big. Too grand. And he felt small in comparison.

      He took the skull. It felt heavy. He had to say something. Something meaningful.

      “I will do my best to live up to her memory.”

      Now he felt that memory tucked inside his cloak, a morbid memento of a friend. Should he wear it? Could he wear it? What was someone supposed to do in this situation?

      They passed under a lonely, wizened old tree, bent over and branches sprawling forward like a dancer. “Here,” Dank said.

      They rode towards him, stopping where he pointed. Then, with a tug of the soul, the night vanished, and was replaced by dark, grey fog. No rain. No wind. No sound.

      “Where are we?” Brega asked. She wore black again, they all did. The villa dwarfs had found them hooded black riding cloaks and Brega had made herself a makeshift veil with a black, silk scarf. Without the skeletal decorations she looked bare. But she looked more like her. And also not like her. She seemed more relaxed, calmer, without the prickly armour she had once worn. She didn’t seem to mind her hands being bare, nor seem to notice Tom sneaking glances.

      They were Between, so Dank told her. He too seemed relaxed. He breathed the air like it smelt sweet and wore a smile that indicated bliss. No, not bliss. Anticipation of bliss. Tom sniffed the air. It didn’t smell of anything. It didn’t even smell damp, like real fog. But he could sense magic.

      “Between where?” Brega asked.

      “Tir and Faerie,” Tom told her. “We’re not in either of them right now.”

      “So where are we?”

      “Think of it as the hallway between two rooms.”

      She didn’t seem to like that answer but she said nothing.

      “Why do we wait?” Gravinn asked. She too wore black, but Tom noticed she was wearing some of the elfish Pathfinder’s jewellery. Bloody trophies from her dead master. She noticed him staring but said nothing.

      “For our friends,” Dank said. But he had barely finished speaking before a figure coalesced, as if being made from the fog itself. It took a moment for Tom to recognise the figure as Fenoderee.

      “Our greetings again, Thomas,” he gurgled. Tom had forgotten quite how disgusting the fay was. He stank of stagnant water.

      “Hello, Fenoderee.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Gravinn asked.

      But a second figure was appearing, much bigger than Fenoderee. The fog hardened into scaled skin, shimmering greens and reds, with a long snout, a flickering, forked tongue. Great bushy eyebrows over great, lizard eyes. It peeled back fat, purple lips to reveal almost comically-sized serrated teeth.

      “Is this Thomas Rymour?” it rumbled.

      Tom nodded. The head was huge. He could probably fit inside its mouth. “Well met,” he said.

      The fay’s body coalesced behind it, a long, winding thing, like a snake with forearms. Forearms with wicked claws.

      “This is Mester Stoorworm,” Fenoderee said. “We don’t think you have met.”

      “No.” Tom would have remembered. He felt he ought to fear this fay, for it was large and fearsome and its manner seemed a mix of a dragon and a snake. But its eyes were too wide, its mouth too much like a grin. It reminded him of a pet dog. He wondered what it would do if he threw a stick. “Thank you for coming, Mester Stoorworm.”

      The fay shrugged its great shoulders and said, “Mab told us to come.” It didn’t make eye contact, frowning at the ground as if trying to remember something. It played with its hands like a child. “She said we had to help you.”

      Tom gave a grave nod. “I am very grateful to the two of you.”

      “There’s three of us,” Stoorworm said, as if it was obvious.

      As soon as the last figure emerged from the fog, Tom began to regret his plan.

      “Ho ho ho, it has been so long since we fooled in the mortal world!” Puck gambolled about the horses, rearing up and whinnying at them. “Is our queen not good to us, Tom?”

      “You said it yourself, Puck. The word ‘good’ has no meaning to the fay.”

      “Ho ho ho, no no no, that was not us, Tom Tom, no no.” The fay snapped at a horse and cackled as it shied away. He skipped over to Fenoderee. “That was Robin Goodfellow.”

      “Oh. Yes.” Puck would be impossible to control. Could they send him back? “My apologies.”

      “You do not seem pleased to see us, Tom.” Puck pouted. “You seemed better pleased by this walking swamp.”

      “Have a care, Puck.” Fenoderee sounded like he spoke with lungs full of water.

      “You would not dare to touch us,” Puck replied.

      “You think our queen can do more to us?”

      “Much more.”

      “We care not.”

      “We care not that you care not.” Puck examined Fenoderee’s leg, picking at some moss growing there. “Do you care not?”

      “Puck, please.” Tom shook his head. This couldn’t work. “Our work must be careful, precise. We will not succeed if we do not work together.”

      Puck drew himself up to his full, unimpressive height. “The Puck works alone, Tom. You know that.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      The Puck grinned, revealing wickedly sharp teeth. “To taste mortal tears.”

      Tom shook his head. “That is not our purpose,” he said. But was it the purpose Fenoderee had spoken of? He looked at the fay, but he was unmoved. “If you want to help us, Puck, you must obey me.”

      “Obey? Puck?” The fay looked affronted, then angry, then cackled and slapped his knees. “Oh Tom, you are a better fool than we had thought.” He fell back to all fours and hopped closer. “This foray into the mortal world will be delicious indeed.”

      “I make no jest, Puck.” Tom kept his voice even. Not stern. Not gentle. A Puck riled was no pleasant thing. “You must swear to obey me. “

      Puck pouted. “We need not swear,” he said. Like a small child. “We could simply follow you, and do as we willed.”

      “But if we are discovered and caught? If our purpose is spoiled? Would Mab be happy?”

      Puck looked at the ground, lost in fog. He plucked his own fur on his fingers. “No.”

      “So do you swear?”

      A growl grew low in Puck’s throat before he threw himself to the mist-covered ground, bucking and gnashing and growling. Tom tugged his horse away from the fay’s tantrum.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Brega said.

      In a moment the Puck was in the air, dangling from his ankles, hefted by Fenoderee like he weighed no more than an apple. Tom blinked. He hadn’t expected Fenoderee to be so quick. Or so strong.

      Puck thrashed and growled and then, in a heartbeat, hung limp and silent, his breath ragged.

      “Do you swear to obey me?” Tom asked.

      “We do,” Puck cried.

      “Say the words.”

      He growled again and Fenoderee gave him a shake. “Yes, yes. We swear to obey you,” Puck spat. “Now put us down, you overgrown fern.”

      Fenoderee dropped him and Puck scrambled to his feet, growling like a wounded dog. Fenoderee seemed unconcerned, even when Puck snapped his teeth at him. “We could break you like a twig,” Puck said.

      The other fay rolled his shoulders with a crack and a grind. “Would we notice?”

      “Behave,” Tom told them. He turned to see Gravinn looking at him with pleading eyes. “And give Gravinn the Second Sight.”

      Puck pouted but Fenoderee nodded and a moment later the dwarf cried out. She tugged her horse away and stared up at Mester Stoorworm.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “I’ll explain later,” Tom said. He turned to Dank. “Are we ready?”

      The boy nodded. “Unless you wish to visit Faerie?”

      It was an offer Tom hadn’t expected and he paused. To breathe Faerie air. To speak to Emyr about the sword. To rest.

      To see Queen Mab.

      He touched the sword at his hip and took from it the resolve to say, “No. Not at the moment.”

      Dank nodded. “Then we are ready to go.”
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        * * *

      

      Before the Kingdom had been united, Cairnabren was the capital of the state still known as Malmansyr. The War of the Union had lasted decades, but Malmansyr had weathered it the best, for it had solid borders, good farmland, and plenty of riches. Some still believed that, had Malmansyr given its support to Renwyr’s family instead of Idris’, the war would have ended with a different king on the throne. But, in the end, Idris’ great-grandfather had offered Malmansyr too sweet a deal to turn down. Now the state was the throne’s biggest supporter, providing wealth, crops, weapons, and more.

      “But all that support needs a paper trail,” Gravinn told them. She had a map of the city laid out, the fog at their feet blurring its details. “Ownership of goods, deeds of sale, tax declarations, receipts, invoices. Without the paper, no-one can prove who owns what, whether it can be given to someone else, and whether someone owes someone else money for it.”

      “Storrstenn was right about elfs and paper,” Tom said.

      “Westerners and paper,” Brega corrected him. “We don’t make it so hard for ourselves in the Angles.”

      “Not that this isn’t terribly exciting.” Puck was trying to do handstands and failing. “Indeed, we are so excited that we can barely contain ourselves. Should a fellow tell us there was something more thrilling than paperwork, ho ho, an honest Puck would call him a liar and a cad.”

      “Patience, Puck.”

      “You would have me be patient?” The fay let himself fall to the ground and threw an arm over his eyes. “Ah me, you would change me, Tom. You would have me be a rock, or a chair, not a good fool.”

      Tom couldn’t help but smile.

      Gravinn unrolled a map of the city, drawn in stunning detail, even down to the names of shop owners in tiny letters against the walls. “They are building a new Records Office in Cairnabren. Strong, secure, with room enough to last a thousand years, so they say. But it’s not finished.” She pointed at a square on the map. “The old Records Office is an accident waiting to happen. A few matches and there’ll be a fire seen for miles.”

      Tom nodded. “And this will hurt Idris?”

      “Nothing will move in and out of the city for weeks.” She gave the map a triumphant tap and sat back.

      “Then what are we waiting for?”
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        * * *

      

      They emerged from the Circle into a small wooded area. The night was young, the moon hidden by trees, stars blotted out by mountains behind them. The air was still, cold, sharp on the back of the throat. It felt all the chillier after the warmth of the Between.

      No-one said a word. The horses were quiet. Even the creatures that came out at night were hushed. As if the whole of Tir waited with a bated breath.

      “How far to the city?” Tom asked, more to make some noise than for the answer.

      “An hour.” Gravinn’s horse was too big for her but she already had it in hand.

      It made Tom feel inept. “We should go.”

      Their travel was almost reticent, as if no-one had any heart for the journey. Save the fay, of course. Stoorworm slithered off between the trees in a moment, Puck riding his back like he was a horrendous steed, whooping and crying out. Gravinn warned against the noise until Tom explained that anyone without the Second Sight would not be able to hear them. She said nothing to that, and the darkness meant Tom couldn’t make out her expression.

      The woods were small and sparse, the terrain hilly enough that sometimes they could see over the trees and the city ahead. It was larger than Cairnalyst, a cluster of glittering false stars rising up against the mountains. The torchlight was enough to illuminate a huge four-sided pyramid in the heart of the city.

      “What’s that?” Tom asked.

      “The tomb.” Gravinn spoke as if it was obvious.

      “The tomb?”

      “The heart of the city.” Fenoderee had kept pace with the horses, silent in voice and tread until now. “Where humans bury the founder of their city, the Westerners elevate them.”

      The tomb towered over every other building, at least twice as high if not more. How could anyone lend their strength to a city when they were so far removed from it? It felt wrong somehow, and the thought gave Tom a shiver. Or he thought it did. But the chill grew stronger the closer they came to the city, and so did the sense of wrongness. A stillness. Like the air was empty.

      Void.

      There was a tug in his thoughts. Like he was trying to attract his own attention. Caledyr led him like a hunting dog, turning his head, making him aware of the difference in the air to the left.

      Magic. And an absence of magic.

      “Tom.” Brega kept her voice low, though there had been no sign of anyone else since they had come through the Circle. “We should not delay.”

      But before Tom could speak, Fenoderee said, “It will only take a moment.” He was hunched, dragging his knuckles on the ground. A grotesque shadow, like a beastman.

      “You know what that is?”

      Fenoderee nodded, but it was Dank who said, “A monolith.”

      “You can feel it?”

      The boy nodded, stiff. He was in pain. As if there was iron in the air itself.

      They only had to ride a minute before they saw it. Stone so black it seemed to suck the light out of the world, storing it in the shining veins of silver-grey skittering across the surface. The closer they came, the greater the sense of unease. The monolith loomed over them, the top lost in foliage. Dank and the fay had stopped yards away. How much pain did it cause them? And why?

      “I though the monoliths were magical?”

      “There are strong magics around them, but they are not magical in themselves.” Fendoree sounded earnest but strained. “Quite the opposite.”

      How could they be both? But as Tom brought his horse up alongside, he could feel it. Not in the stone. That was like solid iron, so strong it made his thoughts fuzzy and disjointed. But there was magic in the air around it. Tightly coiled, like invisible ropes stretching out from the stone. Tom lifted a hand, as if he could touch one.

      “Careful, Tom.” Puck actually sounded frightened. It was a thing Tom had never heard before: a Puck’s fear.

      It was the only reason he touched the stone.

      The world went dark and roared, a storm of noise, a deluge of sounds and sights that were here and gone so quickly he could make no sense of them. Flickers of people and places. He tried to take a closer look, but he had no eyes, no limbs, no body of any kind. He could only drift in the rage of the world, washed away by it all.

      Except there were those coiled strings of magic. He almost felt he could reach for one, touch it, touch it and–

      “Tom.”

      He blinked and found himself again. Fenoderee had pulled his hand from the stone, strong and sodden fingers around his wrist.

      “Are you well?” The fay sounded like he was in incredible pain. He was too close to the monolith. He must be in agony.

      “Yes.” Tom nodded. “Yes.”

      “Then let’s go,” Brega said. “We’re losing the night.”

      Fenoderee fled from the stone, and Tom tugged the reins, letting his horse follow the others. But he couldn’t help glancing back. He knew he could have touched that magic if he’d had a moment longer.

      “What was it like?” Dank asked. He spoke with his own voice, and Tom couldn’t see his face. But he had the sense every fay was waiting behind his eyes, waiting to hear the answer.

      It felt like Dank was asking him something personal. Not quite private. But something he had no right to know. “Confusing.” That was true enough. “I’m not sure.”

      Dank nodded and seemed like his old self. “You wouldn’t see us try that.”

      “Why does it hurt the fay?” Tom asked. But Dank just shook his head, and before Tom had a chance to ask Fenoderee instead, the path took a turn and the city lay ahead.

      “We will stick to little-used alleys and roads,” Gravinn told them. “Do not draw attention to yourself.”

      “We will happily cause distractions if need be, lady dwarf,” Puck promised.

      “Why do I think that would only draw more attention to us?” Brega said. “If you want to see my veins emptied, Puck, do it yourself.”

      “Vain?” Puck gazed at himself in an imaginary hand mirror and ran an appreciative hair through his fur. “We suppose we are vain. After all, we are rather handsome. Don’t you think us handsome, lady elf?”

      There was a smirk in Brega’s voice when she said, “Something in that vein.”

      “Ho ho! Ho ho ho!” Puck leapt from Stoorworm’s back and pranced around Brega’s horse. “We like this one, Tom, we like her very much.”

      It was ridiculous to feel a stab of jealousy. Ridiculous and vain.

      The streets were dark, narrow, cobbled and worn. There were sounds of voices and revelry a few streets over, but no-one trod these uneven roads. There were just rows of narrow, boxy homes, all old and crumbling. Tom half-expected an avalanche of roof tiles any moment. But Gravinn rode off into the streets without a care. As if they weren’t fugitives from the law. As if the Kingdom wouldn’t be happy to throw them all into rat pits.

      “Silence here, Puck,” Tom warned as they trotted over the cobbles. “It won’t be as amusing to betray us as you think.”

      “Amusing?” Puck didn’t whisper. In fact he was louder than usual. And he grinned as he spoke. “Think you that we care only for amusement?”

      “Yes.”

      Puck peered down a well. “Well well, what have we here? Are you well?”

      He would have to ask Mab why she had thought Puck would be an aid.

      Firelight caused them to divert their path. A gathering of homeless elfs, Gravinn said. Tom peered down the street and could see them sitting around a pile of detritus and refuse. He wondered if they might be allies, but thought better of it, and followed Gravinn’s detour. Finally, without ceremony, they found the Records Office. Larger than the other buildings, but no younger and no grander, it was a mere box with elfish daubed on the walls, the gilded lettering over the door now faded and plain.

      “Dank,” he whispered.

      Already the boy was hissing through gritted teeth as his tattoos writhed, and his sprite was free a moment later. They waited while it flew up and over the building to find the crack in the old window shutters that Gravinn assured them could be found. Waited in shadows and hoped there were no watchelfs on patrol. Tom kept his hand on Caledyr for some sort of comfort or calm, but his heart still hammered in his chest. He wondered if he should put on the mask.

      As if reading his thoughts, Gravinn whispered, “No-one comes through this area at night.”

      “Why not?” he asked.

      “They fear cutthroats. And the homeless.”

      As if they were the same. But he asked, “Is there a danger?” Would a desperate elf accost four figures in black?

      “You carry a sword.”

      “Thank Angau we have you to protect us, Tom.” Brega’s words were dry and he could imagine the smirk in her eyes. It made Tom feel like a fraud, like a boy holding his father’s sword.

      But before he could say anything, Gravinn asked, “Do you make sport of him? Has he no skill with a blade?”

      And Brega said, “He does.” She sounded surprised. And suspicious. And why not? He didn’t understand it himself. How had he wielded Caledyr so well in that cellar?

      And then Brega said, “How did you come by that?”

      He didn’t need to ask what she was talking about. He reached to his waist where he had tied Siomi’s mask to Caledyr’s hilt. “Neirin gave it to me.”

      “And you will use it to inspire fear.”

      “Um.” He cleared his throat. After hearing Neirin talk about the masks, his use of it felt crude.

      “It’s a good idea,” she said.

      “You don’t think it’s disrespectful?”

      She shrugged. “It’s not your tradition. We may as well get some use out of it.”

      He nodded. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      For not being angry with him. For not judging him. For being nicer than she had been. He pulled the mask free and tied it to his face. It felt heavy. Cold. It narrowed his vision, blocked out all but what was in front of him. He felt cut off. Distanced.

      The door clicked. The sprite had unlocked it.

      The Records Office was nothing more than a solitary desk and rows and rows of shelves, filled with scrolls and codices and books. It reminded Tom of Regent’s map room, except for the complete lack of artistry or comfort. The place was crammed full of paper, threatening to burst at the seams. Tom picked up a roll of parchment, crumbling with age. How old was it? What was it for?

      “Looks like a deed,” Gravinn said, peering under the sprite’s glow. “Someone bought a house a hundred years ago.”

      She spoke casually, disregarding the document. But Tom knew what he held. History. When this was gone, the people of Cairnabren would lose more than just paper. They would lose something precious.

      He thought of Katharine’s maps, sitting in Cairnalyr. Her history. Lost to her. Stolen. No doubt reduced to another decoration on Gerwyn’s garish walls.

      “Burn it,” he whispered.

      Gravinn unstoppered a tiny bottle and pulled a stick out of the liquid inside, which sputtered into flame the moment it touched air. Tom held paper to it and watched the fire consume that history, turning it to floating grey ash. Before it could burn him, he placed it on a shelf, and watched the flame spread.

      The alarm was raised before they had fled very far, but Tom galloped down the very alley Gravinn had avoided before. Half a dozen elfs in rotten, stinking blankets were gathered around a pathetic fire. They raised their arms, cried out in incoherent noise as Tom hauled on the reins, letting his horse rear and whinny.

      “Do any of you speak my tongue?” he roared, as deep and booming as he could manage.

      One elf nodded, his hands raised, backed up against the wall.

      “When you hear of the fire, you tell them of us. Tell them what you saw. And tell them that we want Idris to have a taste of the fire he spreads over our lands.” He leant forward in the saddle, letting a wild grin spread over his face. “Tell them we do this for the king.”
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        * * *

      

      Ledden was a day’s ride from Cairnagwyn. Once it had been a fishing village, in competition with another on the other side of the lake. When it had lost that struggle, the people of Ledden built log cabins and rented them to the elfs of the capital who sought sanctuary from city life. Now there was still fishing, but it was for the pleasure of the Kingdom’s elite.

      The Faerie Circle had left them on a small rocky outcrop in the middle of the lake. Tom had taken one look at the black water and his breath had frozen in his lungs. But there was still energy in his limbs and no space for fear. So he had swum to shore, burning away the excitement. By the time he stood shivering on the sand, he felt calm. Ready.

      It was just him and Brega. Dank waited on the outcrop for them. They couldn’t operate the Circles without him. The others remained in the foggy Between.

      “Which one?” Brega whispered. Tom had been panting, hands on his knees. Now he looked up, scanned the tiny beach. There were half a dozen log cabins, small affairs with porches like the abandoned farmhouse, all with little wooden boats tied to them. All dark.

      He counted from his left. “That one.” Gravinn had named the target and Dank had named the right cabin. Tom wondered why the fay so readily knew where the elf was.

      Their steps were soft on the sand but they had to tread carefully on the porch. It was made of good wood, treated against the water, but it threatened to creak. Caution. These elfs came with bodyguards, as well as a watch house within earshot, according to Gravinn. A cry for help would bring a dozen swords down on their heads. These guests were important elfs, after all.

      The door was unlocked. Important, but foolish.

      There was no light inside so they left the door ajar. By a sliver of moonlight, Tom could see the floor was covered in rugs, covered in turn by bottles, glasses, platters, the detritus of revelry. There were chairs, a lounge, and a bed against the wall. A bed with two elfs in it. Sleeping soundly.

      The journey across the floor seemed to take all night. The wood floor threatened to betray them, the mess threatened to get underfoot. Any step could creak or crack or shatter. Brega moved like a cat, picking her way over the floor. It reminded him of Katharine. Brega found a path through the debris the way Katharine found a path through Tir.

      Then she was at the bedside. She cast an eye over the sleeping forms and waved him forward. They had no weapons. Tom got into position at the end of the bed.

      She was quick, one hand in the hair, the other over the mouth. Before the elf even knew what was happening he’d been dragged from the bed, kicking ineffectually at the floor.

      The other elf stirred, rose, and Tom pointed Caledyr at his throat. “Don’t say a word.” The elf nodded. “Tyhen, isn’t it? Secretary of the Peace?”

      He was old, the oldest elf Tom had seen. He raised skinny wrinkled arms, skin sagging, and his jowls shook as he nodded. His eyes glittered with fear.

      “Who’s that?” Tom nodded his head at the struggling elf in Brega’s arms.

      “Whoever it is, they’d better stop fighting,” Brega said. She’d got a firmer hold, one arm pinning a wrist behind his neck, the other holding her knife to his throat. “Or I’ll cut his throat, and then I’ll cut Tyhen’s.”

      Her captive stilled but his eyes roved the cabin. Searching for a weapon, or an advantage. He was young, muscular. “The bodyguard?” Tom asked. He couldn’t keep the amusement from his voice.

      “I’ll do anything you ask if you promise not to hurt him,” Tyhen said.

      “I’m sorry, but my name is Thomas Rymour.” It was a thrill to reveal himself. He felt untouchable. “I can’t tell a lie.” He gestured with the sword. “On your feet, my lord.”

      Tyhen set his jaw, every inch the lord until Tom said, “We don’t need him alive if you don’t cooperate.” Then the old elf sagged and clambered from the bed, as naked as his bodyguard.

      “Will you kill me?”

      “Only if either of you cause trouble,” Tom said. “Now tie his hands and feet.”

      It was awkward. Brega refused to let go of the guard and Tyhen’s hands trembled. But, eventually, the bodyguard was trussed on the floor. Brega inspected the knots.

      “A poor job. They won’t last ten minutes.”

      “We won’t need longer,” Tom replied.

      “Shall we clothe him?” she asked.

      Tom didn’t much enjoy the elf’s nudity, but, “No. We’ll take him now.”

      Brega nodded. “I’ll get the boat ready.” She turned to the guard on the floor. “If you move, my friend here will make you watch your perverted old lover die. Do you understand me?”

      The guard said nothing. He had a rag stuffed in his mouth.

      Brega slipped out onto the beach. They had done it. Tom allowed himself to grin. They hadn’t quite bearded Idris in his den. But a day’s ride from his door? It was good enough.

      For now.

      “I have money,” Tyhen said. “I have land. Power. I can give you anything.”

      “Quiet.”

      “Please. Whatever you want, I can make it happen.”

      “Would you like a gag of your own?” The Secretary of the Peace was in charge of every watchelf, every judge, every aspect of law and order in the Kingdom. There was a thrill to threatening such a powerful elf.

      Brega returned and lifted the guard onto her back. Tom followed her out of the cabin, edging Tyhen forward, careful not to harm him, careful not to let him think he was safe. Then they all climbed into the little fishing boat, and Brega began to row. She was good, quiet, and they slipped away over the lake. The boat shook and rocked beneath them and Tom had to hold the edge of the boat to prevent from falling. His arm was getting tired; Caledyr’s point wavered, drifting close to Tyhen’s throat.

      The elf murmured something to himself. Some little prayer, perhaps? If the Easterners prayed, perhaps the Westerners did too.

      The guard didn’t pray. He glared at Tom from the bottom of the boat.

      The outcrop was too small to land, so Dank held the boat as Brega disembarked. Then she hauled Tyhen out, leaving Tom with the guard.

      Tom leaned closer. “When they ask you about what happened here, tell them this,” he said. “Idris takes our friends and family from us. We will take his. But we are merciful. So we will give them back.”

      Tom grinned at the guard’s confusion and climbed out. Once on firmer ground, he turned back to the dark, sleeping shore. “For the king!” he cried.

      He kicked the boat. The waves took it, rocking across the water.

      “For the king!”

      A few lights flared in the cabins, a few doors opened.

      He held Caledyr aloft for them, twisting it to catch the moonlight and gave one final bellow. “For the king!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Orfatyne was a backwater, unremarkable, unimportant. Gravinn said it was the furthest you could get from a city within the Kingdom. And it was hundreds of miles south of Ledden. That was where they left Tyhen, without a stitch to his name.
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        * * *

      

      Heulomar was one of a string of towns running down the west coast, the last places in the Kingdom from which to see the setting sun. Many of these towns were host to great monuments built in the days before Emyr, hollowed hills that admitted light only on Calmae, or stone circles that predicted eclipses. But Heulomar was Idris’ favourite, Gravinn told them, home to a great obelisk that acted as an enormous sundial. It wasn’t the greatest of these solar monuments but, being the king’s favourite, breaking it would get his attention.

      The night was beginning to fail when they stepped out of the Circle onto a beach. The wind off the ocean was freezing, but Tom didn’t feel the cold. He had thwarted the Kingdom. Twice. There was a fire in the east and a naked courtier in the south. He had done those things. He was bearding Idris and no-one was throwing him in a rat pit now. He felt mighty.

      Fight the enemy.

      He would. He would bring the fight to them. He whipped the reins. “We must ride quickly!”

      The enthusiasm seemed to take them all. He and Dank raced their horses, laughing and whooping in the dark. Mester Stoorworm slithered ahead, back, and ahead again, Puck on his back, the pair digging under trees and sniffing at fences. Only Fenoderee was quiet. Fenoderee and the mortals.

      Heulomar was dark and invisible, but the obelisk was a blotch on the night sky, a dark lantern. Its size was staggering, blunting Tom’s breathless excitement. To have stood so tall and so long spoke of staggering craftsmanship. Was it right to bring down such a work simply to weaken Idris? Doing so would rob future generations of the chance to stand at its base, touch the stone and touch their history. Gaze up at the tip, dizzy and in awe of what their ancestors had achieved.

      A dragon had broken the statue over Lyr’s Ford. It felt only just to return the favour.

      This task fell to the fay so Tom waited with Brega, Gravinn and Dank. Puck dug at the obelisk’s base like a loyal hound while Fenoderee and Mester Stoorworm fetched enormous boulders. Puck’s efforts were pointless, but the stronger fay would break the stone and tip it over. Fenoderee was the first to strike, the crack of rock on rock like a thunderclap.

      “Do you think we can do it before the elfs come?” Gravinn asked.

      “Let them,” Tom replied. What would they see by torchlight? Four figures in black, and mighty boulders flying through the air, as if by magic, the Faerie hands unseen. It would seem like sorcery. He smiled as he imagined their confusion.

      There. Sure enough, lamps were being lit, windows and doors winking in the village below. Mester Stoorworm had added his own efforts to Fenoderee’s, creating a rhythmic assault, a cacophony of crack-crack-crack. But beneath it Tom could hear voices. The elfs were coming.

      “Take the horses over the hill,” he told Gravinn. He dismounted, watched Brega and Dank do the same. Brega drew her knife, Tom drew Caledyr. Was the crackling excitement he felt coming from the sword? “Ready, Dank?”

      “Ready.” There was a grin in the boy’s voice.

      Torchlight. A crowd of elfs, walking the path from town to monument. And the two fay still worked at the stone. Not tiring, not even out of breath. Unstoppable. And immortal. Tom felt a shiver of the fear they hoped to instil in the crowd running up the hill.

      No time to worry about that. Fenoderee dropped his boulder and Stoorworm aped him, slipping around the obelisk and pushing from the other side. The stone groaned under the pressure.

      Too late to go back now.

      There was a crack, so loud it hurt the ear, and the obelisk twisted and fell. It was so tall its arc through the sky seemed almost lazy, the tip shining in the torchlight before it crashed to the ground, obliterating the sundial beneath with a boom that rang in ear and bone.

      A wave of dust rushed over them and Tom closed his eyes and coughed. When it cleared, he looked at the scene they had wrought. Rubble. Ruin. All in a moment. How long had it taken to erect? How quickly had they brought it down?

      By the time the townsfolk arrived three figures were stood atop their broken monument. Brega, wearing her mask and bearing her stolen knife. Dank, hood and sleeves drawn to reveal his terrifying tattoos. And Tom, wearing Siomi’s mask and holding aloft Caledyr.

      These people were not soldiers or watchelfs. They were just people, scared and and angry and confused.

      “I don’t know if you speak my tongue,” he shouted over their cries. “So I spoke in a tongue you will understand.” He encompassed the wreckage with a sweep of the sword. “Your king favoured this monument. We have broken it, to show him how it feels to have your world broken.”

      Someone yelled, a curse of some kind. Someone threw a rock but it fell short. Tom pointed Caledyr at him and Puck pushed his way through the crowd to bite the elf’s leg. The crowd rippled away from the unseen assailant, the victim howled and flailed. Puck cackled.

      “Your king threatens our world,” Tom told them. “He brings us pain and suffering and death. We want to return the favour.” He pulled back his hood, making plainer the skull mask he wore. There were a few gasps and he grinned.

      “This is but the beginning.” The crowd was quiet. Still. They hung on his every word, whether they understood it or not. He’d never had so much attention in all his life. His hands raised, almost of their own accord, and he let loose a bellow. “For the king!”

      On cue, Stoorworm and Fenoderee lifted the golden capstone from the wreckage, so huge and heavy that even they struggled under the weight. But it didn’t matter. To the crowd, the capstone was levitating. Levitating towards them. They cried and screamed and fled.

      “For the king!” Tom cried after them.

      “Tom,” Brega hissed. Yes. Time to go. He followed her off the obelisk and ran into the night. He didn’t want to go. But it felt good to run. It felt whole and healthy, his legs strong, his lungs pumping cool, crisp air. His body felt younger and fitter than it had felt in a long time. His heart surged and he had to fight the urge to laugh. He didn’t know why.

      They raced away into the birthing morning, back to the Faerie Circle.
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      They didn’t return to the others for nine days. Brega had pushed to go back each morning, but each morning Dank told her that there were no Circles nearby; the time it would take to travel to the others would mean they couldn’t make it back before nightfall. And each morning Brega would protest, until Fenoderee stepped and said, “The fay will watch them. We will ensure no harm befalls them.”

      It seemed out of character for the fay, but it was enough for Brega.

      Their pattern was easy to fall into. At night, they worked together, picking targets, creating plans, and executing them. There was no ego, no jostling for authority or power. Everyone yielded to Gravinn’s knowledge of the land. Everyone yielded to Brega’s expertise in stealth, attack, retreat. Disagreements came more from picking a target over another one; Brega always argued for targets with practical consequence whilst Tom argued for psychological effect.

      “I want to hurt Idris’ armies,” she’d said. “You want to hurt his pride.” But she was as practical about compromise as she was about the targets: one of his for one of hers. Tom saw the sense behind it and readily agreed, in part because he was waiting for her to grow angry at his use of Siomi’s mask. But she said nothing and he wore it every night.

      He couldn’t deny it lent an air of theatricality and helped drape further mystery over their little band. But it also seemed to help ground him. Wearing it reminded him of Siomi. How, in the end, she had done what needed to be done. It gave him the strength he needed to venture into the Kingdom each night. But he knew he didn’t deserve the mask. He knew Brega did not like to see him wear it. But it wasn’t until after the third night, as they rode away from a burning barn, that she said, “You use her mask to inspire fear.”

      Tom’s jubilation withered in an instant. “Yes,” he said. He wanted to add how it linked him to Siomi, too, but Brega didn’t see her sacrifice the way Tom did.

      “Is that how you see us?” she asked. There was an odd lilt to her voice and Tom tried to catch her eye. She was trying too hard to sound disinterested.

      “When you first entered Regent’s hall, I found you intimidating,” he confessed. “I’m sure I wasn’t the only one.”

      She grunted, looked back. Tom followed her gaze. No pursuit. They let the horses slow to a walk.

      “Are you angry?” he asked.

      In a bitter tone she replied, “About what?”

      About wearing Siomi’s mask. About giving Draig to the merrow. About what he said about Siomi’s death.

      She sighed. “I meant what I said. If wearing her mask helps these attacks, it is acceptable.” She said something in elfish, like a mantra, a reminder.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Dennon ypend,” she repeated. “Only the end.”

      The ends justify the means. Their means were fear and violence. Tom touched Caledyr and the sword reassured him

      Fight the enemy.

      “My end is to keep Neirin safe,” Brega continued. “I’m the only one left to do it. So I’ll burn papers, hold up arms trains, break bridges. If the West are looking for us, they’re not looking for him.” She faced him, and what little of her skin was visible shone in the rising sun. “If wearing that mask helps keep him safe, you should wear it.”

      But there was no enthusiasm in her voice. Just cold reason. Her philosophy seemed a burden, that she was forced to agree to these things.

      “You’re not alone,” he told her.

      She looked away.

      “I promised Siomi I would keep Neirin safe too,” he said. “That I would keep everyone safe.”

      Brega said nothing, just nodded. But that felt the same as gushing gratitude from anyone else.

      “Tom.” Dank rode behind them but was stood in the saddle. “The others approach a Circle.”

      Before Tom could reply, Brega said, “Then we go to them.”
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        * * *

      

      The Circle took them from fiery sunrise to overcast gloom. They were on a hill, grass long enough to brush their feet in the stirrups, the undulating land below broken only by rocks and wild hedges. Tom could make out the ghostly outlines of five riders making their way along a narrow, overgrown road.

      “As you can see, we have kept Neirin safe.” Dank was the only denizen of Faerie to come through the Circle. The fay must have stayed behind.

      “Lord Neirin,” Brega corrected. But her relief took any sting from it.

      “They haven’t noticed us,” Gravinn said.

      “Someone should be riding ahead,” she growled. “And behind. Even a small force could ambush them with ease.” She growled again and trotted down the hill.

      “We thought she would be pleased to see her lord and master,” Dank murmured.

      “She is,” Tom said. But she was his only protector now. She had placed that whole burden on her own shoulders.

      By the time he reached the others, she was berating them all, ordering Katharine ahead and Sannvinn behind. “Your only task is the safety of the Shield,” she told them. “Fail in that duty and I’ll butcher you myself before the Westerners get a chance.”

      Butcher. He thought of the cellar.

      Neirin gave him a nod from the middle of their little procession. “Tom. How fares our campaign?”

      “We’ll need to speak to Storrstenn to know that,” he replied.

      In response, the dwarf called, “We shouldn’t stop here any longer,” and spurred his little horse. But, then he said, “We’ve already heard of an arms train being held up. Three figures in black with magical powers that said they were doing this by order of the king.”

      Tom frowned. “That’s not what we said.” Stoorworm had cracked open the armoured carriage and carried the cannons away to the Circle. The Western guards had cowered and Tom had told them they took toys from Idris because he was taking them from the children of the duchies.

      “That’s the thing with stories, Tom,” Storrstenn replied. “They take on a life of their own.”

      “The effect will be the same, will it not?” Neirin rode beside Tom as much as the narrow path would allow.

      “I suppose so.” But he didn’t like the idea of people thinking he worked for Idris.

      “Brega, I would hear your thoughts.”

      Her summary was longer than Tom had expected; the broken obelisk, the kidnapped Secretary, three burnt record houses, five burnt barns, a sunken ferry, a dammed river, broken bridges, two blocked roads, seven holdups, and nineteen freed dwarfs. It seemed impossible to have done it all in just nine nights and it made Tom feel exhausted listening to it.

      When Neirin expressed his own surprise, Brega said, “We work well together. Tom has a talent for this.”

      Tom couldn’t help but smile at that.

      “Your campaign goes well.” Six rode ahead, and didn’t turn in the saddle when he spoke with his new lordly voice.

      “It does.” Tom had been dreading Six’s reaction to their activities and the inevitable argument that would follow.

      “Does it feel good?”

      What did he mean by that? “We’re damaging Idris’ ability to wage his war.”

      “And you get to punish the people who put you in a cell.”

      “The people who put me in a cell are in Cairnalyr.”

      “Yes.” Six finally turned to fix Tom with a sad stare. “They are.”

      The elf’s meaning was clear, but Tom refused to argue the point. “It’s been tiring work,” he said to defer disagreement. “But it needs to be done if we’re going to break that central monolith.” Then, to change the subject, “How has your journey been?”

      Six hesitated, before lowering his voice and saying, “I would appreciate your opinion on something. When we reach the barn.”

      Tom just nodded and Six turned away. The elf seemed almost embarrassed to ask. And why not? He wore airs and graces and acted like Tom was beneath him now.

      No. It wasn’t like that. Tom took a breath. Six was struggling with his loyalties. He hated to see his people suffer, even a little, even after they had exiled him. Tom could appreciate that. He placed a hand on Caledyr and felt the sword urge him: rest. He felt his eyelids droop.

      The barn was red and worn, nestled amongst the hills and seemingly undisturbed. There was an old lock that Storrstenn broke with ease before ushering them inside.

      “Once this little secret belonged to a little master who dallied with notions of being a smuggler,” he said.

      Whatever had been stored here was long gone. Now the barn held only a broken stone floor, bare wooden walls, and deep shadows.

      “They don’t use it now?” Six asked.

      “Not much,” Storrstenn said with too much glee. “The King’s Justice caught up with her and she was executed. They came to take away all the contraband.” He gave them a grin. “But we got here first.”

      “You stole it?”

      Storrstenn nodded. “One amongst the many lessons my time here has taught me, master elf: coin opens many doors.”

      Six grimaced but said nothing. He dismounted and gave the reins to Sannvinn, who tended to the horse while he stood there. Stood there to be waited on. Then he seemed to remember himself and said, “Tom?”

      He followed the elf towards the back of the barn, away from the others. The grey morning struggled to sneak through gaps in the walls, leaving the barn dark and echoing with voices and horse noise.

      “What is it, Six?” Tom asked. He wasn’t in the mood for cloak and dagger.

      The elf took a breath, held it. He was thinking too hard about his words. Just say it and be done. “You asked me for a favour when we first met.”

      Hard to forget. “I did.”

      “And you said you would do what you could to free me.”

      “I did.” He gestured to Six’s hands.

      “I am not free.”

      The accusation riled Tom. “Are your hands bound?” he asked.

      “You heard Neirin. I am still his captive.”

      That much was true, but Tom didn’t like it. “I stood up to Neirin for you,” he said.

      Six raised his hands. “I appreciate it,” he said. “I do. I’m just saying that I helped you. I want you to help me.”

      Tom didn’t want another argument, so he said, “What do you want?”

      Six frowned and looked away into the shadows. Tom could barely read his expression in the dark. “I want to go to Tartos Valley.”

      “What’s in Tartos Valley?”

      Six lowered his hands and said, “It’s where Idris keeps his dragons.”

      Emyr’s black bones. Tom tried to imagine what sort of place that was. It would have to be a mighty prison, a gigantic dungeon to hold just one dragon. And how many did Idris have? “Why?”

      “When we break the monoliths, we’ll free the dragons.” Six stepped closer. Too close. Tom stepped back. “Tom, if you built a house and then I knocked it down, what would you do?”

      “I would build another one.”

      Six nodded. “So we’ll free the dragons. And someone else will enslave them again.”

      Tom shook his head. “What are you saying? That we shouldn’t bother?”

      “We need to destroy all the research. All the notes, all the papers on dragon binding.”

      “And they’re in Tartos Valley.”

      Six just nodded.

      “Won’t someone remember how to do it?”

      “It’s a complicated piece of magic,” Six said. “It takes dozens of elfs to complete. Perhaps one elf could remember his part, in total, with no mistakes. But a dozen elfs can’t agree on the colour of the sky.” He grinned. Did he realise he was beginning to speak like his old self? “Destroy the work, Tom, and we can make sure the dragons stay free for a long time.”

      Tom nodded. “So why do you need my help?”

      “Storrstenn is against it.”

      “Storrstenn isn’t in charge here. Neirin is.”

      “Is he?”

      There was something in Six’s voice that made Tom frown. “What do you mean?”

      “When did you last see him take charge?” Six asked, voice now a whisper, stepping forward again. Tom didn’t move this time. “Neirin reminds us who he is, but he lets Storrstenn take the lead. He lets Brega make the decisions. He’s a follower now, Tom. Nothing more.”

      Someone had lit a lamp, casting a yellow glow over the group. Tom could see Storrstenn talking to Neirin. No. Talking to Brega. And, Tom realised, ignoring Neirin. Storrstenn was letting Neirin listen, but his regard and his interest was focused on Brega alone.

      “You have to speak to Storrstenn,” Six told him.

      “Or you could talk to Brega.”

      Six snorted and the sound was loud enough to earn glances. Six waited for them to turn away and whispered, “I’ll see Cei lauded as a hero before Brega listens to anything I have to say.”

      Tom nodded. She would listen to anything that kept Neirin safe. He was sure of it. But that wouldn’t include marching into Idris’ nest of dragons. “So why is Storrstenn against it?”

      “He thinks destroying the research will alienate this Proctor he wants to woo.”

      “It’s a fair point,” Tom replied. “This Proctor probably wants his own dragons.”

      “I’m sure of it.” The light was dim, but it was enough to see a new expression on Six’s face. Fervour. “That’s why we have to do it.”

      Tom shook his head. “Storrstenn says this Proctor will help us into Cairnagwyn.”

      “The dragons will remain enslaved if we don’t do this.”

      “Breaking the central monolith will free them.”

      “But if all that research is intact, how long will they remain free?”

      “Longer than if we upset this Proctor and the closest we get to Cairnagwyn is the city wall.”

      “And what if this Proctor continues Idris’ war?” Six’s voice was rising and he noticed. He took a deep breath and whispered. “What will we have achieved then? One invader for another.”

      Tom knew Six was right. But he also knew Six was wrong. Somehow, he was wrong. Tom floundered. When he couldn’t think of a counterargument, he said, “When did you become so worried about dragons? I thought you wanted revenge for being exiled?”

      Six stilled. “Is that what you think?”

      Why else was he helping them? “Why can’t you go back to this valley after we’ve broken the monoliths?”

      “When the dragons have gone? Attacking, killing and burning everything they can reach of what imprisoned them?”

      Tom shrugged. “Sounds like they’ll do the job for you.”

      “But there’ll be no way to know. No-one will get within a league of the valley once the dragons break free.” Six’s voice was rising again. “I thought you wanted to free people? Why are you arguing this?”

      Because it was dangerous? Because it was difficult? “Because getting to Cairnagwyn is all that matters to me,” he snapped.

      His Faerie gift had added the last two words.

      Six’s face closed down. “I see.” He straightened, gaining more height over Tom. He looked more the lord than ever. “I wanted to be wrong about you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “When you came to me, you asked me to lie for you. And I wanted to think you were doing it for the sake of us all. If we hadn’t cut through the Whispering Woods, we’d have ridden right into that invasion force.” He stepped closer, forcing Tom to peer up at him, and he murmured. “But that lie was to get you to Faerie faster, wasn’t it?”

      Six’s tone, his posture, the way he looked down his nose like every other smug, superior Westerner made Tom snarl, “Speak your piece and be done.”

      “You don’t care about freeing the dwarfs, stopping the invasions, or even any of us, do you?”

      “If I say I do, then it must be true.”

      “Oh, you care.” Six’s grin was sour. “But you’re like the Easterners. You see us all as a means to an end. You care as long as it serves your purpose.”

      Purpose. Like the fay.

      “You used Neirin’s quest to help you scurry back to Faerie.” Six wrinkled his nose. “And now you’re using it to make my people suffer, the way you think they made you suffer.”

      How had he not seen it? How had he not seen that Six was just like every other Westerner? “You put me in a rat pit.”

      “No, Tom,” he said, condescending, pitying. “The elf that put you in a rat pit is on the other side of the Lannad Sea.”

      Tom shook his head and took a shaky, deep breath. His hand was on Caledyr and he had to resist the urge to draw the blade. “If Storrstenn says your idea will alienate the Proctor, then we shouldn’t do it.” He took a single step back, out from under the elf’s nose. “I won’t undo everything we’ve been through for the sake of a few animals.”

      Six shook his head. “You have no idea.”

      “And you do?”

      Six lifted a lazy hand and wiped, with two fingers, a line through the paints on his cheek to reveal his tattoo. “Obviously.”

      Tom’s anger popped like a bubble, replaced by burning curiosity. Is this why Six had been exiled? He thought back over Six’s words and actions since they had met. Had the elf been on a secret crusade to free dragons all this time?

      “I see you, Tom.” His voice was a low threat. “Perhaps the others see a great man, bearing Oen’s sword, invoking Faerie friends, scrying the future. But I see a selfish, vengeful little man who doesn’t deserve the trust he’s been given.” He swept away, leaving just one parting shot. “Don’t expect that trust to last.”

      Tom found himself shaking. How dare he? How dare he, as if he was so much better? They had found him swindling men out of their money with dice. Who was he to sit in judgement? Tom wanted to send his own volley, to have the last word. But he could hear Katharine’s words joining Six’s. Liar. Coward. Selfish. Vengeful.

      Instead he took a breath and let it fill him, pushing away his anger and his outrage. Tightened his grip on Caledyr and drew on its calm, its readiness. Let them think what they willed. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was Cairnagwyn.

      All that mattered was pulling the crown off Idris’ head.
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        * * *

      

      They left as the sun set. Gravinn said quiet goodbyes to the other dwarfs. Brega spoke in hushed tones with Neirin, perhaps offering counsel or receiving instructions. Tom sat alone on his horse.

      Not alone. Dank was mounted beside him.

      “No fond farewells, Tom?”

      “No.” He glowered at Katharine and Six, turned away from everything else. Heads tipped towards each other in secret conversation. No doubt Six was sharing his low opinion of him. Let them mutter. If he had been what they wanted him to be, they would never have made it this far.

      “We have long wondered why you counted them as friends.”

      “I suspect they wonder the same.” He felt a pang of loneliness. Without Katharine and Six, without Draig or Siomi, he didn’t have a friend left.

      “Would you like to hear some news of Faerie?”

      The words were like a balm. “Please.” He gave the boy a smile.

      Dank smiled too. “Our king talks of a Wild Hunt. Mab doesn’t want him to go. They have long, loud arguments that go on for hours.” Dank spoke as if he had seen it. Which, in a way, he had. “The argument has become the talk of Faerie. Who will win? It’s all very entertaining.”

      Arguments. Tom couldn’t help but hope. Perhaps Mab would turn to Tom. Whether for comfort or to anger Melwas, what did it matter? He felt an urge to leave Tir, leave the mortal problems for mortal people.

      But he could feel Caledyr at his hip and the little angry urge inside himself. He had to see this through. He had to see Idris kneel.

      “Why are you helping us?” Tom asked. The question came as a surprise to both of them. Tom looked at the sword, as if it had planted the words on his lips.

      “Who are you asking?” Dank didn’t try to hide his amusement. “The fay? Or us?” He tapped his chest with a finger.

      “Both.”

      Dank nodded. “The fay are helping you for the same reason they do anything: it amuses them to do so.”

      “And you?”

      “We could tell you that our queen ordered us to.”

      “Would it be true?”

      “Yes.” Dank smiled. “But it wouldn’t be the whole truth.”

      Tom knew enough about that.

      “Queen Mab came to us after Calgraef was over,” Dank said. He looked down at his palms. Even those bore tattoos. “The festivals are odd for us. We don’t change like the fay do, but we feel it. The air of Faerie changes. Sometimes it feels like it gets in our head and changes our thoughts.”

      Tom nodded. He had often wondered if the changes at Calgraef and Calmae had an effect on him too. He would do a thing and wonder if he would normally do it, or if the moods of Faerie had influenced him somehow.

      “So we like to be alone. This year we went swimming in the Glittering Sea. We saw Mab waiting on the shore, so we swam to her. She said she wanted someone to go with you. We said we had heard you were staying. She said that she knew you better than you knew yourself. And that you would be doing something important, and she wanted someone she could trust to see that you succeeded.”

      Tom felt a moment of dark foreboding, and he remembered Fenoderee’s words: they have a purpose. Why do the fay want to break the monoliths? “You are one of her trusted, then?” He tried to keep his tone light and casual. “Odd that we never met.”

      Dank shook his head. “We have never much belonged to king or queen,” he said, and tipped his head back to look at the sky. The sun had died for the day, only the glow of the funeral pyre sunset remained on the horizon. “We were surprised when she said she could trust us.”

      Tom felt relieved and wasn’t sure why. “What did she ask you to do?”

      “Take you to the sword. Stay with you while you carried it. Help you however we could.”

      “So she did order you.”

      “No.” Dank almost sounded sad. “We have lived a long time, Tom. We have seen many things. But we saw those things because we wanted to see them.” He looked back at his hands, as if he was struggling to say what he wanted to say. “But we want to see other things. Things we don’t want to see.”

      “I’m sorry, Dank, I don’t understand.”

      The boy looked at him and his eyes were wet with frustration. “We know.” And he smiled. “We are the sprite and we are the boy. And we are one being. But we are also separate.” The last almost sounded like a question, and he seemed relieved when Tom nodded. “We had heard of you, Tom. Before, when you were in Faerie. And we weren’t interested in you. Neither of us. Don’t take offence,” he said quickly, and Tom wondered if he had looked hurt or angry. “We had seen many mortals come to Faerie. You were just another.”

      Just another. It made him feel small, like he was just another dog bought to replace the dead one.

      “But when we heard you had come back, we were interested,” he said. “Not us. Just us. The boy, I mean.”

      Tom nodded, but he was still stung so he said nothing.

      “No mortal had ever come back. Some had tried. None had succeeded.” Dank shrugged and looked down. “We wanted to meet you.”

      “And that’s why you agreed?” He tried to keep his tone from his voice and failed.

      “But now we want what you want.” The boy’s voice hardened. “They put us in pits covered with iron. We want retribution.”

      It was gratifying to know he wasn’t the only one. But he asked, “Why not seek it from Gerwyn?”

      Dank smiled. “If Puck buried you while you slept, would you seek retribution from him?”

      Did Dank know that had happened once? Thankfully Tom had awoken before the fay could cover his head. “The Puck is the Puck. It’s his nature.”

      Dank nodded and lifted his reins. “You blame the master when the horse kicks you. Not the horse.”

      “So you blame Idris for Gerwyn’s actions.”

      “He holds the reins.” Dank placed a fist against his chest. “It was Idris that put us in those pits, by sending Gerwyn to that island.”

      He was right. And he was wrong. Tom would be wary of a horse that kicked him even as he sought the master. And the Marchmen killed unruly horses and ate them, that they might serve another purpose.

      He felt an idea growing in his mind. And when Brega came to join them and said, “Shall we go?” he nodded and said, “And I know where we should go next.” He watched Six and Katharine ride away. “Back to Cairnalyr.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    

    
      They argued the night away in the fog of the Between. For Brega it was a matter of logistics. “It’s a fortified building, filled with soldiers, with little strategic importance to the Kingdom.”

      Whereas Tom saw it as a great psychological target. “It’s a symbol of the Western presence in the duchies,” he said. “Bearding Gerwyn in his lair will send a message to everyone that the West can be fought. It will weaken their hold on Erhenned, maybe even the Marches, and everyone in the Kingdom will know Idris is not as strong as they thought.”

      “They won’t know, because we’ll be captured the moment we set foot on The Harbour,” Brega said. “And they’ll throw us into those rat pits again.”

      Tom forced a smile, though his stomach was churning. “Exactly.”
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        * * *

      

      The sense of familiarity was so eerie it felt like a dream, like he was reliving the moments of the past. That was despite the fact there was no snow on the Harbour, and the forest was a barren blend of bare soil and bare trees. The four mortals stood, without horses or weapons, in the centre of the Circle and waited.

      Nothing. Just still silence.

      “Let’s go.” Tom’s whisper felt like a shout, and he waited for someone to cry out, for Western soldiers to fall on them. But there was nothing. So they crept through the forest, moving as quickly and as quietly as they could. Tom’s heart hammered harder the longer they walked, and he felt a sudden urge to cough, stand on a twig, anything to make a sound. He could feel a thousand eyes watching him, but there was no-one. Just Brega and Gravinn, picking their own silent path behind him, and Dank ranging ahead, leading them to Nimuë’s place. Tom had expected the merrow’s song to guide them. But she was silent, which only increased his unease.

      The air warmed, the green returned, and their breath no longer fogged. They emerged into the clearing and Tom saw they were too late.

      Nimuë sat on a rock in her little lake, stroking the fins on her head, looking for all the world like she was combing the hair she didn’t have. She gazed into the water, slumped, broken, devastated. Tom could see why. The pile of rocks that had been Ambrose’s cage was shattered. Bits of the black rock were everywhere but Tom got the sense this hadn’t happened recently. Something about this scene suggested it had been in place for many weeks.

      “Well met, Lady Nimuë,” Dank said.

      She didn’t look up. “He said you would come back.”

      There didn’t seem any point in staying, in saying a word to her. After all, Ambrose was gone. And the merrow had tried to execute them because she had hidden herself. They had been forced to give up Draig because of her.

      But then giving up Draig had been for the best.

      “When did he leave?” Tom asked.

      “A few weeks after you left,” she said.

      “Where did he go?”

      “He didn’t say.”

      Tom wandered over to the scattered stones. Their effect felt stronger now. It felt like the monolith. Dull and dead and still. The stone reached down into the ground, making a small hollow, a rat pit without water. Was this how Ambrose had managed to live all this time? By building himself a rat pit out of this stone? He reached down and picked up a piece, a shard no bigger than his thumb. Touching it made his fingers numb.

      When the foresight came on, it was weak. Washed out. Layered over the present instead of washing it away. So Tom could see his hand holding the stone and also see a figure, cloaked, wearing a wide-brimmed hat and leaning heavily on a stick, hiking up the coast. His steps were slow and awkward, as if the skills needed were long-forgotten. But he walked with an air of purpose. He was muttering under his breath. “Go,” he said. “Don’t wait. Go. Just go.”

      The foresight faded. Had Ambrose been talking to him? Or to himself?

      The effect was the same. “We’re done here.” Tom went to toss the stone back amongst its fellows but stopped. Something told him he’d need that stone. It wasn’t a foresight. No magic directed his hand, but he slipped the black rock into his pocket without knowing why.

      Brega and Gravinn hadn’t ventured more than a step into the clearing, but Dank stood on the waters edge. “You did not tell us Ambrose had left,” he said.

      “We knew what would happen if we did,” Nimuë replied.

      “Your charges are gone.”

      The merrow just nodded and Dank looked troubled, as if he didn’t want to say something but had to.

      “What is this?” Tom asked.

      But before Dank could say anything, Nimuë said, “It was a trade. They would let us remain if we guarded their treasures. Now we have nothing to guard, so they will consume us like all the others.”

      “Consume?” The fay didn’t eat. They didn’t need to.

      But she didn’t answer Tom. “Might we swim?” she asked Dank. “In the sea? One last time, before we go?”

      Dank nodded quickly and Nimuë bowed her head with a monarch’s grace. “We are grateful.” But before she left, she turned to Tom and said, “The old man lies. And the sword will speak for you, if you let it.”

      Thinking of that was too frightening, so he asked instead, “Tell me what’s going to happen to you.”

      “We are going to die. Again.” She slipped into the lake. Sânuoi had said she’d died a thousand years ago.

      “You’re going to kill her?” he asked Dank.

      It was Nimuë who replied. “No.” Only her head was visible. “We died a long time ago. We just won’t be us anymore. We’ll be them.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Nimuë smiled a small, sad smile. “That is why they like you so much.” Then she dipped beneath the water, leaving only ripples.
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        * * *

      

      They marched back into the forest, this time making little effort to avoid being seen or heard.

      “What are you going to do to Nimuë?” Tom asked Dank.

      But the boy shook his head. “We will do nothing.” He seemed reserved, his shoulders hunched and his head ducked. Like he was expecting a blow. “Her fate rests with our king and queen.”

      “And what will they do?”

      “What they will.”

      “Iron nails, Dank, will you give me a straight answer?”

      At that Dank straightened, shoulders back, chin up, peering down his nose at Tom. “Remember your place, little Tom.” Melwas, through and through. “You do not command us. No matter how close to our queen you might think you are. You are not king of Faerie.”

      Tom bowed his head. “Forgive me,” he said, though he didn’t feel he needed forgiving. “It’s just frustrating, not knowing.”

      “Hmm.” When Tom looked up, Dank’s Melwas-gaze was fixed on Tom’s hip. Where Caledyr would sit. “And yet we remember a time when you were happy to be ignorant. What has changed, we wonder?”

      It had nothing to do with the sword. Did it? It will speak for you, Nimuë had said. Speak, or think? Tom cast another look at Dank, but Melwas was gone from his features. He was Dank once more.

      “The fay like their secrets.”

      “They do.” But Tom was beginning to feel there were too many things he didn’t know.

      They had discussed this plan before stepping through the Circle and they had all agreed they wouldn’t make it out of the forest before being caught. They’d be taken to the castle and back to the rat pits. Then the fay would break them out and help them fight their way up the tower to Gerwyn. Take back Katharine’s maps. Lock Gerwyn in a rat pit. Make their escape. It sounded easy, but Tom trembled at the thought of it. To be in the rat pit again, even for a short time, threatened to unman him.

      But he forced himself to walk as if he had no fears, and they left the trees behind without seeing another soul. Even the scrubby plain between forest and city was empty. They walked it unchallenged, unremarked. Tom tried to remember where the dragon had knocked him and Six off a horse but there were few distinguishing features. The wind was strong, whipping away any words they might have exchanged, any sound the city might have to offer. But Tom could see plenty of ships sailing in and out of the Harbour. And Lyr’s Ford was covered in scaffolding. It looked like they were repairing the statue the dragon had broken.

      Tom tried not to think of Heulomar.

      By the time they reached the city Brega was looking twitchy. “I don’t like this.” Her fingers flexed, no doubt itching to hold a sword. “Where are the soldiers?”

      She was right. There wasn’t a single one to be seen. Westerners aplenty, but all civilians. Traders and merchants and sailors, speaking and working and negotiating with the Erhenni. Tom felt the same doubt return, the doubt he had felt last time he was here. Some of the Erhenni harboured dark looks and muttered grumbles. But none of them were chained or yoked. The invasion seemed to be forgotten. They were living their lives.

      “The elfs bring you the light of civilisation,” Gravinn said to him, pointing out a handful of dwarfs unloading a cart. “How long will it be before every human family has a thrall of their own?”

      “Humans don’t keep slaves.”

      “No?” She shook her head. “I imagine they didn’t do that either.” She pointed at a handful of humans stood at a doorway while an elf handed out nothings, a slice of bread or a shiny coin. “They seek their patronage from an elf. Soon they’ll adopt their customs, to curry favour. And one day we’ll be born and bred in a foreign land, killed when we become too old because it takes too much coin to send us home.”

      The Erhenni were already wearing the shawls Tom had seen in the Kingdom. Not everyone wore them. And they were still the same tough, practical people he’d seen mere months before. But they were changing. Already they were changing.

      And the elfs walked the streets like they owned them and bestowed their baubles on the humans like they were loyal pets. Tom dropped his hand to where the sword should have been, but he didn’t need it. He could feel the thought in his mind already.

      Fight the enemy.

      But they passed invisible through the crowds, all except Brega. A man, a cloaked and hooded boy, even a dwarf drew no stares. But an Easterner was too rare a sight. Human, elf and dwarf gaped at her as she passed. Soon enough, they were stopped by a pair of watchelfs.

      “Good morrow,” one bade them. He was short and stout for an elf, of a height and build with Tom. The other was tall, skinny, a perfect counter to her partner. Tom might have found it comical if he hadn’t seemed so confused. “What brings you to the Harbour?”

      Tom had expected to be dragged to a rat pit on sight. “Um.” Tom looked at the others, but they all looked at him. “We’re here to see the Proctor.”

      The taller watchelf nodded, as if such a thing were commonplace. “You’ve been sent by your patron, have you?” She seemed almost bored, looking over their heads at passers-by.

      “We don’t have a patron.”

      She was bored. She pointed a finger at a human girl and said, “Please don’t litter, citizen.” The girl started before picking up an apple core. “Directive one-eighty-two.” It took Tom a moment to realise the watchelf was now talking to them. “Every citizen under the rule of King Idris shall be assigned a patron to whom they will report their earnings, pay the taxes applicable thereof, and to whom they can raise concerns, grievances, and suggestions to improve the glory of the Kingdom.”

      The shorter elf smiled an apologetic smile. “Please, seek an audience with your patron.” He bowed his head. “Don’t worry, citizens. We know much is changing. But it’s all for the glory of Tir.” But he looked askance at Brega and added, “How did you come to the Kingdom, citizen? If I might ask?”

      “I came in the company of the Shield of the Eastern Angles, Lord Neirin Tarian, with a scimitar in my hand and an oath in my heart to see an end to Western aggression.” There was laughter and victory in her eyes.

      The bored watchelf narrowed her eyes at Brega. “Where do you hail from?”

      “Cairnabel.”

      The pair of them took a step back. Put a hand on knives at their waist. “State your business with the Proctor.”

      Tom said, “We want to offer him the appropriate gratitude for throwing us in his dungeon a few months ago.” Why let Brega have all the fun?

      “The escapees?” the short elf asked.

      “Possible,” the tall replied. “Not all of them, though.” To them she said, “I’m arresting you on suspicion of being fugitives of the king’s justice.”

      Tom raised his hands and forced a smile. “We’ll come quietly.”
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        * * *

      

      To Tom’s surprise, they were taken not to the tower but to the Judge’s office. This building bore a burn scar over its white sandstone surface, a bitter reminder of the dragon attack. But even this was being painted over, as if the aggression was but a dream, Men painted the same key symbol Tom had seen on the watch house in Cairnalyst. Tom had expected the inside to be the same, to see Erhenned covered up with the Kingdom. But little had changed. An old man sat at the counter and made the watchelfs sign paperwork before leading Tom and the others to a cell.

      “Don’t cause trouble,” he told them in a gruff murmur. “And trouble won’t come to you.” He said it with the absent-minded air of someone who said it to everyone who came into his care. Did he mean that prisoners suffered under the West? Or was it simply a way of making his own life easier, that he wouldn’t have to deal with troublesome guests?

      The cell was small, longer and taller than it was wide; the ceiling seemed to tower over their heads, with perhaps enough room for Gravinn to sit on Brega’s shoulders. It seemed a waste, and the cell was more oppressive for it. The doors and walls were wood, solid, covered in scratches and carvings and tallies from prior inmates. With no window, the only light came from a small, sputtering torch high above the door.

      “Do any of your plans work?” There was some of the old edge to Brega’s words, some of the same bite. She stood in the corner, unsure what to do with her hands, gaze examining every inch of wall and floor. Perhaps the bite wasn’t out of anger but of fear.

      So he said, “I’m sure this is temporary,” in a soothing tone. “Once Gerwyn hears we’ve come back, I’m sure he’ll send for us.” Though if he was being honest, he was pleased to have delayed a return to the rat pits. The very thought of being locked in one of them again made him feel short of breath. Hadn’t he once thought he’d prefer a pit to this cell? He’d been a fool.

      “So we wait?” Gravinn was sat on the floor, already scratching something into the wood between her feet.

      “We wait.”

      There wasn’t much room to lie down but Dank did his best, curling into a corner and dropping into a light doze which saw him twitch and mutter. Brega remained standing, ready. “You can sleep if you want,” she said, as if she didn’t care. But it was an offer. Tom nodded his head in thanks and sat. He was tired. Already he’d grown used to sleeping by day and travelling by night. So he let his head drop and he dozed.

      He dreamt of another cell, older, darker, wetter. He was alone, wrapped in rough cloth, cold and hungry and thirsty. He felt he’d been waiting a long time and expected to wait longer. But there were footsteps and a voice in the dark said, “So. You came back.”

      He was in Faerie, trying to keep Emyr on his feet. The old man was heavy and hurting. And Melwas said, “You will love us, little Tom. We will make sure of that.”

      He was hot, his limbs heavy, a great weight over his shoulders. His world was dark, vision limited to a slit of light. “Do you think that will protect you?” someone said.

      And Ambrose, still walking across Tir, plodding through heavy rain that slicked his hair to his face and drenched his old robes. “You and I, Tom. You and I,” he muttered. “We do what we have to do.”

      Tom woke with a start, expecting to feel cold rain on his face. But he was warm and dry. Inside. In a cell.

      Brega gave him only a glance. She was tired. He could see it in her eyes and in her shoulders.

      “Your turn.” He stood, forcing life into his limbs, forcing his mind awake. “Sleep.” When she shook her head, he said with more force, “Sleep.” He waited for her to meet his eye before adding, “You’re no good to Neirin if you’re dead on your feet.”

      “Don’t use my Shield against me,” she said. But there was no venom. No bite. She took his place and he took hers, squeezing past each other in the narrow cell. She sat, rested her forehead on folded knees, and fell asleep in moments.

      “What if he doesn’t send for us?” Gravinn stared up at him, her voice soft. Brega and Dank slept on.

      “Gerwyn?” No. Gerwyn would want to see them. They’d escaped his cells, taken him hostage, made a fool of him. “He’d want to see us.”

      “But what if he doesn’t?”

      He shrugged. “The fay can break us out.”

      “But they don’t know where we are.”

      “Don’t worry. Dank knows,” he told her. “What one fay knows, all fay know.”

      “Really?” she stared at Dank. “Everything?”

      “I think so.”

      “You have some sort of power over them.”

      Tom almost snorted. “Not at all.”

      “But they obey you.”

      “They help us,” he corrected her. “Because it suits them to do so. As soon as it suits them to do otherwise, they’ll abandon us.”

      “Do you really think that?”

      “I must do,” he said with a rueful smile. “I can’t lie.”

      “Can’t?” She peered at him, as if suspicious of a cruel joke.

      “A Faerie gift.”

      “Prove it.”

      Ah. That old game. How many people had asked him to prove he couldn’t lie? “How?” he would always ask.

      And they would always say, “Tell me a lie.” Gravinn was no exception.

      And he would say, “I can’t. I can’t tell you the sky is green, or that rats can fly, or that you have a thousand gold coins in your hand. But that won’t satisfy you, because you won’t know if I can’t say it or won’t say it. So you’ll ask me questions you think I wouldn’t answer truthfully. And when I do, you’ll realise it could be a ploy to make you believe me.” He shrugged. “There’s no way to prove I can’t lie.”

      “So everyone just believes you?”

      “Some don’t.” Some visitors had ridden away and refused him coin. And when he went to Regent’s court, some had called him a charlatan and a con artist. “Some take it on faith. I think most people only believe it when they see one of my foresights come to pass.”

      “Storrstenn told me about them,” she said, with the tone of someone who believed the person she was speaking to was simple or mad. “Have you had any foresights of this?” She pointed a finger at their four walls.

      “Not of this cell.” But, now he thought of it, this was where they had left Judge Hullworth. Jago. And he’d had a foresight of Jago. It would be a stroke of luck if he were to come to them. They had formed a bond. He would help them. “But I have foreseen a Judge. A boy named Jago.”

      “What did you see?”

      It felt like a lifetime ago. What had he seen? Not much, he seemed to remember. Jago said something. Maybe, “The law is the law?”

      Gravinn seemed unimpressed.

      Dank took a deep breath. “Are we still here?” he mumbled.

      “We’re still here,” Tom told him.

      “Feels like it’s been hours.”

      Dank sat up and rubbed his eyes. Brega stirred but didn’t wake. “It’s getting dark outside.” The fay had told him that. There was no way to know that from inside the cell.

      “I wonder what the holdup is?” Tom said.

      “Should we send someone to the tower?”

      They could. Fenoderee could slip unseen into Gerwyn’s rooms, find out what was going on. Maybe even subtly encourage the elf to fetch for his returned prisoners?

      But there was noise outside. A jangling of keys. This was it. Gerwyn wanted them in rat pits. Tom tried to quell the icy knot of fear in his gut.

      “Stand back in there!” Everyone climbed to their feet and shuffled against the far wall. Brega was alert, ready. It was incredible how quickly she awoke.

      The door swung open and three figures stood in the doorway. One was the same old man, keys in one hand, torch in the other. The others were elfs, garbed in white. The man lifted his torch higher and the elfs peered from beneath white hoods.

      “That’s them,” one said. Emyr’s black bones. The guard from the dungeon. The cruel one. Him. Tom felt his fists clench and his heart flutter, fear and fury rolling over him in waves. His fingers itched to close around that elf’s throat. “They’re the ones who escaped.”

      The other elf nodded. “It’s them.”

      “Very good,” the man said.

      This was it. They would be moved. But was there something they could do to these elfs on the way? Tom was loathe to leave this island without making them pay a price for how they’d treated them. Could they hurt them somehow? Kill them? Tom wished he had Caledyr. He could do something if he had Caledyr.

      He was so busy wishing for the sword he hadn’t noticed the door was being closed. “Wait,” he said, but the door was shut with a bang and a click. The lock was turned. He could hear faint footsteps receding.

      This wasn’t the plan. He rushed to the door. “Give me Gerwyn!” He hammered his fists against the wood, but it was so thick it didn’t even rattle. And there was no response. Nothing.

      “I don’t think your plan has worked,” Brega said.
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        * * *

      

      Tom persuaded them all to wait a few more hours. If Gerwyn hadn’t come for them by then, Fenoderee and Mester Stoorworm could engineer their escape. “But we have to give it a little more time,” he told them.

      “Why?” Brega was blunt as ever. “Is it worth this much effort? We could have hit half a dozen targets in the time we’ve spent on this one.”

      Because I want to put Gerwyn where he put me, he wanted to say. I want to see him in a rat pit. And I want Katharine’s maps. “It’s worth a few more hours,” he said.

      But no-one came. No Proctor, no elfs, not even their jailor. No sound or sign came to them through the thick walls. They had only Dank to reassure them that time was passing in the world outside.

      “The sun has set,” he told them, then, “The moon rises. It’s a clear night. Lots of stars. Puck is bored.”

      “He’s always bored,” Tom replied.

      “He wants to hunt mortals.”

      “Tell him he can’t.”

      Dank grinned. “Fenoderee already made that clear.”

      Fenoderee. That fay was an odd one. Supposedly he was the dark face to Glastyn. But though he was foul of face, he seemed to hold to a sense of morality and decency that was foreign to Glastyn. Glastyn was fey and flighty. But Fenoderee seemed decent and loyal.

      Tom sighed. This had been a bad idea. They hadn’t achieved anything. No Ambrose. No Gerwyn. No maps. He took a breath to put an end to it, but paused. Was that a noise outside? Yes. It was. Gerwyn. He’d left them stewing but he could wait no longer. He’d finally come to claim his prize.

      “Get back!” A deeper voice, bored and mean for it. They shuffled back against the wall. The lock clicked and the door swung open.

      It could only have been a handful of months since Tom had seen Judge Jago Hullworth, but he looked a decade older. Whatever had eaten the youthful flesh from his face had given him the beard he’d hoped for, thick and dark but unable to grow around the scarring on the left side of his face. He still clutched his withered left arm to his chest, but now he wore a glove on that twisted hand, and his clothes were both richer and more austere than before. He scowled into their cell and Tom felt himself quail.

      “Jago?” he said.

      “Judge Hullworth,” he corrected. His left eye was cloudy too. It seemed a cruel twist of fate that he had been further crippled. “I’m surprised you’d show your face here again.”

      Jago, it seemed, was no longer a friend. “You survived the attack.” They were empty words. But what else could he say?

      “Most of me.” Hullworth cast his good eye over them. “There were more of you.”

      “They aren’t here.”

      “I know. We searched the forest.” He took a breath and for a moment he looked pained. The scarring ran down beneath his neckline. How badly had he been burned? But he turned his pain into a fragile smirk. “You’re guilty of fleeing from justice.”

      “We fight for the duchies,” Tom told him. “We want to end this war. Topple Idris, free Erhenned.”

      “War’s over.” Hullworth’s voice grew gruff and hard. “We lost.”

      Over? Had Idris conquered the rest of Tir? No. No, he would know.

      “There’s fighting in the south.” Dank was backed into a corner. He peered at Hullworth with fear and fascination. “Raids carried out by small bands of Erhenni. There are rumours that Ria rules from a hidden fortress.”

      “There’s no truth to them stories.” There was a gruff mix of hope and resentment in Hullworth’s tone. “Ria is gone. And there’s no resistance can stand up to a dragon.”

      That much felt true. Tom had been face-to-face with that dragon. Seen how strong it was, how quick. Seen the devastation it wrought. Hullworth had seen worse, of course. But Tom understood that fear. Why try to fight if your enemy can draw on so much strength?

      He could almost hear the sword. The sense of duty. The sense of righteousness.

      “The West isn’t unstoppable,” Tom said. He took a careful step forward, extended a hand. “We’ve bloodied them. We kidnap officials, burn records, steal weapons, spoil rations. Every night, we ruin Idris’ ability to wage this war. Erhenned’s cause is our own.”

      “No.” Hullworth’s expression closed and he glared at them. His face was a mask. But was there hesitation? Despite his grizzled exterior he was still young. A boy at heart. Did he want to help them? But he said, “The law is the law,” with such finality that it crushed Tom’s hopes.

      Gravinn let out a little gasp.

      “The sentence for fleeing justice is death,” Hullworth told them. “Death by arena.” He stepped back and armoured Erhenni, Judge’s Hands, stepped past him and began to drag them from the cell.

      “Wait,” Tom called over the ruckus. “What about Gerwyn?”

      “Proctor Gerwyn?” Hullworth frowned. “He ain’t here. He was summoned to Cairnagwyn a few days after you escaped.”

      Cairnagwyn. They’d sat in this cell for hours and Gerwyn wasn’t even on the island. “Are you sure?” It was a stupid question. Why had he asked it?

      “Sure as tides.”

      They had wasted a day and a night. Maybe more. Iron nails. He had been so sure. He had almost felt his hands on Gerwyn’s throat, almost seen the terror in his eyes. Seen him wailing and flailing at a grate as the tide rose around him. Tom felt cold and sick. All he wanted was justice. Why couldn’t he get it? Why did Gerwyn deserve to escape?

      They were dragged into the streets. The night air was thick and close, a storm rolling in from the sea. “We need to leave,” Tom said. “Dank, it’s time to leave.”

      An Erhenni shook him but Tom was twisting in his grip, finding Dank with his eyes. The boy was pale, weak. His captors lifted him under his arms and his feet stumbled and dragged behind him.

      “Dank?”

      The boy lifted a slack-jawed gaze but said nothing.

      Iron. The Hands were wearing iron armour. Thick. Heavy. It wasn’t their style at all.

      “Don’t think your Faerie friends will be coming.” Hullworth grinned, his scarred face twisting. “I wasn’t one for Faerie tales and magic, truth be told. But once you’ve seen a dragon, well, you’ll believe most things, I reckon. I told Proctor Gerwyn we needed some iron armour, in case you came back. He told me I could have a dragon of my own if I put you back in a cell.”

      “So why don’t you?”

      “Because you’ll only escape again.” Hullworth looked away up the street. “And the law is the law.”

      Iron would weaken Dank’s link to the fay. Maybe sever it. The fay wouldn’t know to rescue them and couldn’t get close if they did. They had no weapons. And Hullworth had two Hands for each of them. Even if they could break free, they wouldn’t get far.

      Patience. He needed to wait. An opportunity would present itself. The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death. Calmness of the soul until death.

      What if there was no opportunity?

      Thunder rumbled overhead, and Tom looked up to see they were heading towards a building that looked too much like the Setta. Nowhere near as tall and in better repair, the only decay being the slow, soft touch of time that wore down the corners and the details of Cairnalyr. But the fate was the same. Execution in front of a crowd.

      They were dragged inside but stopped before they entered the arena. Erhenni held them at the end of their pikes whilst dwarfs strapped armour to their chest and limbs. Iron. It was heavy and cold, a cold that seeped through the skin and into your very core. It made the world seem too real, edges too sharp and too hard. Tom looked over at Dank. The boy could barely stand. Dwarfs were holding him upright.

      “You’re hurting him,” Tom said. But no-one said a word. Instead an Erhenni pushed a helm onto Tom’s head, a heavy, dark, close thing, stinking of the sweat of hundreds, tight on his head, the world reduced to a mere slit. Tom felt suffocated almost immediately and tried to take it off, but someone slapped it, sending a deafening ring around his head.

      “You keep that on.” Hullworth’s voice was muffled. Tom had to twist his body this way and that until he found him, angle his head just so until he could see him. “Take anything off and you’ll get an arrow in whatever you’ve exposed.”

      He’d underestimated the boy. He knew his lore and he was smart. If he covered them in iron, there was no way a fay could come to their aid.

      “What happens now?” Brega sounded too calm. Tom twisted to find her. The armour was too small for her, her robes bunching around the different pieces. But she stood tall. She didn’t lower her chin to peer through her helm at her captors.

      “Now you face Erhenni justice,” Hullworth told them. “You fight. You live? That makes you innocent. You die?” He shrugged. Nothing more needed saying.

      So. Trial by combat. This was how it would end. Tom shook his head. Without Caledyr he didn’t stand a chance. Dank would collapse as soon as he was released. He didn’t know about Gravinn. There wasn’t much armour that would fit her, so she wore only a helm. Brega would survive unless they swamped her with foes. He tried to catch her eye but she was staring into the arena. Looking for escape? Formulating a strategy?

      “Will we have weapons?” she asked.

      “Of course.” Hullworth waved them forward. “They’re waiting for you.”

      The weapons or the crowd? The people inside roared as they stepped out. Staggered, more like. The armour was heavy, yes. But it was the iron. It was hard to concentrate. Like his thoughts couldn’t fit in his mind anymore.

      The ground beneath them was a thin layer of sand over stone, the arena around them smaller than the Setta but packed with people. Elfs and Erhenni sat side by side, cheering and jeering at them. Brega stalked towards a pile of glittering metal, hands outstretched either side, ready for an attack, eager to pick up a weapon. She was right. Even if he was going to die, he would die with a sword in his hands.

      He wished he had Caledyr.

      There was a clatter behind him. The thralls had been called away and Dank had collapsed, face down in the sand. Tom took a step towards him, thinking to pick him up, but Brega called to him.

      “Rymour!” She was pointing, and Tom followed her finger to four figures emerging out of the other doorway. “Quickly.” She hefted a sword in each hand.

      What was the use? He’d defeated Topknot through luck. Caledyr had fought every other fight for him. But he watched the figures approach, partly armoured, bearing pikes and nets, broad-chested and slick. What was it Siomi had said? She knew the destination. It was the journey that mattered.

      He’d make his journey to the Isles of the Dead with a sword in his hand.

      “Gravinn, watch Dank.” The helm prevented him from hearing a response, the armour prevented him from running to Brega’s side. He strode as fast as he could, took a sword, picked up a pike too. “Do you have a plan?”

      “I can’t hear you.” She was shouting over the roar and through the helm. “They’ll try to snare us with the nets. Run us through with the pikes. Neither will work at close quarters.”

      “Right.” But there were four of them. He could barely fight one. The armour prevented him from looking back. “What about Dank and Gravinn?”

      “We’ll worry about them if we survive the first attack.”

      If. Even Brega wasn’t sure. But she was stood beside an untrained, unskilled human. “I’m sorry about Draig.” He’d said it before he’d even realised he was thinking it. “I suppose you’d rather it was him standing here.”

      “You do what needs to be done.” She thumped a fist against his chest, the armour clanking.

      The figures were closer now. Three men, one woman. All walking with the casual air of those who had done this a hundred times before. “Neirin will be safe.” He still felt he needed to apologise.

      “He will,” Brega replied. “We’ll make sure of it.”

      We. She included him in her burden. He felt a sudden swell of acceptance and smiled despite himself. He was trapped in iron armour, about to face four battle-hardened Erhenni, grinning like an idiot. “For the Shield?” he offered.

      “For the end.”

      He took a deep breath, the rank smell of the helm raking his tongue. “Do we wait?” The Erhenni were waving at the crowd, lapping up the attention.

      “Wait on death?” She turned to him. He could just make out her eyes through the slit. “Never.”

      They charged. The distance was short, but in armour it felt like leagues. Tom was exhausted within a dozen steps, his panting a deafening roar in his ears. Brega began to outstrip him but slowed to match his pace. One of the Erhenni hadn’t noticed their charge, still enjoying the adulation. That left three. One at a distance. One in their path, and one hanging back. No doubt waiting to pounce once they’d engaged the first.

      “I’ll break his guard,” Brega cried. “You take him down.” And with that she charged ahead. The Erhenni swung his net, the hooks on the end raking her armour, tangling her arms. He lunged with his pike, she caught it against her sword, slammed into him and knocked him down. Tom staggered the remaining steps, dropped to one knee, plunged his sword into the man’s bare chest.

      Up.

      It felt so like Caledyr it startled him, sending him to his feet again. The second Erhenni was swinging her net. Tom had little time to raise his pike, had plenty to watch the net wrap around it, tear the weapon from his grip. That left his short sword against her pike. She stabbed forward and Tom tried to slap it away. But he was heavy, clumsy. He missed the pike and almost fell. It was only his twisting stagger that meant the pike slipped past his chest rather than through his ribs. He flailed with the sword but she was too far away.

      Get in close. That’s what Brega had said.

      So he threw himself at her, but she was quick. Only her head and one arm were armoured; the rest of her was covered in either leather or sweat. Tom knew that made her vulnerable, but only if he could catch her. She danced away from every wild swing and lunge. Soon he’d be too tired to stop her pushing him down and slitting his throat.

      Brega. He turned and saw her caught in her dead opponent’s net. The other two Erhenni were rushing to claim the kill.

      He ran. Each step felt like his last, each breath seemed empty and airless, each heartbeat expected a pike through his back. But he ran and he bellowed, raising his sword as high as the armour would allow. It was madness. It was suicide. But one Erhenni faltered, and that was something. Now there was only one trained killer to contend with.

      This one came pike first, and rather than stab it forward he swung it through Tom’s legs, sending him to the ground hard. Tom dropped his sword. Rolled onto his back. He was sweating and breathless and exhausted. For a moment he couldn’t imagine how he could get up.

      The Erhenni was standing over him. Reaching for his helm. To lift it, to expose his neck.

      Roll.

      But the armour was too heavy for rolling. He reached up for the other man instead, grabbing his arm, pushing him back. The man’s fingers scrabbled under Tom’s chin, flailing for a hold. He tugged the helm up, blocking Tom’s sight. Blind, almost deaf, on his back. This was not how he wanted to leave the world.

      A cry and then a heavy weight crashed onto him, driving the breath from his lungs. A pike blow? Was this it? No, the weight was still there. Someone had fallen on him.

      “Brega,” he cried. He reached up and pulled his helm back down. All he could see were thick, dark clouds. They flashed lightning and he called again. “Brega!”

      She didn’t answer. Was she dead? No, the weight was the man. He pushed and kicked his way free, rolled onto his front. Felt a sudden urge to throw up. Emyr’s teeth, not in the helm. He pushed himself upright, twisted about. There. Brega, fending off the other two, spinning and twisting a pike in each hand. She was incredible to watch. But the Erhenni were quick, skilled. Brega could keep them at bay but no more.

      He was going to throw up again. He pushed the helm free, cold, sweet air washing his damp head. The light from the torches was almost blinding and he blinked.

      There was a roar. He looked about, saw fingers pointing at him. Saw archers lift their bows. The execution. The arrow in the exposed part.

      He looked down at the dead Erhenni, bronze skin cooling in the night air.

      Tom fumbled for the sword with slick hands, stood, and began to run again. There was another roar from the crowd, they waved and pointed and even threw things. Ignore it all. Any moment he might feel the punch of an arrow and then nothing at all. Brega was swinging left and right, attackers on either side. She was tiring. Her movements weren’t as quick. Not as precise. And the Erhenni knew it. They were toying with her.

      “Face me!” Tom roared with what little breath he had. And it worked. One of the Erhenni turned.

      Brega didn’t hesitate. She thrust her pike, but it was slow. Instead of skewering her foe, it merely sliced through his flank. The man swore, flailed his own pike. But Brega was already moving towards her other foe, throwing her attention on him. Did she think she had killed him? Or was she trusting Tom to protect her.

      An arrow bit into the sand by his feet. Hullworth’s threat hadn’t been an empty one. Good.

      The wounded Erhenni set his guard, pike pointed at Tom, ready to impale him. Calmness of the soul until death. Calmness of the soul until death. But without Caledyr, the mantra didn’t work. He was hot, exhausted, weak. So he stumbled forward, waving his sword. When the pike thrust forward, he failed to bat it aside and it slipped under his arm and up into his armpit. He felt a searing hot pain, but didn’t stop. He thrust his sword, the Erhenni twisted, the blade slicing a little skin but no more. And then they were locked together. The Erhenni’s pike was useless, trapped by Tom’s arm. Tom tried to bring the sword to bear but the other man caught his wrist, held it tight. He was strong. His footwork was good. He stepped, turned, twisted, trying to trip Tom. They danced in circles.

      Please. Please shoot already.

      He tried to spare a glance for Brega but didn’t dare give the Erhenni an advantage. Up close he could see past the grill of his helm, see his eyes. Not dark and grinning like Tom had expected. They were cold. Dead to this, to the pain and the spectacle. He was doing this because he had to. Not because he wanted to.

      This man didn’t deserve to die.

      An arrow ricocheted from Tom’s armour, the impact enough to make him stagger. They were shooting to kill now.

      “Yield.” The man’s voice was hard, empty. “If you yield, I will make it quick.” He meant it as a gift. A favour, from one man to another.

      “I can’t,” Tom said. “I have to stop this war. I have to stop King Idris.”

      The man’s eyes went wide and he reared back. “It’s true,” he whispered.

      Pain and shock wiped every thought from Tom’s mind. He found himself on his back, his lips wet. The Erhenni had headbutted him. He blinked, looked up. Saw an arrow in the man’s chest.

      “No.”

      But the Erhenni grinned. “You’re free.” Blood seeped from his lips as he spoke, then he coughed and dropped to one knee.

      Tom struggled to his knees, crawled to the other man, reached for the arrow.

      “Leave it.” He coughed again, spraying blood on the sand. His words bubbled on his lips. “I always knew I’d die here.”

      “No, don’t.” Tom could taste blood on his own lips.

      “It’s okay.” He waved a hand. “Take off my helmet.”

      Tom tugged it free. The man beneath would have been handsome if not for his ugly injuries, a broken nose, a scar on his forehead, missing teeth.

      “Make me a deal,” he said to Tom. “I die for you, and you get those elfs out of my duchy.”

      Tom just nodded.

      “Set my people free.” The last was a whisper, and then he slumped, falling into Tom’s arms. Was he dead? No, he breathed. He was heavy but Tom held him, a hand in his hair, stroking, soothing.

      “Don’t be scared,” Tom said. “There is no hunger or pain in the Isles of the Dead.” This was what he should have done for Topknot.

      “Finish it.” He sounded like he was drowning.

      Tom closed his eyes, shut out the roar and the light. All he could hear was this man’s choking breath, feel his body cooling and twitching. Damn him. Damn Idris for making him do this.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      The Erhenni groped for Tom’s hair, clutched it. “Don’t be.” He retched. “If I die for you, I die for Tir.”

      “For Tir.” Tom repeated. The other man’s head lolled and he gazed at something only he could see, his bloody lips working but making no sound. His face twitched when Tom opened his throat and then he was still.

      Tom dropped the sword and laid the dead man on the sand. He had no bread. Would likely not be given any, either. So he said, “I cannot do the ritual right. But leave your wrongs behind you. I will take them, bread or no bread. Go into the West, to the Isles of the Dead, in innocence and goodness.” He closed the man’s eyes. “The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death.”

      He stared at the dead man until the Judge’s Hands dragged him from the arena.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You are innocent in the eyes of the law,” Hullworth growled. “No man can punish or accuse you now.”

      Judge’s Hands unstrapped their armour outside the arena. Tom’s clothes were soaked beneath it. Brega leant heavily against a wall.

      “So you’re letting us go?” Gravinn asked. She hugged herself and flinched from anyone who came near her.

      “As the law demands.”

      Dank was pale, paler than Tom had ever seen another being. His tattoos seemed dark, alien things on such white skin. Tom had insisted his armour had been removed first but the boy had been limp and unresponsive. He lay on the ground, silent, unmoving. But he breathed. Tom could see his chest moving.

      “Gerwyn took things from us,” Tom told Hullworth. “A Pathfinder’s maps. We would have them returned.”

      But Hullworth shook his head. “This trial was about you fleeing justice. Not about what a Proctor confiscated from you.”

      “He stole them.”

      Hullworth’s eyes flared. “Then that Pathfinder had best file a report with another Judge. Were it up to me you’d all be dragon food about now.”

      “We have maps,” Gravinn said. “Let’s leave now. While we can.”

      But Hullworth said, “No.” He waved a hand at the others. “You’re free to leave. But not him. Regent wants him back.”

      Tom felt a chill. The night air was freezing on his damp clothes. “You said that was nothing to do with Erhenned. There was no reason for you to get involved.”

      “Well.” Hullworth pointed a good finger to his scarred face. “Now we’re all one happy Kingdom, aren’t we?”

      Fight. Fight and survive. That’s what the sword would say. But he was too tired. Every turn he made there was another obstruction, another thing in his way. Why couldn’t it be easy?

      But that man had taken an arrow. For Tir.

      “I’m not going to Regent.” He’d meant to sound strong but instead he sounded like a weary old man.

      “You’ll obey the law.”

      “We know not the laws of men.” Dank’s voice was dark, angry. Mab. The boy didn’t move, but his voice was filled with her. “You have put on a good play this night, mortal man. But we tire of your antics. Let Tom go, or suffer Faerie’s displeasure.”

      A Hand laughed, but Hullworth’s face was still. “We have iron,” he said.

      “We are immortal. Mere pain is temporary.”

      “Iron has left you feeble.” Hullworth didn’t sound like he believed his own words. “We have little to fear.”

      Dank-as-Mab lifted his head with obvious effort. “Cut us down with iron, stone, enchanted swords, it matters not. You will tire. We will not. We will suffer no mortal to stand between us and a thing we want. And if we want your suffering, we shall have it. You shall hurt until you beg for the mercy of death. And we will grant it, just so you know one moment of sweet relief. One moment, before we take you for our own. And then you shall know an eternity of pain.” Dank gave Hullworth a sweet, frightening smile. A smile that spoke of a will to see all manner of horrors visited upon him, no matter the personal cost. “You will dance to our tune, little man. You all do, in the end.”

      Tom felt a chill that wasn’t the night air and he felt insignificant and small.

      “Let them go.” Hullworth’s voice was little more than a whisper, and he met no-one’s eye.

      Hands escorted them out of the city and left them limping through the dark towards the forest as the storm finally broke and drenched them in sheets of rain.

      “We should burn that city to the ground.” Brega had to shout over the downpour. She and Tom were carrying Dank as best they could between them. The boy was strengthening but still needed help to walk.

      “No,” Tom said. “Hullworth is angry. He’s just angry at the wrong people.”

      She grunted. “You want me to feel sorry for him?”

      Hullworth had tried to see them dead. Tried to hand him over to Regent. But Tom couldn’t be angry. “Maybe.” Crippled and burnt, forced to accept Western rule. Was Hullworth really the enemy? Or was he like that Erhenni, forced to do a task or lose his life? “He doesn’t seem happy with the way things are.”

      “Maybe he should try fighting the enemy instead of his allies.”

      Tom thought of Six and Katharine. It wasn’t always as easy as that.

      The walk through the forest was long, far longer than Tom remembered.

      “So what now?” Brega said. “This was a failure from start to finish.” She sounded exhausted. But she was right.

      “Rest,” Tom said. “Regroup.” For Tir. That’s what the Erhenni had said. It felt like an oath. A promise to a dead man. “And no more chasing after Gerwyn.”

      Brega let out a sharp laugh. “That’s your best plan so far.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      Tom had never been so pleased to see the grey fog of the Between. As soon as they stepped through the Faerie Circle the fay were all over them. Puck cavorted and pranced around them, begging for a chance to go and make merry mischief amongst the Erhenni. Fenoderee took Dank, lifting the boy with ease and cradling him like a babe.

      “Thank Eirwen’s grace you are well,” the fay gurgled. He looked troubled. “What happened?”

      “You don’t know?” Tom asked. Relieved of Dank’s weight, Brega immediately turned and lifted his arm. A sharp pain made Tom hiss.

      “You were lucky.” She tugged his shirt, which in turn tugged his skin. “This could have claimed your life.”

      She fetched her supplies, cutting off Tom’s shirt and cleaning his wound while he told Fenoderee what had happened. The fay sat by Dank, now sleeping, holding the boy’s hand. “You were lucky to escape,” Fenoderee said when the tale was done.

      “We were.” Tom nodded at Dank. “Will he be okay?”

      Fenoderee nodded. “Iron armour would have undone a fay. But Dank has a mortal body. Rest will see him restored to his old self.”

      “Undone?” Gravinn asked in a small voice. Tom had thought her sleeping.

      “The worst fate for a fay, ho ho!” Despite being forbidden to punish Hullworth, Puck was still in fine spirits. “The closest we come to death, ho ho!”

      “Death?”

      “It’s only temporary,” Fenoderee assured her. “We disappear for a time. We return.” He stroked Dank’s hair. The boy moaned in his sleep. “But he will be fine when he awakes.”

      Awake. Sleep suddenly seemed so inviting. “Are you done?” Tom said to Brega.

      “Do you want it to keep bleeding?”

      “No.”

      “Then wait.”

      He wasn’t sure whether to be grateful for the stitching. The needle was sharp, the sensation of catgut being pulled through his skin was sickening, but it kept him awake. When she was done his flesh was throbbing. But he made sure to say, “Thank you.”

      She waved him away.

      “Do you need me to do anything for you?”

      “I think you’ve done enough for one day.” But there was a tired smile in her eyes as she lay on the ground. She folded her arms over her chest.

      “How do you know which way to face?” he asked her.

      “I’m sure Angau doesn’t mind.” Her tone said she didn’t much care if he did. If Tom felt tired, how must she feel? Yet she still lay down to say her prayers? She must have the stamina of ten men. “Don’t watch me,” she said.

      “Sorry.” He lay down. No need for a blanket or a cushion of any kind. The ground in the Between was soft enough. He closed his eyes and it was all too easy to let go of his aches and pains and sleep.
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        * * *

      

      He had just one dream. A castle, silent as the grave. Home only to dust and cobwebs and broken, rotting furniture. Made beautiful by the sunlight streaming through enormous windows of stained glass.
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        * * *

      

      Tom woke to aches and pains. His joints were stiff. The wound in his flank throbbed. And he was cold, too; his torso was pale and goosebumped. He sat up with a groan, took a moment to find his bearings. Staggered over to his saddlebags and pulled out a shirt and a canteen. The water was warm and old but delicious nonetheless.

      “Are you okay?” Mester Stoorworm’s rumble made Tom jump. He turned and watched the fay slither towards him, head down, hands clasped before him.

      “Well enough, all things considered.” Tom forced a smile. But the fay seemed troubled, upset. “Are you?”

      “We feel bad.” He wrung his hands, frowned at the ground as if it had wronged him. “You needed our help.”

      “The iron severed Dank’s connection to you.”

      “We know. But we wish we could have protected you. Like we were supposed to.”

      The fay was like a big child. Tom reached up and patted one of the broad, scaly shoulders. “You would have done a good job,” he said. “I’m sure of it.”

      That brought a smile to the fay’s lips. “We would have kept you safe,” he said, nodding his head. “You wouldn’t have got hurt.” The smile dropped away. “Does it hurt a lot?”

      Tom lifted his left arm a little and the pain told him to stop. “Quite a bit,” he admitted. “But it’s not your fault.”

      Stoorworm dropped his head again. “We will do better next time.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong this time.” All of a sudden he felt too tired to coddle this enormous fay. He patted his arm again and said, “Why don’t you see how Dank is doing?”

      The fay nodded and slithered away. Body of a snake, head of a dragon, monstrous arms and the mind of a child. Tom shivered. He felt as if he should be haunted by the Erhenni’s sacrifice, by his final words. But he kept thinking of Mab-as-Dank’s words instead. You will dance to our tune, little man. You all do.

      He tried to put on his shirt, grunted as his stitches tugged.

      “Let me help you.” Gravinn appeared behind him, holding the sleeve so Tom could better slip his arm through it.

      “Thank you.”

      “Thank you,” she echoed, but with fervent emotion. When Tom turned she gazed up at him with huge eyes. “You saved our lives. The both of you.”

      “Thank Brega,” he replied. “She did the real fighting. I’m lucky to be alive.”

      But Gravinn shook her head. “I saw the proof with my own eyes,” she said. “Storrstenn didn’t tell me you were a great warrior.”

      “I’m not.” But she shook her head, so he said again, “I’m not a warrior.”

      She lowered her gaze, but Tom could tell she was humouring him. “I felt such fear,” she said. “Like the very flames of terror would consume me. It felt the earth had laid claim to my body already. And when I saw we had survived, I felt certain all my courage would fail me for the rest of my days, and I could not continue with our nightly activities. But if I think of you, running at two men amidst a hail of arrows, helm missing, roaring a challenge? Then I must find my courage again, for I dare not shame myself before the likes of you.” She laughed an embarrassed laugh. “Yet I tell you these things all the same. You must think me a coward.”

      The likes of him. She thought him a hero. “I was terrified,” he admitted. “I was sure we were all going to die. And that it would be my fault.”

      “It wouldn’t be courage if you weren’t afraid.”

      It wasn’t courage. Or that’s what he tried to say. But he couldn’t. And that heartened him. Perhaps he was brave after all. But he could say, “I’m not a hero, Gravinn. You don’t have to be afraid of shaming yourself. Not in front of me.”

      She nodded. Hopefully that would be the end of that. “Brega still sleeps.”

      “I’m not surprised.” He glanced over at her, a bundle of black a dozen steps away. “Dank too, it seems.” Fenoderee and Stoorworm watched over him. It was comforting to see how much they cared about the boy. It seemed Katharine was wrong. Dank wasn’t a slave. He was one of them. “Have you slept?”

      “I can’t seem to settle,” Gravinn replied. “Every time I close my eyes, I see a man with a pike standing over my head.”

      “I know the feeling.” He’d had similar nightmares about Topknot. “Perhaps we should rest a while. Get our strength back before we go back into the Kingdom.”

      She nodded. “I thought of an easy target,” she said. “For when we’re ready. A town called Clederlor. There is a great forge there where they make these.” She lifted a hand and Tom saw a tiny gold bell in her palm.

      “What is it?” He’d seen them on Six, as part of his new outfit. And bells seemed to be everywhere in the Kingdom.

      “A symbol of ownership,” she told him. “An elf can wear one, or put one on his coat of arms, for each family that owes him patronage and each thrall he calls his own.” She picked it out of her palm with her fingers. “To a dwarf, it’s a symbol of our slavery. While an elf wears your bell, you do not belong to yourself.”

      Of course. It had to be a bell. It had to be something that made noise, that drew attention to itself. That demanded everyone looked and admired how many people the wearer owned. “Did you take that from your master?”

      “I did,” she replied. “After you killed him.”

      Tom tried not to remember how it felt to cut that elf’s throat. “There was too much risk to leave him alive.”

      “I know. I’m grateful.” She tucked the bell into a pocket. “You set me free.”

      Her gratitude felt too heavy, like a burden. He cleared his throat. “So you would break this forge?”

      “I would.” She looked up at him with a fierce smile. “I would see every bell in the Kingdom broken.”

      Tom felt himself smile too. But before he could say anything, movement caught his eye. Fenoderee walking towards them, his expression sombre. “There’s trouble,” he said reluctantly.

      “With Dank?” Tom asked. “Is he okay?”

      Fenoderee’s neck cracked as he shook his head. “Six and Katharine are missing.”

      Taken? Kidnapped? Killed? “Missing?”

      “We sent Puck to check on the others. They were gone when he arrived. So were their horses.”

      So they had left. “Where did they go?”

      “No-one knows.”

      No. Tom knew. Damn Six’s eyes. “Is everyone else safe?” He cast a glance at Brega. She still slept.

      “Everyone is safe and well. Storrstenn is angry. He says Six is going to betray them.”

      “Can we talk to them?”

      “The nearest Circle is hours away.”

      And Puck had walked that distance on Fenoderee’s orders? Tom found that hard to believe. “Is Puck still with them?”

      Fenoderee nodded.

      “He needs to tell Storrstenn to leave. Now. Get off the roads, stay away from the cities. Without Six to act the lord, they’ll draw suspicion.”

      “Storrstenn doesn’t have the Second Sight.”

      “Then tell Neirin.” He turned to Gravinn. “We need a map of the area. As detailed as possible.”

      Fenoderee said, “The dwarf says he doesn’t need to be told that by the likes of you.”

      The likes of him. “Then why is he still there?”

      “Are we going to look for them?” Gravinn asked.

      “We don’t need to look.”

      “You know where they are?”

      “I know where they will be,” he said. “They’re going to Tartos Valley. They’re going to ruin everything.”
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        * * *

      

      There were no Faerie Circles inside Tartos Valley. The nearest one was three miles east. It had not been so long ago that the whole area had been unspoilt woodland. But when the West started binding dragons, the ground was cleared for five miles in every direction.

      “For security,” Gravinn explained. “No-one can approach the valley unseen.”

      “So how will we do it?” Tom asked.

      “We won’t,” was her reply. She gave him a mournful gaze, sorry to contradict him.

      “They will,” he replied. He pointed at her ill-gotten maps. “Six has local knowledge. Katharine is a Pathfinder without peer. They’ll find a way in. So we have to too.”

      “Ho ho ho.” Puck had reappeared once Tom had said they were headed to Tartos Valley. “Such folly, Tom. We see no need to find a way in, not if we catch these little birds first.”

      “We need to figure out how they plan to get in,” Tom replied. He didn’t have the patience for Puck. Every one of the fay’s ‘ho ho ho’s grated on his nerves. “We don’t have to get in ourselves.”

      “Tom is right, Puck,” Fenoderee said. “How can we pursue if we don’t know which way to run?”

      The sword was a drumbeat in Tom’s mind.

      Find them. Catch them. Stop them.

      “Let’s just run everywhere and hope we run into them!”

      “That won’t work, silly Puck,” Mester Stoorworm said.

      “It’s a Puck’s prerogative to be silly.”

      “We should ask Herne for help.” Mester Stoorworm swung his enormous head towards Tom, who took a step back; he was too close. The fay bared his oversized teeth in a grin. “He’s good at finding things.” He frowned. “But he’s a bit scary.”

      “No,” Fenoderee said. “This is not a hunt.”

      “It sort of is.” Mester Stoorworm settled on the ground, resting his jaw on his hands and gazing up at Tom. “It’s sort of a hunt.”

      “We’re not chasing down a deer,” Tom said. He’d seen Herne hunt before. By the time he was finished, the prey was unrecognisable. And Melwas was laughing. “This is a search. We need a Pathfinder, not a hunter.” He looked at Gravinn. “We need a way in.”

      “You won’t find one.” She shrugged, helpless. “It’s the most secure place in Tir.”

      “Katharine will find a way in,” Tom replied. He could see her now, reading the land, placing her feet, finding the way that no-one else had.

      “It’s not possible.”

      “You don’t know her.”

      “I know this.” She held a map out to him. “You can walk to this Valley from any direction you choose and your fate will be the same: you will be spotted and you will be shot before you come anywhere close to the miles of wall around that place.

      “Then they won’t approach overground.”

      Gravinn looked like she didn’t have the heart to correct him.

      Find them. Catch them. Stop them.

      Tom pointed at her map. “What’s this?” he asked.

      She looked and said, “A river.”

      “And where does it go?”

      “Underground.”

      He turned to Fenoderee and asked, “Do the fay know where it goes?”

      “They do,” he gurgled after a moment. His eyes asked Tom not to ask. Did he oppose this? Did he want Six to succeed?

      “The river doesn’t go into the valley.” It was Dank that spoke. “But there are caves and tunnels.”

      “They stretch for miles,” Fenoderee said. “Narrow, dark and cold. We could be lost down there for days. Longer.”

      “Do the fay know the way through?”

      Fenoderee shook his head. “We’ve never needed to.”

      “You see?” Gravinn gave a helpless shrug and rolled up her map. “No way in.”

      Tom squeezed Caledyr’s grip and felt the sword give him the answer. Not every hunt ends in bloodshed. “Fetch Herne.”

      “Tom?” Fenoderee reached out a hand but stopped short of touching him.

      “He can find a way through.” Herne had an incredible sense of smell, not just for prey. Tom had watched him find a way out of a forest by smelling the difference in the air.

      Fenoderee shook his head, but his eyes told Tom he was right.

      “Ho ho ho.” Puck’s voice wasn’t a laugh at all. “You wound us, Tom, to pick that thing over us, your friend, your boon ally, your friendly Puck.”

      Find them. Catch them. Stop them.

      “If you can do what he does, Puck, by all means.”

      “Whatever we do, we need to do it soon.” Brega was stood apart from them, by the horses. She wanted to go back to Neirin, but she knew his life was in far greater danger if Six and Katharine were caught by the West. “We’re losing ground.”

      “She’s right,” Tom growled. He turned to Fenoderee. “Fetch Herne.”

      The fay shook his head, neck grinding. “He will not help you.”

      “Fetch Herne.”

      “Remember what he’s like.”

      “Fetch,” Tom said, “Herne.”

      Fenoderee clasped his hands together and lowered his voice to a bubbling murmur. “Let this go, Tom. Let them go to Tartos. You know what they do is right.”

      Find them. Catch them. Stop the enemy.

      Tom drew Caledyr by an inch. “You will fetch Herne,” he growled. “Then you will go to Neirin and keep him safe.”

      He had thought Fenoderee would plead or argue. Instead he dropped his hands and drew to his full height, cracking and popping as he did. A spider skittered out of a gap in his mouldy skin and under some moss. He nodded, and his body began to mist and swirl, dissolving into the fog. No, not all of it. Some of it shrank and hunched, and solidified into Herne’s sweating, stinking, squatting form.

      “You summon us.” His mouth didn’t move, his voice coming from somewhere within that hart-skull head. It sounded like stones grinding together.

      Tom’s anger shrank in a moment, replaced by uncertainty. Had he done the right thing? “I do,” he said, without quaver.

      Herne’s eyes were just tiny lights glowing deep within the sockets. Tiny, red, malevolent lights. Searching. Hungry. “Do not think to command us.”

      “I ask only for your help.” But his request seemed presumptuous now. He’d grown too used to Puck, Fenoderee, and Mester Stoorworm doing what he told them. He’d forgotten they were an exception to a dangerous rule.

      “And why should we?” Sometimes Herne crawled around Tom’s ankles when they spoke. But this time he was still, squatting back on thick haunches, gazing up at him. Sometimes he growled in the back of his throat and his shoulders shifted, like a cat getting ready to pounce. It made Tom want to take a step back.

      But fear was what Herne wanted to see. “There is no reason you should,” Tom said. “But I thought you would appreciate the hunt.” He strengthened his grip on Caledyr, drawing on it.

      Find them. Catch them. Stop them.

      “What is a hunt without a kill?”

      “Is it the kill you savour? Or the chase itself?”

      Herne snapped his skeletal jaws. “Both.”

      Not the answer he’d been hoping for. He wished he had Fenoderee instead of Herne. “There is no kill at the end of this hunt.”

      His mouth gaped open. Tom had learnt long ago that was Herne’s impression of a smile. “There. You command us.”

      Yes. He did. But instead he said, “I state only truth. This is a hunt without a kill. If you would help us, you would have my gratitude. If it is of no interest to you, I understand.”

      Herne seemed to think for a moment, then cast his gaze to Puck, who stood with unusual stillness. “Is he coming with us?”

      “He does not have to.”

      “No. Bring him.” That gaping smile again. “We want him to report back to his queen how we saved this little adventure for her.”

      “Saved?” Any jollity Puck once had was gone. “What matter is it if these two find their way into this valley?”

      Herne’s jaw gaped even wider. “They call us an animal. A creature. A monster. Yet we have more wit than the queen’s fool.” Then he laughed, an awful sound, one that made Tom feel quite sick. Even Brega winced.

      “Come,” Herne said. “Let us hunt.”
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        * * *

      

      Tom had imagined a mighty cave mouth in the ground, the river flowing inside, leading to mighty tunnels that would accommodate them with ease. But, in fact, the river was small, only a few feet wide, and it tumbled into a hillside, a little waterfall that seemed no more than a crack in the ground. What wasn’t water was wet rock, covered in lichen, with scrawny weeds growing in crevices.

      “Ho ho ho.” Puck’s voice echoed into the hole as he peered over the edge. “Is this hole one of little Fenoderee’s relatives? His mother, perhaps?”

      “That’s mean, Puck.” Mester Stoorworm peered in alongside him. They both looked like quizzical pets, a small furry dog beside a huge, scaly one.

      “Good, bad, mean, kind.” Puck shrugged. “These things mean nothing to a fool.”

      Tom dismounted and strapped Caledyr to his back. “We’ll have to leave the horses.”

      Brega nodded. “Agreed. Gravinn should stay with them.”

      “Me?”

      “You’re the only one who won’t provoke suspicion.” She tied a belt under her riding cloak and filled it knives, pouches, rope. “How far it is to the valley?”

      “Four miles,” Gravinn replied. She looked about her, as if there was a crowd watching. But they were alone amongst grassy hills.

      “As the eagle flies,” Dank added. He was still mounted and seemed disinterested in the hole. Instead he was looking towards the horizon. Tom followed his gaze, fearing discovery and a dragon on the wing. But there was nothing.

      “Dank has a point,” Tom said. “It will be a longer journey down there.”

      Brega nodded. “Wait until sunset,” she said to Gravinn. “If we have not returned, go to Neirin.”

      “Mester Stoorworm, you might have to stay too,” Tom said. It was obvious he wasn’t going to fit through the gap.

      The fay let out a whine. “Don’t leave us behind.”

      “Trust me, I don’t want to.” Tom peered into the hole. Dark and dangerous and ending in dragons. “I’d feel much safer with you.”

      “Please let us go.”

      But it just wasn’t possible. “Keep Gravinn safe.”

      “The moon is already high,” Brega said. It had taken them some time to ride here from the nearest Circle.

      Tom said nothing, just stared back at Stoorworm’s baleful, pleading gaze. Finally the fay gave a mournful nod and hunkered into a tight coil beside the horses, sulking.

      “We could use some light, Dank,” Tom said.

      “We need no light, Thomas Rymour,” Herne grated.

      “The rest of us do.” Tom pointed at the hole in the ground. “Let’s go.”

      Herne snapped his teeth at Tom and, when Tom didn’t flinch, shouldered aside Puck and Mester Stoorworm and crawled down into the dark. The tumbling river splashed over his skin before swallowing him. Then everyone turned to Tom and waited for him to follow.

      Find them. Catch them. Stop them.

      Dank’s sprite did little but make the waterflow glow. And the rock was slick, his footing precarious. The falling river was cold and distracting, and he found himself panicking, scrabbling for handholds. He kept picturing himself slipping and breaking his skull on the rocks below.

      The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death.

      He took it slow, inched his way down. The river hammered on his head, his shoulders, slapped at his hands. The rocks were smooth, worn by water, ready to let him fall if he didn’t have a strong enough grip or a sure enough footing.

      It was getting darker. The sprite’s light wasn’t strong enough and he cast too much of his own shadow. He had to go by feel alone, and the rocks felt smaller and more slippery with each movement.

      Find them. Catch them. Stop them.

      The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death.

      He looked to see how far he had to go and water ran down his face and into his eyes. He felt a moment of blind panic, felt himself back in the rat pit. Hauled himself up to get beyond a rising tide that wasn’t there.

      Slipped.

      Fell.

      He let out a tiny cry before a wet stinking form took hold of him.

      “We have you,” Herne grated in his ear.

      He’d fallen all of a foot. “Thank you.” He turned and saw, for the first time, Herne standing like a man. His back was hunched, he still looked like a wild thing, and his head was still a skull. But, for the first time, Tom wondered if there wasn’t more to Herne than the hunter.

      “Don’t thank the hound for making sure the fox doesn’t drown.”

      No such luck. Tom watched the fay drop to all fours again and crawl away.

      Dank and Brega descended without incident, and Puck leapt and jumped his way down as if it were a game. “We fancy no-one got down as quick as us, eh?” he asked, then growled at Herne. “Not even the hunter could do that.”

      “A steady stalk catches the quick brownie every time.” Herne clawed his hand and closed the fingers slowly, chuckling like pebbles dropping in a chasm.

      “Enough.” The fall, however short, had shaken Tom. He was wet and cold, and the tunnels were narrow and dark and dripping. It was too much like Cairnalyr. Even Caledyr wasn’t comforting him.

      Find them. Catch them. Stop them.

      It was like a mantra in his head. It wearied him and he let go of the blade. But he heard it all the same.

      Herne led them on a path that was more often in the river than not, the riverbed uneven, their path twisting and turning into the depths of Tir. Tom’s boots became waterlogged, his feet grew numb as they slipped and stumbled and slogged in Herne’s wake. The only solace was that their path was uncomplicated; the river flowed, and they followed. But, after a time, they stepped into a cave and, while the river gurgled happily in one direction, more tunnels branched off in others.

      Puck leapt to his feet and bellowed, “Ho ho ho!” The echo resounded over and over and the fay seemed very pleased with himself.

      “We are seeking a stealthy entrance to the valley,” Brega said. Tom could tell she was angry, but forcing a calm tone. “That sort of thing might put us in danger.”

      “Ah, lady elf.” Puck pretended to swoon at her feet. “What is it about those stern eyes and that disapproving stare that makes our heart beat so?”

      “I’ve stopped hearts for saying less.”

      Puck’s lovesick face turned into a dark and delighted grin. “We’re sure you have.” His voice was like treacle. “But our sounds reach only the ears of those we wish it to.”

      “Yet I hear you still.”

      It was a dangerous game to play with Puck, who was as likely to delight at a retort as he was to rip out for a keepsake the tongue that uttered it. Yet Tom could see in her eyes that Brega didn’t speak out of naivety. She knew what Puck was. And, somehow, she knew how to keep him sweet, for Puck chuckled and pawed at her.

      “A wit like yours is a rare thing, my lady,” he said, then turned a wicked look on Tom. “She is more fun than you have proven to be.”

      The knowledge that those words were meant to hurt him didn’t lessen their sting. “Which way, Herne?”

      The fay was crouched at a tunnel, sniffing. Like everything else about him, the sound was a disgusting and disturbing thing, wet and hollow, like it would cover you in mucus and then draw out your soul.

      Tom touched Caledyr. Find them, catch them, stop them. It was more comforting than his silly fears.

      The fay crawled to another tunnel, sniffed, then to another. He didn’t know.

      “Why not follow the river?” Brega asked.

      “Dank said it didn’t go to the valley.” Though sat in the dark, it was easy to imagine the boy had been lying.

      She grunted, cast her eyes around the cave. She was hard to read with the light so dim. “Some of those tunnels are little more than cracks. We could get stuck. Or worse.”

      Tom nodded. Now would have been a perfect time to call on Katharine. She’d have known which was both the safest and quickest way. There was no certainty that Herne would pick either.

      “This one.” The fay was already crawling into a fissure in the wall of the cave, barely wide enough to squeeze through.

      Tom shared a look with Brega, then with Dank. “You asked for him,” the boy said, but smiled to take the sting from the words.

      “I did.” So Tom turned and climbed after him.

      This path was tougher than their last one, with no flat ground to walk on. Each step involved bracing himself against the rock walls on one side or the other, leaning this way and that, feet never flat, ankles always complaining. After what seemed like miles but was perhaps only a few hundred yards, he began to yearn for a rest, and wondered if they would reach the valley before sunrise. Would they have to stop, to rest? Had Six and Katharine? No. They must have known they’d be pursued. They wouldn’t have stopped. He pictured them clambering through this space, driven, pushed forward by zeal. Desperate to ruin what Tom and Dank and Brega and Gravinn had been building.

      The tunnel disappeared and he saw Ambrose, stood staring at the ground as if he had forgotten how to sit. “Do you think me a puppeteer too, Tom?” he asked. “I have been planning and plotting for centuries to make all this happen.”

      He came back to the present folded at the bottom of the fissure, pain in an ankle, old pain reignited in his head. He’d slipped and fallen.

      “Tom?” It was Brega’s voice. “Are you well?”

      He was getting a little tired of all these injuries he was accumulating. But he said, “Well enough.” He pushed himself to his feet. His ankle wasn’t sprained, but it still hurt. “Let’s keep moving.”

      The space grew tighter, then opened into another tunnel, this one small enough to force Tom to double over. Water gurgled over their feet.

      “The river?” he asked.

      Herne was crouched in the water’s midst, snapping at it. “Not the same,” he gravelled. “Another one.”

      Tom nodded. “Which way?”

      Herne said nothing, only crawling away against the flow of this new river. Perhaps it was because they had followed a river in, but it felt wrong, like they were turning around. But he had no other choice; his own sense of direction was long lost. They were in Herne’s hands, for better or for worse.

      Herne had called him quarry, in Faerie. Melwas had scoffed, but then the two fay had whispered to each other. Had Melwas asked Herne to lead him into some kind of trap? Or was the fay conducting a perverse hunt of his own?

      They left the second river through another fissure, this one short and wide, so Tom had to slide through on his belly. But he only had to squeeze through a dozen feet before they came to another tunnel, this one big enough that he could almost stand straight. It seemed almost to double back, before meandering off in another direction. It didn’t seem possible that Six and Katharine had come this way. Were they lost? Or was Herne leading them astray?

      Another cave, bigger than the last, filled with great, dripping stalactites and stalagmites.

      “A moment,” said Brega. Tom was surprised that it was her to call a rest. She slouched against a stalagmite.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She took a small flask from her belt and sipped from it. Then, after eyeing him a moment, she offered it to him. “Water,” she said.

      He took a small sip and nodded. “Thank you,” he said. More for the gesture than the offer itself.

      She shrugged. “I’ll refill it from the next river.” She put it back in her belt and pulled out a piece of bread. She held it up to him.

      “You eat it,” he said, though his stomach betrayed him a moment later with a rumble.

      She tore it in two and thrust a chunk at him. “Don’t stand on ceremony, Rymour,” she said.

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologise either.”

      He resisted the urge to apologise again and sat opposite her. She was lowering her scarf so she could eat, her eyes shining in the dark, fixed on him. He could barely see her anyway, let alone make out her features. Nevertheless, he kept his eyes on the ground. He took a bite of the bread. It was old and dry, the remains of a loaf they’d taken from one of the villages, filled with sweet tomatoes and herbs. It seemed too full and too complicated to Tom, but he had to admit it tasted good. “Thank you,” he said again.

      She waved a hand at him, stuffed the rest in her mouth and quickly adjusted her scarf. She watched Dank as she laboriously chewed her huge mouthful; he was stood in low conversation with Herne. Both boy and fay were facing away from them and Tom couldn’t make out what they were saying to each other.

      Puck was hopping from stalagmite to stalagmite in silence.

      “Do you think we’ll catch up with them?” Tom asked.

      She chewed some more, giving him a look. “I think we have to,” she managed around her food.

      He nodded.

      She finally swallowed and said, “I always knew that elf was bad news.” She glared at him. “We shouldn’t have taken him with us.”

      “It wasn’t my choice.”

      “You told Neirin to take him.”

      “I told Neirin we would take him.” Tom picked at his bread. “There’s a difference.”

      “Barely.”

      “It’s there.”

      She shook her head and pulled out a small bag, held it up to him. “What’s in here?”

      Tom shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Exactly.” She waved the bag, swinging it in a gentle circle. “It could be anything. We have no idea. We’ll only know when I take it out.”

      “Fine.”

      “But when you have your foresights, you make it real.” She stopped waving the bag and said, “Once you’ve seen it’s a cake, it can’t be anything else.”

      Tom saw where this was going. “I see the future, Brega. Things to come. I don’t make them happen.”

      “You do.” She opened up the little sack, revealing a block of honeyed oats. “By seeing it, you make it so.”

      “You make it sound like Neirin had no choice to take Six.”

      “He didn’t.” She took a bite and wiped away crumbs. She spoke with her mouth full. “You made the choice for him. That’s what you do. You take away possibility and choice.”

      Her words lacked any edge of spite. But he still felt under attack.

      “I disliked you for that,” she said.

      Disliked. Not dislike.

      “And for killing Draig,” she added.

      He hadn’t killed Draig. But he had made sure he was left behind to die. “And now?”

      “Now I am Lord Neirin’s only protector. Chasing through the bowels of Tir after that Westerner keeps Lord Neirin safe. So I have no choice but to do it. The cake has no choice but to be a cake.” She took a bite, threw him the rest, stood and brushed away more crumbs. “And Draig betrayed us. I miss him. But he deserved worse than death.”

      It was chilling, to hear her speak of her friend in such a cool, detached tone. Tom climbed to his feet and nodded, but didn’t make eye contact. “Thanks,” he said.

      She gave him a nod and then turned to Herne. “Shall we continue?”
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        * * *

      

      It felt like hours before they felt a breeze on their skin. Herne had led them up, down, back and forth, through tunnels and cracks and even, at one point, over a narrow crevice, where one slip would lead to a fall without an apparent end. But, at last, Tom felt a breeze and smelt a rich, spring morning. And, yes, light. Light, up ahead.

      Herne stopped. “We’re here,” he grated.

      Eirwen’s grace. It felt like days since he’d seen the sun. He had to stop himself from running out into the light. Instead he said, “What now?”

      “Now?” Herne’s miserable, frightening little eyes were smiling. “We were not summoned for now.” Then he lay down like a dog before a fire and his eyes went dark. Sleeping? Tom didn’t dare nudge him.

      “Never fear, Tom,” Puck whispered. “You have your old ally still.”

      It was of surprising comfort, and Tom stepped over the sleeping Herne to peer around the corner. The tunnel ended in a crack, narrow and ugly, and beyond Tom could see glimpses of warm light and rich, green grass. He unstrapped Caledyr from his back and began to push himself through the gap, but Puck’s furry hand caught at his own.

      “Shouldn’t we go? We will not be seen.”

      A second surprise. Puck was not usually so sensible. Tom just nodded, stepped back into the tunnel and watched the fay wiggle through and disappear.

      “A scout?” Brega was given an unnatural halo by Dank’s sprite, hovering by her head.

      “Assuming he comes back.” No doubt Puck would find it very amusing to leave them waiting for hours.

      “He will.”

      She spoke with too much certainty. “Puck is unpredictable.” Tom stared into her eyes, willing her to understand him. “If you think you know him, it’s because he’s letting you see only one side of him. Then, one day, he will show you another side. That can end in bloodshed as easily as laughter.”

      He couldn’t see her eyes but she could hear the smile in her voice. “Concern? For me?”

      “We do not always see eye-to-eye,” he said. “But you don’t deserve to fall foul of Puck.”

      “That’s sweet.” She was amused. Laughing at him. But she reached out and patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry, Rymour. I can handle men.”

      “Puck is no man.”

      She shrugged. “Close enough.” She nodded after the fay. “Some like their women soft, sweet and demure. That one likes his women bawdy, rude and dangerous.”

      “He likes them running and screaming too.” Puck took particular delight in taunting and torturing mortals who didn’t have the Second Sight. Who couldn’t defend themselves against their invisible assailant.

      “He does. But if he sees I would only do that towards him with a sword in my hand, he will not threaten me.”

      “Or he’ll take it as a challenge.”

      “Trust me, Tom. A woman learns how to read men if she wants to stay safe.” There was something tight and hard in her voice and Tom almost asked how she had learnt that lesson. But she wouldn’t appreciate it. Of all things, Brega wanted her privacy respected.

      Something blocked the light. “Ho ho ho,” the shadow murmured. “Do we feel our ears burning?”

      Tom looked at Dank. Had Puck heard their conversation with the boy’s ears? But Dank shrugged so Tom said to Puck, “Is it safe?”

      “A rather silly word for where we are,” he grumbled. His shadow disappeared and said no more.

      “I think that’s as close to a ‘yes’ as we’ll ever get,” Tom muttered.

      As he squeezed his way through the gap, Tom understood how it could be overlooked; the rock twisted and turned so much you would think it only a crack in the rock, not an entrance to a tunnel. It was so artfully hidden he had the absurd feeling it had been manufactured. Then he was through and out and free.

      Tartos Valley was drenched in sunrise, warm for the time of year, the air still. Quiet too; there were no incidental sounds of wildlife, no sounds of work or talk. The only thing that filled the air was the hum of magic. Strong magic. But not the diffuse shimmer of Faerie. Here it was pointed, like a knife.

      That put him on guard, belied the beauty of the landscape. Behind him was a sheer rock cliff, but before him was rolling grass, peppered with trees, a river lazing its way from end to end. He could see one end of the valley, the ground climbing up in grass and tree and rock. The north end was obscured by early morning fog, not yet burned away by the low sun.

      That was where the magic was focused. That was where the dragons would be.

      “Rymour.”

      Brega was pointing at something caught on the rock of the tunnel exit: a tiny snag of red thread.

      “Six?” she asked.

      He nodded. But it seemed impossible that he could have found this path, even with Katharine’s skill. Without Herne, they would have been lost in the dark.

      But it wasn’t coincidence. “We need to move.” He set off at a jog, ignoring the pain in his ankle. But already he was exhausted. The journey had taken them all night and he was stiff and sore. The grass looked good enough to sleep on.

      “Rymour.” Brega again. She was jogging alongside but she put a hand on his arm. Enough to stop him. “Caution. Who knows who’s watching?”

      Before he could reply, the valley echoed with a scream. A dragon scream. He flinched despite himself and even Brega seemed to pale. Tom reached for Caledyr. It would do no good if a dragon dropped out of that fog. But it would make him feel better.

      But even the sword seemed to feel it. Dragon, it thought. Dragon.

      So much for comfort. But after the scream there was nothing and the valley was quiet again.

      “I think if there are any eyes in this valley,” Tom said, “they’ll be on the skies.”

      But nonetheless they sought cover, slipping through trees, creeping through undergrowth, crouching behind boulders. Boulders that were scorched. But Tom found it more unsettling to see Puck keep a low profile. Wouldn’t he be invisible and invulnerable to any attack?

      The rising sun began to burn away the fog, revealing the end of the valley, which was covered in buildings and other constructions, and much further away than Tom had thought.

      “Is that where we need to go?” Brega asked.

      “I think so.”

      “What’s our plan?”

      “I don’t have one,” he admitted. He touched the sword again. Dragon. “I was hoping we’d catch them before we got that far.”

      She snorted. “Have you ever owned a dog?”

      The question threw him but, despite himself, he looked at Puck, who was crawling behind Tom’s feet, eyes on the sky. “Yes.”

      “Some dogs come when their master whistles. Some dogs do the whistling.”

      Tom nodded, but then he said, “I don’t understand.”

      “You let events whistle,” she replied. “You run in their wake and clean up their messes.”

      He shook his head. “These events are bigger than I am. A king won’t come if I whistle.”

      She took her eyes off the sky to smile at him. But she said nothing.

      The ground dropped away ahead, the river becoming faster and noisier as it rushed to the edge. There would be some kind of climb down to the bottom and the very thought made Tom’s limbs feel heavy. His head ached. The wound in his flank throbbed. Why did Six and Katharine have to do this? Why couldn’t they accept his judgement? No, they had to run off. They knew best. Six the Westerner, and Katharine the worldly Pathfinder. He was just little old Tom. What did his opinion matter?

      But his burgeoning bad mood was forgotten when he looked over the edge of the cliff.

      The waterfall poured into a lake, and a dragon drank from its edge.

      “Quiet,” he whispered. They should retreat, get out of sight, only he couldn’t take his eyes off the beast. “Stay calm.” But his hands were shaking. The roar of the waterfall was deafening, except it was the roar of his blood in his ears.

      Dragon. Dragon.

      Was it the same one? The one from Cairnalyr? It looked the same size, same colour. It finished drinking and lifted its head, staring at the water. Reflection. It could see them reflected in the lake. They should run. They should hide.

      It chirped and darted its head into the water, once, twice. A school of fish swam away and the dragon watched them go, before shaking its head and preening.

      It hadn’t seen them. He could breathe again.

      But as it walked away he looked up, across the valley, and saw more of them. One lying in the sun, sleeping. One halfway up the cliff-face, hanging there, as if it had been climbing but forgotten why. And two were fighting, one flapping its wings while the other hugged the ground and let out a submissive squeal.

      Five dragons. Five.

      Where were the chains? Where were the guards, the keepers? Why weren’t they in cages?

      He only realised he’d spoken aloud when Dank said, “They don’t need them.” He spoke in a whisper, awed, a slight and wild smile on his lips.

      “How do you know?” Brega demanded.

      “Because we know.”

      Brega began to ask questions but Tom didn’t listen. Five dragons. How could they get past five dragons? Had Six and Katharine? Or were their burnt bones somewhere down there?

      “Did they go down there?” By the tone of Brega’s voice, it was the second time she’d asked.

      “Um.” Tom looked down. The two fighting dragons were puffing flame now. The one on the cliff-face was watching and screeching at its fellows. “Yes,” he said. Of course they had. Even if Katharine had reservations, Six would have been too curious to be afraid. And too eager to destroy the magic that bound those dragons. Or the record of that magic, at least.

      “Then we go down too?”

      “We don’t know if they survived,” he said. The fighting dragons were screeching, chirping, snapping at each other. None of them seem bothered by the fire they spat, as if they didn’t even feel it. Somehow that made them seem all the more frightening. “And if they did, it doesn’t mean we will.”

      She nodded. He wanted to tell her that she was of better use to Neirin alive. Because she would retreat, and then Tom could retreat too. It was cowardly. But it would be madness to go down there. He’d barely escaped with his life the last time he’d met a dragon.

      His vision faded into another scene, a scene shaded by trees, with a dragon staring down at him.

      “You are either brave or foolhardy, little elf, to come so close.”

      The foresight faded and Tom blinked. He looked down. Those trees. There, that copse near the two that were fighting. That was where he had seen himself.

      “We’ll be spotted,” Brega said. “And there’ll be no escape.”

      He wanted to agree. And he could; it would be true. But he had seen himself down there. As much as he wished he hadn’t.

      Something nudged his hand and he looked down to see Puck at his feet. Puck nuzzled his head under Tom’s hand and sat while Tom scratched. The only word for his expression was forlorn. Like a sad dog. He’d never seen Puck like this.

      “What are you worried about?” It sounded harsher than he’d meant it to.

      But if the fay heard the edge to Tom’s voice, he didn’t acknowledge it. “Dragonfire hurts, Tom.”
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        * * *

      

      Their way down was half path, half climb. But, unlike the last climb, it was neither sheer nor wet, and Herne wasn’t waiting at the bottom in the dark. Tom had worried a dragon would spot them, leap into the air and burn them off the rock. But each of the beasts seemed to be watching the fight now, which neither escalated nor dissipated. Both combatants seemed content to snap, to spread their wings and screech, to puff flame. But with attention diverted, it made their progress easier.

      The terrain was too open on the ground. Brega took their path as close to the cliff-face as possible. But Tom felt exposed. Sometimes there was sparse growth, bushes and such, but too often there was nothing between them and the dragons but open field.

      The dragon hanging from the cliff-face leapt into the air, flapped furiously, but fell to the ground on the other side of the copse, out of sight. Still, they froze, barely breathing, for what seemed like hours.

      But the fight continued, and all the other dragons watched. One even settled down, stretching out on the grass, spreading its wings under the sun. If Tom hadn’t been so scared, he’d have felt jealous; it looked warm and comfortable and relaxed.

      The valley forced them closer to the fight and their progress grew slower and slower. Part of him wanted to run, to get past as quickly as possible. Another part wanted to stop, to freeze and never move again. He struck a compromise, taking small and careful steps, avoiding any noise whatsoever.

      Then the fight began to move.

      Somehow he didn’t notice to begin with. It was only when the lying dragon got up that he noticed it was moving away from the trees, towards the lake. It was too much luck to believe and yet too much to question. As the fight moved, so did the spectators, turning or moving to get a better view. And they had a clear path to the trees. Shelter, shade, cover.

      An encounter with a dragon.

      Brega said nothing, only pointed, and Dank moved to follow. He wanted to warn them. He wanted to whisper, ‘Wait, if we go there a dragon will see us.’ But he kept seeing the dragon in Cairnalyr, dropping out of the sky, claws out, making that terrible booming cry. His neck ached and his breath was shaky.

      The fight had moved into the lake and was growing louder. Despite knowing what was coming, Tom couldn’t help but watch. Water sprayed as wings slapped the surface, flames erupted or quenched in steam. But no teeth came close to flesh. It was almost like each was trying to outdo the other in spectacle rather than cause any harm.

      Finally they reached the shadow of the trees, tall, thin things, set far apart but with branches that stretched far. Two figures were backing towards them, backs bent, arms outstretched either side. Six and Katharine.

      And before them was the other dragon. Squeezing its way between tree trunks. Head low. Mouth open. Hissing.

      Brega swore in elfish.

      Puck hid behind Tom.

      Dank went even paler than usual.

      “The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul before death.” He drew Caledyr, for what little use it could do. And as soon as he touched the blade, one mantra tried to drown out his own.

      Dragon. Dragon. Dragon.

      Then the beast stopped its advance, ceased its hissing, and closed its mouth.

      Katharine and Six didn’t stop their retreat until Katharine bumped into Dank and cried out.

      “Quiet,” Six hissed, then turned to see them standing behind. He swore. “Get down,” he told them. “Spread your arms. Don’t make eye contact.”

      Brega did as she was told and Tom followed suit. The sword was heavy in his outstretched hand but he was loath to drop it. But Dank kept his eyes on the dragon’s, his back straight, and took a step forward.

      “Dank!” Six hissed, grabbing hold of him.

      The boy slapped Six aside. “Unhand me.” He spoke with a voice Tom didn’t recognise, deep, ancient. It seemed to echo inside the boy, seemed too big for him.

      And it spoke in the singular. Me.

      Dank took another step forward, out of reach, and the dragon ducked its head, regarding the boy with a single, great golden eye. Then it turned to Six, and so did Dank.

      “You are either brave or foolhardy, little elf, to come so close,” the boy said.

      “Tom, tell him he’ll die if he doesn’t do as I say,” Six said. He was staring at the ground as if he hoped it would swallow him. Anything to take him away from here.

      But the dragon showed little interest in Dank. No, not little; none. It looked over him, past him, as if he were not of their party. And Dank himself was stood to one side, facing the dragon, head turned towards them. Just as Sir Wrothsley had stood by Duke Regent’s side when the duke had received guests. Dank stood as the underling, the loyal attendant to the dragon.

      “None of you will die today,” Dank said.

      “For Oen’s sake, will you just do as I say?”

      “You little golden elfs do enjoy the sound of your own voices,” Dank said. The dragon’s eye turned to Brega and Tom. “Your friends seem to know how to listen.”

      Then the eye fell on Caledyr. “Ah,” Dank said. “The sword.” He said it sadly, with regret, as if something wonderful had come to an end. “I have always known when this day would come and yet, now it is here, I wish it had not.”

      “What are you talking about?” Brega snapped, full of fear and impotent anger.

      The eye shifted to her. “And another elf. An Easterner.” The dragon took a deep, satisfied breath. “I have not seen those skies in many a decade.”

      “It’s not Dank,” Tom realised. “It’s the dragon. The dragon is talking to us.”

      A satisfied rumble echoed inside the beast. “Through your Faerie friend.” The mighty head lowered to Tom’s level, staring at him, hot breath washing over him. “It has been so long since we have talked like this.”

      Tom lowered his arms and sheathed Caledyr. “Well met.” He was talking to a dragon. Talking. To a dragon. “My name is Thomas Rymour. What is yours?”

      The dragon chirped and Dank laughed. “Well met, Thomas Rymour. But I have no need of a name. It is a thing for those with language.”

      “You don’t have language?” Then how was it speaking?

      The dragon opened its mouth, revealing teeth as tall as Tom’s head. Its breath smelt of fish. “We are beyond such concerns.”

      Tom nodded. It was no harder to accept than a talking dragon. “Incredible,” he said, and lifted a hand to touch the snout.

      “I am no dog for you to pet,” it snapped.

      Tom dropped his hand. “Of course.” He bowed his head. “I meant no offence.”

      Dank’s tone softened. “No matter.” The dragon lifted its head, exposing its neck and the thin, silvery band around it. “Once you have been caged as I have, offence is of little matter.”

      Despite himself, Tom looked back at Six. The elf was staring, slack-jawed. “I don’t believe it.”

      “Of course you don’t.” The dragon dropped a withering scowl on Six. “You little elfs can’t comprehend anything that you don’t understand.”

      “I understand,” Six said, and in a flash the dragon had him, a folded wing lashing out, a little claw pinning Six to the ground. The head snapped forward and the dragon hissed, all glittering teeth and scales.

      “Do not take me for a dim-witted creature, little elf,” Dank growled. He stepped forward, looking down at Six, who gasped for air and tried to pry claws off his chest. “Of the two of us, one has knowledge of a tiny mortal sphere, a grain of sand on an endless beach. And one of us soars along the coastline, seeing all things, in both directions.” Dank bent his legs, crouching by Six’s head. “I have little interest in the prattling of a grain of sand.”

      The elf shook his head. “I knew,” he said, short of air. “I knew you were intelligent.”

      “I know what you thought you knew.” The dragon hissed again, maw gaping wider. Saliva dripped onto Six’s face. “Did I not say I saw all things?”

      “We want to free you.”

      The dragon released Six and snapped its jaws shut. “Be silent.” It looked over them, at the fight in the lake, and jerked its head again. “I have no time for this.” It peered down at Tom, blinked, and Dank said, “Is it not a delicious irony, Thomas Rymour, that we have such a mastery over time and yet we are still its slaves?”

      Tom thought of the foresight that brought him down here, of the foresight that persuaded Neirin to capture Six, of the foresights of Ambrose that had changed how he had acted in the moment, and said, “Yes.”

      The dragon huffed. “You understand.” It clicked its teeth together twice. “As I knew you would.”

      But, as frightening as the prospect of disagreeing with a dragon was, Tom shook his head. “I do not understand as much as I would like to.”

      “None of us do.” The head lifted a fraction, the focus moving from Tom’s face to Caledyr. “Despite what it means for me and my kind, I will help you. I do not know why I will do it. But I do. And so I must. Though I wish it were otherwise.”

      “You have foresights too.”

      “Not like yours.” The dragon reared and opened its wings as best it could amongst the trees. The skin was splashed with beautiful colours, like paint spilt over its wings. “You grope for fleeting glimpses of something. I know it, in all its detail, as clearly as I know the things that have been, as clearly as I see you now.”

      “Perfect foresight.”

      “Yes.”

      “Like Ambrose.”

      “No.” It flicked its wings. “He sees in but one direction, and he remembers his future the way you remember your past. There are mistakes, errors of recall, things forgotten. A dragon has not these flaws.”

      “So you know everything?”

      The dragon chirped, and Dank laughed. “As much as any creature can.”

      “How?”

      “How do you explain any of the miracles you see in Tir?” Dank stepped forward and placed a hand on his shoulder. For a moment his expression cleared and he added, in his own voice, “Or in Faerie?”

      “Magic,” Tom replied. “Dragons are magic creatures. Like the fay.”

      “Not like the fay.” Dank spoke again in the dragon’s voice. “We have bodies. But our minds are not limited to what we carry in our heads.”

      That was why Dank had given himself to the fay. To be more than his body.

      Tom looked up at the dragon. “Help us,” he said. “We came here to destroy the records of the magic that bound you. And we head to Cairnagwyn, to destroy the magic itself.”

      But the dragon jerked its head, as it had at Six. “I know.” And Dank sighed in irritation. “That is not why we are talking.”

      Tom dipped his head and said nothing. He didn’t want to be pinned like Six.

      “Do not bow your head to me like an elf,” it growled, and a warm wing claw lifted his chin, cutting his skin. The head was closer, great, warm, stinking breaths washing over him. “We are talking because I know what is coming. I know my fate, and the fate of my kind. I know that to help you is my downfall and yet you stand there, lost in confusion, stranded in ignorance, surrounded by enemies you cannot even see. And I know that my life has been long, and that too long a life makes a mind old and tired. And an old, tired mind cannot grow, and if anything needs growth it is the future.”

      The dragon closed its eyes and Dank murmured, “Yes. That is why I help you.” As if it had been an answer long pursued.

      Tom placed a hand on the claw under his chin, moved by a sense of kinship. He could feel how old and tired the dragon felt. He felt it too. They were both ready to walk away from the world and rest.

      But the dragon opened its eyes again. “You need only break the magic that binds us.” It took a deep, marshalling breath. “Idris need not fall.”

      “How do we do one without the other?”

      “You feel magic.” It was true. Tom could feel heat under his hand, but also the slight hum of magic. “What you feel, you can affect.”

      “I don’t know how,” Tom murmured. “Idris is too big.”

      “You will face bigger.” The claw wiggled under his hand. “Even the smallest claw can gut a fish.” It pulled away and Tom was left with more questions than before.

      “I am not the last dragon you will encounter.” Dank rejoined their group, speaking from amongst them. “But remember this: we have no words. So they mean little to us, and we have no defence against them. This is my gift to you.”

      Tom frowned. What did that mean?

      Dank sighed and the dragon lowered its head. “And so I give to you the tools of my undoing.”

      The dragon tipped its head, eyes closed, and touched its forehead to Tom’s own. Tom’s confusion vanished and he reached up and touched the warm scales, the leathery skin around the crest, and felt the strongest life inside that he had ever experienced. A great, choking loss welled up inside him; this was such a fearsome creature, yet he could feel it was afraid. Afraid and grieving.

      “Sacrifice is of the old ways.” Its words were no more than a whisper. “And the greatest sacrifice is that given that others may go on.”

      They took a breath together, and in that moment Tom knew exactly what was to come, in all its appalling detail, and he felt a shiver of terror. Yet there was a comfort in it too, for forewarned is, if not forearmed, at least an opportunity to make peace with fate.

      Then the dragon lifted its head and took all that knowledge away with it, and Tom became mortal and ignorant and confused again.

      “Now go,” the dragon told them.

      “But what about the records?” Six asked.

      “You do not destroy those records.”

      “But what will stop someone from binding you again?”

      “Time, little elf.” The dragon chirped. “Time defeats all. No-one will bind a dragon again in this age.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      The dragon’s great head reared up and down, like a great nod. “And in seeing your ignorance, you begin to grow wise.” It reared and spread its wings again, flapping at them. “Go. Time is against you. Back the way you came. They are coming.”

      Tom took a hesitant step back, unwilling to leave. There was so much to know, so much to say. But the dragon flapped again, great gusts pushing them back. “Go.”

      They turned and ran. Tom couldn’t help but look back. The dragon watched them for a moment. Then it picked its way over the ground towards its fellows. Another dragon had joined the fight, and the fourth spat little puffs of flame towards the display. But their dragon stood apart. It tipped its head back towards the sun, closed its eyes. Took a deep breath, the sacs around its crest inflating, and Tom waited for the deep, harsh trumpet.

      But instead what came out was soft. Different notes.

      “It’s singing,” Tom said. Not like the song he’d heard in Cairnalyr, an excited, breathless burst. This was slow. Composed. An old, sad melody.

      They retreated in silence as the dragon sang.
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        * * *

      

      But Six was babbling by the time they reached the entrance to the tunnels.

      “I knew they were intelligent, but reasoned? Able to speak? Dank, how does it work? If we could learn to communicate, just think how much we could learn!”

      And the more he spoke, the angrier Tom became. Six had put them all in danger. Nearly ruined everything they’d been working for. And he had experienced something sad and beautiful, but was already turning the dragon into a beast again, to be studied or valued or used. He felt his anger reflected in Caledyr.

      Six had lied.

      “Perfect foresight!”

      Six had risked all.

      “And perfect memory too!”

      Six was a threat.

      “So much to learn.”

      Six couldn’t be trusted.

      “If only I could study them again!”

      Six was one of them.

      Tom swung.

      It was an ugly swing, wild, with no finesse, no care. But it sent Six to the ground.

      The others were crying out, but Tom couldn’t hear them. He heard only the roar of blood in his ears and a single voice.

      Fight the enemy.

      “You disgust me,” he growled.

      Six lay on his back, shock clear on his face, looking at Tom like he was a stranger.

      “You’re no better than the rest of them.” He drew Caledyr, pointed the blade at the elf. “Are we all just curiosities to you? Things to be laid out, studied and discarded?”

      Six nodded, then remembered himself and scowled. “What’s the matter with you?” He moved to stand but Tom placed Caledyr’s tip under his chin.

      “I told you we couldn’t come here. Neirin told you. We all did. And you came anyway.”

      “I had to,” Six replied. His lip curled back in a sneer and he mocked him with, “I did what had to be done.”

      “We could have all died,” Brega said. “You, in coming here. Us, in trying to stop you. The others, in not having a Westerner to explain their presence.”

      “You risked all our lives,” Tom said.

      “But you saw why I did it,” Six said. “Tell me those dragons shouldn’t be free. Forever.”

      Tom couldn’t disagree. Of course he couldn’t. But that didn’t make Six right. “Then you should have talked to us.”

      “I did.”

      “Then you should have tried again.”

      “Tom.” Katharine was angry. Furious. “Put the sword down. Now.”

      She helped the enemy.

      “Don’t.” He didn’t take his eyes off Six. “You helped him. You helped him sneak off.”

      She had lied.

      “You wouldn’t listen.”

      “I listened.”

      “Then why didn’t you help him?”

      “Because it would undo everything we’ve done.”

      “Terrorising Westerners in the night?” She was creeping closer, hands spread. Appealing? Surrendering?

      Or ready for a fight.

      “Destabilising the Kingdom,” Tom said.

      “Is that what you want?” she asked.

      “I want to break the monoliths.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      He couldn’t help but laugh, but it was an empty thing. “I can’t say it if it isn’t true.”

      Six was wiping blood from his lips. It had stained his teeth. “Then tell me I didn’t do the right thing,” he said. He looked pointedly at the sword. “You heard the dragon. We don’t need to overthrow Idris. Maybe we don’t even need to go to Cairnagwyn.”

      Tom shook his head. “We don’t know what we need.”

      “So how can you be sure we shouldn’t have come here?” Katharine asked.

      She was the enemy.

      “That’s not the point,” Tom roared. He swung the blade towards her and she backed away. “We trusted you. Both of you. And you lied to us.”

      Six scrambled to his feet. “Put it down, Tom.” So he could take it for himself?

      Do not give up the sword.

      He turned Caledyr back to the elf. “On your knees, Six.” And to Brega he said, “Tie him. Neirin was right: we shouldn’t have trusted him.”

      “Put the sword down, Tom,” Katharine said.

      Do not give up the sword.

      “Tie her too,” he said.

      “Caledyr speaks to you, doesn’t it?” Six asked. “Don’t listen. We’re not your enemy.”

      They had lied.

      They risked all.

      “It’s magic, Tom. Can’t you feel it?” Six said.

      “Put it down, Tom. Let it go,” said Katharine.

      Do not give up the sword.

      “Emyr trusted Caledyr to me.”

      Katharine pleaded with him soundlessly. But Six’s face hardened. “Give me the sword,” he said.

      Do not give up the sword.

      “I won’t let you take it.”

      “I wasn’t going to ask.”

      Kill the enemy.

      But Tom slid the sword into the scabbard on his back. He wouldn’t kill Six. But he would put him in his place. “Come and take it then.”

      Six put up his fists.

      Tom’s mind went quiet and Caledyr spoke to him.

      Patience.

      He kept his hands open, ready, raised. Six took a careful step forward. Tom waited. Let the elf take another. And another.

      Patience.

      Then Six shifted his weight.

      Sidestep.

      Six threw a jab but it hit nothing but air.

      Attack.

      Tom threw a fist into the ribs. Six staggered, threw a blind swing. Tom felt the blow to the side of his head, found himself facedown in lush green grass, thoughtless.

      Hands hauled him up by the back of his shirt.

      “It’s not over yet, Rymour.” Six spoke with his southern voice, something rougher and lazier, with a mean edge.

      Tom scrabbled at Six’s hair, felt a panicked choke as the elf wrapped an arm around his throat.

      Up and over.

      Tom took hold with both hands and hauled as he doubled over. But he lacked the skill Caledyr was used to. Instead of throwing Six, the pair of them simply toppled over. Tom clambered to his feet, tried to ignore the sword’s disappointment.

      The others stood by, watching. He was surprised they didn’t interfere. But Brega had her eye on Katharine, whose expression seemed to flicker between anger and distress. Dank and Puck simply watched, eager, smiles on their faces.

      Six was on his feet and advancing.

      Duck.

      Six’s swing whistled overhead.

      Attack.

      He threw his fist into Six’s midriff and the elf groaned and staggered back, doubled over.

      Pursue.

      He pushed forward, hitting Six in the side of the head with an open-handed slap.

      Down.

      He raised a foot and drove it into Six’s shoulder. The elf cried out and dropped to one knee.

      End it.

      Tom took hold of Six’s hair, pulled his head up, and punched him full in the face.

      The elf fell back, nose already streaming. He looked dazed, holding up a wavering hand with a blank gaze on his face. His feet pushed feebly against the ground, trying to get away.

      End it.

      “Yield,” Tom said.

      “I’m not done yet.” Six’s voice was muddy and slurred. He rolled onto his front and tried to get his hands beneath himself.

      Even in defeat he was arrogant. Tom felt an urge to kick him, to prove to him and to everyone else that he was defeated. The violent urge welled up inside him.

      End it.

      A twinge of doubt punctured the rage. Was that urge his own? Or Caledyr’s?

      “You’re done.” Then he asked Brega for, “Rope.”

      She unwound it from her waist and held it out. She had a strange look in her eyes. Like a question alongside a judgement. Tom pretended not to see it. Instead he pushed Six in the back, onto the ground, and bound his wrists together before he could fight back.

      A shadow fell across him. “Stop it.” Katharine pulled at his sleeve, tried to undo his knots.

      “Stay out of it.” He couldn’t tie the rope and keep her at bay.

      “Are you mad?” She pulled a knot away and Six began to struggle. “Let him go.”

      “Back away.”

      “No.”

      He pushed her and she stepped back.

      Then, in a moment, she’d pulled Caledyr from its scabbard.

      Retrieve the sword.

      He abandoned the knots, pulled the rope away with him as he climbed off the elf. “Keep him down,” he said to Brega. When she didn’t move, he looked to Puck, but he was cowered behind Dank like a kicked puppy. Tom looked at the boy instead and said, “Make sure he stays there.”

      Dank nodded.

      Katharine held the sword outstretched, point wavering in the air. “Stay there,” she said. When Tom ignored her, circling around, she said, “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Retrieve the sword.

      “Just stop, Tom,” she said. “Think how you’ve been since you had the sword. You were devastated when you killed that man in Erhenned. But now killing and violence doesn’t bother you at all. Please. This isn’t you. It’s the sword.”

      Retrieve the sword.

      “Please.” Her eyes were wet. “If you care about me at all. Stop.”

      Retrieve the sword.

      He swung the rope, the knot at the end loose and small. But he swung it at her head and it was enough to make her shy away, raise her arms in defence.

      He rushed her, the blade’s edge singing past his ear as he tackled her to the ground. She landed with a grunt, tried to push him off as he clambered on top of her. Pulled at the sword but her grip was strong. Pinned her arm and punched her wrist.

      Once, twice, and the sword was free.

      It slid back into the scabbard with a sigh and he let her go.

      Katharine rolled onto her side, curled around her wrist, face averted. He wished he hadn’t had to do that. He wished she hadn’t made him. But she couldn’t be trusted, not with Caledyr. If she had betrayed them once, she could do it again.

      “If it were up to me, we would throw the both of you into the Between and leave you there.” He imagined the pair of them in the endless fog, regretting their actions, lamenting their wrongs, begging forgiveness.

      They were the enemy.

      It stopped his thoughts and his anger wavered. “I went back for your maps,” he told Katharine. “To Cairnalyr. I tried to get your maps back. And they threw us in a cell, made us fight for our lives like animals. We were lucky to survive.” He felt his eyes prick with unexpected tears. “Was this revenge? To punish me for hurting you?”

      Katharine sniffed, her face turned into the grass. She shook her head but said nothing.

      “I regret it,” Tom said. “If I could undo it, I would. But I thought you, out of everyone, at least you would always help me. That you were always on my side.”

      But she still said nothing.

      He sighed. How long had it been since they had hidden in that hole, held hands, since he had thought of running away with her? All gone now. He felt cold, hard, like he was only an empty shell. It all felt too hard, to do this, to bear the sword, even to stand. He couldn’t do this. He was just Tom. This was all too big for him.

      You will face bigger, the dragon had said.

      “We tie them.” Even speaking was an effort. “Return them to the others. Go back to work.”

      He turned and saw Herne skulking by the crack, staring at him. No, not staring. Sizing him. Weighing him. Like a wild dog deciding whether or not to bring down the aurochs.

      And whether it was worth it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      By the time they reached the others Tom was ready to drop the sword and walk away. Caledyr felt too satisfied, too happy with what had happened. But Tom could still feel Katharine’s flesh under his closed fist. That had been wrong. He shouldn’t have hit her. And whenever he thought of it, he could feel the sword’s mantric argument.

      Fight the enemy.

      Caledyr seemed clear on who that was. The elfs in the watch house. That Pathfinder. Western civilians. Erhenni prizefighters. Even Six and Katharine. But Tom had a sneaking suspicion it was wrong. He couldn’t help but wonder if he was putting his faith in the wrong people.

      “Perfidy and foul deeds.” That was how Storrstenn greeted them as they rode to the ruined cottage in which they made camp. The roof had collapsed at one end, letting in the light of the rising moon. The rest of the building was all pillars and coloured glass windows, walls peppered with lichen, stone floor infested with weeds. “I warned you of this Westerner, Lord Neirin.”

      Fenoderee gently lifted the captives from a horse and to the floor. They were bound wrist-to-wrist, back-to-back. They huddled on the cold floor, heads bent.

      His friends. And he stood against them with dwarf and fay.

      “We can’t keep them like this,” Neirin said. “We need Six to act the lord, for safe passage.”

      “I wouldn’t free them, my lord.” Brega’s eyes carried heavy bags and her movements were slow. “They’re resourceful.”

      “His captivity necessitates modifications to my plans to cross the Kingdom,” Storrstenn said. “But he is not of vital importance. A few days and we shall have no need of him.”

      “That is a significant delay,” Neirin said.

      “It is regrettably unavoidable.”

      “No.” Neirin shook his head. “No delays.”

      Perhaps Storrstenn thought no-one saw him roll his eyes.

      “What about the fay?” Brega asked. “One of them could guard him without being seen.”

      Puck raised a hand and leapt into the air again and again, straining for height. “Us, Tom. We can do it.”

      Tom watched the others turn to him. Why did he have to decide? “No, Puck. Not you.”

      “Nor us,” gurgled Fenoderee.

      “You’re the only other choice.” Mester Stoorworm hadn’t been waiting with the horses, nor in the Between.

      “Ooh, us, Tom, us.”

      “Mester Stoorworm can do it,” Fenoderee said. “His feelings are just hurt.”

      The fay, ageless and immortal and this one acted like a child. “And what if Six says something mean? Will Stoorworm run away again?”

      Fenoderee shifted. “A valid point.” He sighed. “Is Six needed tonight?”

      When Tom asked Storrstenn, the dwarf shook his head. He didn’t make eye contact. Of course. He still didn’t have the Second Sight.

      Fenoderee nodded and shrugged, something cracking inside. “Then we are with you tonight,” he gasped. “For one last time.”

      “Tonight we sleep. It’s been a long day.”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      He questions us.

      Enough, he told the sword. No more fighting.

      “We have an idea,” Fenoderee said. “For a target. But you must strike tonight.”

      Tom looked at Dank, Gravinn, Brega. The fay didn’t get tired. But mortals did. Gravinn had admitted to dozing while she waited but her eyes were still dull. Brega was hunched within her stolen cloak. And Dank was paler than Tom had ever seen him.

      But Gravinn wore an expression of greed. Brega gave him a single nod. And Dank gazed at Fenoderee as if he was a puzzle to solve. And they all looked at Tom to make the decision.

      He needed time. He needed space. Needed rest. But he was trapped. If he didn’t do this, no-one would. The opportunity would be lost. So he squared his shoulders, touched the sword.

      “Is it a good target?” he asked.

      Fenoderee nodded. “We believe you will think so.”
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        * * *

      

      Cairnidol was far to the south of the Kingdom, overlooking the Lannad Sea and the rocky maze that was Cei’s Teeth amongst the water. Sir Dolorio had been one of Emyr’s knights. Sent to conquer the southern lands, he had so grown to love them he had asked to be buried there. So, when he fell at Camlann, his body was delivered to the city he loved so much. Cairnidol became a site of pilgrimage for winemakers across Tir, for Sir Dolorio the Vintner was said to have passed all his secrets into the vineyards surrounding the city.

      It wasn’t a practical target. But Brega liked it all the same.

      “The rich will scurry about and try to buy what bottles remain.” Her eyes were sunken sparks, but they were smiling. “The poor will make do with something cheap. Either way, it will distract and disrupt.”

      Gravinn nodded. “The city also uses more thralls than any other.”

      “Really?” Tom frowned. It was harder to find a city further from the mountains the dwarfs called home. “Not the capital?”

      She shrugged. “Making wine requires a lot of hard work.”

      Tom nodded. Unusually, this was a target they were all in favour of. He turned to Fenoderee and said, “Very well.” The fay gave him a smile full of missing teeth. “So what’s the plan?”
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        * * *

      

      The sky was clear and the moon was bright, but Tom had no fears of being seen. Not only were the rows of vines tall enough to hide him, but the vineyard itself was vast. The nearest building was so far away that, had anyone been inside, they would have struggled to see him even if he’d been shouting and waving his arms.

      So Tom wandered up and down the rows, plucking a grape here and there. They weren’t particularly nice, too sweet and too thick, with large seeds. But he needed to do something. Fenoderee was quiet and Tom was grateful. He wasn’t in the mood to talk. But sitting and waiting wasn’t an option. It left him thinking about Six and Katharine. He felt betrayed. He felt abandoned. But he felt guilty. They were wrong to have abandoned the group. But he had been wrong to attack them. Hadn’t he? Caledyr tried to tell him otherwise.

      The sword will speak for you. If you let it.

      The elfs who owned this vineyard hadn’t orchestrated the invasions, or enslaved dragons, or put him in a rat pit. Yet he was here to destroy their livelihood. To destroy innocent lives.

      No-one is innocent. Mab’s words, when he had asked to leave Faerie. Everyone is guilty of something.

      Which was true. Who in Tir was innocent but newborn babes? Even Emyr, who the West seemed to worship as some perfect epitome, had done terrible things. Tom looked up at the house, dark right now, filled with sleeping elfs. What wrongs had they committed? What would their grave bread taste like? For a moment he could taste Topknot’s again.

      They had said nothing when Idris had invaded the duchies. They stood by, while others suffered. But was that enough?

      He ate another grape. He would be the last person to taste them. It was an odd feeling. Sad. But powerful.

      Was that smoke? He stopped and peered, then climbed one of the wooden frames for a better look. It could be smoke. Then he saw a flicker of light. A fire. No more time to think. He drew Caledyr, raised it above his head. He was so tired, that small gesture felt like a trial of Emoddir himself. But before he could attack the vines, Fenoderee appeared beside him.

      “We have to go.”

      “What’s wrong?” Someone coming, most likely. He cast about for approaching elfs.

      “We will explain on the way.”

      “Are Brega and Gravinn in trouble?”

      “No,” he croaked. “You have to see something.”

      “But we have work to do.”

      “This is more important.” And he shambled off into the dark with surprising speed. Tom didn’t dare call after him. So, despite himself, he followed.

      They ran down the rows of vines unaccosted, past a distillery, past a stone building that looked old enough to have been built by Dolorio himself. Fenoderee strode between the buildings, unafraid of discovery, whilst Tom clung to cover and shadow.

      “There’s no-one here.” The fay’s voice was a wet whisper. “They went into the city. To fight the fire.”

      Tom could see the glow of flames over the rooftops. He tried not to think of the homes they were destroying tonight.

      The vintner’s lands ended in a low stone wall, a gate, and a sudden growth of thin, pale trees. A wide road cut through them towards the city and the fire, but Fenoderee took another, smaller path to the left.

      “Where are we going?” Tom asked. He kept Caledyr drawn, just in case. But he was sensing something unusual from the blade. The further he ran, the keener it felt. Not for battle or bloodshed for once. Not to reach their destination. But for something. Like it was paying close attention.

      “Cairnidol’s tomb.” The fay wasn’t out of breath in the slightest.

      The path began to slope and they were running uphill. “Slow down.” Tom’s lungs were burning with cold air and his injuries were throbbing.

      “We cannot,” the fay said, but did so anyway. Instead he strode at almost a run. It left Tom half-walking, half-running, but it was better than nothing.

      “Why are we going to the tomb?”

      “Do not ask anymore.”

      “Why?”

      Fenoderee stopped. Amongst his drooping, ugly face, his eyes implored Tom. “We cannot think on it too much.”

      Tom opened his mouth to ask why, but those eyes stopped him. Despite his strength and his speed, the fay was a mess, a sorry shambling wretch. And he could be trusted. Tom sensed that Fenoderee had his best interests at heart in a way no other fay did.

      And perhaps that explained why Fenoderee had been so eager to come here, when he had always shown such distaste for the chaos they had been sowing.

      So he followed the fay in silence, up the old path through the woods. Tom noticed the path itself had once been bigger and paved. But time had cracked and shifted the stone slabs, encouraged undergrowth to chew at the edges, allowed weeds and lichen to take hold. But Tom could see it had been cleared in places, branches cut back, dead leaves swept to one side, and dry mud still bore footprints.

      The trees thinned, shortened, gave way to undergrowth before surrendering to grass. The path continued before it too was swallowed by the city.

      This part of Cairnidol was much like the old quarter of Cairnabren, without any of the modern day artistry, as well as clear signs of age and weathering. Cracked facades and faded colours were obscured by scrawl and crude designs. All dwarfed by a smooth-faced, four-sided pyramid, a golden capstone shining in the moonlight.

      It stopped Tom in his tracks. “Incredible,” he breathed.

      “It is.” Fenoderee placed a wet hand on his arm and tugged. “But we do not have the time to appreciate it.”

      They slipped through narrow streets that reminded Tom more of a human village than anywhere they’d been, filled with the smell of waste, home to stray cats and dogs, homeless elfs lingering in corners or sleeping in gutters. For all their assumed superiority, they had plenty of similarities with the rest of Tir.

      The fire seemed to elicit little response. “It is in the richer areas of the city,” Fenoderee explained.

      “And they don’t care?”” Tom whispered.

      “They care to watch.” No-one could hear him so the fay didn’t whisper, yet Tom couldn’t help but feel his voice would draw attention. It made his own whispers all the softer, and his movements all the more cautious.

      But they reached the base of the pyramid with no incidents save a drunk that gave Tom a curious look.

      “No guards,” Tom observed. Two stone elfs grew out of the pyramid, bigger than life-size. One male, one female, they were bare-chested and barren of any colour or decoration. Both wore a simple skirt around their waist and a single bell around their necks. They reached for each other with one arm to form an arch, fingers interlaced at its peak. In their free hands they held totems, a scroll for the male, a shepherd’s crook for the female. Both stared out towards the west with a blank expression that made Tom shiver.

      “No need,” Fenoderee said. For fear? No. For guards. “Tombs are seldom robbed, and the punishment is severe.”

      “I see.” Tom gazed up at the blank, dead faces of the statues. “So we’re going inside?”

      “Yes.”

      He wanted to ask why.

      “How will we see?” There wasn’t any light coming out of the doorway. Just darkness.

      “I will guide you.” The fay reached down and took hold of Tom’s hand. His skin was clammy in places, waterlogged like a drowned man, and rough like bark in others. The bones beneath crunched and ground against each other and Tom had to swallow his revulsion. “Come.” And he tugged Tom forward, beneath the statues’ arms and into the tomb.

      It was dark, cold, but dry. Tom had imagined a mouldy catacomb. But although the air smelt musty, like old clothes, Tom could sense only dry, clean stone all around. What were they doing here? What if they were needed? Puck would be fine, invisible and invulnerable to mortal harm. But Brega and Gravinn were very visible, and very vulnerable. What if they needed help? What if they were cornered, or wounded? He couldn’t help but feel like a soldier who’d abandoned his post.

      He heard Fenoderee stumble, and felt a painful tug on his arm. “There’s a step,” the fay gurgled and let him go. Tom reached out, back, all around. Nothing.

      “Fenoderee?”

      “Do you have a flint?”

      He patted himself down. “No.”

      “Pity.” The word came on the back of a very great sigh. “There are torches here.”

      Tom didn’t relish the idea of stumbling around blind for the rest of the night. “There aren’t flints there?”

      “My sense of touch isn’t as refined as Glastyn’s.” He didn’t sound bitter.

      “Let me.” Tom took a few careful steps and kicked something solid. He swore.

      “There is a wall.”

      “Thanks.” He failed to hide his sarcasm but the fay said nothing. The wall rose only to his knees, so he climbed up and felt his way to the fay. There was a stone shelf, torches lying in a bowl. Tom put his hand in something wet, oil, and then into another bowl. “Aha.” Little sharp chunks of stone. He wiped his hands on his trousers and began to strike flint over the torches. Why didn’t they put this at the entrance?

      A spark. Another. It wasn’t until the fourth that one caught a torch, flame sputtering into life. Fenoderee lifted it out of the bowl, then lit another for Tom.

      They were stood in a huge round chamber. The low wall he had kicked provided seating around an empty space. There were more stone shelves spaced evenly around the outer wall, holding bowls of water, metal tokens, and loose coins. Statues were stood in alcoves between the shelves, not as bare or severe as those outside. These were life-size, wide-eyed and smiling, painted in bright colours and draped in real clothes. Each was surrounded with tokens, scythes or swords, purses or papers. Tom had the feeling that this was a space for quiet contemplation, but he found the statues ghoulish and unnerving. Fenoderee looked like he felt the same, like he was pained to be here. The fay kept his eyes downcast.

      “Are you okay?” Tom asked.

      The fay shook his head. “We cannot delay.” He stepped up and out of the chamber, moving further into the tomb. He led Tom through some corridors, reminding Tom too much of the wreck on the beach, before coming to some stairs.

      “Which way?” Tom asked.

      “Up.”

      “How far?”

      “All the way.”

      Of course.

      The stairs were old, worn smooth and drooping in the middle, melted by thousands of footsteps over hundreds of years. Some of them had been replaced by newer stone, and if Tom wasn’t careful he would trip on these new steps. Each flight doubled back at the halfway point, and the climb turned into a mindless trudge too quickly. Tom took a victorious pause at each new floor, ostensibly peering around in curiosity, but in truth taking an excuse to rest.

      The floors themselves were all the same and not the same at all. In structure they were identical, bare corridors that mazed away into the darkness. It was the chambers they led to that held the differences. On the lower floors they were small, home to featureless sarcophagi, surrounded by modest tokens, tools and clothes and so on. The chambers grew bigger as they climbed, and little details began to grow from the sarcophagi. First gargoyles and engravings, then faces on shapeless bodies. Soon entire stone people in intricate detail were laid in rest on the lids whilst the sides were engraved with countless lines of text or scenes of battle, work, home life. And the possessions grew rich too, rugs rolled up in corners, beautiful ornate swords studded with gems, statues and busts, clothes worth more than a herd of aurochs, even stuffed and mounted animals. It all had the strange feeling that the family had boxed up the dead elf’s life and buried it with him.

      It also had the feeling of senseless waste. Tom had been raised to respect Tir, to return to Tir what was taken from it. But rather than return that scythe, the West held it hostage in this place. Instead of giving back the wealth Tir had provided, they kept it, and not even for the living. What use did a dead elf have for a scythe?

      Soon the floors no longer contained corridors, dedicated instead to a single dead elf. Their possessions were princely and many of them even bore crowns, real crowns placed on the heads of their stone effigies. And then the chambers began to grow smaller again as they reached the top. It was a relief, to know the climb was almost done. His thighs were burning and his breath was short. But, as the walls grew closer, he became aware of something else. The air was fresher. There was a breeze.

      They emerged into the final chamber and Tom saw why. One wall had an opening, a window no wider than his hand. It was too high for anyone to look through, even for an elf. But it brought in fresh air and, for that, Tom was thankful.

      “For the sunset,” Fenoderee said, and then pointed to the ceiling. Tom followed the fay’s finger to see a miniature, golden, inverted pyramid hanging from the ceiling. “The setting sun shines through the window, onto that, and the room is bathed in golden light.”

      It was a beautiful scene to imagine. The rest of the room was filled with old, rotten treasures, rusting swords in tattered scabbards, scrolls and parchments that were little more than dust, bottles filled with wine that would probably taste awful. And, in the very centre, directly under the golden pyramid, was the sarcophagus of Sir Dolorio the Vintner.

      Tom recognised him from Emyr’s stories. Tall, slender, well-groomed, a beard that was little more than three pointed patches of hair on chin and upper lip. His clothes were of a similar cut to the elfs buried on floors below, and they looked odd on a man. His effigy bore no tokens, no weapons or crowns. But he wore a contented smile. He seemed happy as he was, without finery or riches. This room felt peaceful in a way the statue-filled chamber had not.

      Fenoderee broke the spell. “Can you read this?” He pointed to words engraved on the side of the sarcophagus, no more than a dozen. It was otherwise plain save for a single, black veined marble set above the text.

      “No.” It was written in the old tongue.

      “It says ‘I do not speak until I drink’,” the fay replied.

      Tom nodded. Perhaps apt for a man known for creating wine, but an odd thing to put on his grave.

      “Do you know what it means?”

      Tom shook his head. He didn’t even know why he was here. “We should head back.”

      “No.” There was an unusual insistence to the fay’s voice. He pointed again. “Think. What could it mean?”

      “I don’t know,” Tom snapped. “You brought me here, you tell me.”

      “We don’t know,” Fenoderee repeated. “No-one does.”

      So why would Tom know? He shook his head. “We’ll lose the night,” he said.

      “Please, Tom. It’s important.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s important to the fay.” Fenoderee implored him with his uneven eyes. His slouching face. Revolting and pathetic at the same time. Whatever this was, he thought it mattered. And Tom had no reason to disbelieve him.

      So he looked again. Closer, as if he could read the text. It was old, faded. He crouched down and ran a hand over it. The stone was smooth. He blew at it. He didn’t know why. Dust leapt out of the engraved lines and he coughed, blinked.

      “What do you think?” Fenoderee was now leaning over his shoulder.

      “I think we’ve come a long way to solve an old riddle.”

      “The fay think that Dolorio was Ambrose’s secret,” Fenoderee murmured. “No-one thinks of Dolorio as a real knight because he made wine. So who better to entrust your secrets to? Someone no-one would think to ask.”

      Tom stilled. Should he be trying to help the fay find Ambrose’s secrets?

      “Our king and queen take a pleasure in undoing Ambrose. He wanted the gift of foresight, so they gave it to him, but took his memory of things past. He sought a way into Faerie, so they conspired to trap him with the Nimuë.”

      The Nimuë. Not Nimuë.

      “If Ambrose has a secret here, it is something the fay dearly want.” Fenoderee leant closer, his wet breath on Tom’s ear. “And you must make sure they never find it.”

      Why not? What would they do with it? And why was Fenoderee saying this? Wasn’t this treason, to thwart the king and queen?

      “Then I should leave it here,” Tom replied.

      “No.” His voice was grave. “You need to discover it. Tonight.”

      “Why?”

      The fay retreated and Tom twisted to watch him walk into a corner and slump, not crouched, not stood. Somewhere between the two that didn’t look natural. Didn’t look comfortable.

      “Why, Fenoderee?”

      “Solve the riddle,” he said, as if in very great pain. He was trembling.

      “Why?”

      “Because.” But that was all the fay said.

      Because. Tom glanced up at the window. It was still dark, but it had taken a long time to climb this tomb. The others were probably waiting for them.

      He looked back at the writing on the sarcophagus. Ambrose’s secret. Curiosity told him to solve it. But keeping a secret from Maev didn’t sit right with him. And he was far too tired for riddles.

      “You haven’t been honest with me, Fenoderee,” he said.

      “We have only been honest.”

      “No, you haven’t. You end all your truths in riddles, like this one. If you were being honest with me, you would simply tell me what was going on here.” He stood and turned to the slouching fay. “You told me Glastyn was sent to me but you wouldn’t tell me why. You told me the king and queen have a purpose but you wouldn’t tell me what it is. You tell me I have to find a secret here, tonight. But you won’t tell me why.”

      The fay was very still. Too still. Not even breathing or twitching. Even his speech didn’t animate his head. “Some things we do not know.” He spoke with a very great effort. “Some things we dare not say.”

      “Why not?”

      He grunted. Then he said, “Why do you think the fay want to break the monoliths?”

      Tom felt a chill. It was a question he had no answer for. “Entertainment?”

      “It is that, and also more than that. Think what the monoliths do. How they affect the fay.” Then he cried out and lurched around. His face was a rictus of ugly pain, his jaw hanging too low, gaping in a silent scream. He pawed at the air and Tom took an involuntary step back. “We are using you,” he said, and then, in a very different voice, softer, darker, “We go too far.”

      Then he let out a hideous groan, something that came from far too deep within to be natural, something that went beyond unpleasant sound and reverberated in Tom’s mind, in his very soul, plucking at something deep within him and coating it with terror. The groan rose in pitch and then, a semitone before it became a scream, he collapsed. Not backwards or forwards, but inwards, as if his bones had disconnected, limbs twisting within the skin, until his rotting body was an awkward pile of flesh and moss and mould. His face was left gaping up at the ceiling, away from Tom.

      “Hurry,” it whispered. Then it was still.

      Tom knew he would get no answer but still said, “Fenoderee?”

      The fay was still.

      “Iron nails,” Tom breathed. But there was nothing but silence.

      No. Not silence. Now he could hear footsteps on the stairs. Soft, padding footsteps. Puck.

      He didn’t understand how. But he knew the fay had done something to Fenoderee. Punished him. In the most horrific way. A splinter of that scream was still lodged in his hearing, in his very self, like he would always hear it and feel it. And now Puck had been sent to fetch him. Or to hurt him. To take him away. Or to force him to figure out this secret.

      Was it safer to go ignorant?

      We are using you, Fenoderee had said. They have a purpose, he’d said.

      Tom turned back to the text, running his hands over it, heart pounding, breath quick. If the fay meant him harm, ignorance wouldn’t help him. They would hurt him regardless. Better to know. I do not speak until I drink. What could it mean? Was it the bottles of wine scattered around the sarcophagus? But they all looked like regular bottles, with nothing inside.

      Puck’s footsteps were getting closer.

      “I do not speak until I drink.” Perhaps the effigy, pour something into the lips? No, it was plain stone, no hole, not even a crack. He checked the rest of it for a flask of some kind, but there was nothing. “I do not speak until I drink.” It became a little mantra, like Emyr’s prayer. Puck was making little noises as he climbed, chuckles, growls, mutterings. He was close. What would he do when he got there?

      Breathe. Be calm. “The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death.”

      Emyr. Ambrose.

      He darted back to the sarcophagus. How could he have been so blind? The marble wasn’t a marble. It looked more like a pearl, veined in black.

      A merrow Call.

      He touched it and felt the magic, scrabbled at it with his nails to pry it from the stone. But it was stuck fast. There was no removing it.

      “Oh Tom,” Puck called in singsong. His voice echoed darkly. “Are you up there, little Tom?”

      No time. Tom spat on the Call.

      The hum of magic around it grew stronger. It drank the bubbling spit. And Tom heard a voice, a whisper. Ambrose. “He who finds Eirwen will deliver her king.”

      That was it. No more. Tom blinked. It made little sense. Eirwen had disappeared a thousand years ago.

      He jumped at Puck’s voice. “Ho ho ho, Tom.” It wasn’t a laugh. It was a growl. A threat. Puck was crawling over the top of the stairs, stalking towards him. “And what are you doing there?”

      Tom put a hand on the sarcophagus to steady himself. Show no fear. “Hello, Puck,” he said, and he managed to keep his voice steady and calm. “What happened to Fenoderee?”

      “He displeased Queen Mab.” Puck’s voice was a low growl and he stopped his crawl. He scratched at the floor with clawed fingers. “Will you displease her too?”

      “I hope not.”

      “What have you found, dear Tom?”

      He pushed himself to his feet. “Sir Dolorio’s tomb. Some writing I can’t read.”

      “But Fenoderee told you what it said.”

      “He did.” He forced a shrug that felt awkward. He was trying too hard. “Does it make any sense to you?”

      Puck crawled onto the sarcophagus, squatting over stone-Dolorio’s stomach. “What does it mean to you?”

      Tom shrugged again. Stop shrugging. Too obvious. “Dolorio was a vintner,” he said. “I thought it might have something to do with his wine.”

      Would he take that for an answer? No. Puck bared teeth and said, “But you don’t think that.”

      Tom shook his head. “I can’t see how he could have hidden a secret in those bottles.”

      “So where is the secret?”

      It seemed unnatural to keep secrets from the fay. But he was confused, and hurt and tired. And he wasn’t sure if he was trusting the right people.

      And Fenoderee had suffered. Tom’s teeth still felt like they vibrated with that awful scream.

      “Why did he bring me here?”

      “To betray secrets,” Puck hissed at the body.

      “Whose secrets? The fay’s?”

      Puck’s head jerked and his face changed. He clambered down to the floor. “Never mind that mess of a fay.” His voice was lighter, all threat gone. He reached up and took Tom’s hand. “Come, we must meet with the others.”

      “What about Fenoderee?”

      Puck tugged Tom’s arm. “Leave him. His body will return to Faerie with time.” It already seemed smaller. As if it was seeping into the stone below.

      Tom knew not to sneak up on an aurochs. But the Puck’s sudden change was too obvious. The fay didn’t want him asking questions. So he said, “Fenoderee mentioned Ambrose. Was it Ambrose’s secret?”

      Puck cackled but it was empty, false. “That old fool?” The fay was a terrible actor. “The only secret he has is how a wise man can be so stupid.” Puck cackled again. “Come along, Tom, let us leave this foolery.”

      Puck’s evasiveness made Tom bold. “I thought you would relish in foolery.”

      Puck’s expression darkened. Did he look afraid? “Some foolishness is beyond even a fool’s bravery.” Then he forced a grin. “Come, come with Puck.”

      Tom glanced back at Fenoderee. He knew the fay wasn’t truly dead. So he didn’t mourn. But he did feel a sense of loss. First Draig. Then Siomi. Katharine and Six. Now Fenoderee. He was running short of friends.

      And answers, too. Why bring Tom here, and risk incurring such wrath? Only for something important. But the secret was nonsense.

      He who finds Eirwen will deliver her king.

      Why do the fay want to break the monoliths?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      The others were already in the Between.

      “Where have you been?” Brega asked. She frowned behind her scarf. “We were worried.”

      “Tom’s been sneaking around the city,” Puck replied. “Doing a little sightseeing.”

      Brega’s frown turned quizzical but she said nothing.

      “Fenoderee took me to the tomb,” Tom said.

      “Why?” she asked. Then, “Where is he?”

      “Ho ho ho.” Puck did a cartwheel and landed at her feet. She stepped away but the fay pursued. “You won’t see Fenoderee for a while.”

      “The fay did something to him,” Tom said. He could still feel that scream. Like a cold belt around the chest. “He’s not dead. But he’s gone, for a while.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s hard to explain.”

      Mester Stoorworm slithered forward and placed an enormous palm on Tom’s chest. Obviously he had finished sulking. “Fenoderee has been undone?”

      Undone. It seemed too pleasant a term for what had happened. “Yes.”

      The fay dipped his head. “I liked him. He was nice.”

      “Oh cheer up, you overgrown snake.” Puck kicked his tail and yelped and hopped in mock pain, hopped on the other foot for a moment before he realised no-one was laughing. Then he scowled and returned to all fours. “He’ll be back,” he grumbled.

      “Why did they do this?” Brega asked. She was eyeing Puck with a new look. Perhaps she realised she didn’t understand him as well as she’d thought.

      “Fenoderee abducted our dear friend Tom.” Puck leered at her. “He risked Tom and he risked the sword. He had to be punished. Isn’t that what we do?” And he looked at Tom with a nasty smile. “Hurt people who betray us?”

      It made his stomach clench, to think of how he’d hit Katharine. “How would you know, Puck?” he sneered. “Weren’t you too busy cowering behind Dank’s legs?”

      Puck growled, hunkered to the ground, shoulders shifting, like a cat ready to pounce. He bared his teeth. “You dare speak to us that way?”

      “You’re forever speaking to me that way.”

      Puck continued to growl in the back of his throat. But Tom refused to back down. Refused to look away, refused to apologise. These fay had so many rules, so many mores and traditions. It was no different to Cairnagan. No, it was worse. Because no-one at Cairnagan had been toying with him.

      “We’re all tired,” Brega said. She took a careful step between them, and turned her back to Tom. It felt like an affront.

      “We will fail without the sword,” she said. “And Tom is dear to us. Thank you for bringing them back to us.”

      Tom blinked. He was surprised how touched he was, to hear her speak of him that way.

      “You’re welcome,” Puck muttered. Tom stepped to Brega’s side and watched the fay crawl away into the fog.

      “What happened?” she murmured, still watching Puck.

      “I’m not sure,” he admitted.

      “I thought the fay all had the same thoughts.”

      It wasn’t so simple. “Not always,” he said. He was too tired to explain.

      When he didn’t say anymore, Brega sighed and looked down. “You were meant to destroy those vineyards.”

      “Fenoderee said it was important.” But it sounded weak, even to him. Why was it important? He couldn’t say. He didn’t know.

      “You should have told me, before we left.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      She shook her head. She didn’t believe him. But he couldn’t lie, so how could she think he was telling her anything but the truth? But then she said, “Six and Katharine. They abandoned us and we punished them for it.”

      “This is different.”

      “Is it?” Her gaze demanding explanations. “They risked everything. So did you, when you took that sword with you on a jaunt through the city.”

      “It wasn’t a jaunt.”

      “We were relying on you to do something. You didn’t do it.” She pointed a finger at him. “You let us risk our lives for nothing.”

      “Not nothing.”

      “Did it keep Lord Neirin safe?”

      No. No, it had nothing to do with Neirin’s safety. Tom met her eye and shook his head.

      “How can I count on you?”

      He placed a hand on the sword.

      Keep us safe.

      Caledyr pushed aside the fatigue in his limbs and he said, “You can count on me.”

      Brega looked at his hand on the sword’s grip for a long moment. “Was Six right?” she asked. “Does it talk to you?”

      Something in her tone said he should answer carefully. “There’s magic in it,” he said.

      “Magic.” She repeated the word with a sneer and shook her head. Then she met his eye and said, “We need to work together.” And she stalked away into the fog too. Always angry. Never satisfied. As if he’d wanted to climb the whole tomb. As if he’d wanted to see Fenoderee be ‘undone’. As if he’d wanted to hear that supposed secret.

      He was tired. Physically, despite Caledyr’s efforts. Mentally too. Of mortals. Immortals too. Of this journey and this purpose. Of this sword.

      Keep us close.

      He undid his belt, let the scabbard fall to the ground and sat down beside it. Making sure no part of him was touching the sword.

      “You don’t believe Puck.”

      He turned and saw Dank stood behind him. He wanted to tell the boy to go away, to leave him alone and let him sleep. But he doubted Dank would be dissuaded. Not if the fay wanted to know something. So he said, “No.” No sense in lying. Or, at least, dancing around the truth.

      “Why not?”

      “Puck loves games and tricks and lies. He’s devious.”

      The boy laughed and earnt a glare from Brega. He ducked his head. “A fair description of his character.”

      “Do you believe him?”

      Dank shrugged.

      “Why did Fenoderee take me to that place?”

      “We seem to know less than Puck.”

      Was he lying? Refusing to say? “But what one fay knows, all fay know.”

      “It’s not as simple as that,” Dank said. He looked up. Above, as below, as all around, there was only this unnatural fog. But Dank looked as if he was gazing into a beautiful, starlit sky. “We share thoughts. We share a mind. But we don’t share everything. And whatever happened to Fenoderee is being kept from us.”

      Was that possible? “So I could tell you something and you could keep it from Melwas?”

      “We could try.” The boy wore a shy smile. “It isn’t normally us that keep the secrets.”

      Is that what Fenoderee had been doing? Keeping a secret? “Can all fay keep secrets?”

      “We think all fay can do it.” He shook his head. “But it isn’t easy.”

      “How do you do it?”

      “Have you ever lied a lie until you believe it to be true?” The boy looked at him with a gaze that said he knew the truth, however Tom might answer.

      Not that he could answer any other way. “Yes.”

      He nodded. “You do it by thinking the lie over and over. Rationalising it. Explaining it. And, above all, not thinking about the truth.” He undercut his point with a shrug. “That’s the key. You don’t think about the truth.”

      Tom tried to imagine forcing his thoughts to skirt around an idea, knowing it was there but never looking directly at it. He couldn’t imagine how difficult it was. Surely by thinking about not thinking about it, you were thinking about it?

      We cannot think on it too much.

      Fenoderee had been keeping a secret. No. He’d been trying to tell Tom a secret. And the fay hadn’t wanted him to know about it.

      Why did the fay want to destroy the monoliths?

      “Don’t worry about Fenoderee,” Dank said. “It isn’t long until Calmae. Then he will be Glastyn again.”

      But Glastyn wouldn’t tell him. “I just don’t understand what he was trying to achieve.”

      Dank waved a hand. “Don’t let it bother you.”

      “Aren’t you curious?”

      “Not really.”

      “You don’t want to know what Fenoderee did to deserve that?”

      A shadow passed over the boy’s face and his voice was deeper when he said, “Some things are not worth prying into.”

      Tom nodded and offered a smile. But it was weak, watery. He felt it quaver on his face, because he knew, in that moment, Dank wasn’t ignorant at all. He knew. Dank knew what Fenoderee had been trying to tell him.
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        * * *

      

      Coemyn was the village on the eastern coast of the Kingdom where they had washed up. It wasn’t of much strategic value, nor even psychological value. In fact, the only reason they were going there was for an easy victory; they could take credit for the fire Storrstenn had started in the wreck the night they’d left.

      And, to make it even easier, the village was built right on top of a Faerie Circle.

      “Why would you put a Circle under a village?” Brega asked.

      Dank frowned at her then offered a small smile. It gave him a young, boyish look. But Tom could see behind it now. It was an act. A facade. “The Circle was there centuries before the village,” he said. “The elfs built over it. But it still works.”

      “What’s on top of it?” Tom asked.

      And Dank shrugged, still with the same smile. “We’re not sure.” A boy’s answer, an arrogant belief that forewarned is neither forearmed nor necessary in the face of their abilities. But it was deceptive. Tom could see the fay deep within his eyes. The fay who knew, if not all, then more than they were letting on.

      “Mester Stoorworm, you had better stay here,” Tom said. Did he know, too?

      “Again?” His manner was too disarming, too innocent. Even his body, terrible and serpentine, made plain the lie of his empty, doglike dragon face.

      “Let us see where we appear first. There might not be room for you.”

      “Ho ho ho.” Puck had regained his former merriment. Where Tom had once found that charming, to so readily forget and forgive, now he found it disingenuous. “We believe he just called you fat, Mester!”

      Mester Stoorworm twisted himself to look at his tail. Despite himself, Tom said, “Ignore him.”

      “We’ll head for the square. Make a scene. You can make another speech,” Brega said to Tom. The thought of it wearied him, and he touched Caledyr for reassurance. “We’re in and out. No reason this has to be complicated.” She gave Tom a look heavy with meaning.

      “In and out,” he repeated.

      She gave a firm nod. “Very well. Let’s go.”

      There was a tug and the fog disappeared.

      It was replaced by a dark room, a soft bed, and screaming children.

      “Iron nails,” Tom swore, fighting to keep his balance as the bed beneath him rocked. He half-stepped, half-fell onto the floor, staggering into Brega, who was little more than a shadow.

      Something was bouncing on the bed and giggling.

      “Puck, stop that.” Tom blinked hard, opened his eyes wide, trying to force them to adjust to the dark.

      “The children,” Brega said. She was right. Their screams would draw attention.

      The door flew open, lantern light dazzled them. Tom had a moment to make out the small room, the two beds, the two screaming children.

      The elf in the doorway carrying a sword.

      “Drop the weapon,” Tom said. But he knew that, were their places reversed, he would have died first.

      The elf rushed into the room and lifted his blade.

      Caledyr slid from the scabbard with a whisper and Tom saw nothing but the attack.

      Block.

      He braced himself for the blow, the elf’s swing hitting Caledyr hard, the impact running down his arms. As always, Caledyr notched the blade.

      Push.

      He used the notch to tug the blades down, putting them between him and the elf, and pushed. They needed more room. Someone would get stabbed or worse. The elf staggered back, dropped the lantern. The children’s screams grew louder.

      Focus.

      The screams faded and all Tom could hear was his own breath, his own heartbeat.

      He pushed his foe into a small hallway. Even less room. The elf stepped aside to avoid hitting the wall, pulled his blade free, stabbed.

      Parry.

      Tom batted the attack aside, took a step back. The elf stabbed again.

      Parry.

      Tom obeyed. The elf stabbed, Caledyr ordered, Tom obeyed again, giving ground each time. He risked a glance back to see a staircase heading down. Perfect. Take the fight to a larger room or, better yet, outside.

      Avoid the low ground.

      Tom ignored the sword. When the elf stabbed again, he didn’t parry. Instead he let the blade pass between his flank and his arm, trapped the elf’s hand, wrapped his sword arm around the back of the elf’s neck, and pulled.

      He had meant to toss him down the stairs, but the elf got his own grip on Tom and they tumbled together. The steps were wood, hard, cracking his head, elbows, his back. They released each other and then they hit the floor. Tom kicked himself away and crawled to his hands and knees.

      Retrieve the sword.

      He’d dropped Caledyr. Aches and pains forgotten, he was on his feet, and then the blade was in his hands.

      Face the enemy.

      The elf was slower to his feet but quicker to his sword.

      Disable.

      He kicked the elf in the flank, knocked him to the floor again.

      Disarm.

      He batted the sword aside, crushed the elf’s wrist with his foot, forced him to drop his weapon. Tom kicked it away.

      Kill the enemy.

      In a moment Tom had reversed his grip on Caledyr and raised his arms, ready to impale his opponent.

      But his eyes caught movement. Another attacker?

      No. Dank. Stood at the top of the stairs. Trying to hold one of the kicking and struggling children.

      The roar in his ears faded and he could hear her screams.

      He heard babbling, prayers and begging from the elf at his feet.

      He heard muffled wails from upstairs. Probably the mother.

      The terror in the eyes of the elf at his feet made his stomach clench.

      Kill the enemy.

      “Put the child down,” he said to Dank.

      Kill the enemy.

      “Put her down!” he bellowed.

      Dank started, his face a mixture of surprise and fury. “We have to silence her,” he replied.

      Kill the enemy.

      “No.”

      “She’ll bring half the Kingdom down on us.”

      Kill the enemy.

      “I said no!” And Tom threw the sword away, letting it fall to the floor behind him.

      The child continued to scream, he could still hear the wails from upstairs. But he felt a silence, like he was the only person left in Tir.

      He stepped back, giving the father space, letting him climb slowly and carefully to his feet. There was terror and distrust, an expectation that Tom was tricking him, or about to do something terrible.

      “Go,” Tom said, and pointed up the stairs. He kept his voice as clear and gentle as he could.

      The elf glanced up to his daughter, back to Tom. Took a step back. Another, when Tom nodded.

      “Dank, let the child go.”

      The boy obeyed, and the little elf clambered down the stairs to her father, who climbed to meet her, picked her up, hugged her, soothed her, stroked her hair and whispered in her ear.

      Tom tugged Siomi’s mask from his face.

      “Back to the Circle, Dank,” he said.

      “Are we leaving?”

      “We’re leaving.”

      Dank disappeared and the father looked back at Tom. “We’re going,” Tom said. “I’m sorry.”

      He knew they didn’t speak the human tongue. They looked at him like he was a monster. He pointed up the stairs and they scurried away.

      Caledyr lay on the floor, waiting for him. Tom was loath to touch it. But he couldn’t leave it either. No matter how much he wanted to.

      He reached out, waited for the onslaught. But the sword was quiet when he picked it up. Chastened.

      That elf is not the enemy, he thought. As if he could speak to it.

      The stairs felt like a mountain, and he felt more and more exhausted with each step.

      The bedroom was full to bursting. The mother and one child were bound and gagged on one bed, the father and the other child huddled on the other. Every cheek was wet, every eye wide. Terrified. The others stood between the two halves of the family. Intruders. Thieves in the night.

      “Untie them,” Tom said. “We’re leaving.”

      “We just arrived,” Brega said. It wasn’t a challenge. Just a statement.

      “And now we’re leaving.”

      “Shall we do this again, Tom?” Puck grinned and delight danced in his eyes.

      “No.” He hadn’t meant to bark. But he had. And the Puck bristled. Well, let him. Tom waited until the elfs were free and hugging and crying together. “Dank. Take us to Neirin.”

      The boy looked like he was sucking on a lemon. “What about the wreck?”

      He challenges us.

      Tom closed his eyes and took a deep breath, and the thought retreated along with the anger it came with. “Take us to Neirin,” he repeated.

      And with a tug, they were gone.
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        * * *

      

      The ride to the abandoned stable where the others were sleeping was a battle.

      Listen.

      No.

      Listen.

      No.

      Listen.

      The sword had no other tactics. No persuasive arguments. It didn’t need them. The only weapon it needed was its voice, because every word felt like one of Tom’s own thoughts. It will speak for you. How many thoughts had Caledyr placed amongst his own?

      Well. No more. He’d been letting other people think for him for too long. The sword. Neirin. The fay. Even the West. He’d let them all direct him. It was time to think for himself.

      The trouble was, he didn’t know what thoughts he should have.

      The morning felt cold. The moon had given birth to a soft, shy sun that hid behind cotton clouds and there was a wind from the east. He wrapped his travelling cloak around himself. But the mask and the sword were strapped to the saddle. He didn’t want to touch them.

      Listen.

      No.

      Where the sword felt like a quiet reserve of persistence, the mask felt like a silent face of judgement. Not that he felt its thoughts too. But he felt judged by it nonetheless. What would Siomi have said of their campaign across the Kingdom? Or of his actions of late?

      Listen.

      No.

      They crested the last hill and saw an enormous compound stretching away below them. There were huge, long stables in great rows that opened onto fields, all surrounding a circular track, in the middle of which was a single story villa. And all of that was enclosed in a great, tall wooden fence. It seemed too big to be abandoned. But there wasn’t a sound as they descended. Not until they reached the bottom and made their way to the great gate, which Sannvinn opened with a creak.

      “What happened?” she asked. “Are we discovered?”

      Listen.

      No.

      Sannvinn led them into the garden within the villa. This one was all stone, pebbles and pillars and statues. Their footsteps crunched as they walked, echoing in the quiet. Storrstenn looked up from his papers. Neirin frowned at them from where he sat cross-legged on a large, flat stone. Katharine and Six were tied together on the ground. Katharine wore a Western shawl and stared at her feet. Both of Six’s eyes were black. More of his handiwork.

      “Untie them,” Tom said to no-one in particular. He carried a sheathed Caledyr in one hand, Siomi’s mask in the other.

      “You said to keep them bound,” Storrstenn replied. “We cannot trust them.”

      Tom didn’t raise his voice or even look at the dwarf. “Untie them.” He offered Siomi’s mask to Neirin. “Thank you for this gift. But I have proven myself unworthy of it.”

      “I don’t understand.” Neirin had missed the mask; it was written all over his face, as was the pain it caused him to see it again. “What happened?”

      Listen.

      No.

      Tom watched Six and Katharine clamber to their feet. “You were right,” he told them. He wanted to look away as Katharine cradled her wrist. But he forced himself to see. “I should have listened to you. Both of you.”

      Never surrender.

      The thought was so strong it made his entire body twitch, the impulse to draw, to fight.

      “I think we’re beyond apologies.” Six’s voice was thick with bitterness, like treacle in his mouth.

      “You’re right. Words are easy. Even if they are true.” He looked at Katharine. How many times had she told him that? “And I am sorry. But actions are all that will make this right.”

      “You’ve acted enough,” she said. Her wrist wasn’t swollen or broken, but she held it to her chest like it might shatter.

      He said nothing. As he’d said, words weren’t enough. Instead he dropped Caledyr at her feet. It landed wth a violent crack.

      Do not give up the sword.

      The thought was a siren so strong he took a step forward before he realised. Six looked from Tom’s feet to his face and Tom wanted to pretend nothing had happened. But that would be a lie too. So he took a step back. And another one.

      Do not give up the sword.

      Tom refused to be moved. You are not my master.

      The sword was quiet.

      So was the garden.

      “So. You won’t carry the sword.” It was Brega who spoke. She sounded indifferent to it all. “We still need to get to Cairnagwyn. Break the monoliths.”

      But Tom kept his eyes on Six and Katharine. They looked at the sword on the ground. Neither of them seemed willing to touch it. Tom willed them to pick it up, to say something. He wanted them to smile and forgive him. He didn’t expect them to. But he dared to let himself hope.

      But Katharine turned away. And Six shook his head, but kept his gaze on the sword.

      Tom sighed. He couldn’t help but be disappointed. “First we sleep,” he said to Brega. “I’m exhausted.” And cold too. In his bones. He felt like he hadn’t slept in weeks. “We sleep,” he said again, picturing a warm bed. Even that soft thing in Cairnagan would have been heaven. Instead he moved to his saddlebag, lay down, used it as a pillow as he had for weeks. “And when we wake, everything changes.”

      He closed his eyes. Just for a moment. Then he would explain. But instead he fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      “So that’s it?” Emyr’s face was drawn, as usual. No. There wasn’t the pinch of pain. Just regret.

      They were stood outside a tent. It was cold. And dark. And windy. Tom wanted to be anywhere else but there. Not because it was cold and dark and windy. But because he was the reason Emyr looked so sad.

      But he said nothing. Why did he say nothing?

      “I had higher hopes for you, Tom,” Emyr said. And he gave him a look that betrayed bitter disappointment. “There’s a reason I asked you to carry that sword.”

      “Was there a reason you didn’t warn me about it?”

      Emyr blinked a blink as slow as a glacier. “Yes.”

      Tom didn’t say anything. He looked aside. He touched the sword at his hip, took his hand away. But the sword was quiet. Silent. Like a child watching its parents fight.

      “Responsibility isn’t something you pick up and put down when you tire of it, Tom.”

      “I know.”

      “I need you to deal with this.”

      “I don’t think I can.”

      “You need to find a way.”

      Emyr looked so lost. So sad. So alone. Tom wanted to help him. But instead he said, “This is your strength. This is what you do. You’re the legendary king of Tir. I’m just Tom.”

      Emyr closed his eyes and whispered, “Stop.” He took a breath. And another. Like he was remembering how to do so each time. Then he said, “Make it work.” And he disappeared into the tent.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up.” Brega shook him, roughly as ever. His eyes felt full of sap, his mouth tasted awful and he was starving. He sat up. It was growing dark. “Is it late?”

      “Yes.” She handed him a flask and he drank, then swapped it for the bread in her hands. As he ate, she said, “Storrstenn wants to move.”

      He looked up at her. There were bags under her eyes still. “Did you sleep?”

      “For a time.” She shrugged. “I took a watch.”

      She didn’t need to explain why. “Is he well?”

      She cast a glance back and lowered her voice. “He’s in good health.”

      He recognised a carefully phrased answer. “Six suggested he’s been cut out of the decision-making.”

      Brega scowled, but it was clear it was directed at someone else. “He doesn’t know the land like Storrstenn does.”

      “That didn’t stop us.” He gestured towards Gravinn. “She didn’t take charge.”

      They both watched the dwarf for a moment; for once, she wasn’t poring over her maps. They were all rolled up and stored in a corner and she sat alone with her back to them.

      “Do we need to unseat Storrstenn?” Brega asked.

      Tom took a mouthful of bread to delay his answer. His first reaction was to agree. The campaign of terror had been Storrstenn’s idea. But had it? He’d been talking about uprisings. Was that something different? He watched the dwarf try to interrogate Dank, to find out what they had done, why they were back. Dank wore a smirk that was not his own. He, or the fay using him, was toying with Storrstenn.

      The trouble was, Tom wasn’t sure who to trust anymore.

      He swallowed. “It’s not up to me,” he said.

      She nodded. “Do we go back, then?”

      “Back?”

      “To the Between,” she said. “Back to work.”

      “Never.”

      “Why?”

      But he wasn’t about to explain himself twice. So he climbed to his feet and said, “I have something to say.”

      But everyone’s attention had already turned to him as soon as he’d stood. It was a little unnerving, to see attentive, watchful, or suspicious eyes on him.

      “Yes,” Storrstenn said. “I believe we’re owed an explanation.”

      Tom ignored him and spoke to Neirin. “We were heading to Cairnagwyn to break the monoliths. But somehow our path now takes us to Cairnaten, and on the way we’re burning and destroying as much as the Kingdom as we can. We’re sowing mayhem and fear and destruction. It’s wrong and it gets us no closer to Cairnagwyn. I won’t do it anymore.”

      But it was Brega who answered. “This is how we destabilise the Kingdom. That’s what you said.”

      He met her angry gaze, trying to keep his expression calm and clear. “I said that,” he agreed. “But it’s not the right thing to do.”

      “How do we get into Cairnagwyn?” she demanded.

      A foresight came to mind, bubbling up from memory. Six stood amongst tall grass, calling out a name. What was it? “Six knows,” Tom replied,. “He said he knows the palace.” Athra. That was the name. “And I think he knows people who could help us.”

      “Indeed?” Storrstenn said. “And by what manner will our freedom be secured if we withdraw our support of Proctor Renwyr?”

      “I don’t know,” Tom replied. “But your freedom cannot be worth all this pain and suffering.”

      Storrstenn’s fat lips twisted into a leering grin. “Of course it is.”

      But Storrstenn wasn’t the one he needed to convince. “We’ve been arguing since we swam ashore,” he said to Neirin. “I don’t want to argue anymore. If you think this is a good plan, so be it. Let someone else take my place.” Glastyn had once told him that the key to politics was to give something to everyone. So he said, “But remember it isn’t our plan. It’s his.” He pointed to Storrstenn. “We gave him the control here. Let’s take it back, and do what we came to do.” Then he added, with deliberate emphasis, “My lord.”

      Neirin blinked.

      “You asked for my help,” Storrstenn sneered. “Now you spit on me. Is this gratitude?”

      But Tom looked to Brega. Her anger and surprise had disappeared.

      Give something to everyone. And what was it Brega wanted? “But I am not your counsel, Lord Neirin,” he said, keeping his eyes on her.

      Neirin looked at Siomi’s mask in his hand, then at Brega, appraising her, weighing her. Don’t weigh too long, she won’t like that. Her gaze had already fallen on the mask and was beginning to harden.

      But Neirin put it on the ground and stood, faced her, and bared his wrists to her. “What say you, Brega?”

      Tom couldn’t fight a smile. She looked shocked, and pleased, and sceptical. And when she spoke, she did it with her own voice. Not an impression of Siomi. “If the Westerner can get us into Cairnagwyn, then Tom’s right. We don’t need this Proctor.”

      Neirin nodded. “And our road would be easier.”

      “And safer,” she added.

      “Can it be done?” Neirin turned to Six who was sat with Katharine.

      He wore a pleased scowl, a reticent smirk. Like someone chewing the lemon they asked for. “It can.”

      “And who are these people?”

      Six turned his gaze on Tom. Hope. Fear. Resignation. He didn’t want to hear Tom answer the question. But he could see no other way. So Tom said, as gently as he could, “Athra will help us, won’t he?”

      Six sighed. “Probably.” He looked at the ground. “Although you might regret asking.”

      “Is it a better option?” Neirin asked.

      “Barely,” Six replied. He gave Tom a baleful glance. “But if anyone knows how to sneak into Cairnagwyn, Athra does.” It seemed to almost hurt him to say it. “He needs to know the secret ways around Tir. He and his people try to burn the Kingdom too.”

      “Can’t we just use a Faerie Circle?” Brega asked. “We could be there in moments.”

      But when eyes turned to Dank, he shook his head. “They will be no help to you.”

      That sounded like a carefully phrased answer. “There are no Circles in Cairnagwyn?” Tom asked.

      Dank turned a glare on him. A Melwas-glare, both angry and amused. “None that will be of service to you.”

      “I can get you in,” Storrstenn said. “My plans will see you in Cairnagwyn in mere weeks. Idris overthrown. A new king on the throne that will set us all free.”

      But Neirin said to Six, “These elfs. Why do they burn the Kingdom?”

      Six grimaced. “They think it will bring back Oen.”

      “You speak of the Goraven?” Storrstenn scoffed. “You think ragtag fanatics will offer you aid superior to my own?” He snorted. “I will not listen to this foolishness any longer.”

      Neirin stilled. “Have a care, master dwarf.” He tapped two fingertips against his own wrist. “Remember to whom you are speaking.”

      “Perhaps you should remember to whom you are speaking,” Storrstenn countered. “The dwarf who has seen you safely through the Kingdom these past months.”

      “You speak to the Shield of the Eastern Angles,” Brega growled. “Keep a civil tongue or lose it.”

      The last thing they needed was another argument. So Tom said to Six, “How do we find Athra?”

      “I don’t know.” He seemed to be regretting this already. “It’s in his interest to remain hidden.”

      Because he was an outlaw. A ragtag fanatic burning the Kingdom. Were they trading one campaign of terror for another?

      But he had seen Six calling for this elf. It would happen, whether Tom willed it or not. And at least it would not be his hand dealing the pain and the suffering. Not his face that children would see in their nightmares. So he said, “The fay can find them.” Looked at Dank and said, “You can take us to the Goraven, can’t you?”

      “Can we, Thomas Rymour?” Was that Dank’s voice? Or someone else’s?

      Tom was tired. He was ashamed. And the memory of that family’s terror was like a raw nerve, sore when it was thought of and thought of because it was sore.

      And the boy lounging opposite had lied to him.

      So when Tom said, “You can,” it wasn’t with care, or diplomacy, or the levity of tone the fay liked so much. It was blunt and plain. “The fay would see these monoliths broken, would they not?”

      “Perhaps.” His expression didn’t change, his voice was flat.

      “Then help us.”

      “You command us?”

      “You accepted commands when we were attacking the Kingdom,” Tom replied. “You can do so again, or you can leave us to make our own way.”

      Dank’s expression twisted, amusement and anger holding sway in equal measure. “My my, Thomas. How boldly you speak.” And then, in a voice more his own, “We will help you.”

      Tom didn’t need to fake his gratitude. He still needed the fay, even if they were lying to him. “Thank you.”

      “So is this our plan?” Neirin asked. “Find these outlaws. Ask them to help us into Cairnagwyn?”

      “It is, if you wish it to be,” Tom said, then added, as before, “my lord.”

      Neirin seemed to stand a little taller. “I do,” he said, and it was with some of the imperious air he’d once had.

      It was done. Tom allowed himself a small smile of relief.

      “You swore to help me free my people.” Storrstenn was not smiling.

      “I did.” Tom pitched his voice low and sombre. Despite what he’d said, he still felt like he was abandoning the dwarfs. “I will uphold that oath in any way I can. But I will not be the monster you want me to be.”

      “Monster?” Storrstenn snorted. “You steal a few grains and burn a few barns and you think you can call yourself monster?”

      He’d rampaged across the Kingdom, dressed like a ghoul, doing his best to frighten and to hurt. “I fear so.”

      “Yet you run from your task like a frightened child,” the dwarf sneered. “And what have you done? Have you birthed dissent? Have you fostered rebellion? Have you sought out misfits and rebels and urged them to wreak hurt on their masters? Hmm?” Storrstenn’s fingers were flexing at the air, like he wanted to strangle someone. “Have you forged death warrants?” he hissed. “Stolen babies? Poisoned elfs? Have you had to hoist your own people onto a scaffold that you might climb over them to greatness?” And then he spat, a bubbled glob popping on the stone floor. “You are a mewling babe. Not a monster. Not even a man.”

      But the insult passed Tom by. Hoisted onto a scaffold. “Maurstenn.” The third dwarf in the wreck. The one Storrstenn had told them stayed behind. “You killed him, didn’t you?”

      Sannvinn took a sharp breath and looked to her leader, eyes wide.

      But if Storrstenn noticed, he gave no sign. “The dwarf who was too afraid to grasp his own freedom?” He bared his teeth. “Such a dwarf does not deserve the world I am making for him.”

      “But you didn’t kill him,” Sannvinn said, shaking her head as if trying to convince him of the right answer.

      “He would have given us up the moment he was questioned.”

      “That’s why you burnt the wreck,” Tom said. “To hide the body.” And because he could say it, it was true.

      “You burned a dwarf?” Whatever significance that had, it was enough to pull Gravinn to her feet and into the conversation.

      “I had no choice,” Storrstenn replied. “My hand was forced. So I did the terrible thing, for a better future.” He nodded at Brega. “Isn’t that how you see it? No price is too high for a noble cause.”

      Brega’s eyes flickered over the dwarfs and landed on Neirin. Tom knew she agreed. But this was a chance to undermine Storrstenn and reinstate Neirin as the head of this group. So she said, “Some prices are too high.”

      Storrstenn waved a hand and made a derisory sound. “Talk to me when your people are enslaved. Tell me then what price is too high for your freedom.”

      “You burned a dwarf,” Gravinn repeated.

      “Yes, I burnt him,” Storrstenn snapped. “I’d do it again if I had to.”

      “You said we would be freeing dwarfs,” Gravinn said, very still, very sad. “All of them. No-one left behind.”

      “It is.”

      “You didn’t say we’d be killing each other.”

      “Had he lived, you would be swinging from a noose by now.”

      Even though the sword was across the garden, far out of reach, Tom felt a thought.

      Push.

      It was a good thought. “Who else would you burn?” he asked. “Would you burn me? Her?” He pointed at Gravinn. Then Sannvinn. “Or her?”

      Storrstenn’s eyes blazed hotter than the fire he’d built around Maurstenn and spit flecked his lips as he hissed, “I’d burn the lot of you if it freed my people.”

      The damage was done. Gravinn’s face was stone. Sannvinn’s eyes were wet. Storrstenn was undone.

      Gravinn turned to Tom and pulled out her golden bell. “Here,” she said.

      Wasn’t this a symbol of her slavery? What did this mean? The tiny bell felt heavy as she placed it in his palm. “You have a mind and a heart,” she said, her words as dull and empty as the look she gave him. “You have my loyalty.”

      “It was I who freed you, you simpering fool.”

      “It was Tom who killed my master,” she replied. “But that isn’t the same thing.” She walked back to her spot in the garden and sat down, back to everyone.

      Storrstenn let out a little huff and turned to Sannvinn. “And you?” he demanded. “Have you the mettle to see this through?”

      But she shuddered under the dwarf’s gaze and looked to Tom.

      “Don’t look at him, look at me!”

      But Tom just shook his head. “Freedom means making your own choices about who to follow.”

      Sannvinn looked between the two of them for a moment before crossing the garden to sit by Gravinn’s side.

      Storrstenn threw his hands in the air. “Then I am rid of you,” he said. “I have no need for weakness. When you are freed, you will thank me, and I will scorn you for the weaklings you are.”

      “Will you help us?” Tom asked, as calmly as he could.

      “To break your supposed magics?” he scoffed. “I will do what I have set out to do: Proctor Renwyr will free us.”

      “Then you travel alone.”

      He laughed. “And you will spend what little remains of your life in a Western cell.” His smug grin was grotesque. “No-one crosses me.”

      Tom just looked to Neirin, who wore the expression he had once used solely for Six. “A threat to him is a threat to me,” the elf said.

      “I care not.”

      “I am the Shield of the Eastern Angles.”

      “You could be the Primary Elect for all I care.”

      “I cannot let you interfere with our journey.” He nodded to Brega. “I’m sure we can find a use for you.”

      The dwarf kicked and struggled, but Brega was taller and stronger and more skilled; she had him gagged and bound in moments. Sannvinn looked pained to see him glaring up from the ground. But she said nothing. No-one did. Tom met Storrstenn’s glare without flinching. He knew he had sworn to help the dwarf. But how could he stand by his oath when he knew what Storrstenn was capable of and, in knowing, fearing what he would do next?

      But Tom still felt like a liar and a disappointment. He looked at Gravinn, who looked at no-one and blinked away tears. She had seen her dream disappear in a matter of minutes.

      Six stepped into the silence and said, “No more attacks on the people.”

      “No more,” Neirin said.

      “No more attempts to destabilise the Kingdom.”

      “No.”

      “We break the monoliths. That is all.”

      “Agreed.”

      Six nodded. “Then take me to Athra,” he said to Tom. “Let’s finish this.”
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      The wind was high and cold and the maiden moon was no more than a shadow in the sky. They stood on a hill looking over an expanse of impossibly tall, wild grass.

      “You’ll find them in there.” Dank’s smile was too big, his demeanour too friendly. “Though they might not like that you did.”

      “We’ll see,” was all Tom said. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about being lied to.

      But before they could set off, Neirin raised his hand. “A moment,” he said. “I need to do this.” He was holding up Siomi’s mask and looking at Tom, waiting for opposition.

      But Tom just nodded. He had usurped the tradition of that mask. And he had a new appreciation for Siomi’s way of thinking. The end justified the means. Brega thought the end was her death, the means her journey to it. But perhaps Siomi had seen it differently. Her end had been her goal, the same goal she’d had all her life: the protection of her charge.

      Tom watched Neirin gaze into the mask and run a thumb over the cheek. Siomi’s ends justified her means. But her people confused her means with her end, and so they would dishonour her. But she would not care. She would not have been ashamed of her death, and she would not have apologised for it.

      So they had gathered in a circle and Brega knelt and began to scoop a hole in the ground with her gloved hands. But Neirin knelt too and placed his hands over hers. “Please,” he said. Then he released her and began to dig while she watched, eyes wide. Tom didn’t need to wonder if Neirin had ever had dirt under his nails in his life. But that made the gesture powerful.

      When the hole was just large enough and just deep enough for the mask, he stood and dropped it in. It stared up at them all. The skull behind the face of Siomi’s grandmother.

      “Siomi was my protector. My counsel. My friend,” Neirin said. “I wish I didn’t have to do this.” He stared back at the mask for a moment, then he took a deep, shaky breath and nodded to Brega. “In the human tongue,” he said. “For them.”

      Brega frowned but nodded. “Why are we here?” she asked.

      “To bury our shame,” Neirin replied.

      “Whose shame?”

      “Siomi, who was our sister, but was weak in her moment of meeting Angau.”

      “What must we do?”

      “We must,” he said, and stopped. Closed his eyes. Took a breath. “We must forget her. We must purge her from our memories, that her example not lead us to our own weakness.”

      “Her line has failed her.”

      “And we must silence its poison.” Neirin knelt again and picked up a rock he had found nearby. He lifted it in the air and held it, poised, ready. Unwilling. Tom began to wonder if Neirin was having second thoughts. He waited for Neirin to cast the stone aside, sweep the skull back up to his chest and admit that Tom had been right, that they shouldn’t do this.

      Then he whispered something in elfish, before bringing the rock down with desperate ferocity. The crack rang through the still night air. Neirin lifted the rock and drove it down, again and again, each blow becoming more savage. The mask withstood, then chipped, then cracked, and finally broke in two under Neirin’s final agonised blow. He sat back on his heels, slumped, hair in disarray, breathing ragged.

      “The world is safer,” Brega said, quiet and gentle.

      “Angau is pleased,” Neirin managed. He let the rock fall from his grip.

      “Let us pray her like is not seen again.” Brega’s words were clipped.

      But Neirin’s sounded full of relief. “Let us pray her like is not seen again,” he whispered, and pushed the dirt over the mask with his hands in rough, sloppy movements. It was a shallow burial. Tom couldn’t help but think Siomi deserved better.

      But the past few weeks had revealed his judgement to be unsound. So Tom said nothing. He watched Neirin clamber to his feet, wiping his hands on his dirty, fading, fraying robes. Watched the moonlight catch the tears on his cheeks. Watched him pull out his own mask and tie it to his face.

      Tom knelt and scooped some of the soil away, hoping neither Brega nor Neirin would stop him. But they said nothing, and he buried a coin above the mask.

      “Take this offering,” he said. It was, of course, late for offerings. But sometimes the gesture was what mattered. “Take it with you to the Isles of the Dead and let it buy your passing into that place, where the sun never sets and it is always summer.” He touched a morsel of bread to the grave and then ate it. Unlike the last time he had performed this little ritual, the bread felt light and airy. “You have done wrong in this life, as have we all.” It felt wrong to accuse Siomi of such things. But then, it was more accurate than calling her shameful. Or poisonous. “I take your wrongs and bear them on my shoulders now, so that you may enter the West in innocence and goodness.” She would have smiled at his words, and thanked him with genuine gratitude, even if she didn’t believe in the ritual itself. “Go in peace,” he said, and he hoped for it with all his heart.

      The silence was broken by Neirin taking a few deep breaths through his nose. With his eyes closed, he looked like he as drawing strength from the skull. Trying to think like his grandfather. Trying to listen to the voices of the dead. “Thank you, Tom,” he said, eyes still closed. “Those were kind words.”

      Tom stood up. He could still feel the bread in his stomach. But it felt good to be bearing Siomi’s wrongs. It felt like he was doing something for her. And it felt better than bearing his own. “You’re welcome,” he said.

      “It is done.” Neirin opened his eyes and they were wet. He blinked and said to Six, “Let us find these fanatics of yours.”

      Tom spared a look back at Siomi’s only grave as Dank led them down the hill. He doubted her body had been accorded much respect. The Westerners had probably dropped her in the sea. He felt his jaw tighten.

      The enemy?

      The thought deflated his anger. No, he thought. No more. He looked at the sword, strapped to his saddle, and when he looked up he caught Katharine’s eye.

      She looked away quickly.

      How heavy would his wrongs feel in another man’s stomach?

      The grass grew longer, brushing their ankles, before it became a dense forest, growing taller even than the elfs. The horses shied away from going inside. Tom could relate. With only the stars to light their way, it would be difficult to see.

      “Why is this grass so tall?” Brega growled.

      Six sniffed. “Magic.”

      “That’s your explanation for everything,” she huffed. “Can’t we just go around?”

      Dank shrugged. “We believe the elfs you seek might be in there.”

      “Might be?”

      “Yes.” Dank shrugged again. “The fay do not know their exact location.”

      Impressive. Even those that knew of the fay struggled to hide from them. To do it unintentionally said much for the Goraven’s skills. He looked back at the grass and wondered what they’d find within.

      He recalled a foresight of shadows bearing blades.

      “I’ve foreseen this,” he told them. “I saw myself, with two or three others. No horses.”

      “Fine,” Brega said. “I’ll wait with Lord Neirin.”

      “We will carry on.” Neirin’s voice was deeper than usual. He was hunched too. Was that how his grandfather had looked and sounded?

      “Visibility will be limited. I won’t be able to protect you.”

      “I am not afraid.”

      “I am,” she replied.

      “Brega’s right,” Tom said. “And I didn't see you in my foresight.”

      Choice. Was Brega right? Had he taken away a choice?

      Neirin’s shoulders dropped and he sounded like himself when he said, “Very well.” And there was too much pleading when he asked, “But you will call for us?”

      So Tom pretended it was a command. Give something to everyone. “Very good, my lord.”

      Neirin’s back straightened. “Brega and I will wait.”

      “The dwarfs as well.”

      Neirin gave a small shrug. Gravinn seemed disappointed, already straining to see into the grass. Sannvinn was preoccupied, too busy lost in thought or snatching glances at Storrstenn, who was bound and gagged and thrown over Brega’s horse like a pig.

      “So we four go on?” Dank asked. There was no other voice in his. Just the boy, serious and grave.

      “Why us?” Six asked.

      “It makes sense,” Tom replied. “You know these people and you speak the language. Katharine’s a Pathfinder; if she can’t find them, they can’t be found.”

      “And us?”

      And you I want to keep an eye on. “And the wisdom of the fay may be useful.”

      Katharine said nothing. Six wanted to do the same. But he said, grudgingly, “You said they’d attack?”

      “Yes.”

      “We should arm ourselves.”

      “We do.” His foresight was unclear. He wielded a sword. But was it Caledyr? He was no swordsman without it. But he was loath to touch it, loath to let it back into his thoughts.

      He took it from the saddle, careful to touch only the scabbard. But he could still feel it within. Waiting. Ready.

      “Wait on the hill,” he said to Brega. “We’ll call for you when we’ve found them.”

      It was too dark to read Brega’s veiled expression. But she gave him a curt nod, her gaze lingering on the sword. Then she tugged the reins and led the others back up the hill. Neirin looked like he bore the weight of Tir on his shoulders. He’d probably thought he’d left that grave behind forever.

      The night faded to be replaced by another, darker, so dark he could barely see his hands before his face. He was digging through the ground with bare hands. He felt dirty. Profane. He shouldn’t be doing this. But he had to.

      His fingers touched something solid in the dirt and he dug around it, pulled it free, brushed the dirt away, ran a thumb over the sunrise embossed on its face.

      The coin he’d buried over Topknot’s grave.

      The foresight faded and Tom frowned. What was so important about that old coin? Nothing, save it had fallen from Emyr’s pocket one night in Faerie. Too old to be spent. Worth only the metal it was made from. And he would profane a grave for it?

      It would be too easy to touch the sword, for comfort and reassurance. As bloodthirsty as it was, it saw the world in clear absolutes.

      Six was watching, waiting.

      Tom told himself he wasn’t seeking comfort or clear absolutes. He needed to fight, and he would need the sword’s help to survive. That’s why he drew the sword.

      He’d expected an onslaught of thoughts. But there was nothing. Caledyr rested silent in his hand. Waiting.

      You serve me, Tom thought. It felt too much like a question.

      Yes.

      You help me fight.

      Yes.

      My thoughts are my own.

      The sword fell quiet. Was that a refusal to answer or an obedient retreat? The blade caught the moonlight.

      He’d take it as obedience.

      “Tom.”

      “I know, Six.”

      He continued nonetheless. “That sword isn’t safe.”

      “I know.” He pulled the scabbard from the saddle and strapped it to his waist. The sword slid home with a hiss. The weight was too reassuring for comfort.

      “It changes you.”

      “It did.” Tom put heavy emphasis on the last word and met Six’s eye with an open gaze. “Dank, lead the way.”

      But Six wasn’t done. “That sword makes you dangerous, Tom.”

      “Perhaps I need to be dangerous,” Tom snapped. And he felt the sword flare, and hot anger run up his arm and into his heart.

      The anger felt strong, felt good. But Tom didn’t want it. No, he thought. No more. He took his hand from the hilt and the sword fell silent again.

      He took a deep breath. He was trembling. “We’ll be attacked,” he said. “Caledyr can help protect us.” He gave Dank a nod and the boy disappeared into the grass. Tom followed.

      But Six didn’t give up. “The last time you were dangerous, you attacked me,” he said. “You attacked Katharine.”

      “I did,” Tom whispered. The grass was so thick he couldn’t see more than a foot ahead, and he could taste magic in the air, thick and fizzing. “I am sorry for that.” But there was no time for guilt. This attack could come at any moment. He tried to chop at the grass but, instead of slicing apart, it wrapped around his arm instead. Like his wife’s hair, thick and wild and unwilling to part for the comb.

      “Someone else should carry the sword.”

      He’d sworn an oath. “I can control it.”

      “It seems more like it controls you.”

      “Keep your voice down.”

      Six dropped to a whisper, but didn’t relent. “There’s strong magic in that sword.” His words carried an accusation.

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “That you’re susceptible.” Six’s progress was all thrashing and sweeping, his voice getting louder again. “You’re affected by magic more than most.”

      Was that some sort of insult? “Maybe that’s why I can use it so well.”

      “Or why it can use you so well.”

      “You make it sound like it has its own agenda.” But Caledyr had a voice. Why have a voice if not to speak your desires?

      Kill the enemy.

      Was that his thought or the sword’s?

      “You’ve killed prisoners with that blade,” Six said. “You’ve terrorised the Kingdom with it. You attacked me and Katharine because of it. How can you expect me to believe you’re in control?”

      “Because I said I am.”

      Six snorted.

      “I cannot lie.”

      “You lie with the truth.” It was the first thing Katharine had said in hours. There was no accusation. No bitter recrimination. Just a sad, simple statement. As if she had stripped away any emotion where it came to him. As if they hadn’t fallen asleep in each other’s arms mere weeks ago.

      Weeks? More like months.

      “The sword serves me.”

      “Until it doesn’t,” Six replied.

      “And it would be better in your hands?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Emyr trusted it to me.”

      “Did he know what you would do with it?”

      Tom stopped and turned, stabbing a finger at Six’s shadowed form. “Enough,” he hissed. He felt the rage in his right hand bubbling up, but he silenced the blade. “We’re not going to do this now.”

      The elf stepped closer, looming over him in the dark. “I thought you weren’t in charge anymore?” He used his lordly voice. Tom felt that familiar rage, that fury towards all Westerners rising in him. Six was just like all the others, standing over him, looking down his nose. It would feel good to hit him.

      He took a breath. Let the sword dip. Lowered his pointed finger and said, “I won’t let you be the reason we all die tonight.” Not angry. Not scornful. Just cool, and calm, and factual.

      Six’s shadow didn’t move. He goaded Tom with silence. Did he want another fight? Did he want a chance to take revenge?

      The grass rustled. Was that wind?

      “Let’s keep moving,” Tom said. “We can discuss my failings when we’re not about to be ambushed.” He didn’t wait for a response, just turned and pushed onwards. It was a struggle to stop the grass wrapping itself around the sword, so he had to carry it close, parallel to his body, the blade close to his face.

      He could feel its readiness. Like a hunter, taking deep, slow breaths. He tried to match his own breathing. He felt a nudge from it, less than a thought, and he whispered, “The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death.”

      The sword helped him forget the disagreement, the distrust, the doubt. The path before him felt easier. The world felt simpler.

      No, he thought. It isn’t simple. It’s complicated.

      Enemy.

      The thought sharpened his attention to a point. There. Rustling that was too ordered for the wind.

      “Calmness of the soul until death,” he whispered, and let the sword place his feet, guide his hands, until he was stood in a guard position.

      Three shadows emerged from the grass, all elfs, all armed. Seeing them made Tom realise he had learnt to recognise a trained fighter; these elfs had none of that bearing. Like him, they carried swords with little idea of how to use them. But at least that put them all on an even footing.

      Then one of them stabbed forward, his sword glittering starlight and ready to pierce Tom’s chest. A panicked parry slapped the blade aside, but it sobered Tom. Even footing or not, they could kill him. He could die, in this field, unremembered and unmourned.

      Kill the enemy.

      Not kill. Disarm.

      But the sword was already guiding his hands and fear meant Tom let it. He made a thrust of his own, sent the elf backwards, swung at the shadow to his right. That one parried, Caledyr notching the blade. Tom tugged the sword free, turned back to his first opponent, whose sword was tangled in the grass. Tom felt Caledyr crow at the sight of an unguarded belly ripe for the killing blow.

      No. No killing blows. Instead he threw a left-handed punch. Weak, poorly-aimed, but it connected with the elf’s face and he fell to the ground.

      Parry.

      Caledyr lifted his arm up and back, rang with an impact of a chop from behind. Tom held the block, turned into it, drove an elbow into the elf’s midriff, butted heads as they folded over. The pain was distant, like a hazy memory, but that elf collapsed too.

      Tom spared a glance for the others. Six and Katharine had all but defeated one elf between them. But where was Dank? Hurt? Lost? Killed?

      A wild cry turned Tom’s head, gave him time to lift Caledyr against the wild overhand blow. Too strong; he had to give ground. But the grass was too thick to part easily. He staggered, growled, threw a wild stab at his attacker as he fell.

      Up.

      The elf was surging forward.

      Up.

      She lifted her sword for another overhand blow.

      Up.

      Stop nagging me.

      He rolled onto his knees, pivoted, blocked a blow heavy enough to send him back to the ground again. But now the elf had overreached. Tom threw a kick into her ribs. Weak. But enough to distract her.

      Legs.

      He kicked again, her right leg folded, she fell.

      Up.

      Tom rose to his feet and his limbs filled with fury. These elfs ambushed them in the dark. Why? To loot their corpses? Assuming everything was theirs for the taking? The world was best rid of them.

      But that was the sword. It was the sword that wanted to deliver a thrust to the throat.

      So instead Tom kicked the elf in the ribs, trying not to enjoy her groan too much, and took her sword away.

      “Stay down,” he told her.

      The last elf was back on his feet, cursing in elfish. Tom hefted both swords in response. The elfish one was shorter, not as well-balanced. It felt curiously dead compared to Caledyr.

      The elf rushed him.

      Block.

      The elf swung from shoulder to hip. Tom crossed both his swords, catching the other blade between them.

      Press.

      He pushed back and the elf gave ground.

      Disarm.

      He twisted, tried to turn the sword out of the elf’s hands. But the grass thrashed behind him; he had to risk a glance. The other elf was gone.

      “She’s running,” cried Six.

      Pursue.

      He released the other elf. Parried with the elf sword. Swung Caledyr with as much strength as he could muster. Cut almost halfway through the other elf’s weapon. Released Caledyr and drove his fist into his attacker’s face.

      “This one is done,” he growled. Pulled Caledyr free of the tumbling blade and gave chase.

      He couldn’t see her. But he could hear her. So he stopped, listened, ran again. He heard blood roar in his ears, felt a grin on his face. Felt Caledyr exult in the chase. In the hunt.

      There. The grass rippled. He was getting close.

      He hadn’t run so fast in years. But he felt good. Young. His joints didn’t ache. He didn’t feel tired. His lungs burnt for air, but in a way that reminded him he was alive. The air was cold and harsh against the back of his throat. And he pictured the elf, running scared, knowing he was close.

      Where was her Western superiority now?

      There. There she was. Just ahead. He pumped his legs beyond their limit. And then he was on her. Snatching at her. Pulling her long, loose hair. Dragging her to the ground. She struggled and flailed. He was dimly aware of being hit, kicks to the legs, fists on his chest. He clambered to his feet over her. Reversed Caledyr in his hands. Lifted it. Held the point over her neck.

      Kill the enemy.

      She stopped fighting.

      Kill the enemy.

      She looked up, her eyes catching the moonlight.

      Kill the enemy.

      Something slammed into his back, knocking the air out of him and sending him to the ground. The grass was a cushion, but the weight on his back sent him down hard. He felt a sharp pain in the heel of his hand, a stone slicing his skin.

      Up.

      He kicked back, at legs and hips until the weight was gone.

      Up.

      He regained his grip on Caledyr, pivoted again on his knees.

      Up.

      Lifted the sword, ready to skewer his attacker.

      Kill the enemy.

      Six was knelt there, panting. Arms at his sides. Glowering at Tom.

      Kill the enemy.

      Enough.

      “What are you doing?” It was only when Tom spoke that he realised he was panting too. The ache in his limbs, the burning in his throat and lungs, the pain of his various injuries, all those dim sensations blossomed now the danger had passed. He groaned. “Have you forgotten which side you’re on?”

      “Have you?” Six pointed at the sword. “You said you could control it.”

      “I can.” He clambered to his feet. The other elf was gone, the sound of thrashing grass heralding her escape. But he was too tired to chase her. And he couldn’t remember why he needed to.

      “You were going to kill her.”

      “No, I wasn’t.” Wasn’t he? He’d said it, so it must be true. But what about the sword? He looked down at it. “I needed to scare her. To stop her running.”

      “Don’t treat me like an idiot.”

      “Don’t treat me like a liar.”

      You’re a liar and a coward. Selfish and vengeful.

      Where was Katharine?

      “You left her alone?” Tom asked.

      “I had to stop you from doing something stupid.”

      Stupid. Like leaving Katharine alone.

      “Katharine!” Tom began to run back, but he couldn’t remember which direction he’d come from. So he called her name again. And again. The run was too hard. He couldn’t get enough air. His lungs felt like they were ready to burst. “If anything happens to her,” he said to Six in a breathless, hoarse whisper, “I’ll never forgive you.”

      The elf simply called her name too.

      Why wasn’t she calling back?

      “Katharine?”

      Then, finally, he heard her call, “I’m over here.” Not too far. He forced some life and some energy into his legs, and a moment later almost staggered into her.

      “Eirwen’s grace,” he gasped. “I was worried.” He reached for her.

      But she recoiled. “I’m fine.”

      It had only been for reassurance, just a touch, no more. He curled his fingers away from her, then dropped his arm. “I should have known you would be,” he said. It was hard to keep the hurt from his voice.

      “Yes,” was all she said. Both elfs were face down in the grass, hands clasped behind their backs, while she stood over them with their swords in her hands. “Did the other one get away?” She asked Six. Not Tom.

      “He almost killed her.”

      “Shut up, Six.”

      “Are you surprised?” she asked.

      What did that mean? “You think I’m a killer?”

      “No.” She met his eye with a flat gaze of her own. “I think an apology only counts if you stop doing what you apologised for.”

      Unbelievable. He had taken down two of these attackers by himself and where was his thanks? He felt the sword stir. “I just ran back to make sure you were safe.”

      “Thanks.” Her tone said everything but. “That’s not what matters.”

      He had done her wrong. Six too. He had made mistakes. But he was getting tired of this. “Track her,” he told her. “We need to find where she went.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said track her. Before the trail grows cold.” He turned to Six. “In case Katharine can’t find her, you should interrogate these two. See if they won’t tell us what we need to know.”

      “Taking command again?” Six asked.

      “Neither of you were coming up with any ideas.” He turned and stalked into the grass.

      “Where are you going?” Katharine called after him.

      “To find Dank.”

      Except he didn’t need much finding. After just a few steps he saw a familiar glow through the grass. He followed it and found Dank, stood like a golem in the dark, his sprite sat in the palm of his hand.

      “Hello, Tom.” He spoke in a soft murmur, as if not wanting to startle.

      Had the boy been stood here the whole time, listening to them fight for their lives? And all he had was ‘hello’? “What are you doing?”

      “Waiting for you.”

      “We were attacked.”

      “We know.”

      “Why didn’t you help?”

      “We had no weapon.” But his smile seemed too open, seemed too amused at his own cleverness. Seemed too like a fay.

      “One got away.” One Dank could have helped catch.

      But the boy shrugged. “Then we’ll follow that one.” Dank launched the sprite with a gentle push and watched her fly away. “We’ll find her.”

      Without the sprite, the dark took a firm hold. Tom shivered. The grass shielded him from any breeze but he was conscious of the sweat of the fight on his skin growing chill.

      “Don’t listen to them, Tom,” Dank told him.

      He opened his mouth to say ‘who’. But he knew.

      “That sword is strong,” Dank continued. “It makes you a good fighter.”

      “It wants me to kill.”

      “It was made for killing.”

      “I don’t want to kill.” He thought of Topknot, then of his foresight. He would profane the man’s grave. “I don’t want to be a monster.”

      “Is that what the sword is making you?”

      Yes. Except the word wouldn’t come. Like an awful truth he didn’t dare speak, he couldn’t form the sound. And, when he couldn’t, he felt the sword crow victory.

      I help.

      Tom hushed the blade.

      “Many men have borne Caledyr.” Dank spoke with the air of someone who has come by this knowledge from a book or from another’s recollection. “The sword made them all great. But whether they were a great hero or a great villain was determined by the man.”

      Tom wanted to touch the pommel but thought better of it. “I don’t want to be great.”

      “Maybe they didn’t either,” Dank whispered up to the stars.

      What was it Emyr had said? As long as you’re stuck with your burden, you may as well do your best with it.

      Tom followed his gaze up. The stars looked different here. He recognised some of the constellations, Emoddir, the Eagle, the Fey Dragon. But they were crowded with unfamiliar ones. It was like seeing your home village built up into a foreign city.

      “Homesick?” he asked.

      “A little.” Dank’s voice carried a smile. “It’s exciting to be here. But it’s hard not to miss home.”

      Tom thought of Faerie and waited for the familiar feelings. Homesickness. Loneliness. Longing. Even lust. But they were all muddied by suspicion and distrust. What had Fenoderee done? Why wouldn’t Dank tell him? What was Mab’s purpose?

      Why did the fay want to break the monoliths?

      “Pack away your fears, Tom,” Dank said. “We’ll be home soon.”

      We are using you. That’s what Fenoderee had said.

      Tom touched the sword. But it had only one thought.

      Find the enemy.
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        * * *

      

      Six’s interrogations didn’t go well. Once they’d realised he was trying to find out where their little group was hidden, the two Westerners began to cry out for help. With no rope and no gags, and the threat of a blade having no effect, Six had resorted to knocking them out with a rock. Tom could see the blood even in the dark.

      “Are you sure they’re not dead?” The bodies seemed too limp. Too lifeless.

      “Yes.” But Six didn’t sound convinced.

      Katharine had better luck; even in the dark she’d been able to pick up a trail. Dank’s sprite had helped, offering some light. So the rest of them trailed behind her, dragging their reluctant hostages by the heels.

      “We won’t have endeared ourselves to these elfs by hurting their people,” Tom grunted. This elf was heavy and an unpleasant aroma wafted out of his boots.

      “Killing them wouldn’t have done the trick either,” Six countered.

      “I needed her to stop running.”

      “We all know how little the dead enjoy a good run.”

      “Quiet.” Katharine hissed. She was examining some grass. Took a few steps. Crouched and looked at the ground. Progress was slow. But Tom marvelled at how she could tell the difference between this grass, that grass, or any other grass.

      Then he remembered he was supposed to be angry and stopped marvelling.

      Dank refused to walk in their little line. Instead he meandered back and forth behind them, emerging without warning, sometimes with his sprite, sometimes without. Each time Tom went to drop his prisoner and draw Caledyr. Each time Dank smiled, like a small child whose childish pranks appear to work on the adults.

      Katharine stopped.

      “Everything okay?” Tom asked. He didn’t drop his charge; it was harder to pick them up again than to wait.

      Katharine said nothing. Just crouched and examined something.

      “What have you found?” Six asked.

      “A brooch.” She lifted it, showed it to them. It looked cheap and tacky, the glass catching the starlight.

      “We must be on the right track,” Six said.

      Caledyr stirred. Be ready.

      He drew the blade, slow and quiet. “No.”

      “Tom’s right,” Katharine allowed, grudgingly. “I think this is meant to throw us off.”

      Caledyr was twitching in his mind. Suggesting attack plans, guard positions, strategies.

      “It’s meant to stop us,” he said.

      The soft sound of swaying grass reached his ears. But there was no wind.

      “Get behind me.”

      Something in his voice must have cut through whatever anger or distrust they held. Katharine dropped the brooch, retreated behind Tom. Six turned, protecting his back. And Dank slipped away again, taking his light with him.

      The sound of swaying grass was all around them.

      “How many do you think?” Six asked.

      Caledyr whispered the answer. “A dozen,” Tom replied.

      Six let a frustrated snort out through his nose. Then he took a breath and called, “Athra?”

      The elf he’d named. The one that would help them.

      The grass stilled. Tom could hear whispers in elfish.

      “It’s me, Athra,” Six called again.

      Nothing.

      Six said something in elfish Tom couldn’t understand. The air was quiet and still. All Tom could hear was breathing. Six’s nervous and shaky. Katharine’s quick and short. And his own, even and calm. Perhaps there wouldn’t be a fight. Perhaps Six was friends with this Athra.

      A voice called something in elfish. A bark. An order.

      Tom lifted Caledyr into a guard and took a deep breath in and out. Calmness of the soul until death. He listened to the sword.

      Fight.
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      The elfs rushed them all at once.

      Tom had no choice. He pushed aside his fears and let the sword in.

      He swung at one elf, cut at another. Parried a blow from a third. Kicked out at the first. Kept Caledyr swinging in a continual arc, never still, always moving.

      Calmness of the soul until death.

      Punch. Stab. Swing. Parry.

      These elfs were unskilled, but they had strength in numbers.

      He sliced through a belt like it was butter, letting it tangle around the elf’s ankles. He pulled a shawl over an opponent’s head while he parried a blow from another. Cracked the pommel off the shawled head. Parried three blows from three attackers. Broke the guard of one, threw a fist against their chest. Felt a blow against his own head that sent him staggering.

      Do not fall.

      Caledyr guided his feet, keeping them underneath him. Helped him swing and parry while his own thoughts were fuzzy. Opened another elf’s guard, kicked them to the ground. Used an arm to block a punch, sliced open clothes, earning a shriek and a flail for modesty. Sent her down with an elbow to the face.

      Move.

      He almost fell when pain shrieked up his back. Threw a wild swing through thin air. His back was wet with blood and he’d opened the wound in his flank too.

      Let me in.

      He blocked another blow, threw a punch even as he swung the flat of the blade against another elf’s head.

      Someone kicked him in the back, sending him down to his knees.

      Up.

      He swung blindly, clambered to his feet, spun. Blinked away sweat and blood.

      Too slow.

      A blow, another blow, three swinging swords that drove him back. Leaving Six and Katharine unprotected. He had to get back to them. He had to keep them safe.

      Let me in.

      He’d lost his rhythm and now they had an advantage. He was hurt and he was scared. Calmness of the soul until death.

      Let me in.

      Calmness of the soul until death, calmness of the soul until death.

      He was struggling. His limbs burned. His thoughts were mud. He couldn’t keep this up.

      Let me in.

      The thought was a needle, too sharp and quick to defend against. It drew back his arm and flung Caledyr at his attackers.

      The sword had abandoned him. Why had it abandoned him?

      Run.

      He was charging before he realised his feet were moving. The elfs shied from Caledyr, which clattered uselessly off their raised swords. Then Tom threw himself into their unguarded bellies, bringing them all to the ground. He caught a knee to the side of his head, a pommel-blow to his hip. Swords were abandoned and fists fell on him instead.

      Up.

      He ignored the hail of blows to push himself to his knees.

      Disable.

      He caught a fist, twisted it, punched the shoulder. It wasn’t a strong blow but it was enough to elicit a scream. He took a blow to the back of the head. His thoughts were fuzzy, but Caledyr was clear.

      Legs.

      He kicked back at his assailant, felt his foot connect with a shin.

      Knee.

      He braced himself against the ground and kicked again, higher and harder. That elf cried out, their knee snapped straight. Tom felt Caledyr’s disappointment that he hadn’t broken it.

      Retrieve the sword.

      He needed to get back to the others. He scrambled to his feet, plucked Caledyr from the grass, and left those three to gather themselves. Rushed back to the fight.

      Which was over. Six and Katharine were back-to-back. Their attackers were waiting, no more.

      Caledyr had already picked the first target. Tom raised the sword, ready to fight.

      Except he was tired. And sweating. And out of breath. And hurt.

      And he knew this fight would end in death.

      So he cried out, “This is Caledyr.” Their attackers paused, and he hurried on. “The legendary sword of King Emyr. King Oen. We want to use it to put an end to Idris’ war.”

      He heard whispered elfish. But no-one tried to attack.

      “My name is Thomas Rymour,” he said. “I cannot lie. So believe me when I say I don’t want to hurt you. I want your help.”

      More elfish. And then a voice said, “You think we’ll help one of Regent’s little pets?” The speaker had a lazy, languid drawl.

      Calm. Don’t take the bait. “I’m not Regent’s man,” he replied, searching for the source of the voice.

      “You were in his court.” Not any of the elfs before him. Not behind. Where? “Now Regent’s a puppet to the false king. Stands to reason Idris holds your strings too.”

      “No.” This wasn’t working. The Westerners were getting anxious. Edging closer. And Caledyr was getting heavy. Urging the attack. “I wanted to bring Idris down.”

      “And what do you want now?”

      He sought out Six. Katharine. Held her gaze and said, “To free the dragons.”

      Did something soften in her expression?

      The voice chuckled. “Problem is,” he said, stepping out of the grass, “it’s easy to say you cannot lie. Trickier to prove it.” Short for an elf, not even as tall as Tom, his skin was deep and gold, his hair unfashionably short. He bore tattoos too, on his neck, and his similarity to Six was almost shocking. “Trickier to prove it,” he repeated, and lifted his chin, making his challenge plain. Now Tom had seen him, he could recognise the same inflection of speech Six had.

      “You’re Athra,” he said.

      The elf smirked. Six’s smirk, only darker. Meaner. Odd to see it on another face. “So my brother has been talking.”

      The other elfs were relaxing. Lowering their guard. Tom ached to lower his. But not yet. “Is that why you attacked us?” he asked. “You thought we’d talk?”

      Athra nodded. “I can see why Regent kept you around,” he said. Then he added. “At his feet. Like a dog.”

      Insult.

      Tom fought Caledyr’s urge to bring the blade to Athra’s neck. But his expression must have betrayed him; Athra’s smirk grew broader.

      Don’t let pride interfere with diplomacy. Regent had told him that once. “I’m sure he’d like to keep me again.” He forced a smile. Like the old Six might have worn, when he was playing dice for coin in taverns. “In a cage.”

      “Perhaps he’d pay for you?”

      “You wouldn’t take his coin.”

      “Wouldn’t we?”

      “No,” Tom replied. He still held Caledyr aloft and his arm was beginning to shake. It was almost impossible to hold it steady and phrase his response at the same time. To look strong, and to sound like a believer without lying. “Because he serves the elf you call false king. Don’t you think his coin is tainted?”

      Athra held his gaze. Searched his eyes for a look, a truth, a sign of betrayal. Tom did his best to keep them as open and honest as possible.

      “If you can’t lie, you can’t keep secrets.” His voice was little more than a murmur. Tom couldn’t be sure he wasn’t talking to himself.

      He thought of Fenoderee. “I just have to keep them from myself.”

      The elf smiled, a boy’s smile, open and genuine. Then he smothered it with that smirk. “Your wit is almost as good as your swordplay.” He raised his voice. “Lower your weapons, brothers.”

      Tom let himself breathe a sigh of relief. He lowered Caledyr too. But blades still glittered in the starlight, so he didn’t sheathe the sword.

      “You can trust us,” Six said. He had an arm stretched back and across Katharine’s torso. It was the sort of defensive gesture Tom should have been offering her.

      “Can we, brother?” Athra overemphasised the last word.

      If Six heard the sneer, he ignored it. “Yes. We just want your help.”

      “Is there a reason in Tir I should help you?”

      “We’re on the same side.”

      “Are we?” Athra pointed away to the unconscious elfs lying near Six and Katharine’s feet. “Is that why you carry two of my brothers like slaughtered pigs?”

      Six was making this worse. So Tom said, “Did you hear about the toppled obelisk in Heulomar? Or what happened to the Secretary of the Peace?” He didn’t wait for a response in case Six interrupted. “We did that. To weaken Idris.”

      “That was you?”

      “It was.”

      “You don’t look like a believer.”

      “I’m not,” Tom replied and Athra blinked in surprise. “But I fight the same cause.”

      “So you say.”

      “I cannot lie.”

      “So you say,” Athra repeated.

      “If I could lie, wouldn’t I have told you I was a believer?”

      “Perhaps.” Athra’s expression twisted, like he had a lemon in his mouth. “Unless you were trying to convince me you couldn’t lie.”

      Always the same arguments. Always the same counter-arguments. “Perhaps.” He hefted Caledyr so that it caught the starlight. “Our goals differ, but our interests align; you can help us into Cairnagwyn, where we can help you weaken the throne. Trust us and help us, or let us go; we make for the capital either way.” He tipped the point of the sword towards Athra, aiming it at his neck. “But I promise you I would rather slaughter you all than let you bring injury to my friends. And even if you don’t believe I cannot lie, I’m sure you can believe that.”

      Athra stared at the point of the sword, then squinted back at Tom’s face. He jerked his head at Six. “That one is your friend?”

      Six’s face was shrouded in shadow, but the grimace was clear.

      “For my part,” Tom said. He was surprised he could say it. Pleased too.

      “Suggests you’ve got poor judgement,” Athra said.

      Tom gave a small shrug. “He might not disagree.”

      “His judgement is worse.”

      “That he would disagree with.”

      “Yes, he would,” Athra said, as slow as the spread of the smirk across his face. He nodded at the sword. “You can put that away, brother.”

      “Not until your people put away theirs.” There was too much starlight glinting from metal.

      Athra’s smirk soured for a heartbeat. “Brothers,” he said. “If you please.”

      Tom waited until all swords were sheathed before he slipped Caledyr into its own. Athra took a careful step closer. A test. Tom didn’t move and Athra nodded.

      “Good.” He waved a hand and the Goraven began to pick up their fallen. “Now tell me, Brother Rymour: what is it you plan to do in Cairnagwyn?”
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        * * *

      

      Tom had expected Athra’s lair to be an abandoned villa or something equally grand. But instead the elf led them to a small cave in a hillside. Too small for the horses, so they had been forced to abandon them and slip into the cave with saddlebags over their shoulders. The Westerners bore small torches. Dank’s sprite hovered near the ceiling. There still wasn’t enough light.

      Tom had been taken to the head of the column to walk with Athra whilst the others had been escorted by the remaining Westerners. Neirin walked like they were an honour guard. Brega walked like they were jailors. Six walked like they were an ambush waiting to happen. But the elfs themselves walked like a roving band of surly youths. They seemed to care more about their appearance than their captives, swaggering and strutting and puffing their chests.

      Unlike Athra. His swagger seemed more a confidence in his mission than in himself. “It’s a good plan, Brother Rymour,” he said as they slipped into the cave. Here there was room for two to walk abreast, the floor scattered with moss and bones and the smell of rank urine. Did something live in here? But Athra pressed deeper. “Breaking those monoliths will give us chaos. The dragons free. The armies alone in the world. The states cut off.”

      “Cut off?” The cave twisted and narrowed. The walls felt unnatural. Someone had hacked this tunnel out of the ground.

      “Well, not cut off.” Like he was conceding something, an argument lost. “But distanced, perhaps. Idris will have to rely on messengers. The delay will give the states independence. Like the old times.”

      “He uses the monoliths to communicate?”

      “Of course.” Athra turned, his face nothing but shadow, his torch casting a flickering corona around him. “You didn’t know that?”

      Tom just shook his head. Watched Athra’s invisible expression until the elf turned and continued.

      “Without the dragons, Idris will have two choices: continue the war and give families corpses in place of their loved ones; or bring his armies home in retreat and disgrace. Either way, he’s weak.” He spoke as if it had already happened. “And the duchies and the provinces, they’ll take advantage. Take land or power or both. And then what? Coups, revolutions, secessions? Ruin the Kingdom and Tir will be fragmented. Weak. Burning.”

      Shuffling dwarfish steps stood out amongst the echoes. He’d just refused to help Storrstenn with his campaign of destruction and suffering. Why was he here, with people who wanted that for the whole of Tir? His stomach clenched. Caledyr stirred. Tir would be embroiled in hate and fighting and suffering, and the sword sent him one single, violent thought.

      But they needed Athra’s help. They had no other way of getting into the capital.

      “While you break the monoliths, we can assure your safety,” the elf was saying. “We’ll disrupt the city. Distract the watch. Maybe even the royal guard. Keep them looking the other way until you get back to us.”

      “Back to you?”

      “Don’t worry,” he replied. “We’ll keep you safe. The whole Kingdom will be after you. The duchies too. Maybe even the Provinces. There’ll be a hundred little lords looking for you to help them pull scraps from Idris’ table.”

      He thought of Regent. “Or put us in a cell.”

      “Don’t worry,” Athra repeated. “We won’t let that happen.”

      The tunnel grew smaller. Tom had to duck his head and turn his shoulders. He had the nasty feeling he was being led into a cage.

      He could hear running water ahead. “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “To the future.”

      Tom let himself roll his eyes in the dark. Athra made Neirin’s dramatics seem amateurish. “The future sounds wet.” He had to push aside memories of the rat pit.

      Athra gave no indication he’d heard Tom’s remark. “That’s the river Oliaeth. Oliaeth was the name of one of the old giants of the world. She washed Tir of its filth, and we will use her to bring that filth back to Cairnagwyn and build a world fit for Oen’s return.”

      It felt like everything Athra said came through a twisted fog, so that the words became warped echoes of the truth.

      At last the tunnel ended, expanding into a natural cave, filled with flickering lamplight. A slick path crawled over uneven rock to a plateau where those lamps rested alongside three boats. Below them was Oliaeth, broad and fat, wending its way through the cave and into another, greater, darker tunnel.

      The plateau was huge, and it was clear it had been used as a campsite for a long time. The bedding, all pushed to edges and nooks, stank of use, and Tom spotted bones and morsels from meals clearly eaten many days ago. There were no signs of comfort or leisure, though. Just the boats. At first Tom had assumed they’d been carried here but they were surrounded by tools and shavings, signs of woodwork. A single elf, no more than a child, was painting the wood with a thick, dark substance. She gave them a cursory, distrustful glance as they approached but didn’t stop her work.

      Athra said something to her in elfish and her reply was surly. But Athra just laughed and tousled her short hair. She snarled.

      “Your daughter?” Tom asked.

      “I don’t think so.” Athra offered him a roguish smile too like Six’s. “Her parents died of a sickness and we took her in.”

      “A sickness?” Six watched the child as if her presence repulsed him. “Was it a natural sickness, Athra? Or did you cause it?”

      “All sickness is unnatural,” Athra replied. “Have you ever seen a plague? Or the growths that infect body and mind and turn a sweet grandmother into a cursing harpy? The moulds that make limbs shrivel and fall from the body, or the fungi that grant three days of delirium and mania before stilling the breath?” Athra wasn’t talking to Six anymore. He’d stepped onto a rock and turned his speech into a sermon. “These are not the natural condition. The body is a hearty, hale place for the soul.” He thumped his chest. “If we live without sin, we will not die. But we are all tainted by the sins of our fathers. Only Oen can cleanse the land and cleanse our souls. When he returns, he will return us to the natural condition. And we will not know pain, or sickness, or strife, or death. Only his glory, everlasting.”

      The Goraven murmured something together and Athra smiled a beatific smile, closed his eyes. “In Oen we trust.”

      There was a moment of silence. Some of the Goraven muttered to themselves. Athra was a statue, basking in the moment of hushed reverence he’d created. But all Tom felt was pity. These elfs would find Emyr a bitter disappointment. If he could cure sickness, would he have spent a thousand years of undying death in Faerie?

      Six broke the hush with a slow, carefully enunciated question. “Did you cause the sickness?”

      Athra’s smile faltered. “It was Oen’s work.”

      “So you killed this girl’s parents and abducted her.”

      “You would have me abandon her, brother?” Athra gave Six a hard glare. “Look only to my own needs, leave her to suffer the hunger and slavers and villains of this world? Did Oen not teach us to treat each elf as our brother?” His lips twisted into a smirking sneer. “Though that’s a lesson would be lost on you.”

      “This isn’t about us.”

      “Yet here you are.”

      Six said something in elfish but Athra shook his head. “In their tongue, brother. Or do you fear the judgement of your new friends?”

      “I said I sold myself into work, you ungrateful little snake,” he spat, stabbing an accusatory finger up at Athra. “I sent you every penny. I had nothing.”

      “Six,” Katharine murmured. And, just as Siomi had always calmed Neirin, so her voice seemed to calm Six. He took a breath, lowered his hand. But, unlike Neirin, Six couldn’t smother his anger.

      And Athra wore a smug smile. He spread his arms like some sort of messiah. “Oen taught us to love, brother.” His voice was too calm, dripping with too much supposed wisdom and devotion. “I forgive your sins. You must forgive yourself.”

      Six took a sharp breath, but a touch from Katharine and he swallowed his retort. She tugged him back and he let her lead him away. Athra wore the face of a boy who had won the argument.

      “Forgive me.” Neirin stepped forward, wrist extended but head unbowed. “But I must insist we discuss our route to Cairnagwyn.”

      With a wave Athra dismissed his impromptu congregation and stepped off his rock. “There is your route, Lord Neirin.” He pointed at Oliaeth, gurgling its way below them. Tom instead looked up at the odd reflections it cast on the ceiling. “That river runs all the way to the city, into its very belly.”

      “And these our transport?” Neirin gestured to the boats, to which Athra nodded. “When do we leave?”

      “There is still some work to be done.” Athra nodded to the girl. “But our labours will soon be finished.” He made it sound like the final end, as if they would lie down and die once the boats were done.

      “Can they be finished sooner?”

      Athra grinned. He was too like Six. “I understand your impatience, Lord Neirin, I truly do. But we have waited for Oen for a thousand years. Let us not risk all for the sake of a day.”

      “I cannot wait.”

      The grin faded. But it was replaced, not with the anger or irritation Tom had expected, but with surprise. The elf took a breath and said, “Truly our brothers in the East are devout.”

      “You and I, we yearn for the same peace.”

      Athra clasped his hands together and lowered his voice. “I have heard your people pray to the One King,” he said. “Would you teach us?”

      Neirin bowed his head in assent. “But we must finish those boats,” he added. “Prayer is vital. But our faith must be tempered with action. We must show the One King we are his willing servants.”

      “It will be done.” And Athra rushed off to his followers, giving frantic, fervent orders.

      “That was impressive,” Tom said as the Westerners descended on the boats like birds to a freshly sown field.

      “Something I learned from my father,” Neirin replied. His lips quirked in the smallest of smiles and he gazed at something only he could see. “Something I didn’t understand until now.”

      “It was well done,” Brega said. “The sooner we can leave, the better.”

      “I agree,” Tom said. But Brega didn’t meet his eye. “These elfs are worse than Storrstenn.”

      “I can see why Six called them fanatics,” Neirin mused. Tom could see him weighing up the elfs, balancing them. Perhaps wondering if they could be allies.

      “They’re dangerous,” Tom said to whatever he was planning. “And they’ll turn on us if it suits their mission.”

      “He’s right.” Brega gave him a grudging nod. “They are like us; the end pardons the journey.”

      “Like us,” Neirin murmured, and Tom feared he’d heard the wrong part of their warning. But then he said, “And not like us. We keep the faith. The faith does not keep us.” He gave them both a solemn look. “We will watch them. And turn on them before they turn on us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      The work continued throughout the night, Athra’s followers taking shifts so someone was always sanding or tarring or sawing. It would have made it impossible to sleep save for the insistence of the sword.

      Rest, it said. Recover.

      And it was right. He was tired from the fight. Aching. Covered with blood and bruises. And the sword insisted, pushing the thought amidst Tom’s own until it was like crashing waves, a roaring wind, a constant, empty noise that drowned all else and sent Tom into a dreamless sleep.

      He woke rested and alert. His limbs still ached. His scabs tugged. But his pains and discomforts were reminders that he still lived. He rose and stretched carefully.

      “You slept like the dead.” Gravinn was nearby, peering into a boat, a brush in her hand.

      “Not quite,” Tom replied. “Have they put you to work?” he asked and regretted it. Would she misinterpret him, think he was alluding to her slavery?

      But she nodded. A cautious nod. And she kept herself distant from the elfs, as if they might be waiting to pounce with shackles and chains. But there was a smile on her lips nonetheless. “We visited Erhenned once. A year or so ago. I learnt a few things about boats.”

      “Anything I can do?”

      She shrugged. “We’re almost finished. Waiting for the tar to dry.” One of the Westerners came near, inspecting the boats, and she hunched her shoulders and withdrew.

      Tom waited for the elf to walk away before he murmured, “You’re free now. They won’t make you a slave again.”

      But the elf called back. “Dwarf. Shouldn’t there be more tar here?” He waved a hand. “Here. Now.”

      She flinched, as if to scurry over, but Tom put a hand on her shoulder and said, “Her name is Gravinn. She is not yours to command.”

      “I do Oen’s work.” Said as if that was enough to demonstrate his authority to command them both.

      Tom felt the old anger stir. “I carry his blade.”

      The elf sneered. He was tall, slender, but kept his chest permanently puffed. “That makes you a squire.” He stepped forward, all swagger. “Not a soldier.”

      “I carry it when I need to and wield it when I must,” Tom said.

      The elf sniffed. “I know an infidel when I see one. You do not believe in the coming of the One King.”

      “If you had seen the wound he bears, you would doubt it too.”

      A snort. “Wounds are nothing to him. He bears the injuries of us all.”

      “He’s not a god. He’s just a man.” Somehow it felt like a betrayal to say so.

      “A man.” The elf laughed. “Only a man could think the One King so wretched. He is more than any of us.”

      “I’m sure he would disagree.”

      The piety turned to anger and the elf hissed, “You think to speak for him?” He bared his teeth. “Sacrilege.”

      Tom looked about, half-expecting the other elfs to have downed tools and encircled him. But no-one was listening. Yet. “You believe what you would about Emyr,” he said. “Let me believe what I would.”

      The elf shook his head. “Those who lack the faith feel the sword.” He took another step forward. Too close. Tom wanted to step back. But Caledyr told him not to. “That was Oen’s terrible message: believe or fall.”

      Caledyr slipped free with a sigh and shone in the torchlight. The elf was transfixed, awe and devotion and fear in one. “I carry the sword,” Tom repeated. “I will decide who feels it and who doesn’t.”

      “You are not worthy.” It was like a sigh.

      “Perhaps not.” Tom gestured with the blade and the elf stepped back. “Go do Oen’s work, if you will. But do not trouble her.”

      The elf gazed a moment longer at Caledyr, with greed and lust and devotion. Then his expression darkened and he glared at Tom, huffing and throwing a crude gesture before skulking away. Tom watched him affect a swagger, shout an instruction to a youngster. Try to maintain his ego.

      “Thank you,” Gravinn said.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I’ll be glad to see the back of these elfs.”

      “Me too.”
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        * * *

      

      “The river feeds into a reservoir under the city.” Six pointed on the scrawled map, crude and ugly. It showed a line weaving its way into a mess of blocks and roads. “We’ll come up here, a short walk from the palatial district.” He pointed at another block of buildings. As messy as the map was, it was clear this was a substantial piece of property. And within that district was, “The palace.” Athra pointed at a huge building. “The king has an escape route. A hidden tunnel.” His finger drew an unmarked line across the map. “That is how we will gain entry to Idris’ lair.”

      “Won’t there be guards?” Tom asked.

      “Not in the tunnel,” Six replied. “But they are plenty in and around the palatial district.”

      “We will use the king’s own tools against him.” Athra was still gazing at the map, eyes shining.

      “And the guards?” Neirin’s verbal prod brought the Westerner’s head up. “How will we circumvent them?”

      “Oen’s grace will cloak us in disguise,” he replied.

      “These had better be disguises made of cloth,” Brega said. “A prayer won’t do it.”

      Athra smirked, as if he knew something she didn’t, but said, “Yes. We have some watchelf uniforms.”

      “What about us?” Katharine asked. She couldn’t take her eyes off the map. “We can’t pass for Westerners.”

      “Prisoners.” Athra spoke as if it was self-evident. “We will chain you up and escort you.”

      “That’s a terrible idea.” Six sounded like they’d had this discussion already.

      “It will work.”

      “No, it won’t. Who is going to believe that we were caught without anyone hearing of it?”

      “You’re not as famous as you think you are, brother.”

      “But they are.” Six pointed at Neirin. “Easterners, travelling with a woman and a man, carrying a sword. The stories are all over the Kingdom. You parade us through the streets and we’re likely to be lynched.”

      “We won’t be on the streets for long,” Athra said, pointing at the map. But without a sense of scale, it was impossible to tell if he was right. “And we will be causing a distraction.”

      “What kind of distraction?” Storrstenn was sat nearby, bound and sulking.

      “Fire.” Athra grinned. “Cleansing fire.”

      Tom glanced at the girl. She was sat on a pile of scrap wood, staring at Athra, her expression unclear. How many orphans would this fire create?

      He saw dark hallways, filled with a roaring inferno, wails and shrieks of pain, and an unbearable heat that slicked his skin with sweat.

      The two elfs were still arguing when he blinked his way back to the present. Tom looked again at the girl, now staring at him. It was an open, blank stare. Not hostile. Not friendly. Calculating. She was examining him. For what, he couldn’t say.

      “Enough.” Neirin’s voice carried the old weight of command and, surprisingly, the Westerners fell silent. “We use Athra’s plan. But we move at night. To reduce the risk of being spotted.”

      “Night in the bright city isn’t as dark as we’d need,” Six said. But the discussion was over.

      “When do we leave?” Neirin asked.

      “One more boat to finish,” Athra said, pointing at a pile of wood.

      Brega pointed out the obvious. “To start, you mean.”

      “We are none of us Erhenni, sweet lady.” Athra’s expression was all smiles, but his tone was defensive. “We must do Oen’s work with the hands we have.”

      “How long?” Neirin asked.

      “Two days.”

      “Too long.” Neirin lifted his chin. “We’ll leave now. With what boats you have finished.”

      Athra shook his head as if Neirin was simple. “We won’t all fit.”

      “We will.” Neirin’s gesture encompassed their strange little band. “And there will be room for some of your people too.”

      “We all go to Cairnagwyn.”

      “Those left behind can follow.”

      “We all go.” His languid voice tightened, his eyes wide. As if to leave some people behind was to leave them to die.

      Neirin drew himself to his full height. “I am Shield of the Eastern Angles.” Despite his road-weary appearance, he still managed to look worthy of the title. “You may not bend the knee to me. But you will give me the respect due to any duke or king of Tir.”

      Athra’s response was sullen. “There is only one king.”

      “Quite so,” Neirin replied. “But here, now, I hold authority. I say we go.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      “We carry the sword,” Neirin said. As if they all bore the burden. Tom glanced at Katharine, still gazing at the map. Perhaps they did. “This is our journey. And you do not have to be a part of it.”

      Athra glared at Neirin, scraps of defiance in tatters. “Very well,” he said, trying to pretend Six wasn’t failing to hide a smile. “If it be the will of Oen.”

      Neirin was not gracious in victory. “When do we leave?” He raised his eyebrows, prompting the correct answer.

      And, as prompted, Athra gave a fake smile and said, “At once.”
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        * * *

      

      It was obvious no-one had thought of how they would get the boats down to the river. The only path was steep, wet, moss-covered rock. It would have been dangerous enough without a heavy boat to carry as well, and at one point Tom’s feet slithered off slick stone and he had to scrabble for a handhold. He wasn’t the only one who struggled, and one elf slipped and tumbled into the water, splashing for a moment before being swallowed by the dark tunnel. No-one seemed in the least concerned.

      “The current is too strong to swim against,” Athra told them. “The best we can do is hope to pick him up on the way.”

      Athra’s disinterest in his people gave Tom a chill but he could see the elf was right about the current at least; there was no fighting it. But there would be no finding anyone who fell into it, either; the darkness of the tunnel was too deep for such hope.

      Manhandling the boats onto the water was almost as difficult as the descent; they bucked and danced and tried to leap away into the current. Then the awkward step between slippery rock and jumping wood. It was so unlike the solid ferry they had ridden to the Harbour.

      Finally they were aboard. Tom found himself next to Dank. Two of the Goraven took the oars and Six and Athra sat behind them. Storrstenn was laid bound at Tom’s feet, freshly gagged. He must have upset someone. The dwarf glared up at Tom, as if it was his fault he was getting wet; the boat sat low in the water and the river splashed against it.

      “Too many passengers,” Athra muttered. But they cast off nonetheless. Their ride felt unsteady, bucking and jerking, and before Tom had a chance to settle they were swallowed by darkness.

      A moment of blindness and sheer terror took his breath away. They would hit something, capsize, fight to stay afloat until they tired and slipped under the water, which would rise higher and higher until it climbed up their nose and into their lungs. Tom could reach up, hold the grate but it wouldn’t matter, the rat pit would pull him back down, and he was trying to hold his breath but instead it came quick and shallow, his heart hammering, he had to get out but he didn’t know how.

      Then a torch sputtered into life. Athra held it up, casting dirty yellow light over the tunnel walls. And the Westerners had their oars in the water, not rowing but guiding. Letting the river provide the power and using the oars to turn or push against the rock wall.

      Tom took a deep breath and tried to pretend he hadn’t panicked so easily. But he could tell Six knew; the elf looked at him too kindly. Dank appeared unfazed. Instead he had his head cocked to the side, like a quizzical dog.

      “Everything alright?” Tom’s voice echoed, louder than he’d intended.

      The boy didn’t move. “We’re not sure.” He lowered a hand over the edge, trailing it in the water. “Do we feel that?” he whispered.

      “Feel what?” Six asked.

      But the boy didn’t answer.

      “It’ll take a few hours to reach the city,” Athra said. The torch cast ugly shadows on his grinning face. An Eastern skull mask would have been more comfort. “You must be looking forward to it.”

      “To what?” Tom asked. To the dark shadow he’d have to face? Or to the fight he’d have with Dank?

      “To the end.” Athra’s grin was all teeth. “You’ve had a long journey.”

      He felt the weight in his limbs. Yes, he was tired. “I suppose so,” he replied. “The Heel is a long way away.”

      He blinked against biting sand, thrown by howling red wind that couldn’t be muffled by the scarfs around his head. His mouth was full of the sand too, dry and gritty, and his head pounded. Each step was heavier than the last, heavy with futility. Walking wouldn’t save him. But nothing else would.

      “Careful.”

      Tom blinked and the roar of the wind was replaced by the roar of the river. Six was reached over, fist full of his shirt. “You almost fell overboard,” the elf said.

      “Thanks.” Tom nodded. The elf gave him a nod in return and released him. Tom couldn’t help but glance at Dank. Why hadn’t he tried to stop him going over the edge? But the boy was gazing out into the darkness, as if he could see anything in the inky black.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      Dank was silent for a moment. Then, “Nothing.”

      There was a knock beneath their feet.

      “Careful,” Athra warned his followers. But Tom had a feeling they hadn’t hit something. He watched Dank watch the water. Something had hit them.

      “Are your elfs armed?”

      “Why do you ask?” Athra squinted at him. Eyed the sword on his back. The sword that whispered a demand to be drawn.

      “Answer the question,” Dank murmured, only half-interested in the conversation. The black water glittered with highlights from the torches, like a monstrous night sky.

      “No.” The word sounded wrenched from Athra’s lips. “We have arms in the store house.”

      “Is something wrong?” Six asked.

      Tom remembered how good the elf’s eyes had been in the Whispering Woods. “What do you see?”

      Six leaned over the edge. The river was running faster now, the boat twitching and jerking beneath them. The oars weren’t in the water anymore; they were being used to push against the walls whenever the river tossed them too close.

      Athra held the torch out over the water, but Six pushed it back. “Get that away from me.”

      “I’m trying to help.”

      “Don’t.”

      “You can see in the dark now?”

      “Maybe.”

      “How foolish of me. Is there anything you can’t do?”

      “I’m surprised you haven’t made a list.”

      Was that splashing up ahead? “Quiet,” Tom hissed.

      “Admit you need my help.”

      “Will you be quiet?” Tom said. The tunnel was twisting and turning now, and every sound seemed to come from everywhere. Was something splashing in the water ahead? Or was it the boat behind them? He couldn’t see, couldn’t find anything. But Dank was staring off into the dark, seeing something only he could see. And he’d taken his hand out of the water.

      “Sit back.” Six pushed at Athra.

      “Do not thwart an instrument of Oen.” He pushed back. “I will cast light on the darkness, brother.” And he stretched his arm, torch dangling over the water.

      The boat tipped and rocked as it became unbalanced.

      And in an explosion of spray and glittering scales, the torch was gone.

      “What was that?”

      “Some kind of fish?”

      “It nearly took me!”

      “Find a light.”

      “We’ll be smashed on the rocks.”

      Only Dank was silent. Tom watched the light under his skin of his palm. But the sprite didn’t emerge. The unearthly glow was enough to see the boy’s hungry grin.

      That was no fish.

      Caledyr slipped free with a hiss.

      “Merrow.” Tom hissed against the pain in his back and his side as he drew Caledyr.

      “Merrow?” Six cursed in elfish. “What are they doing here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The wood below them began to ring with thumps and slaps.

      “Don’t worry,” Dank said. He lifted his hand. What little light it offered meant they could see another huge cave ahead. “We will protect you.”

      What did he mean? Was there somewhere to disembark? They had to get to off the water. All the merrow had to do was tip the boat and they could dispatch them with ease. Or just wait for them to drown. But there was no sign of land. No chance of escape.

      The splashing was louder. Tom peered into the darkness, trying to pick out the merrow. He could make out spray. Bubbles.

      Not bubbles. The water ahead was boiling. Churning.

      “Row!” Tom cried. “Back!”

      The Goraven were already hauling on the oars, trying and failing to fight the current. Their little boats began to spin and buck. Tom held on with one hand, tried to keep Caledyr ready in the other.

      Fight, it told him.

      Fight what? He couldn’t stab churning water. It would smash the boats and either drag them under or beat them to death first. He took a firmer grip on Caledyr and tried to clear his mind. But memories of the rat pits tried to bubble up instead.

      The cave echoed with a horrific squeal and Tom saw a flicker of green flesh.

      He turned to Dank. “Jenny Greenteeth?”

      “The very same.” The boy’s grin was a blend of pleasure and predatory glee. “She’ll protect us.” But that grin didn’t make Tom feel safe.

      “She’s fighting the merrow?”

      “She hasn’t had a taste in a long time.” Dank snapped his teeth. Could he feel the fight himself?

      Tom turned to the rowers. “Go around.”

      The boat behind bumped into theirs, sending the passengers reeling. One of the rowers lost his balance, sprawling over the edge of the boat.

      Before anyone could help him, webbed fingers took hold of his hair and pulled.

      The elf disappeared with a cry and a splash.

      “Help him!” Athra wailed, scrabbling over the edge himself, thrashing at the water.

      “Don’t be an idiot,” Six hissed, hauling him back as webbed hands snatched at him. A hooked spear reared out of the water, hooking onto the boat.

      “We have to do something,” Tom said to Dank.

      “We will handle it.” The boy was distracted, too intent on the churning fight to notice anything else.

      The world rocked wildly and there was a merrow aboard, hissing between its sharp little teeth, fins sleek and still, a knife in one hand. Without room for a swing, Tom thrust Caledyr forward, but he was off-balance and cut only air. Six feinted with a punch, drawing its attention and giving Tom a chance to chop down and almost sever the thing’s arm. The merrow howled and tipped back, disappearing back into the black.

      A huge tentacle reared out of the water and slapped down onto the boat, knocking Athra to the floor and pinning him. He kicked and slapped at it and Six snatched up the knife the merrow had dropped. But Dank reached across to stay his hand. “No.”

      He was right. The glow from his palm showed the tentacle to be green, great suckers latching onto the wood. Another merrow tried to board, only to be picked up by another tentacle and lifted into the air. As Tom watched, a giant beak emerged from the water, open and squealing with delight. Jenny dropped the merrow into her mouth, swallowing it whole.

      Six lowered the knife, golden skin pale. “I’m glad that’s on our side.”

      Jenny had hold of the other boat too, a merrow clambering over her tentacle to swing a knife at a Westerner before she swatted it into the darkness. Six had a point. The merrow had no chance. Nor would they, if she decided she was still hungry. But, for now, they were safe. The water was calming. The merrow were dead or fleeing.

      “Thank you,” Tom said to Dank.

      But the boy was eyeing the water still. And, a moment later, Tom heard it.

      Singing.

      “Cover your ears,” Tom cried.

      But even as he did, one of the Goraven dived into the water.

      “Cover your ears!” Already he felt his will failing. The water was warm and inviting. He wanted to swim, to be free of the air and the surface. It would feel so good to swim.

      Fight.

      He placed a hand on Jenny’s tentacle, pulling himself to his feet. A step or two and he could jump in.

      Fight.

      But the sword was wrong. He didn’t want to fight. Fighting was pain and misery. Swimming was calm and peaceful.

      Fight.

      He gripped the sword as if he could squeeze the thought into his limbs.

      Six was still, eyes screwed tight, hands over his ears.

      Athra scrabbled and kicked at Jenny’s tentacle.

      With a splash, their other oarsman was in the water, disappearing without so much as a bubble.

      The women controlled the other boat. The men kicked and struggled, but Katharine, Brega and Gravinn knew their arts too well; Neirin and the remaining Westerner were pinned or tied and going nowhere.

      And the merrow knew it. Because a voice echoed to them, “You owe us lives, liar Rymour.”

      Sânuoi. “We don’t owe you anything,” Tom called back. At his feet, Storrstenn was trying to crawl to the water. Tom placed a foot on his back, pinning him. But now he was off-balance. It would be too easy to let himself fall overboard.

      “We had a deal,” Sânuoi hissed.

      “Do not listen.” Dank’s voice was cold, hard. Too like Melwas. He turned to Jenny and commanded, “Finish them.”

      “The merrow are due the old payment.”

      “We cannot stay,” Dank said. Just a murmur, Jenny couldn’t have heard. Yet she sank beneath the surface. “If we cannot remove them, remove us.”

      Wood creaked and groaned as Jenny took a firmer hold and lifted both boats out of the water. Not high. Just above the surface.

      Then they lurched as Jenny turned and, with a speed belied by her size, surged out of the cave and into the tunnel. The singing stopped. A few splashes told Tom the merrow were in pursuit. But Tom was more concerned with falling or hitting his head; the ceiling was a blur above them and a well-placed stalactite could be the end of someone. Tom bent low, staying close to the wet, tough tentacle.

      “We’ve still hours until we reach Cairnagwyn,” Six cried. The air around them was a rush, loud and cold.

      A snatch of merrow song echoed around them. “Please,” Athra moaned. “Let me swim.” But he didn’t fight or struggle. He just lay there.

      “We will catch you.” Sânuoi’s words were hurried. Breathless. Followed by splash. Another snatch of song. They were jumping out of the water. Speaking or signing as they could.

      The tunnel narrowed, their speed slowed. Jenny slapped against rock as she clambered her way around a corner.

      “Can they reach us?” That was Katharine, though she was hunkered down out of sight.

      “I don’t think so.” Tom turned to Dank. “Can they?”

      “Jenny will stop them.”

      As if prompted by those words, Jenny squealed below them and there was a great slap on the water below them. The world swayed around them as the tunnel widened and the tentacled fay sank lower.

      Closer to the water.

      Another slap, another squeal.

      And the boat rocked as a curved spear hooked onto the edge and a merrow hauled itself aboard in one fluid motion. Sânuoi. Tom stabbed at him but he ducked down behind Jenny’s tentacle and began to sing.

      Fight.

      Calmness of the soul until death.

      Tom took hold of Dank’s wrist, pointing his glowing palm at the ceiling. The tunnel flashed past overhead, so close it made Tom’s eyes water. Then for a moment it rose, high enough and long enough that he could clamber over the tentacle. He almost fell on Sânuoi, who was armed only with claws and that infernal song.

      “You are strong, Rymour,” the merrow hissed. His gills flared and the song changed. Now the melody was softer, louder, more subtle.

      It would feel good to drop the sword.

      Fight.

      It felt good to hold the sword over the water.

      Fight.

      It felt good to loosen his grip.

      Fight.

      It felt good to watch the sword tumble into the river below.
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      Sânuoi stopped his song, grinned a little shark tooth grin and flexed his claws.

      A dozen thoughts scrabbled at Tom’s mind at once.

      He had dropped the sword. It was lost. Gone forever.

      No. He could still feel it. Distant. Submerged. Singing a siren’s song of its own.

      Retrieve the sword.

      Except it was pitch black. And if he didn’t break bones or his skull by jumping into the river, he’d be torn apart by merrow.

      There was a riot of voices, elfs and men and merrow. The world lurched as Jenny’s tentacles scrabbled against the tunnel wall, holding firm against the current.

      Without Caledyr, there was no breaking the monoliths. The misery of the rat pits. The tragedy of Siomi’s death. The fighting and the arguing and the loss. It would all be for nothing.

      Retrieve the sword.

      He could feel his body tensing, an urge to throw himself in the water that was less subtle than a merrow song. More basic. Like it was in his very muscles. Perhaps Six and Katharine were right. Perhaps he was still under Caledyr’s influence.

      Retrieve the sword.

      Katharine would tell him to stay. That his life wasn’t worth it. Six and Brega too.

      Caledyr and the fay would tell him to jump.

      And what would Tom tell himself?

      Sânuoi had hold of his shirt, hauling him up. “I told you that your lives would be forfeit if you were false.”

      False. Tom had made a promise to Siomi, to inherit her responsibility. He had sworn to free dragons and dwarfs. He had promised to carry Caledyr.

      What would Tom tell himself? To uphold those oaths. No matter what anyone else told him.

      So he reared back his head, butted Sânuoi in his flat nose, took one, two quick steps and launched himself into the dark. The rush of air on his face took his breath away, and he prayed he hadn’t just leapt to his death.

      Impact. Had he hit the rocks? No, it was water, inky black and freezing. His mind went blank save a terrified mantra. He would drown. He would drown.

      Retrieve the sword.

      It cut through his fear and he surged to the surface, hauled air into his chest. There was so little light. Barely enough to make out Jenny Greenteeth’s colossal shadow.

      Splashing. The merrow. He had to hurry.

      Retrieve the sword.

      Voices called his name, echoing from every direction. “I’m okay,” he called, and coughed as water splashed into his mouth, reawakening his fear, turning his breath into panicked gasps. He would drown. He would drown.

      He felt a tug at his ankle, sucked in a quick breath before something pulled him under.

      The world was black, his skin numb, the claw pricks like something from a dream. He felt fingers wrap around his throat, and the pressure on his windpipe turned his fear into mindless terror. He had to breathe. Now. Kick. Flail. Scratch. Breathe. Or he would drown. He would drown.

      Retrieve the sword.

      Help me, he thought.

      Push.

      He would drown.

      Push.

      Tom stopped flailing, found a face. Pushed with both hands.

      Feet.

      He pulled his legs up, put boots against thighs, hips. Pushed with every ounce of strength he had.

      Claws raked across his flesh as fingers slipped free.

      Tom broke the surface again, each breath harsh in his throat. He slapped at the surface, desperate to stay afloat. No. He needed to stay calm. Calmness of the soul until death. But before he could think it again, a merrow was on him, climbing up his back, pulling him back under.

      Fight.

      Tom scratched and jabbed. The merrow yelped as he poked its eye, water choked off Tom’s cry as it bit his neck. Tom dipped under the surface, kicked, grabbed a fin and pulled, felt it tear and unknit. The merrow let him go.

      Retrieve the sword.

      Yes. The quicker he found Caledyr, the quicker he could get out of the water.

      A deep breath, ignore the fear, dive. He pushed himself under and began to swim.

      Help me, he thought.

      Here.

      Where?

      Here.

      Left? He tried to twist, cracked his hand against rock, snatched it to his chest.

      Here.

      He could feel his chest tightening. He had to breathe. already. He would drown. He had to get to the surface.

      Fight.

      Caledyr was right. It was just fear. Fear was only in the mind. He could do this.

      Fight.

      Something cannoned into him, knocked his breath out of him. Don’t breathe in. Get to the surface.

      Limbs wrapped around his waist, his shoulders. A dead weight on his back, pulling him down.

      A voice spoke in his ear, but it was all bubbles. He didn’t need to know what it was saying. Its actions said enough. It would kill him. It would drown him.

      Fight.

      They reached the bottom. Tom’s lungs burned. He felt light-headed. Can’t swim. Can’t fight. Walk. Just walk.

      He would have run, if he could. Instead the river forced him to take slow, ponderous steps. Walk and hope. Calmness of the soul until death.

      He tripped, clambered and climbed. At last he broke the surface, scaled the wall of the tunnel as he sucked in air with a merrow on his back.

      “So much fight in you, surface man.” It was Sânuoi. Always Sânuoi. “I am impressed. But you broke terms. Your life is mine.”

      “I broke no terms.” Tom tried to listen for the sword, tried to think of a way out.

      “There is no elf in our cell, Rymour.”

      No elf? Draig?

      Now wasn’t the time. “Dank!” His shout was hoarse. But it was enough. Shadows deepened, twisted, shortened as the sprite leapt into the air. There. A stalagmite. He twisted and fell, dropping the merrow onto the rocky point. Sânuoi yelled, his grip weakened, and Tom leapt away and back into the water.

      How many strokes to the sword?

      How many strokes until Sânuoi caught him?

      Not enough. He already felt a hand on his ankle. No. Emyr’s bloody black bones, no.

      He scrabbled at the rocky ground. Found purchase. Sânuoi climbed up his back again as Tom hauled himself across the riverbed. Ignored the webbed hands in his hair, the claws on his scalp, the burning, terrifying need to breathe in his chest.

      His fingertips brushed metal.

      Here.

      He scrabbled, numb fingers slipping along the sharp edge. Knocked the sword. Flipped it. Finally found the pommel, the grip.

      Up.

      Legs.

      The weight disappeared from his back as he drew the blade across Sânuoi’s shin. Tom didn’t wait, leapt from the riverbed, kicked until he felt air on his face.

      “I’ve got it,” he choked. Coughed. Swallowed water. “Help me.” He was going under again. He would drown. All for nothing. “Eirwen’s grace, help me!”

      He had kept to his oaths, at least.

      Something crushed him against Sânuoi, pulled from the water, a great wall of wet, green flesh lifting him through the air. Jenny.

      She dropped them both back into the boat, and Tom coughed and spluttered as he tried to keep Sânuoi at swordpoint. But there was no more fight in the merrow; he clutched at his leg, dark blood oozing between his fingers.

      “You broke terms,” the merrow growled behind gritted teeth. “We will have our price. If not today, tomorrow, or the day following.”

      The boat rang as someone clambered around in it. Dank.

      “Say not another word,” he roared with Melwas’ voice.

      “You do not command me.”

      “We command all.”

      Sânuoi tried to sing, but it was weak and filled with pain. It didn’t stop Dank from wrapping his fingers around the merrow’s neck. The song strangled off and Sânuoi scrabbled at Dank’s face. But the boy didn’t seem to notice. Silencing Sânuoi was all that mattered.

      He was possessed.

      “Finish him, Tom,” said Melwas with Dank’s voice. As he used Dank’s hands to squeeze the life out of Sânuoi. The merrow’s slashes had become a feeble pawing.

      “You finish him,” Tom said. He felt sick. But not over Sânuoi. He had dropped the sword. How many times would he lose it? Why had Emyr trusted him?

      “No.” Dank released the merrow, flexed his empty hands. “You do it.”

      The merrow slapped at the wood, tried to pull himself away. A weak, hoarse song came from his gills. But it was no more than a suggestion, a nagging thought to let him escape.

      It had made him drop the sword.

      Kill the enemy.

      “Kill me,” Sânuoi rasped, “and no water will ever be safe for you. You can never again approach river, lake or sea.”

      He sang of water that watched and waited, waited to climb up chin and cheek and nose, a tide ever-rising. He sang of a life as a cell, light above, water below. He sang of being pulled under the surface, where the merrow would wait.

      He was too dangerous to leave alive.

      Caledyr parted the skin under Sânuoi’s gills, the smallest slice. The merrow’s eyes bulged.

      “Remember this,” Tom told him. Then he kicked the merrow overboard.

      The splash seemed too small. Too small for all the trouble he had caused.

      “You didn’t kill him.” Six’s voice was flat and empty. He looked like he’d been awake for weeks.

      Tom waited for more song or attacks. But the sounds of pursuit faded. The merrow had withdrawn. “There’s been enough death and violence,” he said.

      Six nodded. “Do you think they’ll come back?”

      “I hope not.” His mind felt bare and brittle, like it had been scrubbed raw. Just forming a sentence felt impossible. “Maybe a little mercy will change their minds.”

      “They said we broke terms?”

      “They did.” Tom cast a quick glance at Dank.

      If Six looked exhausted, Dank looked hollowed out. His eyes were two dark circles and his hands shook. Whatever force had possessed him a moment ago was gone. The glow in his palm was dimmer, as if it had retreated inside. Despite the uncertainty surrounding the fay, Tom felt sorry for the boy.

      But why had the fay been so keen to silence Sânuoi?

      Why did they want the monoliths broken?

      A wave of exhaustion sapped the strength from him and he sank to the bottom of the boat. He was shaking. But he was alive. Just. “You can set us down, Jenny.” He’d meant to shout it up to her, but managed only a murmur. Nonetheless, the world tipped and rocked as she lowered them back into the water.

      “Thank you.” Regardless of the fay’s purpose, Jenny had saved their lives.

      Her beak slipped from below the surface and two deep eyes blinked against the torchlight as Katharine held it high. She squeaked, low and soft.

      “She says the taste of merrowflesh is payment enough.” Dank murmured as if in a fever.

      The beak opened and closed like she was tasting the air. Or anticipating the taste of Tom’s flesh instead. “Still,” he said, “I am grateful.”

      Her scream was painfully loud, then she made a sound like choking. Jenny Greenteeth was laughing.

      Her face came closer, giving Tom a chance to see the patterned scales on her skin, shades of green you didn’t get in the mortal realms. Her beak opened, revealing a thick, dark tongue and multiple rows of tiny, tiny teeth. Had she changed her mind? He had heard too many stories of Jenny’s voracious appetite, devouring whole crews without pause.

      Instead she snapped her beak shut with a gust of breath that stank of sour fish. A tentacle rose out of the water and she touched his cheek with the tip. It was a delicate, gentle gesture, like that of an indulgent mother. One who sees the folly of her child but can’t help but love him anyway.

      Then she slipped beneath the surface and was gone.

      “What was that?” Six sounded almost hesitant to ask.

      Tom had no answer for him.
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        * * *

      

      All but one of the oars had drowned with the rowers and there wasn’t enough room in the other boat for all of them. All they could do was tie the two together. So while the others braced themselves against rock walls, they had buffeted and crashed in their wake, at the mercy of the current. It made for a long, fraught journey, always wondering if the boat would break apart on the next collision. Each time they’d smashed against something the others had gripped the wood tightly and watched for signs of splintering. But Tom had lain in the boat and watched Dank. What would happen if the boat fell to pieces? Would Jenny come back? Another fay, perhaps? Would they try to save everyone in this boat, Dank, Six, Storrstenn too? Or just Tom? Or just the sword? Would they let everyone drown, as long as someone remained to put the sword through the central monolith?

      The help of the fay always came at a cost. He had seen it time and again. And whenever the fay tried to hide it, that was when the cost was greatest.

      Why did the fay want to break the monoliths? How had Draig escaped?

      There was no need for another rescue. Finally the tunnel expanded, the walls rushing away from them, and they slipped into a cave bigger than any Tom could imagine.

      At first he thought they were above ground; there was no echo, no close or damp feel, no walls or ceilings. But the air above them was too dark, even for a moonless, starless night. And it was too still. Too quiet.

      Then they drifted past a pillar, thick and strong and weathered by water. Dank lifted a glowing palm, illuminating deep, whorling designs on the stone, and a number: one thousand nine hundred and fifteen.

      “The reservoir.” Katharine’s voice was no more than a whisper.

      “What is it?” Tom asked.

      “An artificial lake,” Six replied. Even he sounded awed. “Under the city. King Darnodyr had it built after the Dry Times.”

      “You mean the city is above us?” Tom looked up but saw nothing but black. He couldn’t imagine there were buildings and people up there.

      “That’s right.” Athra seemed to have recovered from the attack, mostly by pretending it hadn’t happened. He leered up at the darkness. “We are in their belly.”

      They passed another pillar. “Those are all that holds it up?”

      Six seemed to read his thoughts. “They’re very strong.”

      They were big, yes. But Tom tried to imagine Cairnagan, or even Cairnalyr, tottering on stone stilts. It wasn’t possible. It would come crashing down.

      “You can support a lot with a little.” Storrstenn’s gag must have come loose in the attack. “If you know where to put it.”

      The reservoir had swallowed the current, leaving the boats adrift.

      “How big is it?” Katharine asked.

      “Miles across,” said Six.

      And the city balanced above it. It wasn’t possible. “It’s a miracle,” Tom breathed.

      Storrstenn snorted. “It’s engineering,” he sneered. “Only the most ignorant farmhand would think otherwise.”

      Tom looked down at the dwarf. “Would you like me to leave you down here?” he asked. “If you’re lucky, the merrow might come back before you starved to death.”

      The dwarf glared back at him for a moment before turning away and grumbling under his breath.

      “Row.” Athra’s voice had gained some of its prior zeal.

      How could they know where to go? Each direction looked the same. But, after passing a few more pillars, Athra directed them right, then straight on. He knew what the numbers on the pillars meant.

      “It’s the only means of navigation down here,” the elf said. “Each one corresponds to a point in the city.”

      “Where are we going?” Tom asked.

      “The pumping station,” Athra said.

      “What’s that?”

      Storrstenn laughed a mean, mocking laugh.

      “It’s a device for moving water,” Six said. “It pulls the water from down here and brings it to the surface.”

      “Like a large well?”

      “Sort of.”

      Incredible. Tom was starting to understand why the Westerners felt so superior.

      Without a point of reference, their progress seemed slow. The pillars didn’t seem to pass regularly. Or maybe they did; it was impossible to tell. But as they rowed, a thought began to grow in Tom’s mind. Small, like a barest breeze, too soft to tell if it was wind, breath, or imagination. Cold and hard, as if the air was frozen still.

      The central monolith?

      “What do we do after we climb?” he asked, more to distract himself than a need to know.

      “We make our way to the safehouse,” Athra replied. “We have a few elfs there, holding it for us. It’s beyond suspicion.”

      “Words spoken just before a secret is exposed,” Six added.

      Athra gave him a foul look. “They are our very best,” he said.

      “Even the best get caught.”

      “Oen watches us.”

      “Oen lies on a rock bleeding from his gut.” The passion in Six’s voice was surprising. Venom mixed with admiration? “It’s the sort of thing that occupies most of your time.”

      “Poor brother,” Athra smiled, his pity exaggerated. “You labour under falsehoods. Oen cannot bleed. He cannot be troubled by mortal cares like you and I.”

      “Oen was a man.” Six looked to Tom for support. “Not your invincible, invisible force. He doesn’t guide hands or pull you from your troubles.”

      “Then how does he answer our prayers?”

      “He doesn’t.”

      “He sent us the sword.” Athra jerked a thumb at Tom.

      “I brought it to you,” Six countered, as if he had carried it all this time.

      “At Oen’s behest.”

      “At his.” Now Six jerked his thumb at Tom in the exact same way. So similar, and yet so different.

      “And at whose behest does he act?”

      It was a good question. Tom glanced at Dank, who watched the elfs with a grin.

      “Perhaps we should be quiet,” Tom said. “What if someone hears us?”

      Athra waved his concern away. “No-one comes down here,” he said. “Save to fix the pumping equipment.”

      “And if someone’s fixing the pumping equipment?”

      Six smirked at Athra’s discomfort.

      They rowed in silence after that, making the darkness even more oppressive. Katharine’s torch was burning low, the island of light around them growing smaller and fainter with each breath. Tom found himself staring at it, the way he had stared at the light that had bled down into the rat pit. What if it went out before they reached the pumping station? What if they hit something in the dark? Or the merrow came back? If they fell into the water, they’d never find the boat in the dark. They’d swim until they couldn’t swim anymore.

      He touched the sword for comfort.

      Ready. Waiting.

      Small comfort.

      The torch was starting to sputter and die when Athra said, “Here.” Tom let muscles relax he hadn’t realised were clenched.

      They were at another pillar, thicker than the others, this one with many copper columns strapped to it. Tom touched one, cold and solid. The torchlight danced in reflection on its burnished surface.

      “Pipes,” Six said. “For the water.”

      The pillar was covered in them, dozens of the things disappearing beneath the surface. Pipes and a ladder, metal and thick and heavy and stained.

      “We’re losing the light,” Athra said. “Be quick.”

      They had to untie Storrstenn. Although there was little he could do in a cave under the city, Tom felt uneasy about it. He avoided the dwarf’s glare as he clambered past and onto the ladder. Tom let Katharine precede him before he began to climb himself. At first the rungs felt rough, pitted and worn, then they grew smooth.

      “It’s a long climb,” Athra warned from below.

      He wasn’t wrong. It was no surprise, given the ceiling was beyond sight. But soon Tom’s arms and legs were burning and there was still no sign of an end.

      “Why is it so big down here?” he grumbled.

      His voice carried further than he thought. “The water level rises and falls,” Six’s voice came up to him. He sounded out of breath. “In flood seasons it can get very high.”

      “Surely not this high.”

      “King Darnodyr was called the Ever-Ready for a reason.”

      About the time that Tom was beginning to imagine losing his grip and tumbling what had to be over a mile back to the water below, there was a grating sound.

      “At last.” Even Katharine sounded tired. They stopped, hanging from metal fixed to stone, and Tom waited for either his grip or elfish engineering to fail. Without warning a shaft of blinding light erupted from above and he forgot himself, shielded his eyes with a hand, before snatching at the ladder even tighter than before. Then, at last, they moved again, and soon he was hauled up into the dazzling bright.

      It was a small, stone room. A few blinks and he realised the light was merely a torch in the hands of one of the remaining Goraven. Gravinn stumbled off the ladder a moment later and Tom caught her arm.

      “Thank you.”

      He felt too tired to talk. The climb, the battle with the merrow, the arguments and trials. Once upon a time he’d been a boy on a farm, just honest work and a simple life in his future. He put his hands on his knees and took a few breaths, then slumped back against the wall. What had happened? How did he end up here?

      The room faded, the torchlight replaced by familiar twilight.

      “I can’t do it,” Emyr said. There was so much blood.

      “Just a little farther,” Tom said.

      “I can’t.”

      “Just a little farther.”

      The torchlight returned and Brega was standing over him. Eyes hard and cold as ever.

      “Just a little farther, Rymour.” She made it sound like a promise, like there was just one more hill to crest and then he could rest at the summit. He thought of that little hut Katharine had left him in. No-one to bother him save the odd visitor looking for a prophecy. Just him, a few vegetables in the ground, a goat. Clean air, a view of the mountains, and peace and quiet.

      Emyr had said a dream of home can get you through a war.

      He offered Brega a smile, but she didn’t smile back. Her eyes glittered with pain and her posture was strange. “You’re hurt,” he realised.

      “I’m fine.” But her riding cloak parted and revealed shredded cloth, dark and glistening.

      “Let me see.”

      She waved him away and gave him a solemn look. But not an unkind one. “I’m fine,” she repeated. What skin Tom could see was pale and covered in a sheen of sweat. She saw him waver and murmured, “The sooner this is done, the safer he will be.”

      Tom trusted her. If he had ever been uncertain before, that moment made it clear. No matter the cost, Brega would do what needed to be done. She would sacrifice all, even herself. It should be someone like her carrying the sword.

      Not someone selfish like him. “Brega’s hurt,” he called out, and had to step back as she snatched at him.

      “Is this true?” Neirin hurried to her side.

      “A minor wound, my lord.” She was trying hard to sound strong. “Rymour is worrying over nothing.”

      “Let me see.”

      “My lord, there is no time for this.”

      Neirin straightened, lifted his chin, and glared down at her. “Would you deny your Shield?” His voice was as cold and imperious as Tom had ever heard it.

      “No, my lord.” She grimaced, pulled aside her cloak. Scowled at Tom as Neirin sucked breath between gritted teeth.

      “You kept this from me?”

      “We have to keep moving. Your safety depends on it.”

      But Neirin waved her words away. Instead he turned to Six, Katharine, Athra, anyone. “She needs medical attention. Now.”

      Katharine squeezed past Six, and Brega closed her cloak. “I need to see it,” Katharine told her.

      “No,” Brega grunted. Now the façade was over she hunched, leant against the wall. Water dripped from pipes overhead.

      “I know your customs.” Katharine reached for her, palm forward, like Brega was a dog to be tamed. “But I can’t see the wound if I can’t see the skin.”

      “I can feel it,” Brega argued. “And it’s mortal. Nothing we can do.”

      “Brega.” Neirin was doing his best to sound calm, in control. But fear quavered his words. “You will submit to examination or I will have you rendered senseless.”

      Her eyes spat daggers. “My dignity.”

      “Is mine,” Neirin snapped, “to do with as I will.”

      Brega cursed in her native tongue, but a retort from Neirin stilled her. She stared at the floor, jerked her head at Tom without meeting anyone’s eye. “Just him,” she said, and waited for Katharine to back away before parting her cloak. Soaked and shredded cloth mixed with shining, bloodied flesh.

      “The merrow?” Tom asked.

      It was Katharine who spoke, asking questions, asking him to peer, to press, to probe. Brega hissed at every touch, and Tom felt his confidence bleeding away alongside her wound. She was right. This was mortal. But Katharine just said, “Keep pressure on it.” Then she withdrew with Six.

      Brega refused to look at him. “This journey seems to be doing it’s best to cut us into pieces,” he murmured. He drew Caledyr, cut strips off her riding cloak to wad and press against the wound.

      “I asked you not to say anything.”

      “You did,” he replied. “I won’t apologise.”

      “My safety doesn’t matter.”

      “It does to me.”

      She met his eye then and, despite herself, smiled. “Because we’re such good friends?”

      Perhaps not. But they were something. Comrades? Allies? “Because I can count on you.”

      She looked down, took the cloth from his hands and gave him a grunt that was too brusque to be real. She was grateful. Tom just nodded and stepped away.

      “So her insides fall out the moment she disrobes?” Six was whispering.

      “That’s how it sounds,” Katharine replied.

      “Then she is finished.” Athra didn’t deign to lower his voice. “Send her soul to Oen.”

      “Is there any hope?” Tom whispered. There had to be. She didn’t deserve a death like this.

      “Do you know this city?” Katharine asked Gravinn.

      The dwarf nodded, solemn and grave. “I was brought here often.”

      Brought here. Her little bell weighed heavy in Tom’s pocket.

      “Are there dwarfish healers here?”

      “Cirgeons?” Gravinn asked, and Katharine nodded.

      “Thwart not Oen’s will,” Athra said. He was issuing orders to his followers, who disappeared down the corridor.

      “Where are they going?” Six asked.

      “To their duties,” Athra replied. “Cause a distraction. Get you into the palace.”

      This was the moment. When Athra would turn on them. They would refuse to abandon Brega and Athra would turn on them. “Brega’s hurt,” Tom said, edging his hand towards Caledyr.

      “I feel your pain, brother.” Athra cast his eyes upwards, lifted his palms. “I lost people to this journey too. But the will of the One King is indomitable. It will be done. In Oen we trust.”

      “I won’t leave her,” Tom told him. She didn’t deserve to be left to die in the dark.

      “I don’t need your pity, Rymour.” Brega had sunk to the floor, eyes clenched shut, lying on her good side. Neirin had pulled off his tattered outer robes to place under her head. “I die from combat. It is a good death.”

      It didn’t look good. And Neirin’s face suggested she was lying.

      “I don’t care,” Tom told her. “Death is death. I want you to live.”

      She shook her head and let out what was probably meant to be a growl but ended up a whimper.

      “You have to protect the Shield,” he reminded her.

      “You’ll have to do it.”

      “I can’t do it as well as you.”

      She laughed, tears squeezing out of her closed eyes. “My mask,” she said. Neirin had it strapped to her face in a moment. Were her eyes less pinched now? She took a few breaths, as deep as she could manage. Which ancestor did she draw strength from? How tired and scared was she, to cry in front of them? Tom crouched beside her. He didn’t touch her; she wouldn’t appreciate that. But he did murmur, “I’m here for you. Whatever you need.”

      He waited for the sharp remark, the barb to veil the true feeling. But she just whispered, “Thank you.”

      Tom felt tears prick his own eyes.

      “There’s no time,” Athra said. And Tom drew breath to argue except he felt the truth of the words. And a single thought from Caledyr.

      Danger.

      There was too much risk of discovery. They had to move. “He’s right,” Tom said, and stood.

      “Tom,” Neirin remonstrated.

      “Gravinn, can you find her a healer?” Tom asked. “One that can help her?”

      The dwarf nodded.

      “And Athra, you mentioned a safe house?”

      “Where we can access Idris’ tunnel.”

      “So we’ll take Brega there. Six and Gravinn will fetch the healer.”

      “She is my charge.” Neirin left unspoken his question: why not me?

      Tom answered it anyway. “She’ll worry if you go.”

      “She’s going to die.” Athra said it kindly, as if they were blind.

      “Maybe not,” Katharine said. “I’ve seen dwarfish cirgeons do incredible things.”

      “You’re asking for a miracle.”

      “I’ve seen plenty of miracles since I left Cairnagan,” Tom replied. “It’s about time we got one of our own.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 20

        

      

    

    
      Tom had thought he’d seen cities. He’d thought he’d almost grown used to them. But Cairnagwyn made the cities he’d visited look like muddy holes on a dirt track.

      It was noisy. The sun was low, throwing beautiful oranges and reds across the sky, but no-one was making a move to hearth or home. Instead they continued to sell their wares, gather on corners, throng the streets. The city was a riot of noise and everyone seemed to chatter or haggle or gossip or argue at the top of their voices in an effort to be heard.

      And there were so many of them. When they had emerged into the streets, Tom had thought they’d been discovered, that the crowd was waiting for them. But they were just part of the endless herd, countless elfs moving with the crowd. Tom had never been anywhere so full of people.

      Athra had secured a covered wagon. “To avoid prying eyes.” It was lucky he had; Brega was in no state to walk, despite her protests. How had she climbed that ladder? They lifted her into the wagon and then sat around her as best they could. Athra drove the wagon with one of his followers; he hadn’t wanted to share the location of the safehouse. “What if you get captured?” he’d said. But Tom got the feeling Athra enjoyed knowing things others didn’t. Like it gave him power.

      So Katharine peered out of the wagon as they rode, naming streets and landmarks, guessing where they were headed. Neirin sat bent over Brega, alternately talking to her and muttering prayers. Storrstenn was trussed and laid to one side. Sannvinn sat as far from him as she could. And Dank sat in a dark corner and closed his eyes. Sleeping, or so it seemed.

      At first Tom had sat by Brega. There was nothing he could do, no aid or succour he could offer. He drew Caledyr and laid beside her, placed her hand on it.

      “What are you doing?” she asked

      “Doesn’t this help?”

      “No.” And she took her hand back. Tom frowned and touched the blade with a fingertip. Felt calmer in an instant.

      Ready. Waiting.

      He left it by her side. Perhaps the sword’s effects took time to work. But that left him feeling useless. She bled, he watched. Sometimes she spoke to Neirin in elfish. But she was focused inwards now. So he joined Katharine and stared out at the city.

      “Is it always like this?” he asked.

      “Almost always.” She seemed fond of it, like it was an old friend. Tom couldn’t imagine any place worse.

      He watched a handful of dwarfs trying to carry crates across the street. No-one made an effort to move aside. “There’s so many of them.” When one dwarf lost their grip, no-one offered to help. And then he saw humans, dressed like the elfs, ignoring the thralls too. Like they didn’t even exist. “Humans,” he said.

      Katharine just nodded.

      “But we’re at war.”

      “It’s Cairnagwyn,” she said as if that was the only explanation needed.

      “What are they doing here?”

      “Living. Working.”

      It was true. There were travellers, Pathfinders and merchants. But also humans that wore the fashions, the mannerisms, even spoke the tongue. They lived here. While their fellow men and women suffered fire and sword, they lived their lives.

      With the enemy.

      No, Tom told the sword. These people were not the enemy.

      “It’s wealth,” Storrstenn sneered, even as he smirked at Tom’s confusion. “Cairnagwyn is the richest city in Tir. That attracts elf, dwarf and man alike.”

      These men and women were shaking hands with the Westerners. Doing deals. Taking and giving money, sharing drink and jokes. All while their king invaded human lands. How could they do it? How could they stand to be around those that pillaged their homelands?

      As if reading his thoughts, Katharine murmured, “They’re just trying to make their way in this world, Tom.” There was such sympathy in her expression. She watched them, understood them. She was one of them.

      Vintners, butchers, landlords, builders. Human or elf, they were just doing what they had to in order to keep food on the table and a roof over their heads. They weren’t the enemy. They were the people.

      They were Tir. They needed saving just as much as everyone else.

      For once the sword had nothing to say.
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        * * *

      

      The sun had set by the time they arrived but the city was no darker or quieter for it. Every window, from crumbling ghetto to sweeping tower, played host to a candle, and great torches were lit on pillars above the streets. The city roared with light, and noise to match. Endless crowds continued to fill the grand boulevards, stream through smaller alleys, and push their way around horses, carts and wagons with no apparent concern for safety. Tom had assumed Athra would take them to a quiet place for their subversive work but, when the wagon stopped, they were surrounded by as many people as they ever had been.

      And while dwarfs and humans might be nothing to remark upon, the presence of an Easterner brought stares and muttered musings. Even without his robes, coronet or mask, Neirin’s very bearing was enough to identify him as a lord. He commanded personal space in a place that seemed to have forgotten such things, and he seemed to stare over the heads of all, even those taller than him.

      Tom, on the other hand, stepped off the wagon into a sea of elbows and shoulders. It was push or be pushed; there seemed no room for manners.

      This part of the city was all terraced, identical buildings, little blocks with a foot of garden between door and street. But in the distance Tom could see the palatial district, ever bright with flags, pennants and lights of all colours. Over it all sat a complex of pyramids that made the one in Cairnidol look like a mud hut. Some sat apart, others were joined like tree roots grown and intermingled over the years. One peak towered over them all, the capstone shining an unnatural black.

      The central monolith. Though miles distant, Tom could feel the air still where he stood.

      “Inside.” Athra urged them into one of the square little homes and Tom wondered how long it would be before the watch came knocking. He and Katharine carried Brega, shuffling through the narrow door, down a narrow hall, and into the nearest room.

      “Here.” Katharine nodded to a rug on the dark wooden floor. The only furniture consisted of two old armchairs and two tables beside them. They laid Brega down, her eyes shut tight behind the skull mask. “Can I get you anything?” Tom asked her.

      She reached up, took his hand, squeezed it. “Look after him?” It was a plea. She opened her eyes and there was failure in them.

      The hallway was filled with people. Elfs spoke to Athra and he gave them calm, charming responses.

      Tom looked back down at Brega, felt an urge to drop her hand, let fear walk him out of the room so he didn’t have to deal with this.

      He squeezed her hand back. He had no comforting words, no comforting lies to offer her. But she closed her eyes nonetheless.

      They stepped away and Tom whispered to Katharine, “She’s dying, isn’t she?” Brega had fought off Erhenni prizefighters for him but he could do nothing for her.

      “The cirgeon will be here soon.”

      “Can he really help her?”

      Katharine gave him a smile, one he’d not seen in a while. Soft. Warm. Fond. “I’m sure of it.”

      Athra stood framed by the doorway, watching his followers leave. He turned to Tom and smiled, mellow, peaceful. “The hour is at hand.”

      Not yet it wasn’t. Not until Brega was healed. “How long until Six and Gravinn get here?”

      Athra shook his head. “We must place aside our mortal concerns.”

      Before Tom could say anything, Neirin’s voice echoed from the hallway. “All of my concerns are mortal.” Why wasn’t he with Brega? That was his place.

      Athra made a face but said nothing. Instead he disappeared into the back of the little house. Sannvinn appeared a moment later with two mugs of water and a rag. She held one mug to Brega’s lips. It was plain her noisy slurps took great effort.

      “I could wipe your brow if you would allow me to remove your mask,” Sannvinn said.

      “A sweaty forehead is hardly my biggest problem.”

      Tom couldn’t help but grin.

      “A cirgeon doesn’t carry a magic wand.” Someone had bundled Storrstenn into one of the armchairs. “Even if he can save her, she won’t be able to travel.”

      Tom glanced at Katharine. The set of her jaw said it all. “We can’t leave her,” he told her.

      Athra called through from another room, “We have other safehouses.”

      Caledyr stirred, uneasy. Tom didn’t need the sword to convince him. “She stays with us.”

      “What about Faerie?” Dank was squatted in a corner, still as stone, staring at Brega. “We could look after her.”

      How to say no without causing offence? But Brega said, “And listen to Puck’s bad jokes? Death might be more pleasant.”

      Dank’s grin was all bared teeth and it didn’t touch his eyes. “Ho ho ho.”

      They waited. Athra paced the hallway, peering out of windows. Neirin finally joined them, hunching in an armchair. Dank laired in his corner, Sannvinn gave Brega water. And Katharine knelt by Tom’s side while he held Brega’s hand. Sometimes the elf squeezed as she suffered a wave of pain. Other times her hand was limp in his, and he would whisper Emyr’s prayer. His eyelids would droop; he was so tired but he didn’t let himself fall asleep. He couldn’t bear the guilt.

      But a knock at the door snapped up his head. He’d dozed while Brega had bled. His heart jumped with fear. The watch. They’d been discovered. Could they flee? No. That would mean leaving Brega. Only one choice.

      Kill the enemy.

      No. Not kill. But they would have to fight.

      But Athra strode to the door without fear or caution, and a moment later Tom heard a voice. “Where is she?”

      Athra replied in elfish and then a dwarf bustled into the room as if there was nothing amiss.

      “Away, away with you.” He was tall for a dwarf, bald, clean-shaven, wearing an apron like a smith but in an old, faded white. He shooed Tom and Katharine, before calling for hot water as he opened a huge, heavy bag. “Who here is of a quick mind and nimble of thought?” He pulled out glass vials, rags, great scissors and a tiny knife, pulled on thin leather gloves. “Speak quickly.”

      It was all too bewildering and Tom proved himself slow-witted. Katharine said, “I can assist,” and stepped into the dwarf’s maelstrom, putting things where she was told, holding things she was given.

      “Bring me light,” he told her. The sun was almost set. “Everyone else, out.” The dwarf hefted his scissors and began to cut away Brega’s blood-soaked clothing. It peeled back, still wet, revealing deep slices drawn over her ribs, strips of flesh loose in ways it shouldn’t be, all slippery and shiny and bloody.

      “Emyr’s black bones.” Tom had never seen such a wound. Not since he was a boy and old Harold Ash had been gored by one of his aurochs.

      “I said out.” The dwarf was already picking and probing, ignoring Brega’s grunts and cries. “She doesn’t want an audience and nor do I.”

      So Tom found himself crowded into the hallway with everyone else. “Will she live?” he asked.

      “If you let a dwarf work, she might.”

      “Come, Tom.” Neirin put on a show of calm, but Tom saw the tension in his jaw. “Let the healer work.”

      The little house was dark save a lamp for the cirgeon and a lamp in the room at the back. Tom wanted to wait and watch from the doorway. But curiosity drove his feet until he was staring down into a great hole where the back room used to be.

      “Your work?” he asked Athra, who had followed him.

      “Oen’s,” the elf corrected.

      “Idris’ tunnel?”

      “Mere feet below.” The pit took up the entire room, but the sides were ragged and sloped until there was room at the bottom for just one person. Likely the hard work had eroded the digger’s enthusiasm. Still, it would have taken weeks to dig; what evil plot Athra had been nurturing before they’d arrived with the sword? “Our time is at hand.”

      “Not quite,” Tom reminded him. Brega came first.

      But Athra misunderstood. “Of course.” He took a deep, satisfied breath. “We must be patient, brother Rymour.”

      As if his words were a cue, there was a great rumble from outside. Thunder? Athra started, ran back through the house, threw open the door. The chatter and roar of the crowd stopped as the rumble continued. Too long for thunder. Tom followed the others to the doorway, followed the shocked gazes to a tower engulfed in smoke. It looked delicate and slender at this distance, but it must have been enormous, dwarfing every building around it. As Tom watched it began to twist, tip, and then it fell, toppling to the ground with a crack and a boom and an explosion of dust and screams.

      Athra turned and went back inside as if such a thing were commonplace.

      “The King’s Peace,” Six muttered.

      “It seemed appropriate,” he called. He was already in the back room, lowering himself into the hole.

      “The Goraven did this?” Tom asked.

      The cloud of dust kept growing. Eirwen’s grace. If they could hear the panic and the terror from here? Tom tried not to imagine what it was like, choking dust and darkness. “How many will have died?”

      “Hundreds,” Six said. “Thousands.”

      Sometimes the cost is too high.

      Tom felt numb as he watched feet take him back into the house. Watched his hands haul on the rope Athra was using to lower himself. Watched himself throw the elf against a wall, ignore his meaningless rhetoric about Oen and his will. That they had to descend, so they could rise.

      Athra was a monster, Tom realised. From children’s stories. Death, destruction, hurt and suffering, he would inflict them all to achieve his aims. He’d clear any obstacle by any means.

      Tom knew he had not been so different.

      That was why he was angry. No, not angry. Not furious. Not outraged. He was simply no longer willing to tolerate the presence of such a foul being.

      “You’ve killed thousands.”

      “You can’t build on ruins,” the elf replied. “You have to clear the ground first.”

      Kill the enemy.

      “I should kill you for what you’ve done.” It would feel right. It would be just. But he said, “Someone please fetch Storrstenn and some rope.” He took a deep, calming breath before he said to Six, “I think we should leave them both here.”

      “Leave me?” Athra bunched his fists. “I am an instrument of Oen.”

      Tom bared an inch of Caledyr’s blade. “I wield an instrument of Oen.”

      “You don’t dare thwart me.” But Athra’s eyes were wet. He was without supporters. With only Six to call on. But his face twisted and he spat, “And you, brother? You’ll leave me behind? Again?”

      “Leave you.” Six was shocked, stunned. Unable to work his way through the thought.

      “Any chance to forget your family.” Athra took a step forward but stopped when Tom drew another inch of Caledyr. “Does even your true name shame you?”

      “Family.” Six shook his head and said something in elfish.

      “I belong down there.” Athra turned his attention to Tom, fury forgotten, his tone reasonable yet pleading. “I know the layout, the guard. I know our path to deliver Tir from Idris’ reign.”

      “And into what?” Tom asked. “Chaos?”

      “Oen returns in Tir’s darkest hour, when the fields are aflame and the peoples are sundered.” It almost sounded like another sermon. “I usher in a golden age by bringing about the world it needs.”

      “Pain and death and suffering.”

      “All births are painful.”

      “You just killed thousands of innocent elfs,” Six said. As if he was in awe. As if he couldn’t believe his little brother had managed such a feat.

      “There’s no such thing as innocence,” Athra replied.

      So Mab had said. So Storrstenn had said.

      “You believe it, don’t you? What you’re saying?” Six rubbed his eyes. “I wondered if it was an act. But you make yourself believe your own lies. Your excuses.”

      “I believe in the truth of Oen.”

      “So do we,” Tom said. “It has nothing to do with this.” Then he said, “Rope,” and took it from Dank, who watched with greedy eyes. But Tom watched Six. This was his brother. Leaving Athra meant leaving him for the watch.

      Six just nodded.

      Athra howled as Tom took hold of his wrists, tied the knots he’d seen Katharine tie. “Plunge the knife in now, brother,” he said. “Shall we summon mother too? Or would you rather leave her penniless and alone?”

      But Six’s expression was closed. “No,” he said. “You don’t get to make me feel guilty anymore.”

      “Let’s break father’s tomb,” Athra wailed. “Shall we make his bones dance for you?”

      “Someone will hear this,” Neirin said. He was right. The door was still open, someone in the street would report them. People had seen two Easterners and a man with a bronze sword enter this house, the same night a building was destroyed. The watch would already be on their way.

      Tom pushed Athra to the ground, lashed the end of the rope around Storrstenn’s ankles.

      “And I am to be sacrificed too,” the dwarf said.

      “You can’t be trusted,” Tom replied. He looked up and saw Gravinn and Sannvinn peering past taller bodies. Both of them were still and quiet. Like Six, burdened by what had to be done. “We have to move,” Tom told them. “Sannvinn, please tell the cirgeon we have to leave. Gravinn, please close the door.”

      “You won’t get far without me,” Storrstenn said.

      “Maybe not,” Tom replied. He couldn’t make the knots any tighter. “But if the means turns us into monsters, perhaps the end isn’t worth finding.”

      The cirgeon’s voice came from the other room. “Move her? Have you taken leave of your senses?”

      There was no time for a debate. Tom could almost hear the footfalls of marching watchelfs. Or would Idris send soldiers? “It’s not safe here,” he called as he squeezed past the others. “We have to move her.”

      The rug was ruined, bloodied by rags and instruments, and there was a harsh smell, like strong spirits. Katharine’s hands were bloody and she held a finger against Brega’s flesh while the cirgeon pulled fine thread through delicate stitches. “In my opinion, which, forgive me for saying, is more important than your own in this area, this elf should not be lifted, carried, or otherwise disturbed for at least a week,” the cirgeon said.

      “If she stays, the watch will take her.” Tom stood at Brega’s feet. Brega herself stared at the ceiling, glassy-eyed, face slack. “They’ll move her anyway, into a cell.”

      The cirgeon didn’t take his eye from his work. “At least their cells have beds to lie on.”

      There was a scream outside. No time. “Finish your work and go with our thanks,” Tom told him. “Don’t linger.” He strode out of the room; he didn’t need to hear the objections. Pushed past the others. Didn’t gawp at Six planting a kiss on his brother’s head and whispering something. Half-slid, half-fell into the pit and hefted the enormous hammer lying at the bottom. Swung it over his head and down to crack against the stone beneath his feet. Once. Twice. Three times.

      “Tom?” Katharine called from above. “Wait.”

      They were stood in the midst of Cairnagwyn. Surrounded by Westerners. Westerners he had terrorised for months, and who had been terrorised tonight. They would be looking for her. For Brega. For Neirin and Six. And he had sworn to keep them safe. “I daren’t,” he said. One last hammer blow and the stone beneath him cracked and crumbled, and he fell into the black.
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      He didn’t fall far but he fell hard. His legs folded beneath him and blocks of rubble jabbed into his back. For once, he didn’t crack his head. He let himself groan as dust settled on his face.

      “Tom?” Katharine cried.

      “I’m okay.” In a sense. He rolled over broken stone and onto his feet. He could still feel the landing in his knees. “Send the others down.”

      “We can’t move Brega.”

      “I won’t leave her behind. Nor will Neirin.”

      Katharine didn’t argue with that, leaving Tom to peer about. The only light came from above, just enough to see that this was not the grand pathway he had imagined. The tunnel was cramped, narrow, enough room for one tall elf. No elaborate brickwork or expensive decoration. No more than a king’s burrow, the walls raw and rough, the air old and stale. Not very dignified at all.

      They lowered Sannvinn, Neirin and Dank by rope before they tried to lower Brega. “Be careful,” Neirin told them all. Any other time he might have sounded imperious. Now he just sounded nervous.

      She came down in a sling made of sheets, bundled like a babe. Her journey was faltering and full of fearful moments. But she didn’t fall, and the four of them took her weight, took the sheets, and laid her as far from the faint beam of light as they could see.

      She was pale, silent, her eyes staring at nothing, her jaw slack. “Medicine,” Neirin said. “For the pain.”

      “Looks like it works.”

      Katharine came down last, carrying a torch with her. It illuminated only more tunnel, each direction as unremarkable as the other.

      “Which way?” Neirin asked.

      “The palace is north of here,” Six said, “but I’m not sure which way that is.”

      Katharine held up the lamp, sniffed the air, peered at the walls. They looked damp in places. “This way,” she said, and started walking. The others followed dutifully, leaving Tom and Neirin to heft the ends of Brega’s sheet into a hammock. The ground, at least, was smooth, though not worn. Very few had walked this way.

      “How can you tell?” Gravinn’s words were part question, part accusation.

      “Looking for trade secrets?” There was a carefree air to Katharine’s laugh. Well, perhaps there was a bright side to things. They were free of Athra and Storrstenn. Brega might live. And the end was in sight.

      An end in which he battled with a figure in black. And fought with Dank.

      The thought dulled his smile.

      “We should be quiet,” Dank said.

      Why did the fay want the monoliths broken?

      “Don’t worry,” Six said. “There’s no-one else down here.”

      “You are certain?” Neirin’s voice sounded strained. Brega was heavier than perhaps either of them had thought.

      “I am,” Six replied. “Only the king has access to this tunnel, and he’ll only use it in a dire emergency.”

      “Such as an attack on the city?”

      Six was silent whilst he took Neirin’s meaning. “Collapsing the King’s Peace will increase the guard. But I don’t think he’d flee.” But he didn’t sound too sure.

      They walked in silence after that, straining to hear footsteps that weren’t their own. Brega seemed to grow heavier with each step and soon sweat stung the wounds on Tom’s flank, his back, his neck. They called a few rests, but no-one else offered to carry her. Finally, after what felt like miles, they reached the end of the tunnel and a solid stone door.

      “It seems too small.” Neirin sounded disappointed. But he was right. Everything about the Kingdom seemed large and extravagant except this tunnel.

      “There’s no handle,” Gravinn said.

      “It’s not meant to be opened from this side,” Six explained.

      “So what do we do?”

      Katharine lifted the lamp and Six grinned in its weak light. “This.” He pulled out a nail. Tom could feel the iron in the air. Six nudged Katharine’s hand to move the lamp closer, then he inserted the nail into the crack between the door and the wall, close to the floor. He muttered to himself as he began to push, twist, slide, curse, twist some more.

      “Perhaps we should have brought the other Westerner,” Dank said.

      Six froze and Tom thought he might get angry. But he continued his work and, a moment later, there was a very small click. Had the nail snapped? No, the door swung open and Six stood with a grin and flourish.

      “Knowledge,” he said, to no-one in particular.

      “Well done.” Neirin was too intent on what lay beyond the door to notice Six’s surprise. “What now?”

      “Now there are stairs. A lot of stairs.”

      “Leading to where?”

      “The king’s apartments.”

      “Let me guess,” Tom said. “The king’s apartments are in that central pyramid. Right at the top.”

      “Not the top,” Six replied with another, wearier grin. “But almost.”
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        * * *

      

      It felt like they’d been climbing for hours and there were still miles of stairs to go.

      “Why did they build it so big?” Tom’s legs were burning, his throat dry.

      Gravinn said, “Prestige. Ego. Too much wealth. Pick one.”

      Even Six said, “The capital can’t be seen to be smaller than another city.”

      But Dank said, “It wasn’t any of those things.”

      “What was it?”

      “Love.” He turned and gave Tom a look that made him uncomfortable. Like it looked right through him. Or undressed him. Dank said with Mab’s voice, “The woman that everybody loved deserved the greatest tomb.” She, he, someone sounded bitter.

      It was that more than the words that told Tom she was speaking about, “Eirwen.”

      He who finds Eirwen will deliver her king.

      Dank just nodded and Six said, “It’s possible. There are stories that Cairnagwyn was build around Eirwen.”

      “Who else could it be?” Dank countered.

      “There are many people interred in this city.”
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        * * *

      

      Tom could hear Katharine and Six talking ahead. Out of breath, their whispers were careless.

      “Will you be okay?” she asked.

      “I hope so.”

      “You did the right thing.”

      “Did I?”

      “He was your brother. But he wanted to do terrible things.”

      “But he was my brother.”

      “What did you say to him? Before you left?”

      “I told him I wished it had been different. And that I loved him. No matter what.”

      “That’s nice.”

      “So have you forgiven Tom?”

      “I suppose I have to.”

      “You don’t have to do anything.”

      “You know that’s not true anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      They had to stop for water and rest. They all took tiny sips from Katharine’s flask. Neirin surrendered his share to Brega. When Tom held the flask to her lips, she hissed.

      “Cei’s breath.” Whatever the healer had given her had worn off. “Did you let the dwarf eviscerate me?”

      She’d been groaning and cursing for hours. But when Tom went to reply, Neirin said, “Tom has shown a desire to see you well. That you might serve your Shield as his strong right hand.”

      She drank her water and gazed at Neirin.
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        * * *

      

      “Climbing stairs again, Tom,” Dank panted.

      “It feels like we’ve been climbing forever.”

      He ignored Tom’s response. “Do you think the top will be as interesting as Cairnidol?”

      Play him at his own game. “Do I ever get to speak to the boy? Or am I always talking to the fay?”

      “Are we not interesting enough anymore?” He sounded like Puck.

      “I’m not sure where the fay ends and the boy begins.”

      “There’s no beginning or ending, Tom.” Dank tipped his head back, staring up towards the top. Or the sky. Or the infinite beyond. “Just now. Nothing else matters.”

      Easy to say for an immortal. “The boy will age and die.”

      “He will go on with us.” The answer was flippant and cavalier.

      “Not when he’s dead.”

      Dank snorted. “Dead.” He stopped and turned, giving Tom a condescending smile. All too like the Puck. “A seer that sees nothing.”

      Tom growled. He wasn’t in the mood for insults. “Can’t I just talk to Dank? Send the sprite up, let it scout out the end of these infernal stairs.”

      “You think he becomes a normal man without his sprite?”

      “Doesn’t he?”

      Dank just turned and continued his climb.
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        * * *

      

      “You’d think a king would make his escape route a little easier on himself.” Tom was watching his feet in the gloom. Looking up or down was just a reminder of how high this climb was.

      “And maybe a little shorter,” Katharine replied. Tom hadn’t noticed she was so close. Weak sunlight oozed through a skylight far above, enough to see that she looked tired. Exhausted, in fact, and puffy. Was she ill?

      “Thank you,” he said. When she frowned, he added, “For helping Brega.”

      She just nodded, and they walked another flight before he asked, “Do you think we can go back to how things were?”

      “How things were?” That wariness again. “You mean lovers?”

      For a moment he heard Maev’s throaty laugh and could smell her hair. Jasmine. Rich, dark earth.

      He didn’t know what he wanted. “I don’t want to make demands of you,” he told her.

      Katharine shook her head. “I don’t think there’s any going back now.”

      Tom felt his steps slow. He knew he needed to keep up the pace or he’d stop and not start again. But he couldn’t believe what she was saying. “Never?”

      Katharine tipped her head back, staring up at the sunlight. “I think we have to go forwards now.”
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        * * *

      

      The stairs ended in a tiny landing and another little stone door. There was only enough space to set down Brega and step aside to make room for Six.

      “I need more light,” he said. The skylight above was filthy and smeared, letting in only weak, dirty light. Before Katharine could lift her torch, Dank stepped forward, palm glowing. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” The boy was breathless. But due, not to exertion, but perhaps to excitement.

      Why did the fay want to break the monoliths?

      A few minutes and Six had the door unlocked. The light beyond was blinding, and they blinked and squinted as Six led them into the king’s apartments.

      Tom had expected luxury and excess, a display of wealth and opulence to make Gerwyn blush. But the room was clean, almost bare. The floor was naked white stone. The walls were blue, unadorned save the Western flag hanging opposite the bed, which was clothed in plain white sheets. The only concession to property was a book on the pillow. Nothing more.

      “This is Idris’ room?” Neirin asked, voice a mere murmur.

      “It is.” Six had crept to the archway and peered into the room beyond. But it was empty. He waved them forward, into a sitting room with four chairs, a table and nothing more. It was unnerving. Like the place was abandoned. Six was listening at the door.

      The walls faded, replaced by others. Closer, more cramped. A pillar of veined black stone occupied the centre of the room, disappearing into the ceiling above. Stone sarcophagi surrounded the pillar in concentric circles. Tom had Caledyr in his hand, drawn, and a voice said, “Better it is if we can talk, not fight.”

      The present returned. He’d almost dropped Brega.

      “Be careful,” she grumbled.

      “The monolith runs up the centre of the building,” Six said. “Our best bet is to go to the top floor.”

      “To the tomb?” Tom asked.

      Six gave him an odd look. “That’s right.”

      Someone would find them. Or was waiting for them. But there was no avoiding it. So he said nothing. He let Six lead them out of the room, up some more stairs, passing another floor.

      “Is it the next floor?” he asked Six.

      “Yes,” the elf whispered.

      “Good.” Tom handed over his end of Brega’s sheet and drew Caledyr. Signalled silence to the others and crept up the remaining steps.

      Towards his fight with Dank. Towards a battle with a figure in black.

      The room was just as he’d seen in his foresight. Sun bathed the room through great open windows, a rush of air and the distant sounds of the city below rushing around them. A pillar of veined black ran floor to ceiling, surrounded by rings of sarcophagi, and a figure in white knelt before one of them. His face was hidden by long blonde hair, and he wore a crown that was more like a soldier’s helmet. But Tom knew it was Idris. It had to be. The end of this journey, every struggle and every failure and every dark moment, had to end with Idris.

      But everyone was too busy staring at Draig.
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      “Good it is, seeing you again.” Draig smiled. Like he was genuinely pleased to see them. Like they hadn’t left him for dead.

      He wore black, but without the skeletal decorations of the East he looked wrong, somehow, naked or unfinished. And the swords in his hands made him seem even stranger; instead of the curved Eastern scimitars, he wielded two angular Western blades. It made his loyalties clear. Draig stood between them and the monolith.

      The figure in black.

      “You’re alive.” There was no pleasure in Brega’s voice. Just a cold statement of fact.

      “You have hurt.” Draig’s concerned frown was reassuring. He still cared about Brega. Perhaps he cared about the rest of them too.

      “More than you know.”

      Draig smiled at her barb, but that smile disappeared as Neirin stepped forward.

      “So you stand with your new master now?” His words were cold. Cold and tired.

      But it was Idris who replied. “Draig does not serve us.” He stood, hands by his sides, palms out. His voice was soft but powerful, his features beautiful but commanding. He seemed handsome enough to follow and strong enough to lead. “His interests ally with our own. That is all.”

      “And what interests are those?” Neirin asked.

      Draig said, “Stopping you.”

      Why? Why was Draig so intent on thwarting them? And how did he get here? How had he escaped? He must have been freed. But by whom?

      Tom turned to Dank. “Why is Draig here?”

      But the boy smiled a weak and watery Melwas-smile. “What does it matter?” He pointed a shakey finger at the monolith. “There is your Emoddian task. See it done.”

      Tom turned back to Draig. “Who freed you?”

      Draig’s smile was sad. Almost apologetic. “Know you that already, Tom.”

      He did know. He just didn’t understand. “Why?”

      But Draig shook his head. “Refused they to tell it to me. But accepting I had to give.” He shrugged. “Must I stop you.”

      Like a question, and Tom treated it as such. “No. You don’t have to. We don’t have to do what they want us to do.”

      “Then do not break the monoliths.”

      Could he? Could he just walk away? “No.” The weight of the journey was too heavy. “We’ve come too far.”

      “Never is it too far.”

      Said the elf who had betrayed his people and his friends. It was as Katharine had said. There was no way back. There was only forwards. “I need to break the monoliths,” he said.

      “Because they tell it to you?” Draig nodded at Dank.

      “Because if I don’t, none of this will mean a thing.” Every cut and bruise, every hurt feeling, everyone left behind.

      “Do you this for them, for fay,” Draig said. “Please, Tom. Do not this thing. Ask why do they want this?”

      Why did the fay want to break the monoliths?

      “Maybe he’s right,” Katharine said, tentative, like Tom might turn on her.

      But she was one of the reasons he had to do this. Or he would have made her hate him for nothing.

      “Poor little Tom.” Dank sounded like he was about to vomit. His skin was covered in a sheen of sweat. “Always ready to obey. Will you put down the sword like a good little boy?”

      Melwas was goading him. Trying to get him angry. And he was tired of it. Everyone had a purpose for him. Carry the sword. Terrorise the people. Free dragons, break monoliths.

      Even his own feelings held him in thrall. Hate Idris. Love Maev. Despite what his mind knew was the truth: he was a used thing.

      But all that mattered were the oaths he had sworn.

      So he slid the sword into the scabbard. Ignored Draig’s smile. Ignored Neirin’s protests. Just watched Dank’s face. The attempt to mask anger and frustration.

      “Tell me why,” Tom said.

      “You seek to command us?”

      “You’re using me.” He took a step closer. “Whispering in my ear: I need to make myself worthy; my friends don’t trust me; my friends can’t be trusted. You sent Dank to manipulate me. You sent Glastyn for the same reason. You undid Fenoderee for trying to tell me.” He was face-to-face with Dank now. Melwas grinned up at him with the boy’s face. “So tell me why.”

      “We are a king.”

      “You’re not my king.”

      “No.” Dank chuckled. “And she is not your queen.”

      The air stilled. What did he mean? Was he banishing Tom from Faerie? Or had she manipulated him too?

      Of course she had. As if she could have had any real interest in him. Mortal, clumsy, nothing. He was no hero, no great man. Not even the Thomas Rymour of stories. Just Tom. Old. Tired. Small.

      Dank pulled a sad face, mocking him. “Poor little Tom. Don’t feel too bad.” He grinned, cheeks quivering with the effort. “You would hardly be the first mortal to dance for a moment between her legs.”

      Enough.

      Dank folded around his fist with a groan. Staggered from an open-handed slap into a sarcophagus.

      “Why do you want the monoliths broken?”

      But Dank just grinned. That infuriating Faerie grin. Full of secrets and superiority. Tom was sick of it. He punched it away, knocked Dank to the ground. Tom hauled him to his feet.

      “Tell me.”

      Threw another punch to the gut.

      “Tell me.”

      Threw him against another sarcophagi.

      “Tell me.”

      Picked the boy up to throw him back down.

      “Tell me.”

      But Dank was laughing. Melwas was laughing. “All this new-found strength and violence, little Tom, and what is it to us?” He tipped his bloodied face up, one eye squinting against blood. “Do you think we care if you break this body?”

      Of course not. They didn’t care about Dank either. Mortal pain was nothing to them. Melwas would watch Dank bleed and die and feel nothing.

      So Tom would have to speak to the boy without the fay. “Get a jar,” he said to anyone who would listen. “Quickly.”

      “Leave him be.” Idris was distressed. Fraught. “Or we will have you executed.”

      There was only Draig. But how many elfs would come running if Idris called for them?

      Except, “Where are your guards, Your Majesty?”

      “Close by.”

      “Why not here? In this room?”

      “The fay told us we had no need of them. Just Draig.”

      Of course. “They advise you.”

      “They are friends to us.” The last said to Dank. As if reassuring him.

      “They acted as friends to us too, Your Majesty.” Tom pointed at Dank, laying all the confusion and blame at his door with a gesture. “They helped us cross your Kingdom and infiltrate your palace. They are not your friends. Or ours.”

      But Idris shook his head. “I don’t believe it.” No royal ‘we’ now. Just an elf who had been lied to. Who looked like he might cry.

      “I cannot lie,” Tom said.

      “This is of truth,” Draig agreed.

      Idris snapped at Draig, “Why are you standing there? Kill him and take the sword.”

      Draig’s expression hardened. “Do I protect the monolith. No more things.”

      “Trust me, Your Majesty,” Tom said. “The fay are using us all. He’ll admit it.”

      Dank snorted. “It burns you, not to know.” The same words Draig had said to Neirin. He clambered to his feet, stood as tall and proud as he could. “We will not tell you.”

      Tom couldn’t help but smile. He was going to enjoy this.

      “We have a jar,” Six said, and in the moment Dank glanced at the elf, Tom launched himself at the boy, slammed him against the monolith. Dank yelped as if the black stone burnt him, cried out as Tom threw his weight against him.

      Dank screamed. Howled. Wailed. The noise he made wasn’t mortal. Tom felt it with another sense, a sense that felt dulled and blunted by the monolith. Magic. This was Melwas’ pain. The freezing agony of the monolith passed through Dank, back to his master. The boy began to thrash, fling his head, reach back and claw at Tom. “We will see you die for this,” he hissed.

      Tom ducked his head, ignored the scratching fingers, and said, “You insulted the queen.” Because, if he didn’t, the fay would hunt him down. But if Mab thought this was an act of loyalty? Then he stood a chance.

      Don’t think of that. Don’t think of what you’ve done.

      There. Light. Inside the boy’s neck. The sprite trying to escape. To sever the connection between boy and fay.

      “Six!” Tom bounced Dank’s head off the monolith, disorientating him. And, as the sprite forced its way through Dank’s skin, Six stepped forward and scooped it up into his jar.

      Dank went slack, panting as if he’d run the length of Tir.

      Tom felt breathless too. “Seal it up,” he said to Six. “Take it away.” He caught Idris’ eye. “Now we learn the truth.”

      But Dank wasn’t finished. “What have you done?” he panted. Saw Six carrying away his sprite and cried, “No.”

      “Dank,” Tom began, but the boy slapped and swung at him. “Bring her back, bring her back.”

      “We won’t hurt her.”

      “Bring her back!”

      Tom slapped him, hard, a crack that sent him sinking to the floor. He held his cheek, stunned into silence.

      “We won’t hurt her.”

      Dank looked up, eyes wide, mournful. But he said nothing. Just waited to see what Tom would do.

      Tom held out his hand.

      The boy was too light, too easy to lift to his feet. “Tell me what the fay are doing,” Tom said.

      “They’ll hurt us if we do.”

      “You said you weren’t connected to the fay when the sprite was away.”

      “But she’ll know when she comes back.”

      “Keep it from her.”

      “We can’t.” Dank shook his head. “You don’t know how hard that is.”

      Tom had some idea. “Then don’t go back to them,” he said. “Let them go.”

      “We can’t,” the boy repeated. His eyes grew wet and his voice small. “We don’t know what we are without them.”

      “A man.” Tom made his voice firm but kind. “A human man. A man who doesn’t deserve to be treated like a puppet.”

      But Dank shook his head. Tom couldn’t change centuries with a few words.

      So before he could change his mind he said, “I’ll take the blame.”

      Dank blinked. Peered at Tom. Looking for a deceit he knew he wouldn’t find.

      Tom said, “When the fay find out, I’ll offer myself in your place. Any punishment due to you falls on me instead.”

      “Tom.” Dank lifted a hand but stopped short. “You know what they’ll do.”

      Torture. Years of pain, mutilation, mind-games, isolation. Decades of punishment. There was no dying in Faerie. No limit to what the body could endure. “Yes.”

      “We can’t let you.”

      “It’s already done.” There was no taking it back. The fay would know. As soon as the sprite came back, rejoined with Dank. They would know what Tom had said. And Faerie would be closed to him forever.

      Don’t think. Don’t think on it.

      Dank just nodded. He understood. Like no-one else, he understood. “The monoliths are a barrier between Tir and Faerie,” he said. His voice started small, but he straightened, spoke louder. “While they stand, we can only use the Circles to leave Faerie, and only so often.”

      “The fay want to enter Tir at will.”

      Dank nodded.

      “Why?” Katharine asked.

      For the same old reason. The only reason they did anything. “Entertainment.”

      “You knew?”

      Tom shook his head. “But I think I understand it.” He kept his eye on Dank, waiting for contradiction. “If there is a limitation on the fay, they’ll see it removed simply for being there. And once it’s gone, they’ll make the most of it. They’ll all come into Tir, all at once.”

      “Is that so bad?” Neirin asked. “Most people cannot see them anyway.”

      “Exactly,” Tom replied. “Most people won’t be able to fight back. The fay can confuse, frighten, terrify and toy with any mortal they find.” And he raised his eyebrows at Dank, waiting for contradiction

      Dank just nodded his head.

      “But why the games?” Six asked. “Why go to Idris, to us, to Draig?”

      “We wanted Tom to do it,” Dank said. “To test him.”

      A test. Of his loyalty. All of this, to see how loyal he was. “I suppose I failed.”

      Dank said nothing, and in doing so said it all. Maev was lost to him.

      Well, perhaps it was for the best. The fay had used him. Made him part of their plot to terrorise Tir for their pleasure. Sent him on a pointless journey that had killed Siomi and put him in a rat pit.

      Fight the enemy.

      We will, he promised. But first things first.

      “Now we know,” he said. He stepped back, let Dank move away from the monolith.

      “So it was all the fay?” Katharine asked. Not smug like Tom thought she might be. Frightened. Why? She looked at Tom like she was desperate to be wrong. “They did all this to test you?”

      “And to be free,” he reminded her.

      “So the fay want the monoliths broken?” Idris asked Dank.

      “Yes.”

      “And what of my daughter?”

      His daughter?

      “She lives,” Dank replied. “In the north. Far from here.”

      Idris closed his eyes and whispered something. Then he said, “Will the fay return her to me? I have done as they asked.”

      Dank looked at his feet. “We don’t think so.”

      “They took Princess Esyllt?” Six asked.

      Idris looked at him like he’d intruded on a private conversation. Then his expression softened. “We didn’t recognise you.” Saddened. “We banished you.”

      Six dropped to one knee. Like something in him had broken.

      “She hated us for that.”

      “The fay took her?” Six’s voice had no hint of an accent, no edge or pretence, well-spoken but not lordly

      “They told me she fled.” Idris glared at Dank. “Now we are not certain.”

      “She fled,” Dank mumbled to his feet. “But at our suggestion.”

      Is this what the fay would do in Tir? Whisper and mislead, plot and scheme, and see how well the mortals danced for their amusement?

      You will dance to our tune. That’s what Dank had said to Hullworth. If we want your suffering, we shall have it.

      Idris took a deep breath. “We have learned much today.” He placed his palms together, closed his eyes. “You are tired and hungry. Let us retire to my chambers and see what we might do to untangle this mess.”

      “You grant us clemency?” Neirin looked startled.

      “Perhaps we are enemies. Perhaps we are not. Let us see.” Then Idris bowed and said, “Lord Neirin Tarian, Shield of the Eastern Angles, Warden of the Faith, Fourth of His Name, Emperor of His Other Realms and Territories, Bearer of the Blood of Angau. I ask if you would break bread with me.”

      Neirin looked like an elf whose entire world had been upended, the particulars scattered and reordered until he wasn’t sure where he stood. He took a longing gaze at the monolith. His end. His quest. Would he refuse? Would he demand Idris surrender? No. He reached into his satchel, drew forth his mask, strapped it to his face. Gazed at the monolith one last time before presenting his wrists. “King Idris, Ruler of the Western Kingdom, Protector of the Free Peoples of Tir, Patron of Patrons, Lord of the Near and the Distant Isles, Monarch of the Faithful, Bearer of the Blood of Oen.” Neirin bowed his head. “It would be an honour to break bread.”

      Peace. It had always needed to end in peace. In the heart of the Kingdom, with guards and armies aplenty, there would be no surrender. No Idris on his knees. No freeing the dwarfs. No forcing Idris to do anything. He had all the power here.

      We have power.

      The wrong kind of power, Tom told the sword.

      Except, as the two elfs clasped hands and smiled like tired, wounded brothers, Tom realised he couldn’t walk out of that chamber. He couldn’t smile and shake hands and bow. He wished he could. But he had sworn oaths. And it couldn’t all be for nothing. Not for nothing.

      “No, Tom.” Draig could see it too. Saw there was no way back. Only forwards.

      “I’m sorry.” He was. He truly was.

      “Do not this thing.”

      “I have to.”

      “No.”

      “I’ve foreseen it.” The figure in black. The battle to be fought.

      “But the fay,” Katharine said.

      “I know.”

      “Then why do this?” Draig hefted his blades. Shifted his balance. He knew the words were pointless. He was delaying. Waiting for his moment.

      So Tom hefted Caledyr too. Let the sword speak to his limbs. Tell his feet where to be. “Because I can’t let everything we’ve done and suffered be for their pleasure. And I made some promises.” He looked at Katharine. “I have to do something good.”

      She looked wounded, placed a hand on her stomach like she’d been gutted. “You did.”

      He couldn’t help but smile. “We have to free the dragons, at least.”

      “Enough.” Draig pointed a sword at him. “Step from the monolith.”

      Dank snaked his way between sarcophagi, retreating to the wall. But Tom didn’t move. “No.”

      “Will you free the fay. Make Tir suffer.”

      “This isn’t about the fay.”

      “No. Do you serve them.”

      Before Tom could deny it, Idris said, “If the dragons are freed, we will lose our hold on Tir,”

      “Yes.”

      “There will be fighting. Many deaths.”

      “There will.”

      “You said the fay would hurt people. For pleasure.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you can bear all of that on your conscience?”

      “Better to die a good man than live as a slaver.” And he looked to Idris, to apologise, to accuse, to ask for something, he wasn’t sure. But before he could think, the sword thought for him.

      Duck.

      Roll.

      Up.

      Fight.

      He was on the balls of his feet, Caledyr in his hands, only now aware a sword had cut through the air over his head. Draig was coming for him, swords up.

      The battle with the figure in black.

      He swung, Draig caught the blow. Didn’t even blink when Caledyr notched his blade. Just twisted his sword free and swung again.

      Duck.

      Parry.

      The elf was quick.

      Block.

      Slice.

      Tom could barely catch his breath.

      Sidestep.

      But he was too slow and caught a boot to the midriff, staggered back against a sarcophagus, an old elf’s face jabbed into his wounded back.

      And Draig reassumed his defence. Calm. Confident. Unmoved. Like a mountain under the onslaught of a gentle spring breeze.

      While Tom stood exhausted, bloodied and bruised, with no skill and only the sword to rely on.

      The thought wormed its way from the pommel, up his arm, whispering like a Faerie mockery that echoed what was already in his mind:

      You cannot best him.
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      Draig’s attack was smooth. Fluid. There was no thinking, just action. But Tom had to feel Caledyr’s instruction, think about it, execute it.

      Parry.

      Block.

      Dodge.

      Retreat.

      Draig’s blades crashed against Caledyr, notched again and again. And behind each attack was another. As if he was thinking three moves ahead.

      Sidestep.

      Tom stepped away from a kick, slapped aside a thrust. Keeping the elf at bay. Perhaps he could do this. After all, Draig had taught him. Shown Tom his style, his tricks and his moves. And Caledyr had helped him defeat many foes. Draig was just one more.

      Jab.

      Already Draig had learnt not to engage Caledyr’s edge, flipped aside the sword with the flat of his blades.

      Swing.

      Tom cut up, to split the elf’s jaw, but he ghosted away.

      A step, a twist, a gliding sidestep to avoid Draig’s thrust.

      Chop.

      An overhead cut to disable that blade, hard, with all his weight behind it. It didn’t pass all the way through Draig’s weapon. But almost. Draig’s smug expression was troubled by the ghost of a frown and Tom let himself smile.

      Back.

      Too slow. He grunted as Draig elbowed his head. He managed to keep his feet, but Draig used the moment to slip away.

      Tom almost shut his eyes as he ignored an overhead chop, stepping inside the swing.

      Elbow.

      He drove up into Draig’s ribs, elicited a gratifying grunt.

      Down.

      He dropped to his knees, away from a sword pommel aimed at his head.

      Roll.

      Up.

      Slice.

      He copied Caledyr’s instructions as best he could, but the slice caught only fabric. Draig stepped away from the attack with a frustrated sound, as if Tom was an irritating insect.

      Tom’s breath came faster. The room felt warmer. He was sweating. But Draig showed no signs of exertion at all.

      “Your fighting, it is better. You teach him now, Brega?”

      Don’t look.

      But he glanced at her without meaning to.

      Parry.

      He raised the sword blind, a blow rang down his arms.

      Deflect.

      He slapped aside a thrust.

      Turn.

      Draig swung his blade through a florid figure-of-eight.

      Turn.

      Pain ripped through his flank. Draig’s distraction had worked. Tom wasn’t impaled, thanks to Caledyr. But he was bleeding, and not a little.

      You cannot best him.

      It wasn’t the sword’s thought anymore. It was his own. He couldn’t beat Draig. Not even with Caledyr’s help.

      Parry.

      Feint.

      Swing.

      He obeyed as best he could. But his mind was crowded with sensations. Wounds, fresh and old. The burn in his lungs. The ring of a hundred blows in his arms. And each one brought Draig closer to winning. They both knew it. It was only a matter of time until Draig killed him.

      Tom’s chest tightened. Draig had put him in a rat pit. Tried to take Caledyr. Now Draig tried to kill him.

      Yes. Anger. Thrust.

      An furious thrust forward, stronger, one that quirked Draig’s eyebrows.

      Step. Chop.

      He swung to split the elf’s chest.

      Twist. Swing.

      Tom let out a laugh as Caledyr sliced clean through one of Draig’s swords. Steel clattered to the stone floor and Tom couldn’t help but bring Caledyr back to guard with a flourish. Draig took a few quick steps back, staring at his severed blade.

      “That sword. It is impressive.”

      Despite his burning lungs, Tom forced himself to speak in calm, even tones. “It was Emyr’s.”

      “The blade of Angau.” It was less than a murmur. He looked from Tom to the blade. “The strength of the old king himself.” There was a thought blooming in the elf’s mind. Tom didn’t like to think what it was.

      “We don’t have to do this,” Tom said.

      “You left me to die.”

      “You left us to rot.”

      Draig considered his severed sword. “The trust I had for you, you could have shown for me.”

      “Trust me now,” Tom said. He lowered Caledyr, ignored the sword’s protests. “I do not serve the fay.”

      But Draig grimaced and said, “You lie with the truth.”

      Parry.

      Tom realised his mistake as Draig swung: now the elf had an intact blade to engage Caledyr, and a severed sword for quick jabs under his guard. Draig pushed him back, chased him around the room. Tom spared a glance for the monolith, cold, dark and empty. Could he make it? Not if he didn’t want his guts coiled around Western steel. He needed to defeat Draig first.

      You cannot best him.

      No. Find that anger. Here was the elf who deserved it. Use the rage and the helplessness and the fear. Bring him to his knees. Make him feel what you felt.

      The morning was gone in an instant, replaced with darkness and gloom, a musty, old, neglected smell, and Ambrose’s hand on a dark, veined doorway.

      “He is not the enemy,” the old man was saying. “His mind has been taken from him. He cannot recognise friend from foe.”

      Tom blinked against the returning light, expected to feel a blade in his chest.

      Instead he fought, smooth, quick, certain. Fighting better than he ever had. His hands and feet and arms controlled by another.

      Then the pain and the discomfort and the fear came back and he stumbled.

      Let go.

      No.

      But he knew the sword was right. He lost the edge when he took control. He was sore and tired and afraid.

      Calmness of the soul until death. Calmness of the soul until death

      He tried to surrender to the sword. But there was just too much. Too much fear, too much urgency, too much at stake. He couldn’t forget it all. And he was tired. So tired. He allowed himself a glance at Katharine, saw her terror. He had put her through so much. Would she be better off if he just gave up now?

      The sword trawled his memories. The family in Coemyn. Barnaby in Aeryie. Hullworth. Dukes Ria and Regent. The dispossessed in the Harbour. The crowd he’d screamed at in Heulomar. The dragons in Tartos Valley. And Emyr. Lying on his bier, waiting for Tom to do what he could not. Save all those people. And all the other innocents in Tir.

      He had a responsibility to them. Unlooked for. Unasked for. But his, all the same.

      Calmness of the soul until death.

      He pushed aside sensation and thought and hurt. He cleared his mind to the sword.

      Regroup.

      But he didn’t have the space or the time.

      Twist and thrust. Stairs.

      He obeyed, lunged, forced Draig back, gained the briefest moment. Yes, there were stairs. A narrow staircase, almost hidden in the wall. Draig would struggle to bring his blades to bear in there. The sword was right. He could regroup. Gather his strength. Rest just a moment. Attack again.

      You cannot best him.

      But Tom pushed the thought aside, wove amongst the dead stone elfs towards the stairs. He was dimly aware of Idris protesting. But he couldn’t spare his attention for anything but Draig’s swords. Block. Duck. Swing. Feint. Retreat.

      He felt the first stair with his heel and nearly danced up them. The walls were almost too narrow for Draig; he paused, measured Tom for a moment, appreciating his plan. Then he twisted his shoulders and began to climb.

      “Tire you,” he said.

      Like a spell those words brought Tom’s aches and pains and fatigue to the fore. His fingers felt ready to let Caledyr drop, his legs ready to fold and let him sink to the blessedly cool floor.

      Draig’s thrust was quick and nimble and Tom had to slap it aside, the steel ringing from the old stone wall.

      Another thrust. Another. Forcing Tom to stumble up the steps. And then his heart sank; he’d reached the top all too soon. He was in open space.

      “Nowhere is there to run, Tom.”

      Tom had no breath for a reply. Just swing the sword. That was all he could do. Swing and parry and retreat. Survive. Survive long enough to find a way out of this. Each movement felt like his last, but somehow he found just a little more, just enough for one more swing. And another. And another.

      Then he took another step back and chill stillness cut through his thoughts like an aurochs through farmhands. And the shock was enough for Draig to step forward and, with a twist and a flip of his blades, snatch Caledyr from Tom’s numb hands.

      Tom watched the sword fly and watched his life fly with it. Watched it clatter to the stone floor. Watched Idris pick it up like he was accepting a gift.

      It was over.

      He almost didn’t dare breathe, but he was too tired to stand a moment longer. He sank to his knees, looked down at the floor. The top of the monolith, flush with the floor of this tiny chamber. Separated from his skin by mere fabric.

      “Finished.” Draig said. Tom didn’t dare look up. Couldn’t look into the face of his death.

      “Our thanks to you, Draig.” Idris cradled the sword, like a baby. “We shall see you amply rewarded.”

      “Have I reward enough.” Draig placed his half-sword under Tom’s chin, forcing him to look up into his eyes. It was frightening, to know there was a being in Tir that was so pleased to see him defeated, broken, finished. And yet how long since he had worn such an expression when looking on terrified Westerners? Was this his reward, for the work he had done across the kingdom? He shivered, though whether it was the memory of what he had done, the sweat cooling on his back, or the feel of the monolith beneath him, he wasn’t sure.

      “Don’t kill him.” The words burst from Katharine like she was a burst dam. “Please.”

      She begged for his life. It wasn’t fair. She shouldn’t have to. Not on top of everything else.

      Draig looked at her and frowned. “Killing is not my thought.”

      It was like a beam of sunlight. Draig wasn’t going to kill him. And he was already on top of the monolith.

      Find an advantage.

      He looked around the chamber, a tiny little room at the very tip of the palace. Empty, bare. Save the sarcophagus behind him, in the very centre of the monolith. Worn with age, like Dolorio’s. But with the effigy of a woman, lying as if asleep. A human woman.

      Eirwen.

      He who finds Eirwen will deliver her king.

      That was it. That was the answer.

      “Tir owes you a debt.” Idris was grave, the statesman again, back straight, face sober. “You have made the world a safer place.”

      “Such an oath I swore to my Shield.”

      “And I call you oathbreaker.” Neirin wasn’t angry. Wasn’t sad. He had a haunted look, like he had seen this before. “You stand in opposition of your Shield.”

      “Broken is my Shield.” Draig spat the words with venom Tom had never heard from him before. “Did you break his bones, to make fast your climb to his throne.”

      Neirin had never looked so small. So chastened.

      Focus.

      The sword was right. And an idea was taking shape. He couldn’t break the monoliths. But the dragon had said he need only break the magic that bound them. What you feel, you can affect.

      And there was someone else who could stop the fay.

      Draig and Neirin were arguing. Tom dared to shuffle his knees, inching back from the elf’s sword. But the sarcophagus was too close. He couldn’t get far enough away. Draig could slit his throat before he’d even begun to undo the magics. Before he’d even discovered if it was possible.

      He almost gave up. Wasn’t it safer, to leave the monoliths as they were? Wouldn’t Tir be safer? Under threat from the West, yes. But safe from the fay. The two realms firmly separated.

      Until the fay manipulated someone else into freeing them. And the dragon had told Tom he would meet another. How could he look that dragon in the eye if he left them enslaved?

      “You’re right.” Neirin sounded hoarse, like he’d been yelling. He held himself carefully, as if he was fragile, and his eyes were wet inside his mask. “I broke my father’s bones. It was an accident. But I did what I thought was best for my people.”

      What he thought was best. Tom could do no less.

      He met Katharine’s eye. Apologised as best he could without words.

      She shook her head. “No, Tom.”

      Draig turned to face him. “Finished, Tom.” It was more than a reminder. More like a command. “Are you finished.”

      His body ached and hurt and bled in a dozen places. And he was tired. So tired. But he had to do this. He understood now what Regent had said about sacrifice. For a greater good.

      “I am beaten,” he admitted. And he smiled, because he felt lighter for saying it. “But it is not finished.”

      He reached for the cold, still stone. Neck tingling, just waiting for the touch of steel. Waiting for the end.

      You’ll be surprised what you can do when you have to do it.

      Katharine said, “No.” But it was too late. He touched the monolith with his fingertips.

      And everything disappeared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 24

        

      

    

    
      Tom was battered by a storm, briney waves slapping walls and flooding streets. No, it was a gale, shaking stone walls and banging shutters. No, a thunderstorm, jagged forks of lightening and crashing thunder. A riot, voices and bodies surrounding him, he was crouched on the ground with his arms over his head but they kicked and shoved and where was his mother? A pitched battle, the ring of swords, the solid sounds of shields against flesh and bone, armoured fists versus callused ones, ride them down my people, the elfs shall rule us no longer.

      You drown, said a voice. Old. Familiar. Alien. As soon as it spoke, Tom knew it was right. The sensations were too much like a rising tide, he had no arms, no legs to find a hold, he couldn’t hold his nose above water, he would drown.

      Calm. Be at peace, it said.

      The thud of a thousand boots marching. A cluster of armed men hiding in the trees. A street full of Easterners, celebrating with noise and drink and dancing. A howling desert, air full of red sand, an eternal storm rolling across the empty expanse.

      A different voice said, fight.

      Caledyr. A shining beacon. A bright, coppery lantern in his mind. Too bright. Blinding. He pushed it aside.

      Hatred, a poisonous spike of it. They were discovered. Tom saw them, clear as day, Athra and Storrstenn, hauled to their feet by the watch. They spat his name, cursed him.

      Regent stood in his tower and watched armies march east. Outwardly he smiled and told someone this was a glorious time, that they were making a world fit for Emyr’s return. But something pinched his eyes, quirked down the corners of his mouth.

      Find a centre, said the unknown voice.

      No, not unknown. It was the dragon. The one he had spoken to in the valley. He ran to it. No. He didn’t run. He had no legs, nor arms nor a body. Just his thoughts. They raced to the dragon.

      Shelter me? he asked. And the noise of Tir receded, but only because the roaring chaos around the dragon drowned it out. It could protect him from the cacophony, yes. But already he could feel the raw magics washing his self away, soaking him up like bread in a thin soup.

      Caledyr. Caledyr could help. He pushed away, falling back into the maelstrom. And the sword was waiting, golden and pure, there at the top of the Western monument.

      Fight, it told him. Fight back.

      So he tried to push against the world, and the child in the centre of the riot cried out in terror and the elfs and Marchmen faltered in their battle and the celebrating Easterners staggered from more than drink and Regent lifted his head to the wind and whispered, “Tom?”

      But it was a pebble dropped in the sea and he was still tossed by the waves. Unable to take a breath without lungs, unable to secure his footing without feet.

      End it, the sword said.

      Yes, end it. That was why he was here. Break the magics.

      And by thinking it, he could see it again. Great coiled cords, links that connected each monolith to the next. A network of pathways, threads in the web. And between them, what magic was left in the world, shepherded by the black stone. He reached to pluck at the threads, to snap them.

      Regent was striding back into his tower.

      The riot was all the more violent. Something was burning. The child’s forehead was bleeding.

      An old woman dropped her needlework and couldn’t find it again with her milky eyes.

      Tom flailed again. He could do this. He knew if he could just touch a thread, it would part for him.

      Children chased each other over a stoney shore, laughing with wild, untamed glee.

      Two lovers blocked out the world in a hot, sweaty embrace.

      Far to the south, an elf stopped his threshing and stared up at the sun, anticipating a cool cider with his luncheon.

      Too much. It was overwhelming. More so than at Cairnabren, as if every sensation in Tir was channelling down the threads to this one monolith. Each time Tom reached out he was assaulted by a hundred different sights and thoughts and feelings. Like having a dozen foresights all at once.

      Help, he asked. But he had no mouth to say it and there were no ears to hear it.

      He couldn’t make sense of the visions anymore. They blurred into one, Regent was in a riot, an old blind woman in the tower, the laughing children searched for their needlework, a farmer scaled the mountain, a shepherd ushered sand across the sea and mountains laughed as they chased each other across the sky. He had failed. All that was left was to return to his body, back in Cairnagwyn. But he couldn’t find it. He was lost. He cast out, in every direction, trying to find his way back. There was too much noise, too much confusion.

      But not there.

      At the edge of his perception laired something cool and dark. Sinister. Untrustworthy. But quiet. Old. Still.

      Why should we help you?

      I can’t find my way back.

      Then we are safe.

      The Whispering Woods. Dark and still and old and malevolent. And afraid. If you do it, you will kill us.

      I won’t hurt you.

      Look at where we are.

      Between strands. Like an island in the sea. Or a mountaintop amongst clouds. The monoliths pushed the magic back, but sometimes they created pockets. Faerie Circles. But if the Circles were puddles, the Whispering Woods was a lake of magic. And if he broke the monoliths, the dam would be broken. The magic could leak away, and the leave the trees dry.

      You see? You will kill us.

      He would. He saw it now. They needed the monoliths to survive. Without them, they would become trees again. Quiet and still and dumb.

      So we will not help you.

      Tom pondered what to do.

      And realised he could ponder.

      There was no assault, no maelstrom of sights and sounds. It was all still there, should he dive back in. But the Woods was a safe haven. They had drawn him close and, unwittingly, given him a space to collect himself again. Now he could see the monoliths and the threads they drew across Tir. Rather than thrashing like a fly caught in a web, now he could stand back and pluck at it.

      No. Please.

      Did the trees deserve to die? No. But did the dragons deserve slavery? Did Tir deserve to be conquered and terrified?

      Would you be uprooted and planted in a box?

      Tom reached. Curled a thought around the nearest thread and tugged.

      The web grew dimmer. He plucked another, and another, and could feel the monoliths separate from each other. They still pushed the magic aside. But it was disordered now. There was no network to manipulate. Just stone.

      The Woods wailed, an agony that cut at Tom, and he hurt and keened. He left them. Now he could see the network, he could find his way back. He plucked as he went, but it was no longer necessary. The threads were failing by themselves now. So was his sensation of Tir. Now the threads were a trail of breadcrumbs that could lead him home, only a flock of crows were eating them up. He hurried, racing back to Cairnagwyn and his body. Could he become trapped here? Wherever here was?

      Yes, said the dragon. You would be adrift, a thought in the breeze.

      A gust from intangible wings sped him on his way. We thank you, the dragon said.

      And there, the golden beacon Caledyr shone, like a lighthouse in the dark. The central monolith was still too cold, still too solid. But it was alone now. And there, on its surface, was a hand. His hand. His flesh and blood. He stepped into it, putting it on like a set of clothes he hadn’t worn in years. It felt odd, constrictive, like one of Regent’s outfits, pulling in awkward places. But it was comforting nonetheless. He remembered how to breathe and took a sweet, cool breath. He opened his eyes. He moved his fingers.

      He was alive.

      He looked up and everyone was where he had left them. No-one had moved.

      “It’s done,” Tom told them.

      “What is?” Neirin asked.

      “The dragons,” Tom said. “They’re free.”

      “They are?” Neirin blinked, looked up, around, down again. He seemed disappointed.

      Tom’s body remembered its hurts in a rush; he had to steady himself against Eirwen’s sarcophagus and close his eyes against sudden dizziness.

      “You’re hurt.” Katharine knelt beside him, placed a hand on his shoulder. She was like an anchor, real and vibrant against the silent monolith. He put a hand on hers, letting her warmth centre him, letting her pulse set his thoughts.

      Then he remembered how he’d felt when thwarted and peered at Draig. The elf looked defeated, staring at Tom like it was the most upsetting sight he’d ever seen. His swords shifted as he gripped them tighter and Tom tensed, ready to push Katharine out of harm’s way.

      Draig didn’t move. He just said, “Bring you us to doom.” Tom had expected fury, violent attack. But there was just disappointment.

      “Maybe.” Tom could still feel the monolith beneath his feet. Feel the network fraying, like a far-off song. But the monoliths were still there. Still pushing the magics back. “But not yet.”

      “What do you mean?” Katharine asked.

      “The monoliths aren’t broken.” Tom pushed himself to his feet. Eirwen’s grace, he had never felt so terrible. He turned to the sarcophagus, stared at the stone woman lying there. He invoked her name so often. He felt there was some sort of debt. “All I did was undo the strands between them.”

      “That will be enough.” Dank sounded almost scared to speak, his voice a reverent hush. He gazed at the sarcophagus too. “The barriers will be weaker. We can push them down.”

      “In time.” Melwas had looked for Eirwen for so long. Whoever had hidden her here, where no fay could come, had clearly loved her very much. And she was beautiful, even in stone. No wonder so many songs had been written about her. “That gives us time to stop them.”

      “Stop them?” It was painful to hear the hope in Katharine’s voice. “How?”

      He who finds Eirwen will deliver her king. And hadn’t he had foresights of Emyr? In snow and dark labyrinths. Alive. Unwounded. His heart leapt at the very idea of it. Stopping the fay was too big for mere mortals. It needed a figure from legend. Emyr’s bones, they needed a miracle. How do you fight an immortal, invisible enemy? Fear and excitement and exhaustion made him bend down, and Katharine helped hold him while he placed a kiss on Eirwen’s forehead.

      “Bless me with your grace,” he whispered to her. How she might do that from the grave, he couldn’t say. But he felt better for asking. Stronger. Capable of turning to the others and telling them,

      “We’re going to steal King Emyr from Faerie. Right now.”
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      There was a Faerie Circle inside an abandoned room in the palace.

      “We could have walked right in here at any time?” Brega growled. She was pale and her jaw was clenched against the pain. She needed rest.

      “We weren’t to tell you.” Dank looked embarrassed.

      “Why not?”

      “Because it wouldn’t have been entertaining enough,” Tom said. Months of travel. All the fights and the hurt and the loss. All of it could have been avoided if not for the fay’s warped sense of fun. He stepped into the room, dusty and filled with broken furniture. There was barely enough room for everyone.

      “I wish I could come,” Brega said.

      “No you don’t,” Tom replied. He crouched beside her, gave her a smile. “Your place is with your Shield.”

      “And I must stay,” Neirin said. But his expression suggested he rathered it were otherwise. “Now is the time for diplomacy. For peace.”

      Tom nodded. Peace from warring mortals. Peace from predatory immortals. A war on two fronts. He stood and extended his wrists. “It has been an honour, Lord Neirin.”

      The elf smiled. Not happy. Not sad. An elf just starting to find himself again. He extended both wrists and said, “The gratitude of the Eastern Angles goes with you.” Then he took Tom’s hand and shook it. “Thank you, Tom.”

      “Take care of them,” Brega told him.

      He could only say one thing in response. “Take care of him.”

      She smiled, open and without edge, and their farewell was done.

      “A request, Your Majesty?” Tom turned to Idris, who was trying to look serene but had anger bubbling behind his eyes. “Free the dwarfs.”

      Idris smiled like Tom had suggested he sprout wings and fly away. “Many Western lives will be lost because of you.”

      So why do anything for Thomas Rymour? “We have a long road to travel.” He had foreseen mountains. Perhaps the United Provinces in the north. “And if I find any news of your daughter, I will do my best to see her returned to you.”

      Idris blinked. Opened his mouth but could only offer a jerky nod. Tom gave him a solemn nod too. No father deserved to lose their child to his own folly.

      “I don’t know if I can do this,” Dank said, staring at the covered jar in Six’s hands.

      But it wasn’t safe to reunite him with his sprite. “You can do this,” Tom replied. He stood next to him, trying to offer support without letting the boy dwell on his separation from the fay. Tried to ignore how terrible he felt. Tried to forget the impossibility of what they were about to do.

      “Let’s go.”

      There was no tug. Instead there was a ripping, like a scream without sound. Like the air itself was being torn. Like Dank was trying to haul every one of them through the fabric of the world with his bare hands. The magic was a suffocating sheet, drowning them, filling their lungs and spilling out their thoughts until they ran together, mixed and diluted. Tom could feel Six’s triumph. Gravinn’s faith. Draig’s anger. Dank’s loneliness. Katharine’s uncertainty.

      And another. Someone who was afraid, warm and hungry too. Tom quested towards those feelings, and they quested back, clutched at him, curled up inside his thoughts.

      A little girl.

      Katharine was pregnant.
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          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      The maelstrom of magic was worse than being inside the monoliths. It felt to Thomas Rymour that the whirling magics were scratching and tearing at everyone’s very thoughts, pooling them, blending them to the point where it was hard to tell whose thought was whose. Who felt that this would be the end of them, that he had killed them all? Perhaps that was Six. All Tom knew was that this would have been easy if his sprite wasn't trapped in a jar. No, that wasn’t his thought, it was Dank’s. Dank who strained against the world, trying to take them all to Faerie without his link to the fay.

      But Tom knew, without a doubt, that it was he that marvelled at the beautiful little life he had discovered. The little girl that Katharine carried inside her. The how and when didn’t seem important. Just the marvel of it. He quested towards her, swimming through the pool of thoughts and fears to her alone.

      She was panicking, a nameless, wordless, formless fear of the chaos around her. Shush, he told her. Shush. It will be okay.

      She wrapped her feelings around that thought so hard Tom thought he might cry out. So tiny. So helpless. It unmanned him in a moment, filling him with a terror he'd never felt before. Someone needed to keep this little life safe from sickness, hurtful words, cruel looks, from every man who would look her way? And who was he? Just Thomas Rymour. He wasn’t enough.

      But he shielded her from the fear that stripped every ounce of courage he had, and instead conjured for her every good feeling and thought he could imagine. He wrapped her in every little pleasure he could think of. A soft blanket, a held hand, a beautiful warm morning, laughter and smiles and dancing and running for the sheer pleasure of running under warm sunlight.

      And a promise. I will do anything to keep you safe. No matter what, I will protect you.

      Then the maelstrom was gone and he was on his back, staring up into a blurry twilight sky, cheeks warm and wet.

      "Tom?"

      He blinked, pushed fresh tears down the side of his head. Tried to lift himself. His body ached. Exhaustion. Pain. And loneliness. He couldn’t sense the child any more. Couldn’t wrap her in comfort or protection against any distress.

      "Tom, what happened?" Gravinn, trying her best to lift him. She looked pale, sick. So did the others. But they all looked at him, concerned, worried.

      Except Katharine. He couldn't read her expression. "We have to hurry," she said.

      Yes. That little girl would need a home. And clothes. Money, for food and toys. She would need teaching too.

      "We tried to get us as close as we could." Dank wiped his mouth. The sour tang of vomit was in the air. "To Emyr."

      Oh. Suddenly their daring raid to rescue wounded King Emyr from Faerie didn't seem so important.

      But they were all waiting on him. "Right." Tom hauled himself to his feet, wiped the tears from his face. Stared at Dank until he took the lead.

      The boy had done well. They were in the barrows, the low, undulating hills that surrounded Emyr’s resting place. The fay didn't much like the barrows, so they were mostly deserted. But Tom knew that, even if there were no eyes to see them, they were discovered all the same. The fay had a deep link to their realm. The fay would know they were here.

      Once he'd worried about merely requesting entry. Now he had broken down the door. Maev would never forgive that.

      The clearing was empty. Emyr lay on his white stone bier as always. But Ankou, the hooded fay who tended to the old king, was nowhere to be seen.

      Ankou never left Emyr’s side. Ever. Tom didn't know what this meant, but he was sure it wasn't good. He rushed to the bier, touched Emyr's hand. Did the old king seem older than last time? Did his wound bleed less? Emyr's eyes fluttered open and there was peace in them for just a moment before the pain came rushing back to him. He took a breath through gritted teeth before his gaze fell on Tom.

      "I thought you left, son?” he asked. So tired, and in so much pain that Tom’s resolve faltered. Who was Thomas Rymour to decide that it was time for Emyr to return, to fight the fay and protect the people of Tir again?

      But who else was there, if not Emyr?

      "We did,” Tom said. “We came back."

      "So soon?"

      "My king, there’s no time to explain. I'm sorry." And Tom put an arm under Emyr’s head, around his shoulders, and lifted him. Fresh blood oozed from the wound in his stomach and he cried out.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Taking you back to Tir."

      "No." He pushed weakly at Tom."I'll die."

      "The dwarfs can heal you."

      "No." He shook his head with the violent panic of a man who thought he was facing his final moments. "They can’t."

      "They can." Tom realised what he had said, and added, "I can't lie, remember? So, if I can say it, it must be true."

      That stilled Emyr's protests and he sat dumb as Tom lifted his legs over the edge of the bier. The others crowded around them and Tom looked for Dank. "Ready?" The boy nodded and Tom turned to Gravinn. "Where do we go?"

      But before the dwarf could speak, another voice said, "There is nowhere we cannot find you, little Tom."

      Too late. Of course it was. The others turned, parted, and Tom saw Melwas stood at the entrance to the clearing. Tall, handsome, proud Melwas, king of the winter fay, wearing a furious smirk and cruel, black armour. Attended by Herne. Followed by two Faerie hounds. Foul, ugly things, slathering, skinless beasts with enormous fangs. They stood as tall as Melwas' waist, their flayed flesh leaving blood on the grass as they followed their master. Tom had seen them eviscerate aurochs in seconds, their jaws powerful enough to snap a man's limb from his body as easily as plucking a leaf from a tree. And while Herne was smaller, he was no less dangerous, muscles bunching beneath filthy skin and eyes glowing red and murderous within his hart-skull head. Tom felt his guts twist and freeze with fear. Had he led them all to their deaths?

      "We must admire your spirit, little Tom." Melwas stepped into the clearing, stalked by his horrific retinue. "We had not imagined it of you. To be so bold, so rebellious." Melwas stopped and gave them all a flawless grin. "To show so little fear in the face of our wrath."

      Don't show him how scared you are, Tom told himself. Don't give him the satisfaction. "You used me."

      He clapped his hands together and tipped his head, a condescending gesture. "Bravo, little Tom. We did."

      "You used me to help you terrorise Tir."

      "You seemed to enjoy it."

      "I was wrong."

      Melwas opened a hand, palm up, as he said, "Right." Opened the other hand and said, "Wrong." Then he flicked his wrists, dismissing the ideas with a careless flourish. "Mortal concerns, little Tom. Such things bore us. You must know us poorly if you think we care for them."

      "No. I know you don't care."

      "We should go," hissed Six. "Dank, take us away."

      But the boy was pale and stiff, akin to a corpse. The only part of him that moved were his eyes, tracking Melwas around the clearing, tracking the hounds at his heels.

      "Of course, you know we would have had our way, little Tom. Had you failed us, we would have found another mortal to play our game. Him." Melwas pointed at Six. At Draig. "Or him. Or perhaps we would have finally healed Emyr and sent him back. Now that would have been a true challenge." Melwas grinned. "To convince the legendary King of Tir to break the monoliths and help us make Tir and Faerie as one."

      Tom couldn’t tell if it was the pain or Melwas’ words that made Emyr shudder. They had to leave. But Tom couldn’t help but ask, "As one?"

      "As one," Melwas confirmed, petting a hound at his heel, admiring the blood that the flayed flesh left on his fingers. "No more doorways, no more Circles or barriers. Just one playground for our people." It made no sense. How could you take two places and make them into one? But Melwas seemed certain as he said, "Imagine it, little Tom. The great castles felled, the stone used to build mighty thrones for us and our queen. The little cities remade into glorious arenas. And those mortals that do not fight and die for our pleasure will instead turn their toil to building great amusements for us."

      It made Tom’s stomach churn to think of it. He could picture lines of men, women and children queuing to work and bleed and die just to alleviate the boredom of the fay. He couldn’t let that be the world Katharine’s child grew up in. "I’ll stop you."

      "Will you, little Tom?" Melwas gave him a pitying smile. "Or will you stand aside at our queen’s command like a good little pet?" He lifted a finger to Gravinn and said, "If she wished it, would you watch our hounds chase down and devour this little one?" His attention shifted to Dank. "If she told you it would make her happy, would you hold the sharp objects and the burning brands while we tortured him for an aeon?" His gaze fell on Katharine and he grinned. "And would you scrape and bow while our queen exercised her little jealousies on this one?"

      Jealousies that would likely mean eternal misery and torment. And what would Mab do when she discovered Katharine was with child? "No."

      "No?" Melwas tossed his head and laughed, a hearty chuckle that turned to a growl in a heartbeat. "No?" His eyes were dark and furious as he spoke through gritted teeth. "Always have you defied us, little Tom, always have your bows been too low, always has your heart belonged to this one." Melwas jerked his head at Emyr. "But we will change that. We will hurt you, little Tom. We will show you pain you thought impossible to live through." The Faerie King advanced, fingers clenching as if he imagined crushing something of Tom’s. Then he smiled, his voice light and empty of all fury and violence. "Then we will stop, and bring you wine and bread, and you will begin to hope that maybe the pain is no more." A dark delight crept into the fay’s eyes. “But again we will start hurting you. Again we will stop, again you will hope, again we will hurt you. Over. And over. And over. And one day, many centuries from now, we will stop for good. And you will be so grateful, little Tom." Melwas was close now. Too close. Tom had to tip his head back to meet his eye, and the fay lifted a hand, brushed the back of his fingers across Tom's upturned cheek, and murmured, like a lover, "You will swear yourself to us, because we made the pain stop at last. You will love us, little Tom. We will make sure of that."

      I will not break. That's what Tom wanted to say. I will not break for you. But Melwas had eternity to torture him. Who knew what centuries of torment could do to a man?

      Tom swallowed. Forget the threats. Get Katharine and the child beyond Melwas’ reach. Every other concern could wait for another day. But his voice betrayed him, shaking as he said, "Emyr is my king."

      "For now." Melwas sighed a satisfied sigh. "But when we are done with you, a cripple will never compare to our majesty." And he turned his head to smirk at the old king.

      Melwas was quick. Tom knew that. But he was cocky, too. He thought he had won. So he was slow to react. Slow to see Tom push Emyr aside and draw Caledyr. Slow to see Tom thrust the blade toward his chest. Too slow to twist aside and avoid the blade that slipped through his armour like butter and skewered his shoulder with ease.

      It took Tom a moment to realise that everything had changed. Melwas was roaring a wordless roar. The ground was shaking and rain was lashing down on them. Tom looked up into dark clouds that had obscured the twilight sky in an instant. Rain in Faerie. He had seen light showers before. The fay would revel in them, dance in puddles, huddle under shelter and watch their realm shimmer under a hundred thousand miniature prisms, emerge to gaze at rainbows made of colours unseen in the mortal realm. But this was something new. This was a storm. There were no storms in Faerie. Not ever.

      Melwas dropped to one knee, Caledyr still buried in his shoulder, and the ground shook. Tom looked down, drenched to the skin already, hair slicked to his forehead.

      Tom twisted the sword.

      Lightning flashed and forked across the sky.

      He realised he could end this right here. Right now.

      "I wasn't sure this would work." Tom had to shout over the noise of rumbling ground and driving rain. Melwas rolled his eyes to meet Tom's. But they were empty things. Tom couldn't be sure the fay understood him. The Faerie King reached for Tom, fingers grasping for a hold, but Tom twisted the blade again.

      The hounds screamed with a shared pain. They were hunkered to the ground, slinking back, slinking away.

      Herne was gone.

      "But I couldn't understand why you’d hidden the sword. Why you demanded I bring it back to you." Tom’s breath was fogging, the air grown chill. Melwas moaned and Tom leaned closer, twisted the sword again. "It’s because it can hurt you. Can it kill you, Melwas? Could I end you right now?" He wanted to. After so many years of dodging the fay’s wrath, after months of being manipulated. It would feel good.

      "Tom!" Katharine screamed and he risked a glance. She was huddled with the others, waving him towards them. "We have to leave!"

      He looked back at Melwas. Felt his fingers twitch around the grip, felt his arms full of anticipation. He felt himself on the edge, ready to pull the sword free and then swing it through the fay's neck.

      The ground shook again and he almost lost his balance.

      "Tom, we have to leave." Dank was in the centre of the huddle. Everyone had a hand on him. "Faerie isn't safe. You're hurting it."

      Hurting Faerie. Because he was hurting Melwas. Tom nodded. He'd always wondered if the fay and their realm were one and the same. "Then I can end this now," he said. He could put an end to years of blind servitude. He’d never be a Faerie puppet again. And Katharine could raise her little girl in peace. Yes. This was how it should end.

      "Not with us inside Faerie. We’re not safe here," Dank cried to him over the storm.

      "Then go." Let them escape. It would be worth dying here to protect them. "Take everyone to safety."

      They shouted at him, all of them, tried to reason with him. But he knew the rightness of what he did. He knew it now. He had always said the fay were dangerous. Not because they were immortal. Not because they were good or evil; they were neither. The fay were dangerous because they didn't care who they hurt, who they killed, who they manipulated or tortured. They would do whatever entertained them, and the mortal cost wouldn’t even occur to them. But Tom could stop them. Here. Now. Let all of Faerie come down around him. As long as it came down on them too.

      "You kill your queen." Melwas' groan was almost inaudible over the rain and the roar.

      Yes. It would kill her. And he would never see that little girl born. His resolve faltered. He had made her a promise. I will keep you safe.

      Perhaps destroying Faerie would be how he fulfilled his promise.

      He felt hands on his shoulders and arms, Katharine slapping at him, pulling him. "Go," he told her.

      "No." Her efforts jostled him and twisted Caledyr, eliciting dead moans from Melwas. The fay had given up fighting, hanging limp from the sword. It was strange to see him so still. So empty of his strange, malicious drive. "I'm not going to let you do this," she said.

      "You’ll be safe," Tom replied. "Both of you." He shifted his feet. Readied himself for the swing. Would it end with Melwas? Or would he need to kill Mab too?

      "Don’t leave me alone."

      "You’re strong," he told her. He didn’t dare look at her. Didn’t dare test his resolve that way. "If anyone can raise her, it’s you."

      "She needs her father," she replied. "And I need you too."

      So. He was the father. He tried to steel himself for the final blow, but he already knew that he’d made his decision. He wouldn’t abandon his daughter.

      "It would be easier if I didn’t know." He wasn’t sure why he said it aloud. Perhaps he needed Katharine to know why his resolve had failed. Perhaps he needed Melwas to know.

      He pulled Caledyr free, and Melwas groaned and collapsed. The grass at their feet had grown black and dry, the rain pounding it into dust.

      "Let’s go," he told himself. Katharine took his hand and led him to the others. Tom couldn't help but glance back at the Faerie King, who lay on his back and stared unseeing up at the rain that never fell in Faerie. Couldn’t help but enjoy a moment of dark pride that he, Thomas Rymour, had brought Melwas to his knees.

      He let Katharine place his hand on Dank's outstretched arm.

      "To Cairnakor," Gravinn said.

      There was no simple tug. It was a struggle, as if Dank was lifting a mountain by himself, climbing a waterfall, staring unblinking at the sun. Tom felt the battle in the very heart of himself, thrashed against the magic that wrapped around them like a malicious, suffocating sheet. Again they were all as one, like individual inks poured into the same bowl, mixing their fears and loneliness together.

      And that tiny new life. That little impossibility. Tom reached for it without thinking, sheltered it in warmth and promises against the storm of magic, against the tidal wave of thoughts and identities.

      He felt her settle, put a thumb in her mouth. His daughter. He could laugh. Or cry. Maybe both. His daughter.

      I will look after you, he whispered. I won't let anyone hurt you, he promised.

      And he felt Katharine's relief at his words.
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        * * *

      

      They were thrown into Tir, crashing to the ground. Old injuries awoke and Tom tasted grass. The world was spinning and lurching and he felt very certain he would be sick. He curled into a ball for a moment, taking deep breaths. Deep, cool breaths. But there was a smell of burning in the air that made him feel worse. He opened his eyes, shut them against the spinning, forced them open again and made himself meet the dark gaze of the man standing over him.

      "You're here," Tom said, swallowing the bile that threatened to follow his words, staggering to his feet and leaning on his knees. If he'd felt tired before, now he was beyond exhaustion. It was oddly freeing. He felt he could walk for days, if only because he couldn't feel worse for it. He straightened his back and said, "I won't ask how you got here."

      “Because you know I don't remember." Ambrose stood still as stone, robes stiff with mud and filth, face shadowed by a wide-brimmed hat. His hair and beard, both a dirty grey, were long and unwashed, and his skin was leathery and wrinkled with impossible age. Yet he did not lean on his simple wooden staff. He didn't shift or seek a place to sit like many old men. He just stood, impossibly still. Like a statue made flesh. Tom wasn't even sure if he was breathing.

      The sorcerer’s lips twisted in a smile. "It’s good to see you again, Tom." His smile didn’t touch his eyes, which remained two pits with just a hint of light. Nothing but an ember, the tiniest spark, trapped deep within the dark.

      The present faded and Tom saw himself sat in darkness, no sun or moon or stars to light the cold, dead world he found himself in. "You lost Caledyr," someone said.

      A groan from Emyr swept aside the foresight. "My king," Tom said, rushing to his side and lifting him to his feet. "We need to get you to a healer.”

      "I can’t do it.” Emyr words pleaded for relief, his hands pale and shaking and covered in blood.

      "Just a little farther," Tom promised him.

      But Emyr’s legs were weak, his steps stumbling. Tendons and veins stood out in his neck like they would burst. "I can’t."

      "Just a little farther." But it was no good. There was no way Emyr could walk anywhere. Tom looked at Draig, still sat in the grass. "Help me carry him."

      Ambrose stilled any response Draig would have offered. "Not you," the old sorcerer told Tom. "Draig and Six."

      "Why?" But Tom knew why; Ambrose’s dark stare was resting on Caledyr. "Gravinn, lead the way." Tom relinquished his grip on Emyr and drew the sword, the blade singing in his grip.

      "A moment," Gravinn begged, pale and curled around her belly.

      "We don’t have a moment. We need a place filled with iron, and we need a healer." Emyr groaned, and Tom added, "Now."

      But the word was barely past his lips when the back of his neck began to tingle and the air began to hum. Magic. He turned, and the air behind him seemed to thicken, like a wisp of a shadow that drew its fellows to it, growing larger and darker, growing legs and arms and solidifying into pale skin and a cruel smile.

      Queen Mab. Stood in Tir, dressed in a tapestry of mismatched clothing and adorned with strange jewels and trinkets. A parody of a Pathfinder. Even her hair was bound in a tail just like Katharine’s. But where Katharine’s outfit spoke to her journeys to foreign lands, Mab’s was designed to accentuate her figure, stretched over her skin, baring her midriff, drawing the eye to a generous cleavage. She was beautiful as ever, and her eyes danced with promise.

      Tom hefted Caledyr, placed his feet where the sword told him to, and tried to ignore how his traitorous heart danced.

      Her smile grew wider and she ducked her chin. When she spoke it was with a coquettish air. "Surely you do not think to use that against us, our Tom?"

      Her manner was all wrong. Just moments ago he had brought her king to his knees. He had violated Faerie, he had threatened to pull it all down. And Queen Mab smiled at him.

      "What do you want?" he asked.

      Her smile faded and her manner cooled. "Is that any way to address your queen?"

      The others were still, silent, barely breathing. "Go," he told them. "Gravinn, take them where they need to go."

      "We have not dismissed them," Mab said.

      "Your audience is with me," Tom replied. "Go," he said again. And when Mab bristled, he said, softer, "Let them go. I’ll sheathe the sword. We can talk."

      "No, Tom,” Katharine said. Tom risked a glance over his shoulder and saw her stood with her hand on her belly and reproach in her eyes.

      "I’ll catch up," he told her.

      "It seems you are always racing to catch up," Mab said. And to Katharine she added, "You’ll have your hands full with two of them."

      Katharine made no attempt to hide her disgust. "Don’t take too much time with this thing," she told him, and turned and walked away.

      Mab traced a long nail across her own jawline and down her elegant neck. "We have flayed mortals alive for less," she mused.

      "You have forgiven more," Tom reminded her.

      "Is that what you ask, our Tom?" Mab let out a throaty laugh. "Do you want to return to our bosom and be told that all is forgiven?"

      Tom tried not to look at her bosom as he asked, "Would you offer forgiveness if I asked for it?"

      Mab looked him up and down and quirked an eyebrow at him. "Would it amuse us to do so?" she mused. Tom tried not to imagine a passionate embrace, her rough touch, the taste of her skin. A rush of blood brought warmth to his face and she raised her eyebrows. "It seems it would amuse you," she added.

      Fight.

      The sword was right. Mab might be all seductive wiles, but she was as dangerous as any other fay. And she might be only a diversion to separate him and the sword from the others. So he said, "Leave the others be."

      She stepped closer and looked over his shoulder. "Dank has opened our doors to mortals, and Draig forgot his oath to stop you." She shrugged and brushed at something on his shoulder. "But no matter. That isn’t why we are here."

      He could smell her. Jasmine and rich, dark earth. "Why are you here?"

      She pushed her body against his, sliding her hand across his shoulders and murmuring into his ear, "To warn you, sweet Thomas. Our Thomas," she claimed him. "You did great harm to our king. That will not come without consequences."

      She had her hand in his hair and sighed satisfaction and desire. This was not the kind of torment he had imagined. "I will bear them willingly, if you spare the others."

      "You will bear them, willingly or no," she warned him as another hand snaked around into the small of his back. "You will bear whatever we decide you will."

      He felt her smile against his cheek. She had hold of him. Entirely. She could pull him back into Faerie in an instant. Part of him thrilled at the thought. Another part was disgusted that he had let her entrap him without a single protest.

      As if sensing his conflict she tightened her embrace, waking old pain in the wound he’d taken from an Erhenni fighter. An Erhenni who had died so he could free Tir from the Western Kingdom. From oppression and suffering.

      "Release me," he told her.

      A moment of silence. When she spoke, her words were breathy. "Do you really want us to?"

      But it was all a lie. Nothing more than an act. Nothing like the blood and sacrifice he had witnessed and suffered. Nothing like the promise of birth to come. "Release me," he said again. She stepped back and gazed into his eyes, trying to find something. Let her look. "Melwas threatened me and mine," he told her. "I hurt him to protect them. If you want me to apologise, Your Majesty, I must disappoint you. Because I’ll do the same to any fay who tries to hurt them."

      "Even us?" She sounded distracted, as if she was barely listening. Still looking for something in his gaze.

      "It would pain me to do so." That was true, as much as he didn’t want it to be. "But, yes. Even you."

      A slow smile spread across her face. "Such fire, Thomas. A fire that would make any maid weak in her knees." She placed a finger beneath his chin, and made a satisfied sound that somehow seemed to promise more than mere satisfaction. "Go," she purred. "Protect you and yours." She brushed a thumb over his lips. "Hurt the fay we send after you, if you can. Show us this new fire." She released him and stepped back. Her abrupt dismissal stilled his tongue and, despite himself, he bowed his head.

      "Don’t spoil it," she told him, and he looked up to see her form softening, like her flesh was smoke being plucked at by the faintest wind. "Do not raise our expectations, Thomas, only to disappoint us. You will like that even less than our king’s wrath."

      And then she faded into nothing, and he was stood alone on the hill.
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      "What did that creature want?" Katharine demanded when Tom rejoined the others.

      "I’m not sure." His thoughts still felt foggy, as if her scent had crept in and muddled his mind. Perhaps it had. "But I’m not sure I made anything better."

      "Please, Tom," Six grunted. He was waddling backwards along the white gravel road with Emyr’s feet in his hands while Draig had his arms hooked under the old king’s armpits. "Such a shocking revelation might make me drop him."

      The sarcasm made Tom blink and he drew breath to bite back. But, before he could, Dank asked, "Are they coming for us?"

      The boy’s obvious fear deflated Tom’s anger and he nodded. "They are."

      "Then does any of this matter?"

      The fay were immortal. They wouldn’t be stopped. Yes, they had Caledyr. But one blade could not keep the whole of Faerie at bay.

      But what could he say? Nothing but, "Yes." Dank didn’t believe him. That much was clear. But Tom reached out to Katharine, who wouldn’t look at him but was listening intently, and brushed a finger across the back of her hand. "Nothing matters more."

      Her lips quirked with the effort of hiding a smile. And Ambrose said, "We have time." The old sorcerer didn’t look at anyone as he spoke. He stared at and through the road at his feet, shuffling along and leaning on his staff as if it was the only thing keeping him upright. "Three days."

      "Is that true?" Dank asked.

      "You know who Ambrose is," Tom told him.

      "I don’t," Gravinn called over her shoulder.

      "Your people called me by a different name," Ambrose replied. "Melled."

      That stopped Gravinn in her tracks, and Six grunted. "By all means, let’s stop and stare at the old man. Emyr gets lighter with every step."

      Gravinn started walking again, but kept looking back over her shoulder. "The Thunder King’s advisor?" she asked. "You live too?"

      "In a way," Ambrose replied.

      "Do you have to tell the truth like Tom?"

      "No. I don’t."

      "But you trust him?" That question she directed at Tom, and for a moment he wasn’t sure how to answer. The old man lies. That’s what Nimuë had said. But Ambrose had given him the Call, the one that had saved them from Gerwyn’s rat pits. And Gravinn had it right; Ambrose had been Emyr’s most trusted adviser. Tom trusted Emyr. Did that mean he trusted Ambrose?

      "I believe him," he said. It was the truest answer he could offer, but it seemed to settle the matter for Gravinn; her eyes turned back to the path ahead.

      "Nimuë called him a liar," Six grunted.

      "Ah." Ambrose’s lips twisted into a smile. "Nimuë."

      "She also said he was a Faerie treasure."

      Yes. She had. An odd term to use. Was Ambrose a creature of Faerie now? Was this another of their elaborate games?

      "Nimuë only remained Nimuë because of a Faerie boon," Ambrose told them. "In exchange, the fay told her to watch over me. And over Caledyr. The fay were under the impression that both could be kept there. They were wrong."

      The sword grew larger in Tom’s mind for just a moment, like a giant turning in its sleep.

      "The stories say you were infatuated with Nimuë," Tom said.

      "I am." His smile grew sadder. "Until my end."

      "She was in thrall to the fay," Six’s voice was strained. "You were in thrall to her. Oen’s blood, are we there yet?"

      "You don’t trust me," Ambrose said.

      "You’re a quick one."

      "On the contrary." Ambrose nodded to his shuffling gait as if his neck didn’t twist the way it ought to. "But Tom can attest to this: being infatuated with someone doesn’t mean you are their creature."

      All eyes turned to Tom. None of them seemed reassured, and Tom felt his cheeks warm.

      "You and I," Ambrose said, and turned his gaze away to the horizon. "You and I, Tom. We do what we have to do."

      No-one spoke until they reached the city.
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        * * *

      

      Cairnakor was a sprawling, cramped creature. The buildings were either close and tall, or squat and teetering on mountainsides. They jostled for space with great chimneys that belched dark smoke into the thick, stinking fog that settled in the streets. The mountains clambered up from amongst the press and the stench to claw at the sky, as if trying to climb away from the miasma, but the swarm of the city kept them from the blue skies with its thick smog.

      There was no wall, no gate, no solid beginning to Cairnakor. Homes began to appear alongside the road, which became stone paving worn smooth by use, and the fog became thicker until they could barely see three foot ahead. The air felt thick and unhealthy, still and quiet in the early morning, though the streets were far from deserted; the alleyways were filled with dwarfs lying under rags or blankets. Tom had seen beggars in every town he’d visited, but never so many in one place. What was wrong in Cairnakor that so many were without homes?

      And how could they sleep with all this smoke? It rose out of the chimneys before sinking back into the fog that clogged the streets, making Tom cough and gag. The smell was unlike anything he’d smelt before. Something was burning, or had burnt, but there was no wind to toss away the stench. Tom glanced at Emyr’s wound. Didn’t dwarfs know that bad smells carried disease?

      "You get used to it," Katharine told him, and he felt a stab of guilt. Why hadn’t his first thought been of her and the child?

      "I’m not sure I want to," he replied, and lowered his voice to add, "We should leave as soon as possible."

      "Don’t start fussing over me," she told him, but her smile told him she was pleased.

      Gravinn lead them down a wide road filled with abandoned carts and rough sleepers before taking them down a narrower path. The buildings on this street had huge glass windows behind which were arrayed a bewildering variety of goods and wares. Bakeries proudly displayed huge platters and trays soon to be filled with warm breads and pastries, and grocers showed off pyramids of apples and mounds of carrots. Tom’s stomach growled and he tried to remember when he’d last eaten. But Gravinn passed them all and stopped in front of another shop. Tom couldn’t read the sign, but the window told him everything he needed to know. Saws and hammers, knives and cogs and instruments of iron stared out at them through the glass. The fay would think twice about entering this place. Tom lifted his hand and hammered on the wooden door as hard as he could.

      The sound echoed down the empty street. No dwarf or creature stirred. He hammered again.

      This time there were rustlings and mutterings behind them. Tom whirled, brandishing Caledyr, but it was only a vagrant in the alley opposite. A dwarf emerged from underneath sheets of paper and blinked sleepily at them. He was, if not well-groomed, then certainly tidier than most rough sleepers Tom had encountered. He was clean and his clothes, while by no means rich, were sturdy and well made. His hair was bound into an uneven tail and his face bore equally uneven stubble, as if he had cut both without a mirror. He offered them a smile filled with yellowed teeth. "You can hammer until you wake the four giants themselves," he said. "But the proprieter of that particular establishment will not open the door until he decides to open his shop. All you will gain is trouble for others."

      How did this dwarf know that? Or was this simply a prelude to a request for money? Or food? Tom opened his mouth to offer an excuse, but Katharine stepped forward without hesitation and said, "Good dwarf, trouble has come to us." The ease with which she spoke to him left Tom feeling embarrassed. "We need the help of those inside." And she gestured to Emyr, whom Six and Draig had laid down on the street.

      The vagrant paled and muttered something in dwarfish. It was only when Katharine replied in the same tongue that he dragged his gaze away and offered her a weak smile and a question.

      "He does," she replied. "But we need to take both cirgeon and patient in there." She gestured to the smith.

      "Whyever for?"

      "It would take a long time to explain."

      The vagrant nodded, finishing her thought with, "And he doesn’t have time for the telling." He cast his eyes over them all, weighing them, balancing a decision in his eyes. But when his gaze fell on the sword in Tom’s hand, his eyes grew wide and he breathed something in dwarfish.

      "Part of our tale," Katharine promised him.

      And at that the vagrant sprang to his feet and rushed past them. "This way," he hissed. "Quickly." He dashed into a narrow alley beside the smith that was swathed in shadow and gloom. The dwarf seemed unfazed, stopping halfway down and knocking on a door that was out of sight. His knock was little more than a tap, and the only indication that the door had opened was the whispers, the vagrant’s insistent, the unseen party behind the door incredulous. The dwarf waved them forward, and Tom was too dazed and confused to disobey. A moment later, he found himself staring down at another dwarf blocking the doorway who was dark in both appearance and countenance. Short, overweight, the guardian of the door glowered up at him from under bushy eyebrows that matched the hair on his head, cheeks, and upper lip. "Apologies, master human," he said a swaggering accent that often dropped the harder letters and sounds from words. "Kunnustenn's made you promises that ain’t within my power and authority to grant. Good day."

      "We have a wounded man who needs urgent help."

      "Then I reckon you should take him to a cirgeon."

      "We need to take him inside."

      "What you need and what will happen are two very different things."

      "Jarnstenn!" Kunnustenn stabbed a finger perilously close to Caledyr’s edge. "Look at it."

      "A sword."

      "The sword."

      Jarnstenn shook his head. "It’s a good replica, no doubt."

      "I don’t think so."

      "I’m a smith, Kun." He grinned. "I could make you one in an afternoon."

      "I’m a historian, Jarn. I’d know the difference." Kunnustenn took an angry breath. "Let them in, or I’ll stay out here tonight."

      Jarnstenn glared at the other dwarf for a moment."Suit yourself."

      The door closed with a bang that echoed down the narrow alley.

      Whatever was happening here, it was clearly done. And they had wasted time that Emyr didn’t have. "We need to find somewhere else, Gravinn," Tom called as he began to walk away.

      "A moment," Kunnustenn called.

      "Time is not on our side," Tom replied. "Thank you for your efforts."

      But Kunnustenn only pointed at the door. And, just a moment later, it opened again. "Get inside," Jarnstenn growled.

      Tom didn’t hesitate. "Everyone inside. Emyr first." He stood aside to allow Six and Draig to pass with Emyr between them. "Gravinn, you and I will fetch the cirgeon."

      "I’ll go with you," said Katharine.

      Tom just shook his head. "Stay close to Ambrose." He wasn’t sure what made him say it. A whisper of a hint of a foresight, perhaps. No time to ponder it now. When she didn’t move, he added, "Go."

      She went, but with a scowl. But she went, and that was all that mattered. "We’ll have to hurry," he said to Gravinn.

      "It isn’t far," she told him, but she set off at a trot, and Tom ran after her.

      The sun was still struggling against the stinking fog. Unable to burn it away, it managing only a scattered, ethereal light as they ran through the city. The streets remained empty, the world still muffled and quiet. Tom wanted to ask Gravinn about the fog, about the homeless gathered in the alleys, but his lungs were already burning and his feet were heavy.

      "Sheathe the sword," she told him.

      "What?" His mind felt dull. Was it the smoke or fatigue?

      "The sword." She was looking over her shoulder at him, frantically waving her hands. "Put it away!"

      He obeyed, his bouncing step making it difficult to slide the blade home, and panted, "Why?"

      "Coppers."

      The road opened out into a cramped square, filled with a few short, skinny trees imprisoned within tiny patches of fenced dirt. Token attempts at greenery, though they looked brown and wilted. Nevertheless, stone benches were arranged to face them as if they were something to look at, and two dwarfs sat on one of those benches, glowering at Tom and Gravinn as they dashed across the square. They weren’t armed, and they seemed to wear no uniform. But they had the unmistakable air of those with authority.

      Tom waited until they’d left the square to ask, "Were they guards?"

      "Of a sort," Gravinn replied. "The constabulary certainly guard the pockets of the wealthy."

      Hired swords, perhaps, without the swords? He opened his mouth to ask, but Gravinn had stopped. She leant on her knees and pointed at a shop window. "Here," she said.

      Tom couldn’t read the sign, but he could understand the display in the window, saws and a skeleton and a diagram of the dwarf body. Panting, he lifted a hand to hammer on the door.

      "The bell." Gravinn pointed at a length of rope hanging by the door. "This is a civilised part of town."

      Tom tugged the rope. The streets were so quiet he could just hear the sound of a bell ringing inside.

      But that was the only sound. No-one came to the door. No-one even stirred.

      He rang again. And again. It was only when he’d rung a fourth time that a window opened above them and a dwarf leant out, red-faced and cursing at them. When he saw Tom, he swore again and growled, "What the blazes do you want at this hour?"

      "One of our party is wounded." Gravinn’s call was weak and gasping. Why was she pushing herself so hard? What ties did she have to Emyr, or any of them? "Only a dwarf of your skill can save his life," she added.

      But the dwarf at the window seemed unimpressed. "Do you know what time it is?" he asked. There wasn’t a hair anywhere on his head, but he rubbed his chin as if he expected to find some. "Cirgeons need their breakfast too. A civilised dwarf would wait until a more civilised time."

      Why were they talking about the time and breaking fast? "He’s dying," Tom said.

      "They’re all dying," the dwarf replied.

      "We have coin," Gravinn added.

      "They don’t all have that." The dwarf eyed them, and Tom waited for him to leap into action, to fetch his tools and herbs and come dashing back with them through the city. But he just nodded. "Very well. Come back in one half of an hour. If he still lives, I will practise my craft on him."

      The window was closed before Tom could finish saying, "He needs you now!" and there was no answer save the silence of the street. There was no rough sleeper to show them a secret entrance. No alley hiding a side door. Just an indifference that made Tom’s chest tight with rage.

      Fight.

      Yes, he thought. I think I will.

      "I’m sorry," Gravinn said. "Dwarfs of medicine are like any other. Their shops open and close at appointed times."

      "And the dwarfs that get hurt outside of those hours?" he asked as he examined the shop window. The panes of glass were small, held in a grid by black iron. Gravinn said nothing, and spoke volumes with her silence.

      Caledyr slid through the iron like it wasn’t even there.

      "What are you doing?" she asked. But he didn’t want to hear her objections. She’d find out soon enough. The glass creaked as he cut through more iron, some panes cracked and splintered. Finally he’d cut through enough iron to kick once, twice, three times and a section of glass and iron crashed into the shop beyond.

      The sound was deafening in the early morning quiet. There was no doubt it had been heard. But there was no time for subtlety. He clambered through the gap he’d cut, avoiding sharp metal and broken glass until he stood in the cirgeon’s shop.

      This room had been all about display. Shelves on the walls bore skulls and bones and tools and jars with pieces of entrail floating in them. A table near the wall was covered with papers. The ceiling was low, forcing him to bend his back, and even then his head brushed the wooden beams above. This was not where the cirgeon did his work. Perhaps that was in a back room. He didn’t have time to explore; running footsteps announced company before it arrived.

      The dwarf wore a white apron over her cheap clothes, both stained by bloody work. Her mouth gaped and a cheap, slender cigar fell from her lips to the floor. She lifted her hands to cover her mouth as she shook her head and moaned something in dwarfish.

      "Don’t be afraid," Tom told her. "But a man is dying. I won’t be turned from your door while he needs your help."

      She lowered her hands, but her gaze never left the sword.

      "You have nothing to fear," he told her, but thumping footsteps and bellowing anger drowned out Tom’s voice.

      "What is the meaning of this?" the cirgeon roared, but his fury died as soon as he saw Tom’s drawn sword.

      "My friend is dying." Tom kept his tone calm, even, and unthreatening. "You will come with me, right now, and you will do your best to heal him. You will be paid well, and compensated for the damage I have caused." He couldn’t help but add, "And perhaps you will think twice about ignoring a dying man in favour of your breakfast."

      "You can’t do this," the cirgeon protested.

      "We’ll find out." Tom nodded to the rooms out of sight. "Fetch your things. He has a serious gut wound. He’s lost a lot of blood."

      "I won’t." His protests were weak. "You can’t make me."

      Tom didn’t want to injure or wound the dwarf. But there was no possibility of letting him be; he had to heal Emyr. So Tom said, "Are you sure you want to test an armed man who has broken into your shop?"

      The cirgeon quailed. But it was the other dwarf who broke the silence. She took a deep breath, straightened and said to the cirgeon, "I will fetch your things, Master Dorstenn." She left the room with a quiet dignity that was beyond her master.

      "You work for him, now, do you?" he called after her, trying to muster outrage. But it came out weak and feeble. "Dorstenn won’t be bullied by brigands and barbarians."

      "As I said," Tom reminded him, "You will be paid well."

      "Humans think everything can be bought. But there is more to this world than money."

      "Such as saving a good man’s life?"

      Dorstenn sagged. But he was still unconvinced. Would he save Emyr’s life under duress? Or would he waste time by resisting, and lose Emyr’s life in the process?

      So Tom tried a different tack. "Save his life," he said. "Take enough to repair your window and fill your pockets. Tell the tale of how you were cool and calm in the face of an armed madman who dared you to save a king’s life."

      A light flashed in the cirgeon’s eyes, quickly replaced with scepticism. "A king?" he asked. "Surely not King Idris?"

      "He isn’t the only king in Tir."

      Dorstenn snorted. "Name another."

      "You’ll meet him soon enough." Would that intrigue the dwarf? Or would he dismiss Tom as a madman? But the dwarf’s gaze was already growing distant, and Tom guessed he was imagining how he would tell his story, how other dwarfs would crowd around him in a tavern and gaze up at him as he told his heroic tale of adventure. Dorstenn’s lips quirked in a smile, quickly stifled as he drew himself up and painted an expression of stern authority on his face. "You will pay for the damage you have caused," he commanded. "And I will expect a kingly fee."

      Already promised, but Tom knew this was part of the tale Dorstenn was telling himself. "Anything you ask. Only help my friend."

      "Coppers," Gravinn hissed. She hadn’t climbed into the shop, but stood outside, looking as casual as possible.

      "Don’t call to them," Tom warned Dorstenn. "It would be a dull end to your tale."

      He wanted to call out, Tom could tell. But he also wanted the adulation and praise that would come of bearing this adventure alone. So he nodded, lips thin. "They would only delay us," he said. "I will not risk a monarch's life by incurring the delay of the authorities."

      "A noble deed," Tom said, and saw Dorstenn adding to his own story in his mind.

      The other dwarf came back with two heavy leather bags, so full they could barely be closed. "I am ready," she said.

      "Then let us go, Mennvinn" Dorstenn said. "Lead the way, madman."

      "Tom," he replied, sliding Caledyr into its sheathe. "I can take those," he said to Mennvinn, who only bobbed her head, wide-eyed. She dashed ahead and opened the door just in time for the two coppers to walk past, staring goggle-eyed at the smashed window.

      "What occurred here?" asked one of them in a serious voice.

      Dorstenn glanced up at Tom, and for a moment he seemed ready to blurt it all out. But his gaze dropped to the sword and he straightened. "No time, Inspector. I have a life to save." And he invited Tom to lead on with a gesture.

      The coppers called after them but made no effort to pursue. Tom led them at a gentle jog, well aware that the length of his stride was twice theirs. Nevertheless, Gravinn caught up with him, and soon took the lead, taking them back to the smith. Tom tried not to imagine the worst, that Emyr would be still and cold, his life bled away onto the smith’s floor and all their hopes leeched away with it. He had to live. All of Tir needed him to live. Tom needed him to live.

      Raised voices could be heard within the smith. A sudden wave of dizziness struck Tom as they reached the door and his hammering was weak and feeble. It was Six who answered the door. "Thank Oen you’re here," he murmured. "We’re one word away from murder in here."

      The shop itself was deserted, the voices rising up from a set of stairs leading down into a cellar that was filled with iron in various states, piles of unworked bars stacked alongside finished articles. Emyr was stretched out on a wooden pallet balanced on two anvils, lying still and whiter than Mab. Was he dead? Tom didn’t dare move or breathe until he saw Emyr’s chest rise and fall in the most shallow of breaths.

      "Dorstenn," he said. "Your patient. Do whatever you must."

      "No," bellowed a dwarf. This one was older than the others, bald and wrinkled, his dirty grey beard so long it almost touched his knees. It seemed somewhat impractical for a smith. "No-one else is to come in here. Get out," he roared, flailing a hammer in each hand as he stalked towards them. "Get out!"

      Caledyr was enough to halt his charge, the point perilously close to his chest, the edge slicing hairs from his beard that fluttered to the stone floor. He stepped back, and back again as Tom advanced, clearing the way for Dorstenn and Mennvinn. "Enough," Tom told the older dwarf. "I have had enough of people telling me what I can and cannot do to save my king."

      The older dwarf’s eyes were wide, his anger blunted, and he nodded, the action brushing more hairs against Caledyr’s edge.

      Another wave of dizziness struck Tom, and the effort to remain standing was almost too much. He blinked, slowly, and took a deep, shaky breath. "You own this place?" he asked. The dwarf nodded. "You are angry that we have forced our way in, taken over and turned it into a healing house?" The dwarf nodded again. "I understand. I apologise for the disruption. We will pay you well. But I will not let you do anything that puts my friend’s life in danger. Do you understand that?"

      The dwarf nodded. Slowly. "Are we prisoners?" His question was both surly and edged with fear.

      "No." Tom lowered the sword. The dwarf didn’t move. "You may go, if you wish."

      "I’ll stay." As the fear of immediate danger faded, the smith’s anger grew more confident. "But not down here. Too crowded."

      He was right. Emyr’s temporary bier took up most of the cellar. The others had tried to squeeze themselves into what spaces they could find, but there was little room for Dorstenn and Mennvinn to work. "Perhaps some of us should move upstairs."

      "Not all of you," Dorstenn said. "You stay, and you too." He nodded at Tom and Katharine.

      "Why?"

      "We need some of your blood. He’s lost a lot."

      "You can take what you need from me," Tom replied. "But not her."

      "Tom," Katharine began. There was reprimand in her voice, but she knew he was right and said no more.

      So he turned to the old smith and said, "Master dwarf, please place my friends where it would be convenient."

      "Out of my establishment would be convenient," the dwarf growled, but he waved them forward. "Upstairs with you."

      "Gravinn, you know the city," Tom said. "Take Draig and find us some food."

      "I know the city," Katharine said.

      "I need you to stay here."

      "Maybe I need to do something."

      He was too tired to argue. Whatever reserves he’d been burning had left him, and now he felt tired and cold and weak. "Talk to the owner. Perhaps we can buy some iron blades from him," he suggested. "And get some rest."

      It wasn’t the task she wanted. But she nodded and followed the others up the stairs.

      Ambrose’s voice made Tom jump. "What will you do in three days?" The old sorcerer stood in a corner of the cellar, unmoved by the request to leave, wreathed in shadow and as still as the metal and stone around him. But he looked stronger down here. More human.

      "We’ll run." Tom sheathed the sword and found a space where he could sit. The stone was warm and the relief in his limbs was instant. "The fay know we’re here. We can’t hide from them, but we can make it harder for them to find us."

      "What kind of foe is defeated by running from it?"

      He was falling asleep. He should get up, make sure the others were settled, that Katharine was okay, that Dorstenn didn’t need him to fetch anything that would help save Emyr’s life. But he just said, "The slow kind."

      Ambrose’s laugh was wrong, like it hadn’t been used in many years and rust had stiffened the joints and dulled the edge. "You won’t win this war by running."

      War. No, Tom wouldn’t win any wars. But, "Emyr won a war."

      "This isn’t his story."

      He’d open his eyes in a moment. Just a moment. "He’ll know what to do."

      "He won’t." Ambrose’s voice was soft, like a father speaking to their child as he slept. "But you will."
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        * * *

      

      Tom dreamt of Glastyn. The two of them were sat at a small table, each with a glass of wine in their hands.

      "This is your final moment," Glastyn was saying, and then Tom was in the dark and the cold. Glastyn was gone, and someone was crying. He was holding Katharine’s hand, but her hand was slack in his. "Be strong, just for a little while," he begged her. "Come back. Please."

      Then something had hold of Tom’s arm and was pulling him and he woke with a start and an incoherent cry, snatching back his arm and reaching for Caledyr.

      "Peace, sir." A dwarf, who was she? The memory came back slowly. Mennvinn. Dorstenn’s assistant. "I didn’t mean to startle you."

      "Then you should have woken me gently." He sounded surly even to his own ears. But what way was that to wake someone?

      "Your friend," she reminded him, and he felt guilty. He’d slept while Emyr’s life hung in the balance. "He needs blood."

      He nodded. "Very well." He took a deeper breath, tried to clear the fog of sleep from his thoughts. "What do you need me to do?"

      "Sit here." She lead him to a pile of iron slates. "Roll up the sleeve on the arm you favour least."

      He did as he was told and she tied a length of cloth tightly around his upper arm. Dorstenn was muttering to himself, his hands full of strange tools that poked in and out of Emyr’s gut. "This," Dorstenn muttered as he worked, "is quite the mess."

      The words blew on an ember of anger Tom had thought himself too tired to feel. "That mess is my king."

      "Indeed." There was a greedy look in Dorstenn’s eyes. "May I ask how he procured such an injury?"

      "In battle."

      "Battle? Curious." He grunted as he reached deep into Emyr’s gut, looking at the ceiling as he felt for something. "Your friend picked his opponents well."

      "What do you mean?" Tom asked as Mennvinn brought over a glass jar and some thin tubes.

      "I mean only that this wound looks worse than it truly is." He grunted, satisfied, and withdrew his bloody hand. "The blade that cut him was sharp, but it left every major organ unscathed. Whoever wrought this wound wanted to cause pain and immobility; not death."

      Melwas had hounded Emyr throughout his reign, made every effort to steal his queen, harried his kingdom from coast to coast, before finally fighting him to a stand-still and gutting him on the battlefield. The idea that Melwas hadn't wanted Emyr to die made little sense.

      But then why had the Melwas allowed Emyr into Faerie, if he hadn't wanted him to live?

      It was all too complicated.

      "Hold still," Mennvinn told him, and interrupted his thoughts by pushing a needle into his arm.

      Fight?

      No, he told the sword. But he’d jumped and Mennvinn had stepped back. "My apologies," she said. She waited a moment, watching him as if he were a wild horse or angry dog. She didn’t move until he nodded, and then she swiftly connected the needle to the glass jar with a thin tube and began to turn a handle that caused his life blood to ooze down the tube and into the jar.

      "How sick will I become?" he asked. He felt a coward for asking it while Emyr lay on the brink of death. But he had to know how strong he would, or wouldn’t, be.

      "We won’t take too much," Menvinn replied. She didn't stop turning the handle but watched the tube and the jar and the needle in his arm; she didn't make eye contact. "You might feel a little tired. Nothing worse."

      "But my elements." Now she looked up at him, a frown on her face. "The elements of the body. The humours," he explained. "Fire, water, earth, air and void."

      She gave him an indulgent smile, like he was a child. "What about them?"

      "They won't be balanced." It was what had made him sick when he left Faerie. An imbalance in the elements of the body.

      "Don't worry," she told him. "You won't get sick. I promise."

      He wanted to believe her. But she was laughing at his concerns. It made him question what she knew about healing. But he was too tired to argue. Perhaps he would get sick. But Emyr would live. And Tom knew he could rely on Six to make sure Katharine and her child were safe. So he closed his eyes and let Mennvinn drain his life blood, and listened to Dorstenn mutter to himself in dwarfish.

      Finally Menvinn said something in the same language, stopped turning the handle, and slipped the needle from his arm. Blood began to pool in the crook of his elbow and she gave him a piece of cloth and said, "Hold that there." She wheeled the trolley over to Emyr’s side, connected a different tube to the wounded king and worked a different handle, encouraging the blood into his arm instead.

      "What do we do?" Tom asked.

      "You can go," Menvinn said. "But not far. In case we need more blood."

      "Eat something," Dorstenn added. "Drink fluids. Nothing strong."

      And then they turned all their attention onto Emyr. Tom was dismissed. If he had been tired before, now he felt like his limbs were made of straw, ready to fold beneath him in a moment. Did he feel emptier? Hollow, like a husk? The thought itched at the back of his mind, so he stilled it by putting a finger to his wrist. His blood moved beneath his skin. He pushed himself to his feet, turned to Ambrose, still stood in his corner.

      "Go," he told Tom. "I need neither food nor rest."

      Tom believed him and that gave him a chill. What had the old sorcerer done to himself? But he shook his head. "Come," he told him. At his questioning look, he just shook his head. So much talking. He was tired of so much talking. "Come," he repeated.

      Ambrose stared at him for a long moment before beginning his shuffling step, winding through the cellar towards the stairs, which were narrow and shallow; climbing them left Tom’s legs aching more than they should.

      The shop upstairs was as cramped as the cellar, each room filled with people trying to find a space amongst the wares. Katharine was in earnest conversation with the owner, and Tom went to her first.

      "Are you well?" he asked.

      She smiled up at him; while the dwarf sat on a stool, she was sat on the floor with her back to the wall and her legs awkwardly spread and bent. Her Western shawl covered her belly, but her posture told Tom she was probably showing by now. How long had she carried this child in silence?

      Not silence, he realised. Six was nearby, in heated conversation with the dwarf called Jarnstenn. But, despite how excited the pair were about the device they were talking about, Six cast a glance towards Katharine every now and then.

      He knew. Six knew that Katharine was pregnant and hadn’t said a word. Tom wasn’t sure if he was proud of Six for keeping her secret, or angry with them both for keeping that secret from him.

      Fight?

      "Tired." Katharine’s response brought him back to the moment and away from Caledyr’s question. Priorities.

      "Here." He offered his hand, which she took with a frown before making a sound of protest as he lifted her to her feet. "You shouldn’t be sitting on the floor. Master dwarf, is there anywhere more comfortable she could rest?"

      He looked put out, and said something in dwarfish to her. She responded and he stood up and walked away. "He’s not happy," Katharine told him. "If we weren’t promising him so much money, he’d have called the constabulary by now."

      "Is it going to be a problem?"

      She took a deep breath and sighed it out. He didn’t like how she had to crouch beneath these low ceilings. "He might decide the money isn’t worth the trouble."

      Tom sighed too. He’d hoped they could rest here for a time. But why shouldn’t the dwarf be upset? Strangers had occupied his shop, taken his livelihood prisoner with promise of money, yet he had no coin in his hand.

      "What’s our plan?" Katharine asked him.

      "I don’t know," he admitted. He looked at the shawl veiling her belly. "I had an idea. Now everything’s changed."

      "We should get everyone together and figure out our next steps."

      "No," he murmured. They were already stood close, hunkered underneath the dwarfish ceiling, but he closed the gap and touched her elbow. "We need our own plan now."

      She smiled. It was a kind smile, but she was laughing at him. "Are you planning to whisk me away, Thomas Rymour?"

      Was that so funny? "Maybe."

      She put a hand over his. "How far will we get after what you did in Faerie?"

      He knew how the fay thought. They preferred the towns and cities, filled with the mortals on whom they loved to play their pranks. So he would find somewhere remote, somewhere isolated where he and Katharine could live in peace.

      And what sort of life would that be for their daughter? Always afraid of people. Never seeing anything but whatever hut or cave they cowered in.

      What kind of foe is defeated by running from it?

      "You said we would stop the fay," Katharine reminded him. "That’s the only way we can keep her safe." She still smiled. But she was scared. Terrified.

      He touched her cheek. "I’ll do anything," he promised her. "I’ll stand between you and any harm."

      Her gaze flicked, just for a moment, to the sword at his hip. He’d hurt her for that sword. It had wormed its way into his thoughts. He had told her that he’d stop carrying it, but it still sat on his hip.

      "I’ll give it to Emyr," he told her. But she bit her lip, torn between some private decision. Of course. She’d seen what it had done to Melwas. She’d want that kind of weapon nearby. "You take it," he told her, releasing her hand and reaching for the scabbard.

      "No." Her response was quick and sharp. "No," she said again, with less of an edge. "Just don’t let it think for you."

      The sword will think for you, Nimue had said. And the old man lies.

      But Tom knew he needed both Ambrose and the sword to find a way out of this. Because Katharine was right. They couldn’t run. They had to fight. So he turned to Six, who was watching the two of them intently. "Fetch the others," Tom told him. "We need to make a plan."
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      The largest room was at the front of the shop, and the old smith went red in the face when he found Tom and Draig clearing the great table in the middle of the room. Katharine said something in dwarfish that sent him stamping up the stairs, leaving everyone hunkered in a circle around the cleared table.

      Dank was the first to speak. "They’ll come for us." He was blunt and afraid. Tom could see their doom in his eyes. "They won’t stop looking, they won’t get tired or bored. They’ll roast us over fires and flay our bodies and pull us apart and we won’t die because nothing dies in Faerie so they’ll put us back together and start all over again and again and again."

      He ran out of breath and no-one filled the silence.

      "He’s right," Tom said.

      More silence.

      "Well," said Six. "I certainly feel motivated."

      "It’s important that everyone understands," Tom told him. "We can’t hide. We can’t leave. Our only option is to fight."

      Fight.

      "Couldn’t we live out our days in a nice iron bunker?" Six asked.

      "Iron only hurts them," Dank replied. "They’ll suffer the pain if they want something enough." His eyes were wide, like a panicked rabbit’s. Time to dial back the doom and gloom.

      "We have Caledyr," Tom reminded them.

      "It won’t be enough," Dank replied.

      "No. It won’t," he agreed. "So tell us about the glarn."

      Dank blinked. "The glarn?" His tone was careful, controlled, giving nothing away.

      But Tom was too tired to play games. "You’ve been lying to us all, Dank. And the fay have promised you pain and torture in return. Do you really want to keep lying for them?"

      Dank lowered his gaze. "You know what they would have done to us if we hadn’t done as they asked."

      How long had the boy been bonded to the fay, how many times had they used him, pushed and pulled him like a plaything. Tom could imagine what that was like. For a moment, he felt Mab’s embrace on the hill. "You can be free of them," he told Dank, and maybe told himself too.

      Dank wanted to speak. But he was too afraid. And perhaps with good reason. He had shared a mind with the fay. He knew exactly what they would do to someone who revealed their secrets.

      So it was Ambrose who said, "Everything hinges on the glarn." He drew a deep, shuddering breath, as if it would be his last. "It is your only hope for success."

      "What are they?" Tom asked.

      "The elements given form," Ambrose replied. "Fire. Water. Earth. Air."

      "Where do we find them?" Six asked.

      "You have one." Ambrose’s gaze fell on Caledyr. "Water."

      "How is Caledyr being water?" Draig asked.

      The sound of excited whispering came from outside the room.

      "It came from water. To water it will return." Ambrose spoke as if he was reciting something. It didn’t convince many faces. But it was Six who asked, "What are the others?"

      "There is one in the mountains," Ambrose replied. "Orlannu. The trap."

      "Sounds ominous," Six said.

      The whispering grew to murmuring.

      "And the rest?" Tom asked.

      Ambrose’s gaze fell and he seemed to shrink a little within his robes. "I don’t know."

      The silence was ruined by the unseen discussion growing in volume.

      "You don’t know." Six’s words were an inch from hopelessness, and Tom hated how they echoed with something inside himself.

      "Can we stop the fay with two?" Tom asked. "Will Caledyr and Orlannu be enough?"

      "No," said Dank. He was slouched, his shoulders slumped, resigned to his fate. "You need all four glarn. That much we know."

      All four. And with all of Ambrose’s wisdom, they knew of two. "Do you know what the other two are, Dank?" Tom asked.

      "You think the fay would tell us?"

      It was a fair point.

      "Is this madness," Draig said. "Do you ask us to find two objects in the whole of Tir. Could they be anywhere!"

      "He’s right," Tom said. He looked at Katharine as he said. "I can’t believe this is our only hope of escaping the fay."

      "Yet you must believe it," Ambrose said. He caught Tom’s eye with his dark gaze and said, "You will."

      The words had a weight that settled in the room. They felt like a burden on Tom’s shoulders. "You’ve foreseen it," he said. It wasn’t a question. But Ambrose nodded once. So. There was no discussion. That, at least, was a relief. It would happen.

      Katharine’s hand would grow weaker in his.

      No. He wouldn’t allow it.

      "It isn’t enough," he told Ambrose. "You can’t ask me to hang everything on such a slim hope."

      "I do not ask."

      He was offering them so little. Tom had expected more. He had expected someone with perfect foresight to offer more certainty. More hope. "Will we succeed?" he asked.

      Ambrose was very still as he said, "I do not know."

      Which could mean only one thing. It wasn’t the first time Tom had looked at someone and known they would die. But this was different. He felt detached from it, too worried about Katharine and the child she carried to properly feel the certainty of Ambrose’s death. Instead, he could only think about how Ambrose’s fate meant that their own was just as uncertain, and he felt ashamed of that even as he feared for Katharine.

      Her hand grew weaker in his.

      "Can you at least tell us where to start?" Six asked.

      "I can. But I do not."

      "Then why did you come here?" Tom snapped."Why come all this way if you aren’t going to help us?"

      It was cruel. To answer the revelation of Ambrose’s death with harsh words. And Tom knew he wasn’t angry. He was scared. If Katharine died, the child would die too.

      But if Ambrose felt any sting from Tom’s words, he didn’t show it. He just blinked once and said, "It is Kunnustenn who tells you."

      Kunnustenn? It was only when a dwarf popped his head into the room that Tom even remembered the vagrant. He was followed by the other dwarf, Jarnstenn, who pushed Kunnustenn back and said, "No, no. He ain’t getting into your malarkey."

      "But Jarn, Caledyr. Orlannu. Don’t you see, it’s all true?"

      "True as my breeches are made of gold, Kun." Jarnstenn placed himself in Kunnustenn's path, ushering him out of the room. "Don’t be getting seduced by tall tales."

      "It's true," Tom said, earning him a black look from Jarnstenn.

      "And I’m Sir Rimestenn of Tir, pleased to meet you," he said. But Kunnustenn said nothing. He wanted to believe. Tom could see it in his eyes.

      "My name is Thomas Rymour," he told them. "Does that mean anything to you?"

      "Not a thing," Jarnstenn said.

      But Kunnustenn nodded. "The stories go that Thomas Rymour was stolen into Faerie by a peskie for telling a lie. It took him a hundred years to find a way back, and since then he never again dare spoke a lie in case the peskies came for him again."

      "Not even my little niece would believe that," Jarnstenn said. "Not even children believe in peskies."

      "They're real," Tom said.

      "Bit handy that peskies can't be seen or heard, ain’t it?"

      "Believe me, Jarnstenn," Tom replied, and he put every ounce of sincerity into each word as he could manage. "They are very real. And if you can help us, please. Please help us."

      Jarnstenn glared at Tom. "There's no evidence. Nothing to see or hear or touch."

      "That's why you have to believe." Kunnustenn's words were tentative and he made no eye contact.

      "All I need to believe in is my work, my roof, and my belly." He slapped it with the palm of his hand. "Don't have to believe in Faerie tales or listen to a bedlamite." With that he stalked out of the room.

      But Kunnustenn stayed. He watched the other dwarf go, shook his head and wrung his hands. "You’ll have to forgive Jarnstenn," he told them, staring at the floor. "He isn’t a dwarf of faith. He believes only his senses." He shrugged. "I’ve studied histories all my life. They agree too much on certain things. Including the glarn. And the peskies."

      "Fay," Tom said. "They call themselves fay."

      "Fay." Kunnustenn nodded. "The term is known to me. From older texts." He lifted his gaze to Caledyr. "Those texts have another name for that sword."

      Another name? "What is it?"

      "Ymellith."

      The sword stirred, as if the thoughts Tom had felt had been nothing but mumbles in its sleep, and Tom couldn’t help but shiver.

      "Dead-bane," Kunnustenn added.

      Dead-bane. Tom could feel a puzzle unfurling in his mind, but it was too frightening to consider. He pushed it to one side. "What do those texts say about the glarn?" he asked. "Do they say where we can find them?"

      Kunnustenn shrugged. "Orlannu is easy," he told them. "Everyone knows that’s one of the names for Rimestenn’s treasure."

      "Rimestenn’s treasure," Tom repeated. Kunnustenn said the words as if such a thing was well-known.

      "It’s a legend specific to the Provinces," Katharine said. "Rimestenn took something dear to Emyr and hid it inside his city."

      "Rimestenn has a city?" Tom had never heard of one before.

      "So the stories say. It doesn’t appear on any map," Katharine replied.

      "Because Rimestenn hid it," Kunnustenn said. "We think it most likely he buried it, somewhere in the Northern Wastes."

      "Here." Gravinn rolled a map out over the table and pointed to an area north of the Provinces. Empty. Barren. Nothing but mountains.

      Tom heard Katharine draw a deep breath and he cast a glance at her. She gazed at the map as if its presence pained her. What had happened to the maps she’d left behind in Cairnalyr? He reached out and brushed a finger against the back of her hand and she buried her pain.

      "A hidden city is a common myth," Six pointed out.

      "Oh yes," Kunnustenn agreed. He was looking at the map now. "But none of them had a road attached to them too."

      "The Forgotten Road?" Gravinn asked and, when Kunnustenn nodded, she gave a small shake of her head. "The Forgotten Road is a myth too."

      Katharine stepped forward and laid her fingers on the map and drew a breath, as if drawing strength from it. "I’ve heard of the Forgotten Road," she murmured. "They say it led north, out of Cairnajorr," she said.

      "Cairnimor, actually," Gravinn countered. "If we’re going to be wrong, we might as well be right." Katharine’s shoulders tightened, but she said nothing even as Gravinn added, "Hundreds of Pathfinders have tried to find it and failed. It isn’t there."

      "That's because the road is gone now," Kunnustenn said. "Sir Rimestenn had it broken up and the stone carried away."

      "I've never heard that." Gravinn's tone made it clear: if she hadn't heard it, it wasn't true.

      Kunnustenn shrugged. "I read it in Gellvinn's Thirty-Two Marvels of the Provinces."

      "What's that?"

      "It's a book." Katharine couldn’t take her eyes from the map, tracing rivers and roads with her fingertips. Gravinn’s glare went unseen. "Gellvinn gathered stories. Each year she put them in a book."

      "Stories won't find an imaginary road."

      Before the conversation could devolve into argument, Tom asked, "So the road will take us to Cairnarim. What will we find when we get there?"

      "A ruin," Kunnustenn told them. "A city of the dead. A paradise where Taranau waits to return. Countless stories have been wrapped around that place like a shroud, hiding the truth beneath it."

      Katharine nodded. "I was told it didn't even exist," she said. "That instead of a city, Rimestenn built a temple to some dark magics."

      Gravinn snorted. "Another Faerie tale. Rimestenn was the finest of Taranau's knights." Her expression made her contempt clear. "He would never betray his vows."

      "It's not for me to judge the world. Just record it."

      "A Pathfinder isn't a gossip." Gravinn smirked and glanced at Tom, as if to share the joke. "We record the truth, not the fiction."

      Was she calling Katharine a gossip? And did she expect him to agree with her, to laugh at Katharine and belittle her? Tom just shook his head at her and watched the smirk wither and die on the dwarf’s face.

      Six spoke into the silence. "Truth or fiction, it seems to me that we don't know where to look for a road that might not exist, to take us to a place that might not even be there." He invited contradiction with raised eyebrows and, when none came, added, "Does anyone else think this is an impossible task?"

      Six was right. It seemed impossible. But Tom shook his head. "Ambrose says we look for the glarn." There was no escaping it. No sense in questioning it. It would happen.

      Six narrowed his eyes. "Are you really going to drag her across Tir on a fool’s quest?"

      "I’ve crossed Tir a dozen times." Katharine’s words were cold, her expression closed.

      "You can’t do it in this condition."

      "Can’t I?" The chill was turning into hot anger. Six didn’t seem to see the fires he was stoking.

      "Katharine can decide for herself," Tom said, trying to avert the argument, but instead her blazing glare turned on him.

      "I can speak for myself."

      Tom offered instant surrender, raising his hands and taking a step back, knocked a shelf and sending something clattering to the ground. Jarnstenn reappeared in an instant, grumbling and tidying and berating. Tom paid him no mind. Just stared at Katharine, glaring back at him, angry and fiery and beautiful. Tom tried not to think of his dream, his foresight, tried not to feel her hand grow weaker in his.

      Would she take the child with her when she died?

      Her fury changed to uncertainty and question. She saw his fear in his eyes, and it froze the words on her lips. She didn’t want to ask a question and hear his answer. As Brega had said, saying it made it so.

      "We can choose a different path." Six said it softly, as if he was soothing a wild horse. "We don’t have to do what these foresights demand."

      Six was wrong. Tom knew all of his foresights had come to pass. And he knew Ambrose remembered the things to come. To say they could do something else was like saying they could change what they had done yesterday. But even as he shook his head, he found a terrible, impossible thought behind all others: he had to do it. He had to change what would happen. He knew it was impossible. But he had to do it anyway. He would keep Katharine alive because he had no other choice.

      Countless possibilities unfurled in his mind. Take Katharine and ride away. Ride south. Ride to the Eastern Angles; Neirin would protect them. Ride anywhere but towards Cairnarim. If he didn’t look for the glarn, if he broke that foresight, then perhaps he could break this one too.

      But the fay would never stop hunting them. No. He had to find the glarn. To stop the fay once and for all. To protect Katharine and their child.

      The conversation had begun anew while he thought, and he glanced over at Katharine. She was talking with Gravinn, but her body was tense. She sensed something was wrong. Should he tell her? How could he? How could he tell her that he saw her die somewhere cold and dark, a somewhere that seemed likely to be found in a place called the Northern Wastes?

      He couldn’t. He couldn’t tell her. He just had to protect her.

      His eyes stung and he blinked away the threat of tears, took a deep breath to clear out his thoughts. They lingered like flies on carrion. But he tried not to think them.

      Kunnustenn was talking about the Forgotten Road. "Gellvin wrote that the road went out of Cairnoher."

      "So we have three possibilities," Katharine said, pointing them out on the map. "Cairnoher. Cairnajorr, from the story I heard. And Cairnimor, as Gravinn suggests."

      "Sir Herstenn, Sir Jorrstenn, and Sir Moorstenn," Kunnustenn said. "The Engineer, the Smith, and the Storm."

      "All three cities have access to the north." Katharine tapped Cairnajorr with a finger. "They called Jorrstenn 'the Smith'. Perhaps someone Rimestenn could have called on to help build whatever it was he built out there?"

      Tom let the discussion sweep away his fears for a moment and said, "Moorstenn was a warrior, through and through." Emyr had told him stories of how the dwarf had little knack for anything but violence. "Not much use for building."

      "But he was rich," Gravinn said. "He had mountains of gold."

      "And little use for it," Tom added. Because once he had his favourite armour, his favourite shield, and his favourite weapons, there was little Moorstenn wanted but food, women and battles.

      "So he could afford to pay for Rimestenn's road." Katharine peered at the map. "And Cairnimor is served by a river from the north. Roads are often built alongside rivers. It makes materials easier to transport."

      "No road could follow the river Dor," Gravinn told her, as if she was a foolish child. "It cuts through a ravine before going underground."

      Katharine ignored the tone, acknowledged only the words. "Not helpful at all," she agreed. "What’s at the other end of the ravine?" she asked Gravinn.

      "I don't know." The dwarf avoided eye contact. "I didn't draw that map."

      No. It had been drawn by Gravinn’s old, elfish master. Felled by Tom’s hand.

      Treachery.

      Yes. The elf had threatened to reveal them. Had treated Gravinn poorly, too. But had the only answer been to cut him down and steal his life's work?

      To that, the sword was silent.

      Katharine had shifted her attentions to the third city. "Herstenn." She tapped a finger against Carinoher, gazing through the paper as if she could see into the city itself. "I've been there."

      "So have I," Gravinn said, as if there was some form of competition. "There isn't much to see."

      "No," Katharine agreed. "A small, unremarkable place. Hardly befitting a knight they called the Engineer."

      "Herstenn lit the way for innovation," Jarnstenn countered, still fiddling with whatever Tom had knocked over. "He designed many marvels. Unveiled the secrets of anatomy, alchemy, built great devices and engines."

      "So why isn't his city more impressive?" Katharine asked.

      Jarnstenn squirmed. He had faced this question before. "Herstenn wasn't a builder," he mumbled.

      "Nor was Jorrstenn."

      "There are suggestions that Herstenn neglected his city in favour of a great undertaking in his last years," Kunnustenn told them. "Just stories and rumours."

      "Stories and rumours," Katharine mused. She tapped the map again. "There's a section of the city wall that doesn’t quite match the rest of it. And there’s a tavern sat in front of it." She looked at Gravinn. "Do you know it?"

      She frowned, dredging up the memory. "The Gatehouse." And a moment later realisation dawned on her face.

      "The Gatehouse." Katharine grinned. She traced a finger up the map, north from Cairnoher. "There's a clean path north here. A river to follow. An old quarry here for the stone." She looked up at Tom. "This is it."

      "You're sure?" Tom peered at the map. He didn't see a clean path. Just mountains.

      "As sure as we can be." She looked to Gravinn, waiting for the contradiction. But the dwarf looked excited. Tom could see her already drawing the new map in her mind.

      They had a destination. Or, at the least, a beginning. And there wasn't a fay around to hear their plan. "We should leave soon," Tom said. "Tomorrow, if possible. Gravinn, start buying supplies. There's no knowing how long our path will be from Cairnoher, so get as much as you can." To Katharine he said, "Has the smith agreed to sell us weapons?"

      "We haven't agreed on a price."

      "Let's get an agreement out of him." And to Jarnstenn and Kunnustenn he said, "Thank you for your help."

      Kunnustenn’s response was quiet, but it shocked them all. "I’m coming with you."

      Jarnstenn snorted. "Like Taranau’s wrath, you are."

      "This is my chance, Jarn. In years to come, they’ll be studying Kunnustenn’s Accounting of Rimestenn’s Treasure." He gave everyone a shy smile as he blushed. "Or something like that."

      "You can write that here," Jarnstenn countered. "Where you’re safe."

      "I live on the streets."

      "I keep you fed, don't I?" He took the other dwarf's hands and folded his around them. "Give you coin for the baths? Give you a bed?" He shrugged and added. "When I can."

      "I need to be more than that, Jarn." Kunnustenn sounded bitter, as if something had been taken from him. "If I stay here, I'll be a vagrant until I die, or the coppers will catch me and send me to die in the workhouse."

      "Go with him and they'll find you dead by the roadside in a week."

      Kunnustenn's only response was an exasperated noise, so Jarnstenn stepped closer. "Don't leave me," he said, gruff to hide the need, carefully avoiding everyone’s gaze. All of a sudden they were witness to a far more intimate conversation, and it left Tom feeling uncomfortable.

      "What can we look forward to here, Jarn?" Kunnustenn pried a hand away and put it against Jarnstenn’s cheek. "Only a lifetime of hard labour for someone else’s pocket. But if we two find Cairnarim? We’ll be known. It will open doors for both of us. We can be more than what we are."

      Jarnstenn was still staring at Kunnustenn’s hand in his. "Maybe I don’t care about none of that. Long as you’re here."

      Tom couldn’t help but reach out and take Katharine’s hand. A simple life with the person that mattered. It seemed so easy and so impossible at the same time

      "Maybe I want more for you," Kunnustenn said. "Maybe I want you to be seen as the master smith you are, to have money and comfort and respect." He touched his forehead to Jarnstenn’s. "Maybe I want to give you all the world."

      Jarnstenn sighed out through his nose and the room was still. Tom squeezed Katharine’s hand. All he had given her was heartache and a horde of immortal creatures at her back. He had lost her maps. He had caused her pain.

      But she squeezed his hand back.

      "Fine." Jarnstenn muttered. "You’ll be the death of me."

      He smiled. "And you’re my ray of sunshine."

      "You’d be easier to handle if you were stone." Jarnstenn patted his hand and said to Tom, "I’ll speak to the gaffer about giving us a discount on a few pieces." Jarnstenn winked. "He’ll be in a good mood once he realises I won’t be in his hair no more."

      "Iron arrows." Ambrose didn’t seem to be speaking to anyone in particular, and Tom could see it unnerved Jarnstenn.

      "Yeah, I can get you some arrows with iron heads," he said. "Steel would be better, though."

      "Iron arrows," Ambrose repeated. "And a bow. Big enough for him." He pointed at Six.

      "I can find a bow," Gravinn said.

      "Good," Jarnstenn replied. "Because I can’t."

      Everyone stared at Ambrose, but he made no move to explain.

      "So," Six said into silence that had grown thick and uncomfortable. "Tomorrow."

      "We can’t let the fay find us," Tom replied.

      "No," the elf agreed. "But can Emyr be moved so soon?"
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        * * *

      

      "Absolutely not." Dorstenn dried his hands on a rag while Mennvinn washed tools and instruments in a sink in the corner. "He is to lie here, unmolested, for seven days. Then he may be permitted to stand, perhaps even take a few steps to this sink. But that is as far as he must go for another seven days. Then he may attempt the stairs. Carefully. But he must not lift anything, nor venture beyond these walls, for thirty days."

      "Thirty days?" Tom shook his head. "We can’t stay here for thirty days."

      "You are under no such restriction." Dorstenn finished drying his hands and dropped the rag on the floor. Mennvinn paused in her work to pick it up. "Nevertheless, he must remain."

      "Tom’s right." Emyr’s voice was thick and slurred, his eyes barely open. "We’re not safe here."

      "What’s wrong with him?" Tom asked.

      "We gave him laudanum." Mennvinn said, and Dorstenn glared at the interruption. "It stops him from feeling pain."

      "No, it doesn’t." But the old king’s voice was empty of the tightness it had held before.

      Dorstenn spoke as if he hadn’t been interrupted. "Your friend will live. If he follows my instructions as I have laid them out." He raised his eyebrows. "You promised money? A kingly sum for healing your king?"

      Tom opened his mouth to argue. But the dwarf had done his job. So he nodded. "But tell us what we should do if we need to move him."

      Dorstenn shrugged. "My advice would be to purchase a plot and commission a headstone." And with that he began to climb the stairs out of the cellar. "My assistant will take my fee."

      The dwarf seemed so cold. So detached from the painful reality his patient lived in. Emyr had been drugged and stitched up, and the cirgeon was already leaving. There was more to healing than the body. "Wait," Tom called after him. "What do we do when this laudanum wears off?"

      "Speak to my assistant," was the response, and then he was gone.

      "Give him a drop of it when the pain returns. No more, no matter how much he begs." Mennvinn didn’t look up from her work. She spoke in a dull, flat monotone, as if reciting a script that was well-rehearsed. "And you’ll have to give him some preventives, to avoid corruption. These are extra costs, but all to the good of your friend. We have seen excellent results with Crowfoot’s Remedy, and can particularly recommend it."

      Tom just nodded, eyeing up the walls. Brick, but perhaps they could be lined with iron, the stairs barricaded with the same. They could take watches, keep Caledyr close at all times. Then when Emyr was healed enough, escape. Through a Faerie siege? "It won’t work," he told himself. He had brought Emyr back to Tir for nothing. The weight of that knowledge was too heavy and it pushed him to a seat on the ground. He felt a rush of emotion, a sense of uselessness, that threatened to burst forth in tears. No, he told himself. You’re just tired. Things are not so bad.

      Fight.

      The only advice the sword ever had.

      Rest.

      Was it goading him?

      Mennvinn made a noise in the back of her throat. "Dorstenn is set in his ways," she murmured, as if imparting a great secret. "He is not willing to accept new thinking. Thirty days of rest is a very old way of thinking."

      Tom took a breath and marshalled himself before lifting his head. "Are you saying we can leave?"

      Mennvinn kept washing. "I’m saying he should stand within a few days, walk a little. Immobility will only stiffen his flesh and bones."

      "So we can move him?"

      Mennvinn sighed again and her work stopped. "At great risk," she said. "His stitches may break, and he will undoubtedly need the care of a cirgeon again. But, yes. You could move him, if you must."

      "We must."

      "Then expect to find another cirgeon." She began washing again. "And buy extra laudanum."

      "Come with us." Emyr’s voice was so soft that at first Tom assumed she hadn’t heard him.

      But her hands slowed. "I could write notes, for the next cirgeon." Her words were tentative, as if she was testing the room.

      Emyr drew a long breath and sighed it out. "Come with us."

      She shook her head. "Care on the road is good idea," she said. "You should talk to my master about hiring his services."

      "No. You."

      Why was he so adamant? Had Ambrose told him something? Or was it an effect of the medicine? But he wouldn’t interrupt. Having a healer in their party could be useful. Especially if Katharine gave birth. Or fell ill.

      And hadn’t he foreseen this? Months ago, he’d foreseen a dwarf talking to him about a cirgeon. He closed his eyes, tried to draw back the foresight. Was it Mennvinn? Yes, it was. It was her in the cold, dark place, her face serious, understanding, her posture defeated. Giving him bad news.

      He opened his eyes and ignored the twisting in his stomach. "My king requests that you journey with us," he said, making it formal.

      Her hands stilled and she wiped them on her bloodied apron as she turned to face them. She squinted at Tom, at Caledyr, before her gaze fell on Emyr. "You call this man a king. We heard snatches of your conversation down here," she told Tom. "Caledyr and Orlannu and Rimestenn." She met Tom’s eye. "Is this Taranau?"

      The dwarfish name for Emyr. Tom nodded.

      "Truly?" When Tom nodded again, she shook her head. "I don’t believe it." But she wanted to. Tom could see the yearning in her eyes. She crossed the room to Emyr’s side and raised her hands as if to place them on his skin. "He will return to Tir in its hour of need." Her words were those spoken from an old memory.

      She seemed to hover on the brink of a decision. On the brink of faith. Should he say something, to nudge her into believing them? Or was it more important to remain silent, to let her come by herself to the faith she needed?

      "It’s just a Faerie tale." Her words were almost a whisper. "Taranau died centuries ago."

      Emyr’s dreamy words were almost as soft as Mennvinn’s whispers. "Not dead," he said. "Just waiting. Waiting to be what I needed to be."

      She drew a deep breath, pulled her hands from where they hovered over his flesh, not out of dread, but out of reverence. He had touched on something. Her breath came shallow but slow. She was afraid to believe, but she was so close. She needed the smallest nudge.

      "Each of us needs someone to see our potential," Emyr said. "The rest we can do ourselves. If they see us." And he turned his head, gazing at Mennvinn from beneath heavy lids.

      The air was still. Tom realised he was holding his breath. Emyr gazed at Mennvinn. Mennvinn stared right back at Emyr. Trying to convince herself he was just another man under her master’s knife. Coming to her decision. Trying not to believe.

      Emyr reached out. It cost him, and he made no attempt to hide that. Mennvinn shied away, but didn’t stop him from laying a hand on her arm. She twitched at the touch.

      "I need the you that you hide inside." It was all he said. Then he closed his eyes, and let her place his arm back by his side.

      Tom didn’t dare speak, breathe, even move. Emyr appeared to sleep. And Mennvinn reached her decision.

      "Someone must watch him at all times." Mennvinn’s voice was so soft that it took Tom a moment to realise she was speaking to him. "I will return soon."

      She left in silence, without her tools or tonics. Tom let out the breath he had been holding. She had decided to believe. And it hadn’t been in their journey or in the fay, or their purpose of stopping them that had convinced her. It had been Emyr. Somehow he had earned her loyalty in the space of moments. Tom wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t see it for himself.

      "Everyone wants something," Emyr murmured, not quite as asleep as Tom had thought. "Recognition. Reward. Adventure." He sighed and his words thickened as true sleep wrapped him in its embrace. "Everyone wants something."
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        * * *

      

      Tom woke as Katharine sat down beside him on a bench against the wall. He smiled at her, then remembered he’d been watching Emyr. He’d nodded off. Did Emyr still live? But she shushed him.

      "It’s fine," she murmured as she settled beside him. "Ambrose is watching him."

      True enough, Ambrose stood vigil at Emyr’s side, staring unblinking at his king’s face.

      Katharine slipped her hand into his. "You were muttering in your sleep."

      Tom nodded. He’d been dreaming. Of Jarnstenn at a fire. Of Emyr saying, "He was my friend," and Tom saying, "I don't think he's anyone's friend anymore."

      He'd dreamt of f Katharine's hand growing weaker in his own.

      "It wasn’t a good dream," he told her.

      She nodded. She was afraid to ask. He was afraid that she would. So he filled the silence. "How are you?"

      "Tired," she admitted. "Hungry."

      "We should find a bed for you to rest in." He pushed the vestiges of sleep from his thoughts and stood. She didn’t relinquish her grip on his hand, but nor did she follow him to her feet. "Come," he told her.

      "I’m fine here," she replied. "Sit with me."

      "It’s cold down here."

      "It’s fine."

      He tugged her hand. "Come," he said again. "You need rest."

      "I’m not sick, Tom." Her words had a keener edge to them. "I carry a child."

      He gave in and sat back down. She held his hand in a firm grip, as if afraid he would let go. "Our child," he said. Katharine only nodded. The air seemed to grow thick and heavy with responsibility. And with all the things unsaid. There were more questions that she was too afraid to ask. Questions he could answer. "Before I was taken to Faerie, I wasn't a good husband to Elaine. And I wasn’t a good father to Degor," he admitted, and it stung to say the words aloud. "Over the years I’ve told myself that his life was better for my leaving. But it would have been better if I had stayed, and been the father he’d deserved." He took a deep breath. How much had Degor hated him? Had he grown past his absent father? Had he found someone to love, had children of his own? All the questions he’d been afraid to ask and now he was desperate to know the answers. "I abandoned him. I don’t want to do the same to our daughter."

      She weighed her response carefully. "So it’s a girl?"

      It wasn’t the response he’d been hoping for. But he nodded.

      "I wasn’t sure if I’d imagined that," she said. She looked down at her belly and laid a hand across it. "Our daughter." Two words that carried such joy and fear and uncertainty.

      "How long have you known?" he asked, spoiling the moment.

      She didn’t meet his eye. "I was afraid to tell you."

      Why? Because he’d been intent on his mission to topple Idris? Because he was infatuated with Maev? Because Caledyr had been pushing its thoughts into his own?

      Because she didn’t want to keep it?

      "You once told me that being a housewife wasn’t for you," he said. He chose his words carefully; they’d had a blazing row when she’d said that.

      "It isn’t," she replied, fire burning in her eyes, daring him to question that. "I’m a Pathfinder. It’s what I am."

      "Where does a child fit into that?"

      His question echoed with the twin that lived in her own doubts; he could tell by the way she squared her shoulders, propped up her defiance. "She wouldn’t be the first child raised on the road."

      "Is that any life for a little girl?"

      "Do you think my life is unsuitable for a girl?"

      This was dangerous territory. And hardly the most pressing of problems before them. First he had to keep the two of them alive. Then he could worry about raising their daughter. So he shook his head. "She’s going to have to get used to the road; it’s a long way to Cairnarim."

      She relaxed and her grip on his hand relaxed too. "It is." She took a deep breath and rushed into her next words, getting them out before she could think twice. "I won’t be like Elaine, Tom, I won’t turn a blind eye while you lie with other," she paused, "women. So you need to decide. And once you’ve decided, that’s it. If you’re not the man we deserve, we’ll go." She took a deep breath and forced herself to meet his eye. "So decide. Are we more important than her?"

      The question stung. And it scared him. And the maelstrom of emotions made him ask himself the same question. If Maev came to him, told him all was forgiven, that the fay had given up their plan to return to Tir and she begged him to come back to her, what would he say?

      Maev had manipulated him. Tested him to see how loyal a dog he was. How could he ever step into her embrace again?

      But he had let her hold him on the hill outside Cairnakor. A dark, fearful place inside told him he would accept her offer.

      Katharine was holding in her fear and anger and pain, but he could see glimpses of it behind her firm stare. Always tough, always strong. Stronger than he was. And, without thought, he smiled and lifted her hand to his lips. This was real. This was right. Unbidden, he recalled a night many moons ago, a night spent hand-in-hand when he’d pondered if he was making the wrong choice.

      "Remember when we hid in that pit together?" When they’d fled Duke Regent, his men on their tail. Katharine just nodded, refusing to let even confusion show. "I should have run away with you."

      He watched her mapping out how events would have unfolded. No Caledyr. No rat pits. No campaign of terror in the Kingdom, no fight in the valley of dragons.

      "No." She shook her head. "We needed to free the dragons." But she smiled. "Better that we run away now. To Cairnarim, perhaps?"

      Tom nodded and gave her a smile in return. "To Cairnarim." However far that may be. And then onwards, to find two more glarn. How long was their path between here and the last glarn? And would they fail before they had walked it? Ambrose didn’t know. Ambrose who had spent decades looking for the glarn and had failed. Would they still be looking for them when their daughter was born? When she started walking, talking? Would she be a woman grown and still looking for them? Tom felt a sudden urge to stand, to run, to dash to Cairnarim right now, anything to avoid the possibility that his daughter would know a moment of fear at the hands of the fay.

      Katharine squeezed his hand. "We’ll be fine," she told him.

      He looked down at her hand in his and tried not to think of how, one day, he would feel her grip grow weak. Unless he could break from his foresight, and change what was to come.

      The obvious answer came to mind, and he knew that it would make him a liar and make him despised in her eyes. He met her eye and saw her fear, but also her confidence. She felt sure they could do this.

      "Whatever happens from here," he said, "please remember that everything I do is for you and our daughter."

      She nodded with a broad smile.

      "Everything," he repeated. "Even the things you don’t like."

      Her smile faltered but she nodded all the same. She wanted to ask a question, but it went unspoken. Too much unsaid. He wished he could unburden himself, share this terrible truth with her. But what kind of man would he be, to tell an expectant mother that she would die? No. He couldn’t be that cruel.

      "I trust you," she said. He could tell it was hard for her to do so. Hard to forget all the wrongs and the arguments and the hurts. Which is why it cut so deep that she could say it to him, given what he planned to do.

      Given that he planned to leave her behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      The next few hours were a whirl of activity for some, and a chance to rest for others. Gravinn came and went constantly, overseeing deliveries of clothing, supplies, and food; the last was gratefully received, and everyone had stopped to enjoy the slabs of dark bread, heavily buttered and filled with warm, greasy bacon.

      Jarnstenn had taken over negotiations with his master, commandeering weapons as well as other bizarre contraptions that he swore might be useful. He enlisted Six as his assistant, but if the elf bristled at being ordered to carry one thing and fetch another, he didn’t show it.

      Katharine and Kunnustenn had retreated to a corner, putting together her instincts and his clues and snippets over Gravinn’s purloined map. Tom would have sent Gravinn to sit with them, to ensure that someone other than Katharine knew where they were going. But only Draig and Dank were available, and he didn’t trust them. So he told them to find what rest they could, while he sat with Katharine and Kunnustenn and tried to absorb as much as possible.

      It wasn’t easy. Gravinn insisted on reporting back to him on a regular basis, showing off what she had obtained and why. So he found himself nodding and praising her for a wise decision on which firestarters she had bought, or which tents she suggested she procure, or arbitrating in a debate between her and Jarnstenn about which daggers would be better. He had no knowledge of any of this, and it wearied him. He began to daydream that Emyr would stride up out of the cellar, magically healed, to take command of everything and let Tom rest.

      But that wasn’t going to happen. And, somehow, he was going to have to command them all. He was going to have to make them travel onwards when he left Katharine behind.

      Should he leave her here? She knew the city, and they already knew a cirgeon who could care for her when she went into labour. But it was a big city, and the fay were drawn to such places; so many people in one place provided plenty of opportunity for mischief.

      So, not here. Somewhere else. He tried to focus on Katharine’s plan, tried to follow her path north. She’d already mentioned something about a railroad, which would take them to another city. She was plotting a path that took them past dozens of towns and villages. Perhaps one of them, smaller, out of the way, less likely to attract Faerie attention?

      And what if they found her? How would she defend herself?

      They were talking about something else now. A pass, some canyon that was referenced in one of Kunnustenn’s books. Iron nails, he couldn’t follow their conversation and nod at Gravinn’s latest purchase and figure out where and how to leave Katharine. Not all at once.

      The sun set and Gravinn continued to bustle to and fro, bringing back more food for everyone and blankets, which were quickly laid out for sleep. Tom found a space in the cellar for himself and Katharine, who nodded off in moments. But Tom found himself lying beside her, staring at the strange and disturbing shadows cast onto the rough stone ceiling by the candlelight.

      No-one would let him leave her behind. They wouldn’t understand.

      But he couldn’t tell them. How could he tell them what he wouldn’t tell her?

      Six wouldn’t stand for it. He’d go back for her.

      And Katharine would only follow them. Even if she didn’t know the path they would take, she could still find them.

      If he left her, he would be abandoning her. He might never see her again, or his daughter.

      If he left her, she would live. They both would.

      They would hate him.

      They would be alive.

      It seemed there were no good choices. So he lay there, and worried, and tried not to wonder how many nights he had left of listening to Katharine breathe.
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        * * *

      

      He was woken by sounds from above, and stole up the stairs to see the dwarfs awake already, carting crates and bags and great stoppered clay jugs out to a wagon waiting outside.

      "We’ll be ready once it’s loaded," Gravinn told him. "We’re leaving plenty of room."

      Tom offered to help but she waved him away. "We have a system," she told him, and both Jarnstenn and Kunnustenn made sounds of agreement. With nothing else to do, Tom went back downstairs and let himself doze off.

      It felt like moments later that footsteps woke him, and he looked up to see Mennvinn on the stairs. "It’s done," she said, voice pitched high by fear and nerves. "I’m coming with you."

      "Good," Tom replied. He blinked away sleep, his mind fuzzy. "I’m very grateful."

      Mennvinn just nodded, her uncertainty plain. He wasn’t as good at this as Emyr. He rose from his blankets and Katharine stirred. What would Emyr say? "I fear we will have need of your skills on this journey."

      Mennvinn gestured to Katharine. "With two Pathfinders? They can treat scrapes and scratches."

      "I see the things to come. We’ll suffer more than scrapes and scratches."

      Her eyes widened. He was scaring her. So he nodded at Emyr. "And he needs you." That settled her a little. "He chose you."

      That was better. She ducked her head and smiled. "They say the wagon is ready for him."

      He smiled back at her. "Good." He spied Draig yawning in a corner. "Help me?" he asked.

      The Easterner said nothing, just stood and lifted his end when Tom asked him to, carried the old king in silence, and still didn’t say a word as they manoeuvred him out of the smith's front door and into the street, which was now dominated by Gravinn's wagon. It was a strange thing, the wooden frame hard and treated against the elements, the cloth stretched over it tough and unyielding. The whole thing felt at once huge and yet also compact, and it was so full of supplies Tom wondered if Gravinn thought they’d be travelling for a year.

      He hoped they wouldn’t be.

      "Thank you," he said to Draig.

      Draig just nodded, arms folded, face closed. What was he so angry about? But, he realised, the last time the two of them had spoken, it had been at the top of Cairnagwyn, and they’d been bearing swords. Tom had left Draig in the merrow city. Draig had tried to stop Tom breaking the monoliths. It felt like months ago, but it had been just a day or two.

      But so much was different now.

      "Am I coming with you."

      Tom nodded. He didn’t like the idea of leaving Draig at their backs anyway. "Why?"

      "To help prevent the doom you unleashed."

      The elf was expecting him to argue. But there was nothing to argue with. In weakening the monoliths, Tom had helped open the door for the fay. So Tom nodded. "Good." And left Draig standing by the wagon, uncertainty warring with his scowl.

      There was little to prepare. The dwarfs had loaded everything they thought was needed, either into the wagon or onto the horses Gravinn had also procured, small, wiry things that looked like they needed a good meal. So they rose, mounted their steeds, and all looked to Tom.

      The horse was unsteady beneath him and he turned to Katharine. "What is our path?"

      "We take the railroad to Cairnajorr," she replied. "Then we’ll ride for Cairnoher."

      Gravinn made a noise of exasperation. "Why wasn’t I consulted?"

      "You were shopping."

      "I was getting supplies."

      "For a journey you didn’t yet understand."

      "Is it a problem?" Tom asked, trying to interrupt the brewing argument.

      Gravinn scowled before grumbling, "It will cost more to load the wagon onto the engine."

      "That won't be a problem." Tom waved everyone forward. "Let’s go."

      The streets of Cairnakor mirrored the mountains it had been built upon, filled with uphill slogs and downhill plods. As the city awoke, the vagrants vanished like fog burnt away by the rising sun, and the streets filled with dwarfs of two kinds, as if the city was populated with two entirely different peoples. Half seemed cut from Jarnstenn’s cloth, speaking with his accent, smoking cheap cigars and wearing cheap clothing or leather aprons in various shades of dirty brown. The other half wore much richer attire, all in deep blacks and dazzling whites, festooned with jewels at neck and wrist and finger. They walked with canes or parasols, smoked from pipes, and spoke with Gravinn's precise accent, often making loud demands of their poorer fellows that were met without question.

      Perhaps that was why Tom found it unsettling that Six had adopted their style. Though he was dressed for the road, his clothes shone in black and white, and he wore a waistcoat embroidered in fanciful patterns and gloves of pure black. At Tom’s look, he said, "Why shouldn't I put Neirin's money to good use?"

      "I didn't say you shouldn't."

      Six nodded and looked ahead. "We performed Neirin a service. It's only right we should be paid for it."

      "Right."

      Six relaxed and gave Tom a grin. Perhaps he thought Tom had agreed. "Besides, the dwarfs have some remarkable artefacts." He tugged his horse closer and pulled a small metal box from his pocket. "Look." He opened it, held it out so Tom could see that inside there was a metal needle under glass, swinging around inside. "When I was a boy I was shown a trick. You rub a piece of metal on a magnet, place it in water, and it will always point north."

      "Why?"

      "No-one knows. My teachers called it the Mysterious Needle." Six closed it up. "Here they call it a compass and sell it alongside common knifes and such. I thought Katharine might like it."

      Six bought her gifts. What had the father of her child bought her? He glanced ahead, watched her riding with Kunnustenn and Jarnstenn, who regaled her with some tale. They shared the telling with ease, never interrupting or talking over the other. What they had was reviled by many, and yet they made it look easy.

      Of course, there was no child involved. No child that had been kept a secret for weeks or months.

      "She wanted to tell you." Six's words were soft, gentle, but they still felt like a rebuke.

      "So you knew."

      The elf had the grace to look embarrassed. He nodded his head.

      "How long have you known?"

      Six shrugged. "She had to tell someone."

      "She could have told me."

      "Could she?" Six skewered him with a sharp look. The old wounds weren’t forgotten. "You seemed to care more for the sword you still carry."

      Tom felt his jaw clench and a sharp retort steam up within. But the elf spoke the truth. So he sighed and said, "I wish she could have told me."

      "She’s scared." As if that was Tom’s fault.

      "Did she think I would hurt her?"

      "She knew you would." Six turned away. Did he straighten? Ride taller in the saddle? "You’ll get her hopes up. And then you’ll disappoint her. It’s what you do."

      Six’s words echoed uncomfortably with Mab’s. Don’t disappoint me, she’d said. Show me a fire to make me weak in the knees. He pushed the memory away. "You’re so sure?"

      Six turned back. Sad, pitying. "What will you do when Queen Maev summons you, Tom?"

      Would she? Her words had felt full of promise. A promise he didn’t want to be tempted by.

      Six continued, "Katharine thinks you feel something for her. But we all know you belong to Maev."

      I don’t, Tom wanted to say. I don’t belong to Maev. But the words wouldn’t pass his lips. What had Duke Ria called him? A pet. A Faerie pet.

      Is that what Ria had told Katharine, when they had spoken together on the Harbour?

      If Maev called, would he go to her?

      "Talk to her," Six said.

      "What do I say?"

      The elf made a frustrated sound. "If you’re going to hurt her again, do it quickly and do it gently."

      Tom shook his head. "I don’t want to hurt her." At the head of the column, Katharine laughed at something Jarnstenn said. Turned to Kunnustenn and asked him something, laughed again at the answer. She deserved to be looked after. Protected. He wouldn’t be the one to hurt her.

      "Then don’t. It’s that simple."

      "No." Because even if he didn’t hurt her, something else would. Something else would leave her bleeding in a dark place, where her hand grew weak in his own. "No, it isn’t."

      "Why not?" Six was getting angry again.

      Because she would die. And their child would die too. He couldn’t lose his little girl, not before he’d even met her. The thought tightened his chest and his head bowed under the weight of it. "Don’t."

      "Why not?" Six asked. "For Oen’s sake, Tom, I’m sick of seeing her like this. She worries, she cries, she’s scared. Do something."

      "I can’t."

      "Why not?"

      "I can’t lose her."

      Those words hung heavier and smelt fouler than the fog around them. Six’s face went slack, an accusatory finger limp in the air. "You’ve had a foresight?"

      Tom just nodded.

      "And she dies?"

      He shrugged. "She’s bleeding. A lot. Mennvinn tells me there’s nothing more she can do. Katharine’s hand grows weak in mine." He’d expected that the burden would ease once he’d shared it. But instead it grew heavy and cold within him. As if he’d given form to a nightmare, made it real by speaking its name. Just as Brega had warned him: he made things happen by foreseeing them.

      Six let his hand drift to his side and he looked ahead, watching Katharine ride. "How long have you known?"

      It felt like he’d lived with this foresight all his life. But, "Since we left. Since Cairnagan."

      Six peered at Tom as if he’d spoken in dwarfish. "All this time?"

      Tom nodded.

      "Does she know?" the elf asked.

      "Of course not."

      "Why not?"

      "What good would it do?"

      "We could try to change it."

      Tom sighed. "I want to." Desperately. More than anything. But, "I've warned travellers of a fatal storm, and something would force their hands to travel all the same. I've foreseen riots, only for them to be caused by the same soldiers Regent sent to quell them." Six opened his mouth to speak but Tom shook his head. "I’m scared that I’ll try to change this, and all I’ll do is upset Katharine. I’ll hurt her, and it will happen all the same."

      Six’s expression softened and he nodded. When he spoke again, his tone was gentler, and all the more brutal for it. "That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try."

      "I want to, Six. I do."

      The elf lifted his chin. "Then try," he said. Flicked the reins and rode ahead to join Katharine and the dwarfs. Leaving Tom dejected and alone. Six made it sound so easy. As if all Tom had to do was want a thing for it to come to pass.

      But he thought of that little life that lived inside Katharine, how scared it had been as they passed between Tir and Faerie and back again. Six was right. It might not be easy, but Tom had to keep his daughter safe. There was no choice, no trying. He would break the future for her. He had to.

      He pulled back on his reins, drew and nervous breath and returned the nod Gravinn have him as she drove the wagon past him. Only Draig rode behind the wagon, and Tom felt like the Easterner knew what he had planned as he called for Mennvinn. But Draig said nothing, and the dwarf poked her head out through the back of the wagon a moment later, a thin cigar hanging from her lips. "Do you have anything to make someone sleep?" he asked her.

      She frowned. "Why?"

      "Katharine, the human Pathfinder?" He waited until she nodded. "She needs to sleep." It was the only way he could leave her behind. "She carries a child."

      Mennvinn’s frown grew deeper. "I would certainly recommend rest, but to give her substances? It is an unnecessary risk to the child."

      He recoiled from the word ‘risk’. But what was the alternative? The risk was far greater if Katharine died. "How great a risk?"

      The dwarf made an unhappy sound. "Small. But still a risk."

      Tom nodded. "I’ll take it."

      Mennvinn shook her head but disappeared back into the wagon. Tom was painfully aware that Draig was watching him; he refused to meet the Easterner’s eye. Mennvinn emerged a moment later with a small, dark bottle. "Soak it into a cloth and let her breathe in the fumes. Not too much," she warned as Tom took the bottle and slipped it into a pocket.

      "Thank you." he told her. She disappeared back into the wagon, and Tom flicked the reins, manoeuvring past the wagon and away from Draig’s questioning look.

      The fog seemed to grow thicker as the morning passed, and a burning smell joined the general stench. When the road they travelled poured down a steep hillside, Tom saw that the new stink was coming from their destination. A scar on the landscape, the railroad cut through the city, leaving rubble, wood, and ruined walls where it had torn through buildings and homes. Lairing at one end was an enormous beast of shining black metal and belching smoke, a great evil wagon that housed a fire within it, ready to haul the carriages and pallets attached to its rear. Hundreds of people bustled around it, bringing coal to the machine and loading it with goods. It gave Tom the sense of a religious idol, demanding to be waited on by its followers and stepping on them whenever it willed.

      He didn't like it.

      But Katharine was excited. "Isn’t it incredible?" she called back to him. "It wasn’t finished when I was last in the Provinces." Tom would have thought that was a blessing, but she grinned at the prospect of climbing aboard it. The excitement and bustle and the noise grew as they descended, dwarfs talking and shouting and laughing, making great crashes and bangs as they loaded the carriages and pallets with goods and people. The crowds were too thick. Even mounted, Tom felt the press of people, like there wasn't enough air to share.

      "And we're going to get inside it?" he asked.

      "Don't worry." Jarnstenn looked excited, and Tom noticed his fingers were clenching and unclenching around his reins, like he was itching to get his hands on the machine. "It's safe as houses."

      Whatever that meant. Tom couldn't put his finger on why he felt uneasy about this thing. Fear of the unknown, perhaps? What was wrong with horses? "We could ride north just as easily."

      "Takes longer," Jarnstenn countered. "A horse needs resting. An engine will run as long as there's coal and water. And it's faster."

      Faster?

      "Horse at a gallop can go maybe thirty miles in the hour," Jarnstenn continued. "Engine can easily go fifty. Maybe sixty at a push."

      Twice as fast as a galloping horse. Inside a box. Hauled by a metallic beast filled with fire. "Horses seem fast enough for me," he muttered, but no-one was listening.

      They came to the clearing, which Jarnstenn called a station, and was little more than an open area of plain dirt and a few planks to create a walkway for those who didn't want to get their boots dirty. The noise was deafening up close. Not only the hustle and bustle. But the engine itself. No more than a great cylinder on its side, held up with wheels as tall as a dwarf, covered in rivets and gauges and taps. Steam curled out of a chimney on its back or occasionally spat from between its wheels; it huffed and hissed like an unholy imitation of a dragon in wood and metal. It seemed impatient. Ready to fly. Twice as fast as a horse.

      Katharine tried to buy their way onto a carriage from a dwarf in a leather apron. He didn't speak the human tongue and, when Katharine stumbled over the dwarfish, Gravinn interrupted. She took over the conversation with no grace, no subtlety, and Katharine scowled at her for it.

      "You really wanted to ride in that?" Tom asked, more as a way of distracting her.

      "Of course," she snapped. Then she sighed and her brow relaxed. "You're worried."

      "I am." A thought had begun to ring in his mind, the sound of metal screaming. If a horse fell at a gallop, the rider could die. If an engine fell at twice the speed, what would happen then?

      "It's safe," she told him. Her smile was forced. Her eyes still wary. "Trust me."

      He couldn’t stop being worried about it. But he could nod and ask her, "How are you feeling?"

      She shrugged. "Tired. Hungry."

      "I'll get you something."

      "It's okay," she said quickly. Why didn’t she want him to help?

      She was hunched in the saddle, and he could see now that her Western shawl wasn't enough to hide her swelling belly. She searched his eyes, as if she could scry her future in them. But a door opens both ways; Tom could see her hunting for a sign he would disappoint her. Just as Six said he would.

      Perhaps the elf was right. Because Tom was going to let her down. To protect her.

      He opened his mouth to suggest they find somewhere to sit, to rest for a moment. Somewhere he could rent a room, lie her down, and use Mennvinn’s medicine to put her to sleep, so they could leave her behind. But he couldn’t say the words. He sat on his horse, mouth open, unable to break her trust. Not again.

      And then Gravinn was bustling around them, urging them to dismount, leading their horses up a ramp, organising a team of dwarfs to push their wagon up into a carriage where it was lashed down with straps. What was that for? Would they have to be lashed down too?

      "They’re only to keep the wagon secure," Gravinn assured him. And when Tom turned around, Six was helping Katharine into another carriage. Giving him a pointed look as he did so. That was Tom’s place. To look after the mother of his child.

      And just like that, his opportunity was missed. He couldn’t decide if he was relieved or angry with himself.

      "Gonna stare at it all day or get on?" Jarnstenn asked.

      Tom just nodded, touched Caledyr and climbed onto the train.

      The carriage was long, cramped, the ceiling just as low as every other in this city, and a narrow gangway cut between cramped wooden benches with soft red cushions.

      "How long are we in here for?" He sat on a bench but it forced his knees up to his chest.

      "It's a ten hour journey to Cairnajorr," Gravinn told him.

      Ten hours. He couldn't stay in here for ten hours. He couldn't.

      A groan cut through his rising panic and he saw Draig and Dank struggling to get Emyr on board. They held him in a blanket, much like Tom and Neirin had carried Brega, and with a shrug Draig lowered the old king to the floor. There was no room on a bench. Where else could they put him?

      "We can’t leave him there for ten hours," Tom growled. He told everyone to hand over their blankets and began to fold them and lay them further down the aisle. "Lay him here."

      "No." Emyr's protests were feeble but they moved him anyway, before covering him in another blanket and putting more under his head. Tom wiped the sheen of sweat from Emyr's face, knowing it was nothing to do with the temperature.

      "Can you give him anything for the pain?" he asked Menvinn.

      The dwarf settled herself next to Emyr as best she could; there was no more room in the aisle so she climbed over a bench to sit by his head, her little case next to her. She pulled out a small bottle and said, "Give him two drops. No more."

      Two drops of anything didn't seem enough but Tom obeyed, letting two tiny pearls of milky fluid drip into Emyr's too-eager mouth. It pained Tom to see him like this. Had it been a mistake, to bring him back to Tir? He seemed to suffer more now than he ever did.

      "It will be a long road to recovery," Menvinn confirmed. "But don't worry."

      The old king's eyes were pinched shut and his brow pulled a hundred lines into existence, making him look old and beaten. "All I can do is worry," Tom replied. "There’s nothing else I can do for him."

      "That's why I'm here." Menvinn gave him a strong smile, one that seemed to reach inside him and touch his concern. He couldn't help but smile back. None of his worries were gone. But they were easier to live with in that moment. He looked up at Ambrose, sat on a bench by himself, watching them all.

      "Does he get better?" Tom asked him.

      "He will," Menvinn said, but Tom needed to hear it from Ambrose. He needed the certainty.

      "He will stand and walk and fight," he replied.

      "So he survives," he said, trying to turn the old man's dead, hollow words into the reassurance he sought.

      "That all depends on you." Ambrose closed his eyes. He was so pale, so thin and wasted, he could be dead.

      Tom watched Emyr's breathing relax and slow until he began to snore. He slept through the jolting start of the train, the screaming whistle as they began to move, and the horrendous, rapid pant of the engine over the screeching wheels beneath them. Tom wondered if Mennvinn could be persuaded to grant him a few drops of something, but he said nothing. Just gripped the top of the bench in front of him and tried not to think about it. Any of it.

      The railroad wound its way between the hills and mountains of the Provinces, sometimes rolling over grand bridges that spanned great valleys, other times plunging through the slopes into dark, echoing tunnels, into the noisy earth itself. They stopped occasionally in towns where goods and people were loaded and unloaded. Tom would gaze out of the window and try to spot a fay staring back. But he never did. Soon the sun was set and they travelled under a pregnant moon and a clear sky, the stars above joined by the flickering, distant lights of farmhouses and villages scattered across the mountainsides. The carriage grew colder as the moon rose but it couldn't affect Tom's ability to rest; the sheer, relentless drive of the engine beneath his feet was too frightening. No-one else seemed to mind; their entire party seemed to be sleeping peacefully.

      Tom placed a blanket over Katharine, snoring ever so gently to herself, and stood. His legs cramped and his back ached from being bent almost double. Emyr blocked the aisle towards the head of the carriage, so Tom walked to the rear. He wondered if he should check on the wagon and the horses, but his stomach turned at the thought of stepping across to the next carriage and seeing the ground flying by beneath. Besides, what could he do if it needed doing? If the wagon had come loose, it would likely crush him before he could do anything. And how do you calm a horse in an unsteady, enclosed space? Either they were fine or they weren't. So he stood by the door, watching the world fly past at speeds he could never have imagined. The industry of dwarfs.

      "Can not you sleep?" Draig had ghosted up behind him, head ducked and shoulders hunched, shrouded in a blanket. He kept his distance and his voice low, one hand on an empty bench to counter the swaying of the carriage. Tom had a sudden vision of Draig pushing him through the door, and wished he hadn't left Caledyr in his seat.

      "No." He took a step further into the carriage, kept his hands free and tried to balance with just his feet.

      "Make strange do these dwarfs." Draig waved a hand to encompass the carriage. "No elf would build this thing."

      Was he trying to make conversation? Or lull Tom into a sense of safety? With so much to worry about, he didn’t need to be guessing at Draig’s motives. Perhaps it would be easier to make peace with the elf. After all, Draig had been a friend, had comforted him after he had killed a man, had shown him how to handle a sword.

      Had fought him to a standstill, had given them up to Gerwyn. Had left them in rat pits. "Why are you here, Draig?"

      "Why ask you for medicine from the healer?" Draig’s expression betrayed no emotion in the dark.

      "I won’t say."

      Draig just nodded. "Have you no trust in me. Just as have I none in you."

      The words pricked Tom’s anger, though he knew there was no benefit to it. "So you followed us here because you don’t trust me?"

      Draig tapped his chest. "Broke I an oath, for Tir. Not Angles, not Kingdom, not fay or dwarfs. Does my loyalty lie with Tir."

      "You think mine doesn’t."

      "Freed you dragons. Freed you fay. Did you embrace Mab on that hill."

      Tom felt his cheeks grow hot. "I stabbed Melwas."

      "But not her."

      No. Not her. His chest tightened and his breath quickened. How dare Draig stand there with doubts and talk of loyalty as if he hadn’t cast them into rat pits?

      But he wasn’t angry with Draig. He was angry with himself. The elf was right; he should have stabbed Mab just as he’d stabbed Melwas.

      Draig nodded. "Think I that you want to stop the fay," he said. "Fear I that she will stay your hand."

      Tom feared it too.

      "Some people don’t deserve our love," Draig said, repeating the words he’d said in Faerie. Tom had known that the elf was right. Yet he still hadn’t lifted his hand against Mab. Was he incapable of doing so? Or was he just afraid?

      "I want to stop the fay," he told Draig. "I want Katharine and our child to be safe."

      "You will kill Mab?" Draig asked.

      Could he? Could he cut her down? He couldn’t touch Caledyr for strength. So he reached for the memory of the thoughts he’d shared with his daughter. He would protect her. So, if Mab threatened her, he would kill the Faerie Queen. He would. He could.

      He opened his mouth to say so.

      The world lurched, throwing Tom against the elf and sending them both tumbling to the floor as a sickening scream rent the air. The carriage shuddered and jolted and spun, people were thrown from their seats, bags and cases tumbled onto their heads. Tom could barely hear the cries and panic over the sound of metal wailing, bending, snapping.

      "What happens?" he heard Draig cry.

      Tom pulled himself to his feet. Their journey had stopped and engine was silenced. But the carriage juddered and shook, hanging at a strange angle. "Everyone out!" he bellowed, climbing over seats towards Katharine. "Get out now!"

      He reached Katharine, looked her over. There was no blood, no obvious injury. She was okay. They would get out. They would be safe. He took her hand and drew strength from her touch.

      The carriage shook again, a savage jerk that knocked Tom from his feet. Then all movements, all sounds stopped, and in its place a great breath was drawn followed by mournful roar. A roar like a reverse wolf's howl, that pitched high and fell, ending on furious melancholy.

      Mester Stoorworm.
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      "Move move move." They had to get out. The sounds of rending metal and splintering wood had started again and Tom knew with absolute certainty that the monstrous fay was ripping his way through the carriages. Inside, there was no room to fight, no possibility of escape. Outside, they had a chance, to flee or to hide. He pulled at Katharine, shouted to Six and Draig to carry Emyr, to the dwarfs to run. Ambrose remained seated, watching them as if they were all very curious.

      "Ambrose, get out," Tom called to him but didn't wait, half-ushering, half-pushing Katharine to the door, forcing it open. The carriage shook again and Tom leaned past her and peered out. Mester Stoorworm was tearing at the neighbouring carriage with his mouth, worrying it like a dog with a bone. The fay was strong, his arms powerful enough to break a man in two, his mighty teeth sharp enough to sever limbs, and his scaly, snake-like body could keep pace with a horse. They couldn’t fight him, couldn’t outrun him. But there was a pile of boulders nearby. They could hide. Tom pointed them out to Katharine and she nodded.

      Stoorworm shook the neighbouring carriage and the floor thrashed beneath their feet. Then the fay paused, tipped his head back to admire his work, and Tom whispered to Katharine, "Go."

      She lowered herself to the ground as quietly as she could. Tom felt sure the fay would hear her. But Stoorworm kept chewing at the metal in his mouth, and Katharine crept away into the dark.

      The carriage shook again and Tom almost fell out. There was a cry from inside and he looked back to see Six and Draig had lost their footing, dropped Emyr.

      The shaking stopped.

      Mester Stoorworm peered at their carriage. He had heard them.

      Tom's limbs filled with dread and froze, his mind utterly blank with fear, as the fay raised a claw and plunged it into the carriage roof.

      The wood splintered, metal bent, talons poked through and scrabbled in the air, one tearing Dank's shoulder, another catching Mennvinn's cloak and lifting her into the air. Everyone dropped to the floor, forcing themselves flat or into nooks and crannies to avoid the fay's sharp grip. Finding no spoils, the hand closed and pulled. Tom saw Kunnustenn reach for Mennvinn, take her flailing hand, hold her and keep her as Mester Stoorworm hauled on the roof, peeling it away, failing to notice the dwarf he almost took or the torn cloak flapping in his hand. Instead he peered through the rent roof, his muzzle open in a dog-like grin.

      His gaze fell on Emyr and he purred, "You." But Stoorworm made no effort to attack, no move to retreat. Just basked in the sight of the old king. Everyone was silent and still. The only sound was a deafening, thundering heartbeat.

      No. That was Tom's own. And the world wasn't quiet. The dwarfs were shouting, panicking. They couldn't see the fay. They didn't know what was happening.

      Then the fay tossed aside a piece of the roof and began to clamber into the carriage, reaching for Emyr with his claws.

      Tom’s feet were moving before he could think. "Stoorworm!" he bellowed, snatching up the sword and pulling it free as best he could in cramped quarters. The fay stopped, saw the sword, and his eyes grew wide in fear. He snatched at Emyr, trying to haul him out of the carriage. Emyr howled as claws pierced his skin and tried to pry himself free.

      "Hold him," Tom cried, scrambled into a bench and flailing at Emyr's ankles. Six and Draig jumped for the old king, but Stoorworm already had another hand in the carriage, grasping Emyr's belt. The fay had already won. He had Emyr. He would take him back to Faerie. They had lost.

      Take the fight to the enemy.

      The sword was right. They were trapped in here, rats in a cage. Stoorworm had the advantage. So Tom struck the pommel against a window, once, twice, then the glass broke and he kicked it away, clambered through the small opening, ignored the hot streaks of wet pain it opened in his scalp, his hands and legs. He tumbled to the ground into the cold night, dragged himself to his feet. Mester Stoorworm was hanging from the side of the carriage and all it took was a few staggering steps, a clumsy swing, and Caledyr rent a deep gash through Stoorworm's flesh.

      Stoorworm howled. It was so full of pain, hurt, mourning, that Tom felt his chest tighten for the fay. Then the tail flicked across his arm, parting cloth and skin and knocking him to the ground. Tom could hear a relieved cry from inside the carriage; they had Emyr. Stoorworm reared out of the carriage, collapsing on the ground, eyes rolling until they found Tom.

      He had expected words. Protests, outrage, disbelief, vows of vengeance. But Stoorworm uttered no words. Instead he growled. Barked. And Tom watched the gash in the fay’s flesh close and heal in just seconds.

      As the fay reared upright, flexing its arms, Tom knew he should be afraid. But he was staring at Stoorworm's tail. There was no sign he had been injured. No scratch, no blood. Nothing. It was as if the wound had never been taken. He had felt Faerie shake under his very feet and seen Melwas mindless in agony and thought he had bought them all days, weeks of time while the fay recovered. But he had probably bought nothing at all. Only a death sentence.

      Stoorworm lunged, not with his hands but with his maw. Tom slashed blindly, caught Stoorworm's nose and the fay yelped, retreated, slithered down the hillside and circled Tom. Hunted him. Tom clambered to his feet. He was outmatched here. The fay could heal its hurts in moments. But just one blow could end Tom.

      High ground.

      Yes, he had the high ground. But it wasn't much consolation.

      The fay struck like a snake, a rapid dart forward. Tom swung with the sword, wild and unfocused, letting himself fall as he did so. Stoorworm's mighty jaw snapped shut on the air where he had stood, the click echoing on the hills, and Caledyr slipped through the fay's chin. There was no blood. Nothing at all but parted flesh. Tom rolled, came to one knee. But Stoorworm was quicker. He slammed a fist into Tom's chest. Tom flew and, a moment later, his head cracked against the rim of a wheel. The world went numb and dark for a moment, every thought and feeling knocked out of him. Then Stoorworm had Tom's arm in one hand, his throat in another, pinning him against the carriage. He couldn't move and he couldn't breathe.

      Fight.

      It was the only thought in his mind and it wasn't his. But his arm was trapped, and Stoorworm’s scaly hand was pressed too tight against his throat. The only fight Tom could muster was the fight for air. Stoorworm slavered above, chest like a bellows, his jaw gaping open, teeth sharp, tongue almost beckoning him in.

      Fight.

      But he couldn't.

      There was a yell from above and Tom fell to the ground. Grass and dirt on his face. Soil and stone in his hands. Air in his chest. Stoorworm had dropped him. He was free.

      Fight.

      Yes. Fight. He gulped at the air, hauling on it. He reached out for the sword, flailing, finding it. It gave him strength he didn't have, letting him borrow its will in place of his own. He lurched to his feet. Stoorworm was thrashing, rolling on the ground, fighting with something on his back. Trying to shake it off.

      Distracted. Attack.

      A few staggering steps and he was knocked over by Stoorworm's flailing tail. He landed on his back, a rock stabbed at his spine and he groaned.

      Get up.

      Again he surrendered himself to the sword and it pushed him up, guided his steps. He dodged another lash of the fay's tail. Stepped forward. Stoorworm yelped and thrashed onto his back again.

      Tom stepped forward and plunged Caledyr into his chest.

      Stoorworm's scream ripped through the air and through his mind, vibrating with magic and with the pain of a thousand voices. The fay’s body stiffened in agony and panic and shock and Tom took the chance to pull the blade free and plunge it through the roof of the fay's open maw.

      Stoorworm fell silent and his limbs and tail flopped to the ground. Tom let go of Caledyr, leaving it in its new scabbard, and all of the blade's strength left him in a moment. He staggered back, lost his balance, fell. Stared up into the night. A beautiful clear night, the moon heavy and expecting, the stars out in force, and silent. Utterly silent. He closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      "Tom?"

      He opened his eyes. He hadn't slept. He knew that. He had just stopped, just for a moment. He looked up and saw Gravinn stood over him, fear on her face.

      "Is everyone safe?" he asked her.

      She nodded and her fear receded. "I think so." She held out her hand and Tom had no desire to take it. Just to lie there. Maybe sleep. But he thought of Katharine and the baby and he reached up and let the dwarf pull him into a sitting position. He looked over at the Stoorworm’s body.

      "Is it dead?" Gravinn asked.

      "No." He touched her elbow and asked, "Would you find Katharine for me? Please?"

      She gave him a stiff nod and waddled off. Stoorworm stared blindly into the sky, Caledyr's pommel shining between his teeth. Tom felt a moment of guilt for what he had done. The fay had been gentle and kind and now he had a sword through his skull. He had attacked first, true. But no doubt it was on instruction from Melwas. He was doing his duty.

      Duty done.

      The thought was weak, as if the sword was distracted or busy. But it was right. Tom had done his duty too.

      The body twitched.

      Tom was on his feet in a moment. Was Stoorworm healing? What would Tom do if he rose again? Distract him. Let the others escape. Let Katharine get to safety.

      Stoorworm jerked and said, "Help to me, please."

      No. It wasn't Stoorworm. It was someone trapped underneath him. Whoever had jumped onto the fay's back, who had saved Tom's life.

      "Draig." The Easterner was pinned by Stoorworm’s body, too heavy for him to lift. But he asked, not for help or thanks, but, "Is everyone well?"

      Tom nodded. "I think so." It seemed like days ago since they had said they didn't trust each other. Now it felt petulant to have said so. He put hands under Stoorworm's arm, lifted. The fay was heavy. And while Draig scrabbled out from under the dead weight, Tom kept a careful eye on Caledyr. If it slipped, or fell out, Stoorworm would heal. Tom had no doubts about that.

      "Thank you," Draig said. He was on his feet, though he looked ready to lie down again.

      Tom let Stoorworm drop, watched the sword shake in his maw. "We should move," he said. How long would it be before more fay arrived?

      "I agree."

      But if he took the sword, Stoorworm would heal.

      "I need Emyr," Tom said. "Or Dank. Or Ambrose."

      Draig nodded and began to climb up towards the wrecked train.

      "Thank you," Tom added.

      Draig offered a smile, and it was so like the old Draig that Tom smiled too, pleased for a moment to see the elf he had known, before the memory of Gerwyn and the rat pits soured Tom’s goodwill. Maybe it was petulant to feel this way after the elf had saved his life. But the past hadn't changed.

      The dark hillside blurred into a tent, shaking under a roaring wind. He was knelt beside Ambrose and the old man said, "What you remember today is not what you will remember tomorrow."
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        * * *

      

      The question of Stoorworm had no apparent answer, so they circled around it. They had checked each other for injuries, discussed the state of their supplies, rescued the wagon and horses from their mercifully unmolested carriage. Mennvinn had asked if she should see to other travellers, and Tom had warned that other fay might come, bringing the conversation back to Stoorworm again.

      "He will heal as soon as the sword is removed," Dank told them. They had all gathered around the immobile fay, speaking in hushed voices as if he was sleeping, or they were attending a bizarre funeral. "It will only take him a minute or two."

      "That's not enough time," Six said. "We'd barely be over the next hill."

      "Never mind that we don't know where we're going," Gravinn pointed out. She was applying a foul-smelling unguent to a nasty cut on Mennvinn's head, who smoked one of her cheap, slender cigars with shaking hands.

      "We know." Katharine sat close to Tom; he hadn’t let her stray far from his side since Gravinn had fetched her back. He needed to know that she was here, safe, that their daughter was safe. "Our path is to Cairnoher."

      "And you know the path from here to there?" Gravinn’s scepticism was plain.

      "I don’t know it," she replied. "But I can find it."

      "Travellers get lost in these mountains."

      "I won’t." Katharine’s tone made it clear that the matter was settled, but Gravinn was drawing breath.

      So Tom stopped the argument before it could start. "I suggest we go across country," he said. "Avoid cities and towns."

      "That will be a hard journey in this terrain." Katharine shifted often, trying different positions, but anyone could see she was uncomfortable.

      "Can you manage?"

      All traces of discomfort vanished when she lifted her chin and said, "Of course." But then she shifted, rolling onto her side. She was in no state for a hard journey.

      "Perhaps we should find somewhere safe for you," Tom said.

      "I'm fine." Her tone warned him away from that path. But Tom knew he was right. The road was no place for her.

      "There are safe places," Gravinn said a little too quickly. "I know of towns where you might be hidden until your child arrives."

      The air grew quiet and still. Katharine looked at Tom, waiting for him to say no, we won’t leave Katharine behind. But Tom knew he would have to ask Gravinn about these safe places later. So he said nothing, and he felt Katharine cool towards him, and he wished he could just walk away with her and leave all this behind.

      "Towns aren’t safe," Dank explained. "They’re full of people, and people are entertainment to the fay. We’ll have to avoid them if we want to travel unseen."

      "There are plenty of caves in these mountains," Gravinn suggested.

      "I'm not hiding anywhere," Katharine snapped.

      "I’m up for hiding," Jarnstenn said. He had an arm around Kunnustenn, who was huddled against something more than the cold. "You can keep us company."

      Katharine smiled at that.

      "Are we going to be assaulted by invisible creatures very often?" Menvinn asked. Wisps of smoke from her cigar laced the air with a thick, sweet smell. Of course. How much more frightening must the attack have been without the Second Sight?

      "It’s very likely," Tom told her.

      Mennvinn nodded. "That kind of fear isn’t good for a woman bearing child."

      "But can we really leave someone behind?" Six said, gazing at Tom and daring him to say yes.

      Katharine said nothing, watching Tom, like he was a dog that might bite. He wanted to say yes, they could and they should. But even if he could persuade her, would Jarnstenn then decide to stay behind as well? And Kunnustenn and Mennvinn? They needed the dwarfs to heal Emyr and find Cairnarim. No. They couldn’t discuss this in case the wrong people tried to stay behind.

      "We journey together." He would figure out how to leave Katharine, just Katharine, somewhere safe. But he felt like the worst liar when she squeezed his hand.

      "So it is across the country we go." Draig pointed a finger to Stoorworm. "What is it we do about that?"

      And so they had circled back to Stoorworm again. Dank had no answers. Emyr had no answers. Ambrose had no answers. Either they left the sword behind, and left with it any hope of defeating any fay that came for them, or they tried to take it and Stoorworm began his attack anew.

      "Cut its head off." Six looked disgusted, like the fay’s body was manure he had stepped in. "I’d like to see it heal from that."

      It made sense, but Dank was shaking his head. "It won’t work unless you could do it in one swing," he said. And Stoorworm’s neck was as thick as Draig was broad.

      "Can’t we just leg it?" Jarnstenn asked.

      Now it was Tom’s turn to shake his head. "He’ll catch us," he said. "We’d need to stop him from chasing us." They needed a distraction. "Mount up," he told them, and waited while they climbed onto houses and readied the wagon without question.

      "Ride north," he told Katharine, and pressed Caledyr's scabbard into her hands. "I'm going to give you the sword. Hold it for me."

      He tried to step away but Katharine reached down and took hold of his wrist. "You're coming with us," she told him. Her grip and her tone would brook no argument.

      "I’ll find you." He gave her his best smile, one he didn't feel, and placed his other hand on hers. "I’ll come back."

      "She needs you."

      Did she know how much she unmanned him in that moment? How she washed away his will, his strength to do this thing? For a moment he was afraid to meet her eye, for fear he would mount up and ride away with her, hide in the hills and live out their lives away from everyone and everything?

      But she was right. Their little girl did need him. She needed him to do what was necessary to keep her safe.

      He took a steadying breath and said, "Of everyone here, I can persuade Stoorworm not to follow us." He met her gaze. He could tell she didn’t like it. But she knew he was right. "I need to do this to keep you safe."

      "Come back," she told him. "Or I’ll hunt you down."

      She was serious, and Tom felt a rush of affection that burst forth in a grin. "I will." He squeezed her hand. "Go," he told the others, and nodded in silent approval as Six disobeyed, staying by Katharine’s side while the others followed the wagon north.

      "I don’t need looking after," she told the elf.

      "Who said anything about looking after you?" he replied. "I’m sticking close to whoever’s carrying the sword."

      He was fooling no-one. "Thank you," Tom said.

      Six nodded, but his expression was stern when he said, "Do you really think you can persuade that thing?"

      "I hope so." Tom turned to look at the fay’s prone form, staring blindly up at the stars. "Stoorworm obeyed me when we were in the Kingdom. Maybe there’s a little loyalty left in him." The bruises on Tom’s neck suggested the truth might be otherwise.

      "You stabbed him in the mouth," Six said.

      True. If the fay held a grudge, staying behind might well be akin to digging his own grave. Or worse. "I’ll need to give him a reason for keeping us alive." Tom looked north, spotted that the wagon was almost over the hill. "Be ready," he warned them as he released Katharine’s hand and stepped over to Stoorworm.

      He felt Caledyr’s distracted insistence as he got closer. Stay, it told him. Fight. And almost he wanted to. Stoorworm had endangered Katharine and their unborn child. For a moment he felt the old anger, the urge to tear the enemy to shreds, to best them and bring them to their knees and end them.

      Kill the enemy.

      But the sword was just a sword. It didn't understand. So he took a breath, and another. Calm. Calmness of the soul until death.

      He reached up and took hold of the hilt. Caledyr's thoughts surged against his own.

      Fight. Kill the enemy. Stay.

      The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death.

      He pulled the sword free, leapt back, waited for Stoorworm to spring to life.

      The fay didn't move.

      "Go!" he cried, and dashed back up the hill. Katharine held out the scabbard, Tom slid Caledyr home with a hiss, and he waved them on as he stepped back and bid them again, "Go."

      Six whipped his reins and tugged Katharine’s horse into a gallop too. "Come back to us," she called as she raced away.

      He could make no such promise. So he just murmured, "Be safe," as he watched her go.

      Stoorworm’s groan turned Tom’s head.

      "You tried to kill us." The fay spoke with a slur, rolling onto his elbows like a drunkard. His tail twitched and flicked as if trying to remember how to move.

      "I tried to stop you." Tom countered. Emyr’s black bones he was tired. He felt a sudden urge to lie down and sleep. Focus. Fight, as the sword would say. "You tried to kill me."

      "Kill you?" Stoorworm reached out for a rock, wrapped his claws around it and hauled himself a little more upright. He held his head in the other paw, like it had a headache. "No." He opened one eye, peering out from between fingers. "We want to hurt you first. King Melwas has promised us we can play lots of games before you die."

      Tom had to make his case. Quickly. The twitching tail was less spasmodic, stronger. Stoorworm pushed himself upright, though he still leant on the rock. "I didn't want to hurt you," he said. "And I don't think you want to hurt me now."

      "We do." Stoorworm let go of his head and his lip twitched in a snarl. He clenched his claws at Tom. "We really do."

      "But won’t it be more fun to see what I do next?"

      That gave the fay pause. "What do you mean?"

      "You know what we’re looking for, don't you?"

      The fay nodded. Gingerly.

      "You know it better than I do."

      Another nod.

      "But we both know it will be a hard road. Challenging. That it might be too much for me."

      "How do you know that if you don't know what you're looking for?"

      Because he had seen Katharine dying in a dark tunnel. He couldn't imagine how he could continue after that. "Because nothing about this journey has been easy."

      Stoorworm grinned. Tom couldn't help but notice how sharp his teeth were. "Yes. That's right. But everyone says the Forgotten Road is dangerous. You might get hurt. Or die. And then we can't play games."

      "You can take me to Faerie before I die." Though the thought of being snatched away from Katharine made his stomach tighten. "And won't it be fun to watch me struggle?"

      Stoorworm leant back on his tail, stared into his hands as if an answer was written there. "More fun than games?"

      "You can play games after, can't you?"

      Stoorworm's delighted grin was all the more frightening for its lack of malice. "Oh, yes!"

      "So you'll let us go?"

      Stoorworm’s smile turned to a troubled frown. "You hold one of us in a cage." He lowered himself to the ground, slithered closer with each word. "And you hurt King Melwas." The fay's muzzle nudged Tom's belly, its breath hot on his thighs. "That's not very nice." A moment, a simple snap, and the fay could snip off his legs or chew through his gut. But Tom had faced down a dragon. He could stand his ground.

      A fay was much more dangerous than a dragon.

      "You want to hurt us." Stoorworm sounded like an upset child, and all the more threatening for it. "Why do you want to hurt us?"

      Time for the final card. "Do you think I could hurt her?" he asked. "Do you think I could cause Maev pain?"

      "You hurt King Melwas"

      "Melwas and I aren't always friends," Tom replied. "But everyone in Faerie knows Maev and I are friends, don't they?"

      Stoorworm's brow furrowed and he tipped his head to one side. He might have looked funny if Tom wasn’t so worried about his teeth. "I don't know what you're saying."

      "I’m trying to say this journey might be a waste of time." What if it was? No, don't think of that.

      "So you’ll find the glarn but not use them?"

      "Is it so hard to imagine that my devotion to Maev might stay my hand?" It wasn't that he had a truth to avoid. It was that he was scared to speak in case he confirmed a truth he didn't want to hear.

      Stoorworm growled deep in his throat. "It's like a test."

      Tom nodded. "In the end, I may suffer and struggle, to your amusement, and still bend the knee to the queen."

      The air was still. Stoorworm didn't move. Tom scarcely dared breathe. If the fay didn't believe this, he had no further ideas, no tricks or counter-arguments. He was lucky he didn't face Puck. The master of wordplay would have interrogated him more thoroughly.

      Stoorworm raised his snout, enough to leave Tom staring into his teeth. "You put a sword in our mouth." The meaning was clear: you hurt me, and I want to hurt you. Now.

      "I am mortal," Tom replied, trying not to imagine Stoorworm snipping off his head. "You are not."

      "We don't want to wait."

      "No." How far had the others travelled? Would it be far enough? "But you’d have time to think of even better games, wouldn’t you?"

      Stoorworm said nothing. Was he thinking? Relenting? Readying for attack?

      Then Stoorworm huffed and Tom failed to hold his ground, taking an involuntary step back. He tried not to show his revulsion; the fay's breath was foul, like old meat dried under the sun.

      Then the fay shrank back, sitting on his coiled tail. "Go away." He looked glum, upset to have been persuaded out of what he wanted.

      There was nothing to be gained from the last word, no sense in giving the fay a chance to change his mind. No dignity to be thought of, no honour in pleasantries. So Tom ran.
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        * * *

      

      He had no horse, no cloak and the only idea he had as to where to find the others was the direction they had ridden off in. It had to be that way. If he’d been taken or killed, any provisions he’d had would be lost to the others. And if he’d been told their path, it was knowledge the fay could have tortured from him. But it made for a difficult morning. He ran into the hills, keeping to the easiest and widest path under the logic that the wagon couldn't negotiate difficult terrain. But he was cold and tired. He hadn't slept, hadn't eaten or had water in hours. After a time, when his throat and lungs burned with the cold mountain air, he stopped running. Instead he tucked his hands into his armpits and carried on at a stagger. At first he had kept an eye over his shoulder, in case Stoorworm changed his mind. But when the sun rose to its zenith it became clear he had let Tom go.

      The only thing following Tom was his own doubts.

      He hadn't admitted to anything. But he could feel the unspoken truth inside him, somewhere, lurking like a sickness. Despite it all, despite knowing what the fay intended, what they would do to the people of Tir, what they had done to him, his heart still quickened at the thought of Maev. He tried to imagine doing to her what he had done to Melwas and couldn't picture it.

      Tom couldn't believe he would pass his test.

      But he didn't have to. Why else had he brought Emyr back to Tir? All he needed to do was make sure Emyr healed. Then, once Emyr was strong enough to carry Caledyr, he would defeat the fay. Not Thomas Rymour.

      The world around him faded. ”It's why you brought me here, isn't it?" Emyr was stood in a dark tunnel, while roaring and clamour crashed against the great wooden door. "So I could finally sacrifice myself for Tir."

      The foresight faded and Tom felt his guts twist. Yes. That was why he had brought Emyr back. To do what he didn't have the stomach for.

      When he came to a fork in his path he stopped and stared. Both paths were wide and somewhat flat. Neither showed signs of passage. It was entirely possible the others hadn't even come this way. He needed to climb that hill and see what he could spy. But, before that, he thought he might sit for a moment. Sit against the hillside. Lie back. Close his eyes, just for a moment.
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        * * *

      

      He dreamt of a cage. Cold iron door. Brick walls. Darkness. No light. No soft space. Not even the scurry of vermin for company. Just long, lonely nights.

      "You couldn't betray us." It was still dark. But somewhere else. And Maev's voice was darker than it ought to be, full of hard edges. Like she was doing an impression of Mab. Or Mab an impression of Maev. "You wounded our subjects. Gutted our king. But you will not lift a hand against your queen. Not even if your world depends on it."

      "No," Tom said. "I won't."
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        * * *

      

      He was damp and cold when he woke. Fog, thick and wet. The moisture was too close, reminded him too much of the rat pit. He shouldn't have slept. He'd lose his way. He stretched, feeling his back crack and his shoulders click and pop. At least it wasn't as cold. But a shiver still ran across his skin. He’d foreseen himself telling Maev he wouldn't betray her. So he hadn't misled Stoorworm. He would fail, at the end.

      Perhaps the fog was a blessing. If he couldn't find the others, he couldn't let them down. Couldn't let Katharine down. She had the sword. She had Six to look after her, and Emyr. Ambrose and Dank to guide them. What could he offer now?

      Perhaps he should walk away and let them be. Perhaps they'd be safer without him.

      Fight.

      The thought was so faint he wondered if he imagined it. Yes, fight. Fight for her. Fight for his daughter. He wanted to. He wanted it to be his hand that kept her safe. But he would fail. He knew he would. After all these years, after learning the fay's plans, their manipulations, their lies, he still couldn't turn his back on Maev. He was sick. A pet, Ria had called him. A liar and a coward.

      He took a few steps back the way he had come.

      Fight.

      Yes. He would fight. He would take the hard road. Away. He would leave them.

      Don't leave. That was what Katharine had said. And he had made a promise to his daughter: I will keep you safe. Perhaps she would be safe if he walked away. But that’s what he’d told himself about Degor. And he’d been wrong.

      He cursed his heart for joy as he realised he couldn't leave. Turned around and walked forward into the fog, following the siren call of the sword.
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      Following the sword was like following a voice in the mist. At times he thought he was walking towards it, only for it to grow fainter in his mind. He had to double back, or take a sudden turn. The terrain would grow rough and he would have to climb around, waiting for the moment the sword grew too faint to hear. But as the day began to darken, the sword grew stronger. They must have stopped. So Tom kept up a constant, plodding pace until finally the fog began to glow ahead. A fire.

      They had set up camp in a scattering of rock, the wagon stopped as close as possible, the horses tied together near a patch of thick grass. They’d set up tents, squat pyramids that put Tom in mind of the tombs of the Western Kingdom. Only Six was awake, perched on a tall stone and wrapped in a blanket, keeping watch by the light of the small fire.

      "You found us." The elf's voice was soft and full of surprise.

      "I did." Tom couldn't help but feel glad of it. It had been a lonely day. He had grown too used to company.

      Six didn't move from his perch. "I wasn't sure you'd manage." There was reproach in his tone.

      "I could hear the sword."

      "You worried her."

      "I know," Tom said. "It had to be done."

      "I know."

      "Is she well?"

      Six's expression was hooded in shadow but Tom could tell the elf approved of his concern. "Well enough, with all things considered." He nodded towards a tent. "She went to sleep early."

      Tom felt a stab of guilt. She should be enjoying comfort and rest, not this cold trek through the mountains. "And everyone else?"

      "Tired. Scared. The dwarfs don't really understand." He spoke as if they were children still. "Gravinn says we’re still miles from Cairnoher."

      Cairnoher. A small, unimpressive town according to Katharine. Somewhere the fay might not think to look. Perhaps Katharine could be safe there?

      But Stoorworm had found them just hours after they’d left Cairnakor.

      Tom shook his head. "We can decide our path in the morning," he said. "I need some rest."

      "Sleep." Six pointed to Katharine’s tent.

      Tom wanted to sleep there for a day, but he knew he had to ask, "Who shares the watch?"

      "Just Draig." Six shrugged. "Who else can see the fay coming?"

      Katharine. No, she needed her sleep. Ambrose. But there was so much missing from the old man, and he was slow to react. Emyr needed rest. And there remained a fog of distrust around Dank. He was of the fay, after all.

      And what was Thomas Rymour?

      "You've walked a long road, Tom," Six said. "Sleep. You can take a watch tomorrow."

      "We have both walked long roads."

      Six's nod was slow. "How did you persuade the fay to let us go?"

      Six’s doubt echoed with one inside himself. "I appealed to their love of entertainment," he replied. "I pointed out they could catch and torture us now, or they could wait, and first watch us suffer on this journey."

      "And then catch and torture us."

      Tom shrugged.

      "So you have delayed the execution."

      "Something like that."

      Six peered at Tom. "Anything else?"

      Tom wanted to give the elf an angry denial. But how could he, after everyone had seen Mab embrace him without objection? "I suspect the fay will dog our heels."

      Six just nodded. "Unsurprising."

      Tom nodded too and stared at Katharine’s tent. "We’re all in danger." He’d persuaded Mester Stoorworm. But what was to stop other fay from slaughtering them in the night? Or worse. "She’s in danger." Was she in more danger by his side? Or if he left her somewhere without Caledyr to protect her? But if he didn’t leave her, his foresight would come to pass. "I don’t know what to do," he admitted.

      "Do right by her," Six said. As if it was obvious. As if it was easy.

      "Easier said than done.”

      "No, Tom." Six didn’t snap or raise his voice. Just looked at him like he was weary of having this conversation. "It is easy. You stay by her. You look after her. You be the man she deserves."

      "And what if looking after her means leaving her?"

      "It doesn’t," Six said. "Not ever." He shook his head. "Not ever."

      "Then you tell me how we break the foresight."

      "Was that your plan?" The elf’s eyes grew cold. "Abandon her to save her?"

      "The foresight can’t come to pass if we’re not together."

      "Do you really think she would be so readily abandoned?"

      No. Of course not. But what else could he do?

      Six stood up, blanket slipped from his shoulders and revealing his fancy new clothes beneath it. "You can’t solve every problem by running from it, Tom." He looked down at Tom with his best Western sneer. "I thought you had learnt that by now."

      Tom tried to think of a retort. But he remembered a similar moment in Faerie, when Six had asked him, ‘When was the last time you took the hard road?’ And Tom had lashed out, even though the elf had been right. So instead he took a breath and echoed other words Six had said to him. "What would Oen do?"

      He’d hoped Six would see the effort he was making, smile, soften. But the imperious air wasn’t so easily dismantled. "He’d be loyal, he’d be honest, and he’d save her life." With that, Six stalked away from the fire. "Take the next watch."

      Tom felt like he should be angry to have his peace offering rebuffed. He could even feel Caledyr stirring from where it lay on Six’s lookout point. But the elf was right. Emyr would find a way to do it all.

      But he wasn’t Emyr.

      "Would you protect her?" he asked as Six was about to step into his tent. "If I failed. Would you look after her?"

      The fire wasn’t large and so most of Six’s disappointment was in shadow. "Of course I would," he replied before he disappeared into his tent.

      Tom clambered up onto the rock Six had been sat on. He had no blanket and the fire was too far from his vantage point to provide much warmth, so he hugged himself against the cold. He had a sense he would feel better if he picked up Caledyr, but he left it where it lay. He could feel its suggestion to rest, and he had plans to make.

      He wasn’t Emyr. He couldn’t do it all. But Six would look after Katharine. So he had to think of a way to leave them both behind.
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        * * *

      

      The night passed without incident, and their safety rose with the sun; a Faerie raid would be far more frightening at night, so the fay would not forgo such entertainment by appearing in daylight hours instead. But the others had been more deeply shaken by the attack. Those who could see the fay had never seen them so violent, so ferocious. Those who couldn’t see them were still coming to terms with being attacked by an invisible enemy. So they rose early and broke camp without breaking fast. But as they began to mount their wiry little horses, Ambrose ushered Tom toward the wagon.

      "We ride with Emyr today," the old man told him.

      Tom looked across the camp and saw Six helping Katharine onto her horse. Rearranging her saddle bags for her. Taking care of her. Tom couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt, jealousy, and regret.

      "You ride with us," Ambrose repeated. Boxing him in with the things to come. Trapping him with foresight.

      Tom admitted defeat. "Fine." He ceded his mount to Mennvinn, who looked distinctly unhappy at being dismissed.

      "Call me the moment he needs anything," she demanded, and Tom nodded.

      "I won’t hesitate," he promised, then turned to Katharine. "You know our path?"

      Katharine gave him a curt nod. She was visibly uncomfortable. She’d woken tired and sullen and they hadn’t spoken much. "Of course."

      "Would you take the lead? Six, ride with her?" Tom asked, and the pair both gave him a cold look. It felt like a return to an old pattern, the pair of them aligned against him in anger. He sighed as they rode ahead, and then the wagon began to move and he had to climb up into it or be left behind.

      It was cramped inside, filled with trunks and crates and sacks. There was barely room for Emyr to lie flat, cushioned and heavily blanketed. Ambrose sat on a trunk, leaving Tom to sit on a sack of potatoes. He'd had more uncomfortable seats, but not many.

      The first thing Emyr said was, "Get me out of these blankets, son."

      The wagon shook and shuddered as they rode, making every moment on the feet a perilous one, but Tom managed to tug back the layers of blanket without falling. Emyr sighed as the cool air kissed his bare chest. "She keeps me wrapped up like an old man. I can't breathe under it all." He spoke with barely contained frustration, nearly all traces of his drug-induced slur gone. Whatever Mennvinn was giving him, she was clearly giving him less of it.

      "She's looking after you." Tom tried not to make it sound like a reprimand, but Emyr gave him a sharp glance all the same.

      "I know that," he snapped. Then he sighed again and said, "I’m sorry, son. I've been cooped up in here for too long."

      "A day?"

      "Too long," Emyr affirmed.

      The cirgeon's work was still a nasty gash of puckered, stitched skin mottled blue and black.

      "My liege." Ambrose's voice was as warm as Tom had ever heard it. Did the old man looked pained? Sad to see his king so?

      "Ambrose."

      "We were talking about the glarn." As if Tom and Emyr had abandoned a conversation and wandered off on a tangent. Well, perhaps to Ambrose they had; he remembered a conversation they hadn't started yet.

      "Were we?" Emyr asked with a smile. But Ambrose said nothing. Just stared at Tom, waiting for him to speak.

      "Do you know where we’re headed, my king?" Tom asked.

      "Mennvinn told me. Cairnoher. You think Herstenn helped Rimestenn to hide Orlannu."

      "What do you think?" If Emyr had different ideas, now was the time to hear it.

      "It makes sense to me." The wagon jolted and Emyr hissed, everything growing taut for a moment before he relaxed. "Giant’s bones, I can’t remember a time when I didn’t hurt."

      "Shall I fetch Mennvinn?" Tom asked.

      "No." He sighed and relaxed. "She deserves a rest." He looked up at Ambrose and said, "I never was a good patient, was I?"

      But, of course, Ambrose couldn’t remember. So the old man just stared at him, at a loss, and Tom spoke to spare him the discomfort. "So our path takes us to Orlannu. But there are two other glarn."

      Emyr shrugged his eyebrows. "So Ambrose says."

      "Four glarn," Ambrose said. "Four elements."

      "Five elements," Tom corrected.

      "Four." Ambrose shook his head. "I do not hold with this modern thinking."

      Modern. Mennvinn had dismissed the idea of elements altogether.

      "The fifth,” Ambrose continued, “which you call void, is nothing more than the four elements together. Like a prism. You pour in light, and it splits into colours. It is the same, in reverse. You pour in the four elements and it combines into the energies we call magic."

      "So you think we are all made of magic?"

      Ambrose shook his head. "No. But we talk of that another time." And the conversation was dismissed. "Four elements. Four glarn."

      "We know about two," Tom said. "What of the other two?"

      "My knights hunted for them for years," Emyr said. "We never found them. We never even found a hint of them."

      His words were cold and heavy. With all the resources of his kingdom, Emyr had found two. "Have the fay destroyed them?"

      Ambrose shook his head. "No."

      "You know that?"

      "I do."

      "But you don’t know what they are or how to find them?"

      Ambrose just blinked.

      "So we don’t know what we’re looking for or where to find them." Tom shook head. Six was right. This was impossible. "Do we at least know what they do?"

      "Once a person has all four, they need to take them to Cairnauran." Emyr sounded like he was on more certain ground. "We think they’ll complete the network of monoliths and turn the fay out of Tir."

      "Complete them?" It didn’t make sense. Were there half-formed monoliths scattered across Tir? Tom hadn’t felt any when he’d broken the Western magics. Of course, he hadn’t really known what he was doing. "Are you saying they’ll make new monoliths?"

      "No. But there are some missing. Uran didn’t manage to finish them in time."

      "Who’s Uran?"

      "A king before they had kings. He raised the monoliths to force the fay out of Tir. But he died before he could finish them." The wagon jumped and Emyr’s breath caught in his throat. When he next spoke, his voice was tight and his words clipped. "The monoliths were a wall that was missing bricks, and the fay could enter through the gaps."

      "Faerie Circles."

      "Exactly." Emyr closed his eyes for a moment and took some slow, deep breaths.

      "So the glarn will stop the holes. But how?"

      Emyr only shook his head. It was Ambrose who replied. "That is uncertain."

      Too much uncertainty. Too many questions. Tom sighed and put his face in his hands, rubbed his face as if he could rub away his pessimism. "I’m trying, my king. But you’re asking me to balance my daughter’s safety on the slimmest of hopes."

      "I understand," Emyr replied. "All too well. I was a father too."

      To a son who had broken his kingdom. Tom could hear the old king’s pain and disappointment, could understand it. But it couldn’t compare. "They’ll take her," Tom said. "They won’t care how young she is. They’ll take her, hurt her." His breath caught in his throat, unexpected terror forming a lump which words could not pass. He gulped at air and blinked back tears.

      "That is why we must succeed, son." Emyr reached out, took his hand and squeezed with surprising strength, words burning with old anger, pain, regret and resolve. "You will succeed where I failed."

      There was something terrible in Emyr’s eyes that stopped Tom from looking away. "You’re a king. I’m just me."

      Faith. It was faith in Emyr’s eyes. "You will do this. I know it."

      For a moment the spell held Tom and he could feel something rising, brave resolve burning through him, finding an echo in Caledyr, in Emyr. Tom would fight, he would march through pain and cold and hardship, he would upend Tir to find the glarn, stop the fay, save his daughter. He could do this. He could.

      And then the wagon bounced and Emyr let go of his hand, crying out in pain. And, in a moment, he was just a wounded old man again, and Tom was just a liar and a coward once more. He’d only been lying to himself. The truth was that he was afraid. He was terrified.

      Emyr’s breath was quick and shallow, hissing through his teeth. Tom scrambled to the rear of the wagon, called out for Mennvinn, and she came and told him which bottle to administer and how much, and soon Emyr slept, snoring, brow ever so slightly furrowed. Small. Old. Mortal.

      "Do not ask too much of him." Ambrose hunched as if he felt Emyr’s pain too. He had his staff over his knees and held it with both hands as if it were a raft and he was a man overboard. "You were in Faerie a hundred years, were you not? How do you feel, now you have returned?"

      "Old and tired."

      "Think how he must feel after a thousand years."

      Ancient and exhausted. Tom had expected the strong, vital king of legend. But Emyr was old and hurt and wounded. He’d lost a wife, two sons, his kingdom, his knights, his people, his dream of a united Tir. All gone. And through it all, the fay still dogged his steps.

      "I wish I could remember if he always snored." Ambrose's voice sounded tense, as if he was lifting heavy weights above his head. "I wish I had understood the price when I was asked to pay it."

      Tom thought of Elaine and Degor and just nodded. "Sometimes I would sit with him while he slept, when I was in Faerie. Just to be near another person. He snored then, too."

      "You brought him here because you think he’ll save Tir." Ambrose shook his head. He stared blindly through the floor of the wagon. "But you’re wrong. He won’t save them."

      Won't save them. He would fail? Was this all folly? "So the fay will win?"

      "I didn't say that."

      Riddles. Always the man spoke in riddles. "Am I doing the right thing?" He tried not to think of what he planned to do to Katharine.

      "Not yet." Did Ambrose know? If he did, he gave no sign. Or advice. "But you will learn to."

      "How?" But the how wasn't important. "What am I doing wrong?"

      Ambrose’s lips twitched, as if he was trying to remember how to smile. "Emyr spoke of the monoliths as a wall. You are trying to put each brick in the place you think it should be, whether it fits or no."

      More riddles. "So I should stop trying?"

      "No. You should start being the brick you're looking for."

      Be a brick. Is this the kind of wisdom and counsel he’d offered King Emyr? "I don't understand."

      "I know." There was resignation, like they'd had this conversation a dozen times already. Perhaps they would do. Perhaps he remembered a dozen conversations to come. "Here." And he pulled a twig from out of his sleeve, like the tricks of the hedge magicians. Tom took it, stared at it, expecting it to do something.

      But it was just a twig. Hard, rough, uneven.

      "Do you know what magic is Tom?" When Tom shook his head, Ambrose explained, "It’s undoing. When something is pulled apart, the energy of what it was is released. That is what magic is. And that is why the easiest magic to perform is destructive. Magic begets magic."

      "Um." He couldn’t see how this related to what he had to do. "I see."

      "You don’t. But you will need to." Ambrose’s fingers twitched around his staff. "Feel the twig. The four elements are in all things. Fire, water, earth, and air. They are all in that twig. Someone with training can reach in, unbalance them and force one of the others to the fore. Break the twig into earth. Draw out the water. Let the fire run rampant."

      Odd to think there were four elements inside this tiny stick. All rolling around together in harmony. But of course that was true of all things. Even people.

      "Draw out the fire," Ambrose told him. "Come back to me when you have."

      "What?" Him? He was no sorcerer. But the old man was staring at him now. Glaring at him with those dark eyes.

      "Reach into it. As you did with the monolith. Explore it. Find the elements. Unbalance them."

      "I don’t know how."

      "That is why I am teaching you."

      Teaching? This was teaching? "Why?"

      "Because I do." Ambrose didn’t know why. And it was galling not to know. And saddening. He did it only because he had foreseen it. Following a path he didn’t understand without even the hope that things would turn out well in the end.

      The empathy buried Tom’s confusion and frustration. He just nodded and said, "Is this how I become the brick?" Possibly the strangest question he’d ever asked.

      "It is."
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        * * *

      

      Tom spent the next few days staring at a maddening twig. About the length of his thumb, not quite straight, bark so dark it was almost black, with tiny light streaks on it. The wood inside was pale, still soft, fragrant.

      And Tom could feel nothing inside it.

      No fire, no water, no earth or air. It was a twig, and Tom couldn’t change that. He wasn’t a sorcerer. By the end of the third day Tom was ready to cast the cursed thing to the wind.

      Katharine led them north along a smooth, meandering route that wound around hillsides and mountains. Everyone had feared another Faerie attack, so only those with the Second Sight took watches each night. But the weather swiftly turned from clear skies and chill winds to thick clouds and driving snow, and Tom watched the others’ concerns turn inwards to their physical discomfort.

      So although they had gone unmolested for three full days, they were miserable when they spotted the lights of a village at the bottom of the hill.

      "Radeliege," Gravinn named it. "It isn't much, but they'll have warm beds, a roof, and a fire."

      "Just one of those things would be divine," Kunnustenn said.

      "I'll quite happily take all three," Six replied. "With a warm meal to boot."

      It sounded perfect. And yet, "We can't," Dank told them.

      "Why not?" Katharine sounded close to tears.

      "Where there are people, there are fay." It sounded like the last thing he wanted to say.

      "Tom?" She looked at him, begging him with her eyes to disagree.

      But the boy was right. "People are their greatest source of entertainment."

      "So it's not safe?" Six asked.

      Safe. He remembered how Mester Stoorworm’s claws had twitched with the urge to hurt him. The baleful hate in Melwas’ eyes. Mab’s promise that she would send more fay after them. Would anywhere ever be safe again? "Probably not."

      "Probably?"

      But Tom refused to be baited. He was just as wet and cold and impatient. "We'll send someone to the village for supplies," he said. "The rest of us will find shelter. A good fire and some dry clothes will make everything seem better."

      'We can go," Jarnstenn blurted.

      "Fine."

      "What about me?" Gravinn asked.

      But Tom shook his head. "You're too known to the fay. Jarnstenn and Kunnustenn will fare better."

      She scowled at that but didn't question him. "Shall I find shelter?"

      "Yes." Tom smiled at the thought of a fire. A big, roaring fire. "What we need is a cave."
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        * * *

      

      It was Katharine who found their resting place in the end. Gravinn had started directing them back up the mountain, but it soon became clear that she was guessing. She would stop their progress, scan the hillside, change their path. But she had none of the confidence Tom had seen in Katharine, and when she had them turn back for the third time, Tom had asked if she needed help.

      "Of course not." She'd lifted her chin but her eyes were full of uncertainty. "I'm a Pathfinder."

      "You're a Pathfinder's apprentice." Katharine had given her a cruel smile and added, "Let me show you how it's done."

      "I have maps," Gravinn had spat back, but Katharine took the lead and found a cave within minutes, cramped but deep. Tom left Draig and Dank securing the wagon and tying the horses while he and Six carried Emyr inside. There was barely enough room to stand and the ground was uneven. But it would be easily defended and it kept them out of the horrid weather.

      "Good work, Katharine," Six said.

      Gravinn huffed, already working on a fire at the back of the cave. "It was I that led us this way."

      Tom waited for Katharine to snap back, but her earlier cruelty was gone. She didn't even acknowledge the dwarf. She just sank down into a little hollow and closed her eyes.

      They laid Emyr on the flattest surface they could find and Mennvinn spent a few minutes fussing over him, tucking blankets around him and putting cushions beneath his head. "Enough, Mennvinn." Emyr waved her away. "I'm as comfortable as I'll ever be."

      She nodded and walked away, whispering to Tom as she passed, "He tires of me."

      “Rest a while. You're doing good work," he whispered back. "I'm very grateful."

      She seemed to take strength from that, squaring her shoulders and heading back out to the wagon. Tom knelt beside Emyr as best he could.

      "Is there anything you need, my king?"

      The man's eyes were closed as he said, "A younger body."

      "I'm not sure I can help you with that."

      That opened the other man's eyes and he stared at Tom for a moment before saying, "You're not as old as you think, Tom."

      So everyone always said. But Tom knew how he felt. "I suspect the same is true of you."

      Emyr shrugged his eyebrows and closed his eyes again. "Perhaps."

      "Tom." Six was carrying in some bags and glowering at him. When Tom didn't reply, he jerked his head towards Katharine. Was she asleep already? "You might see to her comfort?" Six hissed.

      Tom had let her lie on hard rock with no cushion, no blanket. He felt a flush of embarrassment, and then one of anger. What made Six think he was in a place to question him? "My king is wounded," he said. Surely it was important to see to Emyr's comfort, to ensure he was healing properly?

      But Six dropped his bags and said only, "She is carrying your child," before heading back out to the wagon.

      "He's right." Emyr muttered.

      "My king?"

      "I have a healer to look after me. Katharine needs you to look after her."

      "I told Mennvinn to rest."

      "Why?"

      "She says you tire of her."

      Emyr took a deep breath, winced, let it out. "I tire of being an invalid. Not of her."

      "Tell her that." Only when Emyr's eyes blinked open did Tom realise how blunt he had been. "My king," he added.

      "I will." His smile was one of pleasant surprise. "Now go to Katharine."

      She was fast asleep already. Mouth agape, making tiny snoring sounds, but beautiful all the same. Tom watched her for just a moment. Gravinn's fire was growing nicely, casting a warm glow across the cave and across Katharine's face. He brushed a finger against her cheek, possessed by a sudden need to touch her. To feel the reality of her. She was here. She was carrying their daughter.

      She stirred, frowned, said in a small voice, "Are you well?"

      He smiled. "Let's get you out of those wet clothes."

      She just nodded in sleepy silence, let him rummage for fresh and dry clothes. He placed a gentle hand on her swollen belly, her skin goosebumping. Then he dressed her, wrapped her in a blanket, put more blankets beneath her and rolled up some under her head. "Thank you," she mumbled before falling asleep again.

      Draig was tying the last of the horses to a solitary stalagmite by the mouth of the cave. "Heat and light," the elf said with a grin, pointing to the fire. "We are all like moths."

      The elf was right. Who else might be attracted by that fire? Tom stepped outside, where heavy clouds darkened the sky and snow was beginning to fall again. The light was less by the entrance, but still visible.

      "You worry," Draig said.

      "I do," he replied. "Maybe a fire is a mistake. Someone else might see it."

      "There is no-one." Draig pointed at the world. Bare mountains, covered in ice and snow. Not another living thing to be seen. But that didn't mean there wasn't something watching them from out of sight.

      "I wish we could bring in the wagon."

      "It will not fit." Draig shrugged. "Worry you not, it will be here by morning."

      Tom felt the sword twitch. Did it sense something? He strained to peer through the encroaching darkness. But it was still and quiet. Here, at least. "Someone should have gone with Jarnstenn and Kunnustenn," he muttered.

      "Are you wet, and tired and cold." Draig placed a hand on his shoulder. Tom felt himself shrink a little under that touch. Despite his best efforts, he still wasn't ready to trust Draig. But the elf didn't react. He only said, "Change and sleep and sit by the fire. See you then things in a different light."

      Tom shivered. Yes. That would make him feel better. And all of a sudden he felt too tired not to let Draig act like a friend. He let himself be led away from his worries, to the light and the warmth inside the cave.
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        * * *

      

      He woke with a start. Danger. Something had woken him. He sat up in silence, drew Caledyr without a sound. The fire had burnt low. Everyone else was still sleeping. Only one figure sat by the mouth of the cave, wrapped against the cold. Draig. But he was still. Untroubled by any sound. Perhaps it had been a dream?

      No. There it was again. A sigh. Wistful or sad, he couldn't tell. Was it Draig? No. The sound felt too big for the elf. Tom got to his feet, stepped over sleeping bodies and picked his way across the uneven rock to Draig's side.

      "Did you hear that?" Tom asked.

      "Just the wind," the elf replied.

      But the air was still. The snow had stopped. There was just cloud, and night sky peeking through where it could.

      And a sigh.

      Tom felt a chill run over him that was nothing to do with the cold. "I'm going to check it out."

      "Nothing is there."

      "I'll make sure." He stepped out of the cave, feet crunching too loudly; the cold had made an icy crust of the soft snow. Maybe this was a mistake. Anyone would be able to hear him coming. Whatever was making that noise would know where to run from. Or in which direction to hunt.

      "Tom, there is no danger," Draig hissed after him. But Tom carried on climbing the mountainside. Why? Maybe it was the wind after all. And even if it wasn't, what threat did a sigh pose?

      But he kept climbing. There was nothing to hear save his footsteps. Nothing to see except mountains and stars and his fogging breath. Nothing to feel save the cold, biting at his skin, seeping through his clothes. He stopped, listened to the silence. Draig was right. There was nothing out here.

      North.

      Caledyr's thought made Tom start. Was there something to the north? Tom turned his head, uncertain which direction he faced. But then he felt it. Not a presence. But a difference in the air. Sharper. But the difference was so slight he probably wouldn't have noticed if it wasn't for the sword. It was like a breeze that went unnoticed until someone else pointed it out.

      There was magic in the north. A lot, to be felt at such a distance.

      "And what are you planning to do with that?"

      Tom whirled, slipped in the snow, almost lost his balance. The speaker was behind him, a gangly, shaggy figure. Taller even than Midhir yet with none of his grace, she was covered in dirty white fur that flared at wrist, ankle, hip and neck. Her head was too wide, ending in comically flapping ears. She leaned forward on her knuckles and he still had to look up at her.

      "Gwyllion." He hefted the sword, feeling its eagerness to strike now and strike fast. Tom knew he stood little chance to talking his way out of an attack. Not again. But if he struck first, he would be the aggressor. Better to not give the fay an excuse.

      But still the sword urged him to fight.

      "Well met, Thomas Rymour." Gwyllion had an ugly, savage voice. So unlike her fairer face, Eyllion, who had a singing voice that could bring you to tears of joy.

      "Well met."

      "You attacked our king."

      Straight to it then. "I did. He threatened my friends." He cast a quick glance to the left and right. Tried to edge himself into a better position.

      "Yet you live."

      “Melwas appears to will it so."

      But any hopes Tom might have had that Gwyllion would let him go were crushed by a low growl. “No,” she huffed, a great puff of steam escaping into the night. “You raised your hand against our king. We cannot allow you to live to see another morn.”
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      Delay.

      The sword was right. Gwyllion had the higher ground and he had poor footing. "How did you find us?” Tom asked.

      "We looked. And there you were."

      "Have you been following us?"

      She bared yellow, uneven teeth. "We have better things to do."

      Gwyllion spent most of the winter months ranging across mountains, threatening the odd traveller and eating the odd sheep or goat. Hardly the most important of duties.

      But not everything had to be duty and purpose.

      "So Melwas didn't send you?"

      "No." She grinned. "But think how pleased he will be when we bring you to him." At this she stood to her full height, towering over him, and flexed her iron claws. imposed as punishment for some forgotten crime. Sharp to cause pain to Melwas' foes. Iron to cause pain to Gwyllion.

      "You know this sword can hurt you."

      "As if we do not already know pain." She held out a hand, flexed her claws.

      "And what if I dismembered you?" he asked. Stoorworm had been too big. But Gwyllion was slender. He could cut through her limbs without issue. "Would that unmake you? As Fenoderee was unmade?"

      Gwyllion grew still and huffed again. He was right. If he could stop her for long enough, he could slice her to pieces. And then she'd have to wait to be remade. But then she grinned and reached out with one long, gangly arm, placing it in the snow. "You will have to get to me first." She was showing off her reach. Well beyond his own. She could keep him at bay with ease.

      "So you mean to take me to Melwas?"

      "And your friends."

      Tom nodded. "Very well." The sword was quiet, considering. But he would never gain a better footing. Surprise would have to be his ally. Calmness of the soul until death. "I wish it hadn't come to this."

      He swung Caledyr in an overhead chop, seeking to sever fingers. But Gwyllion was quick. She snatched her hand back with a shriek, before leaping forward and slapping a hand at him. Tom raised the sword, skewered her palm before it knocked him down into the snow.

      Gwyllion didn't make a sound. She pulled her hand back, Caledyr slid free, and Tom watched the wound heal even as fingers closed around his ankles and lifted him into the air. Iron claws pinched the flesh at his ankle.

      She was right. Pain was nothing to her.

      He tried to chop off the hand holding him but she dropped him, he sliced through air, hit the snow with a cold crunch.

      Up.

      Caledyr prompted his feet to move before he could think, and he was on his feet in time to see Gwyllion sweep her claws at him.

      Down.

      He dove for the ground, her hand clipping him but no more.

      Inside.

      He stumbled up again, the snow collapsing under his weight, tried to rush inside her reach. But he'd only made it a few steps before she backhanded him, knocking him onto his back.

      Up.

      He rolled to his front, got his feet under him only for Gwyllion to send him sprawling.

      Up.

      He spat snow from his mouth as he stood again, whirling, sword held ready. He jabbed towards her, seeking to make her hesitate. It didn't work. She feinted with one hand, bowled him over with the other.

      Up.

      Give it a rest, he told the sword. His fingers were numb. He was on his hands and knees, breathing hard and fast, lungs burning with cold night air. But before he could stand, he felt a hand close around his leg and lift him up again. He dangled for a moment, the world swinging, and then his view was filled with her face.

      "Maybe we should just eat you." She laughed to herself. "Melwas will thank us all the same."

      "I don't think I'll taste very good."

      "No." Gwyllion huffed. "A hundred years old. We prefer a younger meal."

      She grinned at her own joke and Tom swung, cutting her across the face with the sword. She let out a cry and dropped him. This time he landed on something hard, his back bending around a rock buried under the snow. No time to worry about that. Gwyllion had a hand to her face. He surged forward, under her flailing arms, cutting at her legs and ankles. She staggered back, swung at him blindly. He ducked one blow, sliced at her ankle, ducked another swing, stabbed at her foot. Then her hand clipped his shoulder and knocked him over.

      Don't rest. Don't stop.

      But it was too easy to take a couple of breaths, close his eyes. Not against the pain; he was too cold to feel that. But against the effort. The effort of getting up again and again and again.

      "Damn you, Thomas Rymour." Get up. Don't let her collect herself. Don't let her gain the upper hand. He let out a single, harsh laugh. Upper hand. That's all she had. He pushed himself up. He couldn't feel his hands anymore. He'd drop the sword soon. He should have put on gloves. Gwyllion was stood still, hand still against her face. He must have cut deep.

      Forward.

      He let the sword guide his feet, lift his arms. She had a hand outstretched as if to ward him off. The blade lopped off a finger with ease and she screamed, snatched her hand back, retreated.

      "End this." His breath burned in his throat. "We don't need to fight."

      "You think we will let you get away with this?" She bared her face to clutch at her wounded hand, her lip and nose already stitching together as she spoke. "You attack our king and expect to live?"

      She was fanatical. Devoted. To a king who had cursed her with iron claws. With constant pain and agony. There was no reasoning with such a creature.

      Off-balance, Caledyr told him.

      Yes. She was. "Very well," he said. "Then let me leave you with this. After all, you've grown used to the taste of iron, surely?"

      He mimed throwing something at her and she shrieked and covered her face. Hidden from her sight, Tom relied on fear as much as the sword to push him forward. Push him through the snow, duck beneath her legs, and swing with all his might at the small of her knee.

      Gwyllion's leg buckled.

      Tom threw himself against her.

      She fell.

      Tom watched her tumble down the mountain. She fell end over end before a rocky outcrop launched her out from the mountain and into free fall. She fell in silence. The only sound was his own ragged breathing.
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        * * *

      

      "Luck was with you." Dank told him.

      "I know." Tom wanted to sit closer to the fire and yet he didn't. The returning warmth in his fingertips was glorious, but new aches and pains were woken by the heat as well.

      And he had new appreciation for Emyr's impatience with Mennvinn's care. "Hold still," she told him. She was poking at his back. When he hissed, she shushed him.

      Draig had been quiet when Tom had returned, seeking to wake only Mennvinn, but Six had woken too. "So she didn't attack the cave?" the Westerner asked.

      "No." Tom had opened up the cut on his side as well, the one Draig had inflicted in Cairnagwyn. Mennvinn had muttered something about the stitching and was threading a needle. "She was outside."

      "But she had found us."

      "I think so."

      "But Draig, you didn't hear anything."

      The elf shook his head. "No." He was holding a lantern up to better help Mennvinn see her work. "Only to Tom was there sound."

      "I heard it," Tom said.

      "Odd that Draig didn't."

      It was odd. But, "We know the fay can't be seen or heard by everyone."

      "Draig has the Second Sight."

      Which was true. "Maybe they've taken it away."

      "Can they do that?"

      He'd never seen it happen. But there were a lot of things he hadn't seen in Faerie. He looked over at Dank, frowning in his sleep. "I don't know."

      Six sighed through his nose. "Perhaps you should have stayed here."

      "She might have come to the cave."

      "We could have fought her off together."

      "Caledyr is the only weapon we have that can stop the fay."

      Six made a dissatisfied noise. "We've brought plenty of iron."

      Mennvinn stabbed a needle into Tom’s side and he cried out. "Don't fuss," she told him as she began to draw the thread through his flesh.

      "How do you think Gwyllion found us?" Six asked.

      "I don’t know," Tom admitted. "Perhaps a fay saw them in the tavern?"

      Apparently Jarnstenn had felt he deserved an ale for his efforts. They'd procured the supplies and spent an hour or so in the village tavern. Now he and Kunnustenn snored gently together by the fire.

      "Perhaps." Six sounded unconvinced. "But why not attack the cave? Why stand on a hilltop and wait for you?"

      "What are you saying?"

      "That perhaps the fay hadn’t found us. Perhaps this Gwyllion was simply passing by until you ran into her."

      "You think it was a coincidence?"

      Six shrugged. "It’s possible." But he didn’t seem certain at all.

      "It seems unlikely," Tom said. Mennvinn tugged her thread, tying knots. Eirwen's grace. He felt like every inch of him was cut or bruised or somehow damaged. "Hunted by the fay and we happen to bump into one?"

      "You were the one doing the bumping," Six corrected him. "If you had stayed in the cave, perhaps she would have walked on by."

      So the elf was blaming him. Tom shook his head. "I think it’s more likely I caught her before she had a chance to attack us all."

      But Six wasn't convinced. "Let's see what the others think."

      "In the morning." Tom wouldn't see Katharine woken. She hadn't moved, not since she'd first laid down, and she still looked tired.

      When he looked back to Six, the elf's expression had softened. "In the morning," he agreed.

      "Rest you all now," Draig told them, and Six and Mennvinn didn't need persuading to return to their respective corners. "You too, Tom."

      But Tom shook his head. "I'll take a watch," he said. "Six can relieve me before morning."

      "Lucky me," Six muttered.

      "Need you rest."

      Tom gave the Easterner a smile. "So do you."

      Draig looked unconvinced, but the thought of sleeping by a fire was too much to resist. "Wake you me, if you are tired."

      "I will."

      He waited until everyone's breath came soft and even before reaching into his saddlebags. Out came the jar, swaddled in blankets, and Tom huddled by the cave entrance, hunkered over the wad, and pulled aside the cloth.

      His face was bathed in unearthly light and the sprite said something in a voice too small to hear. Tom held the jar closer.

      "They won’t forgive you for keeping us in a jar like this."

      He’d already known it, but the confirmation still cut him deeply. "You’re hunting us," he replied. "You’re trying to hurt us."

      "You hurt our king."

      "You used me."

      "What did you expect?"

      The sprite’s words stunned him into silence. He’d watched the fay toy with mortals for seven years. Why had he expected them to treat him any differently?

      "How did Gwyllion find us?"

      "Will you release us if we tell you?"

      And trade uncertainty for sure knowledge that the fay would find them? "No."

      "Then why should we answer your questions?"

      He had no power here. As ever, with the fay, he was at their mercy. Frustration boiled out of him before he could stop it. "Tell me," he growled and shook the jar.

      "You can’t hurt us."

      But he could. He had Caledyr. And, he recalled, he had a piece of the stone from Ambrose’s prison. The same stone that made the monoliths. That pushed back magic. He set down the jar and reached into his pocket, found the fragment with his fingertips.

      The merest brush tugged his mind from the moment and he found himself drowning in the world. Brega was stood in a room filled with light as Puck said, "We can help each other." Western soldiers were trying to build a barricade inside Cairnalyr and cursing as fay, invisible to their eyes, undid their work while human soldiers pounded on the door.

      Tom jerked his hand away, panting as if he’d been running. It had been just like standing atop the central monolith in Cairnagwyn. How could such a tiny stone have the same effect on him? He shuddered. He’d almost failed to find his way back last time. What if he’d lost his way this time, and Katharine had found him drooling and mindless?

      He wrapped the stone in a rag before touching it again, though there remained a dead chill beneath the cloth. The sprite shied away as he held it up to the glass jar.

      "What will this do to you?" he asked.

      The sprite shook its head and said something inaudible. Tom slipped the stone back into his pocket and said, "I’ll put it in with you, if you don’t tell me what I want to know."

      He lifted the jar to his ear and the sprite said, "She’ll never forgive you."

      No. Perhaps not. "How did Gwyllion find us?"
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        * * *

      

      "It was a coincidence," he told them all.

      Tom’s eyes burned with a lack of sleep, his back ached, and the freshly stitched cut in his side throbbed. The sprite’s words still haunted him, though he hadn’t expected Maev to forgive him anyway. But he’d eaten hot goat meat, unusual but tasty, watched the sun rise, and seen the clouds skip away to reveal a clear, blue sky. It had cured a lot of ills for Tom, and he felt reassured that the fay weren’t actively hunting them.

      But Six didn’t seem pleased that Tom was agreeing with him. "How can you be so sure?"

      Because Dank’s sprite told me. "Gwyllion is a solitary fay. After Calgraef she disappears into mountains to hunt and terrorise innocents." It was odd to say such words with a smile. But it meant safety. "It was just bad luck she found us."

      "Or that you found her."

      Yes. As the elf had said, Gwyllion might have passed them by.

      "And the truth is,” Six continued, “they know where we are now, even if they didn’t before. Even if last night was a coincidence."

      "Isn’t that what you think?" Tom asked.

      "I’m not sure what happened last night." Six folded his arms, stared at Tom as if trying to see through him. "It seems strange to me that you seem so certain this morning."

      "You do seem very sure she wasn’t sent," Dank said. Was he suspicious? Perhaps. He hadn’t been allowed to see his sprite since they’d captured it in Cairnagwyn. How would he react if he discovered that Tom had spoken to it? Would he be angry? Jealous? Upset?

      "Six made a convincing argument last night," Tom replied. "And Gwyllion is a solitary fay, isn’t she?"

      Dank nodded. "Usually."

      "Not always?" Six asked.

      "Not always."

      "So Tom is guessing?"

      Dank squinted at Tom. "We suppose so."

      Six shook his head. "We can’t base anything on guesswork," he proclaimed. He drained his cup of snow water, shook the last few drops free. "It’s not safe."

      It wasn’t safe anywhere. Tom looked over at Katharine, eating strip after strip of goat meat. Elaine hadn’t been able to keep anything down when she had been with child, but Katharine had an appetite to rival Jenny Greenteeth. "Six is right," Tom said. "Even if Gwyllion didn’t mean to find us, she did. We need to keep moving." He stood, spoke to them all. "Carry iron at all times. Keep each other safe. That’s our biggest concern."

      "No." The cave lent Ambrose’s hollow voice an unnatural echo. “Our only concern is finding the glarn."

      "I don’t want to see anyone hurt," Tom told him.

      "But you will."

      Everyone’s gaze turned on Ambrose, all wondering which of them the old sorcerer thought would be injured. So Tom said, "That’s enough, Ambrose."

      "Why?"

      "Because you’re upsetting people."

      Ambrose levelled a deep and dark stare on Tom. "There are evil days ahead of us, Sir Tom. Full of evil deeds. My only concern is surviving to do what must be done.

      "I don’t care about their feelings at all.”
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        * * *

      

      "Please, my king, will you tell him to stop?" Tom was riding in the wagon with Emyr and Ambrose again. They had broken camp in quiet unease and Tom could see a number of them wondering if they shouldn’t turn back. "We have enough to think of without Ambrose’s dire warnings of pain and suffering."

      "I know." It was all Ambrose kept saying. But he said it without conviction, like he was reading from a book.

      "Then please don't do it."

      "I cannot do otherwise," Ambrose replied. "This you know."

      "Then you know I will ask you again."

      "Just as I know you will stop asking soon."

      "Please. Both of you." Emyr was sat up that day. Though he was clearly still in pain, he seemed to be forcing himself to sit, as if he was convincing himself that he was healing. "Please don't squabble."

      "My king, he keeps telling us all that bad times are ahead, that we’re unprepared, that we’ll be hurt and killed." Surely Emyr had to see how bad that was? Emyr, the leader of men. The man who had rallied to his cause everyone he met. "It confuses and upsets the others."

      "And you, Tom?" Emyr looked up from his bowl.

      "Yes, it upsets me too."

      "Why?"

      "Because we face a task not all of us believe is possible. It doesn’t help if someone’s calling it impossible and refusing to help."

      "Is that true, Ambrose?"

      "No, my liege. I have never called our task impossible. And I help in the only way I can."

      Emyr’s gaze fell on Tom. "Is this true, Tom?"

      He opened his mouth to disagree. But he couldn’t. So it must be. And, Tom supposed, it was. Ambrose remembered what was to come. How many times had Tom felt shackled by his foresights, going through motions he had already seen before? And that was how Ambrose lived every moment. How could he change his actions if he’d already taken them?

      Emyr took a deep breath. "It is difficult to be around Ambrose. I’m sure he’d be the first to agree."

      But Ambrose said nothing. And Tom wondered how it had felt to wait a thousand years, knowing his king would call him difficult.

      "You will have to manage him," Emyr added. "And the others. It’s part of being a leader."

      "I’m not a leader,” Tom said.

      "They follow you, don’t they?"

      "Ambrose follows you."

      "Ambrose follows himself. He always has." Emyr gave his friend a fond smile that wasn’t returned, and Emyr’s expression faltered a moment later. "Though he is not the man I knew."

      "He is still your friend."

      "Is he?" Emyr shook his head. "He had such a sense of humour. Childish, really. He knows many arts, and he used to use them to play tricks and pranks on people. Once he fashioned a powder and scattered it on Emoddir’s seat so it created a coloured mist whenever he broke wind." Tom could barely imagine the man smiling, let alone playing such a childish prank. "He was my closest advisor, my fool and my friend. Now I’m not sure he is any of those things."

      Tom waited for Ambrose to inject. To persuade Emyr otherwise. To say anything. But he was silent, and it seemed cruel to say such things as if he wasn’t there. "That seems unfair," Tom said, but Emyr waved him away.

      "He won’t remember any of this."

      "No," Tom agreed. "But he’s remembered it for a thousand years." Tom gestured to the old sorcerer, who stared at nothing. "And suggesting he isn’t your friend seems like poor thanks for waiting all that time in order to help you again." Emyr gazed at Tom with surprise and awe, and Tom remembered just who he was speaking to. "My king," he added, and lowered his gaze.

      For a time, the only sound was the creaking wheels of the wagon beneath them. Tom began to wonder if he’d offended Emyr.

      But the old king sighed and said, "You’re right." Tom looked up to see Emyr reach across and place a hand over Ambrose’s. "Forgive me. You are my friend. And I am yours. Always."

      Ambrose lifted his gaze to Emyr’s and, for a moment, he seemed unburdened by the weight of his years. "Thank you. This moment has seen me through many a dark time."

      The hurt in Emyr’s eyes spoiled his smile. "I am sorry that you have suffered."

      "No more than you."

      "So much more." Emyr turned to Tom. "Thank you, son. You show me the error of my ways."

      Tom bowed his head. "If I can serve in any way."

      But Emyr snorted. "Serve?" He waved a bitter hand over the wound he had covered with a blanket. "I am a broken old man, son. My time is past. This time belongs to you now."

      Tom shook his head with a grin. "I fear I’ll be a poor substitute for King Emyr of Tir."

      But Emyr was sombre and serious. "When you came to Faerie you were a boy. Now you are a man. You are capable of far more than you think."

      His gaze seemed to penetrate past layers and pretense and Tom felt his plan exposed and the thought of admitting to his king that he was going to abandon Katharine and his child tightened his chest and his palms grew sweaty. He bowed his head under the weight of what he had to do and said, "I fear I am not what you think."

      "You’re right." Emyr spoke so casually that his words brought Tom’s head up again. Emyr added, "I see in you the same potential as my son. And I will not see that squandered again."
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        * * *

      

      Cairnoher was at once like and unlike Cairnakor. The streets were paved, the buildings cramped, the air thick. But it was so much smaller. There was less bustle, fewer people, and while certain thoroughfares were packed, there were plenty of streets that were empty. But, though it seemed like a smaller version of Cairnakor, its skyline was broken by many more wonders. Huge wheels planted along the river’s edge were turned by the rushing water. Great balloons hung in the air, some tethered to the ground or to rooftops, others drifting in the wind, bound for other cities. Jarnstenn said they were powered by hot air, but Tom couldn’t see how a little air could keep something that big aloft. It had to be some sort of magic, although the air felt still in that place. Like there was a monolith nearby.

      But before Tom or Dank could say that it would be dangerous to enter the town, the decision had already been made. "This is the last town before we enter the Northern Wastes," Katharine told them all.

      "You mean our last chance for a warm bed and a roof over our heads," Jarnstenn replied.

      "Exactly." And Katharine had turned to Tom when she added, "I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m not passing that up. And if the fay want to come between me and a hot bath, let them see what happens."

      Tom stared at the town, feeling his desire to make Katharine happy at odds with his desire to see her safe, both overshadowed by a deepening guilt at what he had to do. But it was a selfish desire to make her smile, for her to be happy with him once last time, that spurred him to say, "Very well."

      Dank wasn’t happy about it. But once Gravinn found them a tavern with beds enough for all of them and plenty of strong dwarfish beer on tap, it wasn’t long before everyone was smiling and relaxed.

      Except Tom.

      Katharine had nothing to drink, but she had the slow, dopey air of heavy fatigue when he took her up to their room.

      "What’s wrong?" she mumbled as she climbed into bed.

      She was too good at reading him. And he couldn’t lie, if she cornered him. "Nothing that can’t wait until morning," he told her. And she accepted it without question, pulled him into bed and put his arm around her. His hand rested on her belly, feeling the little movements of their unborn daughter, sometimes no more than a tiny shift within, sometimes a sharp little kick. Each one felt impossible, like she was here before she was here. Like she was reaching out for him.

      Each little movement seemed to cry out to him: don’t leave.

      I have to. You won’t survive with me.

      They didn’t speak. Didn’t need to. They were enveloped in a bubble, a sort of sleepy tranquility. Despite everything going on, everything they faced, somehow Katharine had created a little slice of bliss.

      A bliss that Tom’s guilt prevented him from enjoying. He realised that he hadn’t had sisters; he had no experience of little girls. Yes, they were all the same when they were babies. But when they were older? He’d have no idea what to do with her. What if she didn’t like him? What if she didn’t love him?

      Then he remembered he was never going to meet her, and the pain was so sharp he clenched his jaw.

      "Shh." Katharine sounded half-asleep and very comfortable.

      "I didn’t say anything," he whispered.

      "You were worrying."

      How could she tell? "I suppose that’s what I do now."

      "It is." She took a deep breath, let it out in a sigh. A contented sigh? Or had he broken the bubble. "You worry all the time now."

      "There’s a lot to worry about."

      "Everything will be fine." She placed a hand on top of his. The baby kicked.

      Nothing was fine. The fay had taken his first life from him. Now he had a chance at a second, and the fay were going to take it away again.

      No. He couldn’t blame the fay. He was the one abandoning his daughter.

      "Ssh."

      "Sorry."

      She patted his hand. "I like that you worry. It means you care." She was right. He did care. "But you worry too much. Sleep."

      She drifted off minutes later. Tom couldn’t. The knowledge of what he had to do was too heavy to sleep under. How would he do it? Use Mennvinn’s medicine on Katharine first. Lure Six to the room, use it on him. Tell the others the two of them had ridden ahead. No, that would involve a lie. That Katharine was ill? Also a lie. That she couldn’t ride, and Six would stay behind and look after her. Yes. That would be true. But what if someone suggested they wait until she was better? Too much could go wrong.

      And if it went right, he’d never meet his daughter.

      Rest.

      That was easy for the sword to say. But how could he rest, knowing what he had to do?

      Rest.

      Help me.

      Rest.
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        * * *

      

      Words spoken by Emyr and Six blurred and mixed and haunted his dreams. The same potential as my son. Be loyal, be honest, and save her life.

      He woke with a guilty start, a vision of Katharine stood over him, his plans laid bare. But she slept on, and he watched her as consciousness crept back to him.

      He wanted to live up to Emyr’s expectations. He wanted to be loyal and honest with Katharine. But he would fail. He had foreseen it. Better to fail her now, so she could live.

      He had to do this. He didn’t want to. But what else could he do?

      He was doing it for his daughter.

      He rose without zest or vigour, limbs heavy around a hollow core, as if his defeat had scooped out every spark of life and left cold resignation in its wake. The little bottle Mennvinn had given him was hidden in his shirt and he fished it out, stared at it as if it was the source of all his woes. Soak it in a rag, she’d said. Let her breathe the fumes.

      What if the fay came looking for them? Mab would guess they were headed here. It wouldn’t be safe.

      Katharine and Six could hide. Let the fay pass. He was just trying to find an excuse. He was being a coward.

      Katharine would hate him, and his daughter too. They’d both despise him.

      But they would live.

      His shoulders slumped, as if his heart had shrivelled and the rest of him folded around the void it left behind. His eyes warmed with the threat of tears.

      Katharine’s sleepy voice made him jump. "Is it time to get up?"

      He hid the bottle behind his back. Quick, a lie. No. The truth. "I need to relieve myself." Well. A truth. He stepped out of the room, ducking through the low doorway and closing the door before she could ask any more questions.

      His heart was hammering. Why was he so afraid? Because he didn’t want her to know. He didn’t want to see the hurt and betrayal in her eyes. Easier if he never had to see that. Easier if he could slip away like a coward.

      Funny how he felt like a coward no matter what he did.

      He jumped at Six’s voice. "What are you doing?" the elf asked and, when Tom floundered for an answer, added, "What’s that?"

      Tom lifted the bottle. "Medicine." This was solid ground. "Mennvinn gave it to me. For Katharine."

      "Why?" The low ceiling forced Six to contort into a bizarre stoop. Somehow it made the elf’s size seem threatening rather than comical.

      "It will help her sleep."

      "She hasn’t said anything about trouble sleeping."

      "Does she tell you everything?"

      "Has she said something to you?"

      It was the perfect trap; there was no truth Tom could turn to.

      "Unless you were planning to force her into sleep before we left?” Six asked.

      He was found out. It was all going wrong. "You could stay with her,” he said. Six had to see, he had to understand this was the only way. "Please. You can keep her safe."

      Six shook his head. "Stop, Tom."

      "I’m trying to save her life."

      "I said stop," Six growled. "Stand beside her, Tom, just once. Stop running away and calling it bravery."

      Running? "This might be the hardest thing I’ve ever done."

      "Then you haven’t done anything," Six snapped. "Anything other than running from your problems."

      All of Tom’s muscles were tense with the need to do something, but what could he do? If he now failed to persuade Six to stay, no-one would stop Katharine from following them once they left. "If she’s not with me, my foresight can’t come to pass."

      "And is this the only answer?" Six asked, stepping closer. "Is there nothing else in your foresight you could try to change?"

      Details, subtleties. This would be certain. "This is the easiest."

      Six nodded. "Exactly. Easy. Why do the difficult thing, the decent thing, when you can take the easy path and hurt her. Again." Six’s lip curled and he said, "Abandoning her is a coward’s answer."

      A coward. He was a coward. And a liar. The tension tightened into anger and he snapped, "Don’t." He stabbed a finger at the elf, who stood there and judged him, as if this impossible choice wasn’t boiling within him, too big to contain, too much for him to fix. "Don’t you dare."

      Six slapped his hand away. "I dare, Tom. I dare you to do something. Anything."

      Tom wasn’t wearing the sword, but he could feel its thoughts, its constant desire to fight. His fists clenched and he wondered if he would hit the sanctimonious, condescending elf. "I’m trying!" His voice was raised but he couldn’t help himself. "I don’t want to lose either of them." But every choice seemed doomed to failure, every path led to her hand growing weaker in his. The corridor vanished, just for a moment, long enough to show Tom a great crack in the the world and him trapped within, impassable sheer stone on either side. The foresight faded, but Tom was still trapped. “I don’t know what to do,” he admitted.

      Six seemed unmoved. "Leave her here and you’ll lose them anyway."

      Tom thought of Katharine waking up to find herself alone. Left behind. Abandoned. She would hate him, and she would follow them, and nothing would change, she would still die, their daughter would still die. He squeezed his eyes tight against the image of her hand in his, held in a cry of frustration. He couldn’t let this foresight come to pass, but he couldn’t stop it either. He was powerless.

      "Help me." The words bubbled out of him, frustration crumbled into despair, and whatever resolve had been keeping him upright failed. He rested his forehead on Six’s stooped shoulder, and all the pressure and guilt and fear burst into a sob. "I have to save them."

      Six was stiff, unmoving. His voice was hard when he said, "Promise you won’t abandon her."

      "I promise."

      "I’ll help you."

      "Thank you."

      Six placed a hand on Tom’s back. "For her."

      "For her."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      The tavern seemed empty and cold in the light of morning, despite the flurry of activity. Jarnstenn stood on a chair in the middle of it all, directing, pointing, demanding. It was only a small room, but there was still plenty of room for dwarfs to rush in and out carrying meats, breads, casks. The ceiling was higher here, but the room was still designed for shorter heads, leaving humans and elfs stooping. The old owner spoke in dwarfish to young boys and girls, who leapt to their instructions with the urgency of an expected reward, and Gravinn marched about and issued her own orders. It was chaos, and only the dwarfs seemed to thrive in it.

      "Hard tack and dried meats," Gravinn demanded. "We can soften them in soups. No fruit, it will only freeze."

      "Beer," Jarnstenn pointed at barrels in a corner. "And whiskey too. That’ll keep us warm."

      "Or leave us frozen in a drunken stupor."

      "If you can’t handle your drink, milady, don’t drink it."

      Tom would have left the dwarfs to their preparations, but they both deferred to him, and he was forced to agree or encourage as he imagined Emyr might. He tried not to think of the old king’s words: the same potential as his son. The son that shattered a kingdom with one rash, ill-conceived decision.

      His feelings of doubt and inadequacy weren’t helped by Six. The elf hadn’t left his side that morning and, while it rankled, Tom didn’t dare say anything for fear that Six would tell Katharine about his plan to abandon her. Besides, he needed the elf. He needed someone to help him find a way out of that terrible foresight.

      Katharine sat on a small crate of tea that Mennvinn had requested. She was eating, again, finishing off the heavily salted cold pork from prior night’s dinner. An oasis of calm and potential amongst the madness. "Do you need anything?" Tom asked her.

      "I could eat another pig."

      Tom caught a young dwarf as he dashed past and said, "Please fetch us some more pork."

      The dwarf bobbed his head and scampered off. "I don’t need it," Katharine said.

      "Then you can eat it later." Tom gave her a smile that felt hollow and fake. "Whatever you need, I shall do my best to give it to you."

      Katharine returned his smile and took his hand, her fingers still greasy from the meat. "I would find you. You know that, don’t you?"

      He froze. She’d heard. She’d heard him talking to Six, heard his plan to leave her behind.

      "I know you worry," she said. No signs of hate or anger. Yet. "But plenty of children are born on the road. I’m coming with you. If you haven’t already thought about leaving me behind, you will. And you know I’ll find you, and you’ll regret it."

      Tom waited for Six to say something. But the elf remained silent, and Tom just nodded.

      Katharine patted his hand and said, "Good." She sat back and sighed like she was sat on the softest divan in Tanabawr, not a rough, wooden tea crate in a tavern. "That’s settled then."

      He opened his mouth to apologise. But he knew she didn’t want to hear that. So instead he said, "I want to keep you safe."

      "Thank you." She smiled but didn’t open her eyes. She looked so tired. He should find her somewhere more comfortable to sit. Instead he was about to put her on a scrawny horse and lead her into a frozen wasteland.

      She shouldn't be travelling. Not in her condition.

      "Don't," she murmured. She didn't even open her eyes.

      "Don't what?"

      "Don't pity me." Then she did open her eyes. Her tired, sad, determined eyes. "I'm going. That's the end of the discussion."

      "You're uncomfortable."

      "I am."

      "You can't ride."

      "Not really."

      "It isn't safe."

      "At all."

      "And yet you would still come with us?"

      "You’re going."

      "I am."

      She shrugged. Looked aside, as if she didn’t want to see his face when she said, "Your place is with me. So if you’re going, I have to go too."

      She seemed so small, so vulnerable. And he had made her that way. He had forced her to follow him, because he wouldn’t stay. He tipped his head, sought her eyes with his. "She won’t be safe until the fay have been stopped."

      "I know." She met his gaze, struggled with something for a moment. "I just wish-” But she stopped, took a breath, let it out in a sigh.

      "What do you wish?"

      She shook her head, a tiny, scared gesture.

      "You can tell me," Tom said.

      She hesitated. Drew breath.

      "We’re ready." Jarnstenn bustled in, pointing a finger to the crate Katharine sat on. "I’m afraid we’re going to need that."

      She stood, stepped aside from the bustling dwarfs that came lift the crate away. They took the moment with them.
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        * * *

      

      When they left Cairnoher, it was Katharine who rode in the wagon. She raised little protest, which in itself was enough of a sign to let her take Emyr’s place. Emyr himself, on the other hand, grinned like a fool. He had to be lifted onto horseback and he was sweating by the time he was seated. But he didn't acknowledge the glittering pain that showed in his eyes, nor suffer Mennvinn’s doubts and protests.

      "I ride," he said. Like it was a great victory. He took a deep, careful breath, tipped his face up to the weak, ineffective sun. He was wrapped in furs, his hair and beard shaggy and wild. He almost looked a bearman from the old stories.

      "Would you like to carry your sword, my king?" Tom touched the pommel, ignored the thought from Caledyr: do not give me up.

      "Not my sword, son," Emyr replied. He patted a simple iron affair that was sheathed and strapped to the saddle. "This will serve me well enough."

      Part of Tom was glad for the refusal. But he felt obliged to say, "It might make you feel stronger."

      "It might." Emyr raised his eyebrows at Tom. "But at what cost?"

      He couldn't argue with that. And when he took his hand away from Caledyr’s pommel, he did his best to ignore the sword’s satisfaction.

      It was easy to forget the blade, though, in favour of the pleasure of seeing Emyr ride. Tom had only ever seen the man on his back, bleeding and weary. And while he was still deathly pale, and slow and careful in his movements, he sat astride a horse with such obvious pleasure that it was infectious. Emyr waved to children as they rode through the city, exclaimed at stalls or shop fronts, pointed at the great balloons with a child’s glee, took deep breaths as if the air was clear and crisp and clean.

      The road continued out of the city, winding its way west, but Gravinn urged them off the road as soon as they were out of the city and led their party north. Scratchy grass that seemed to grow out of spite and stubbornness undulated ahead of them, rising sharply into great mountains, peaks lost in the clouds, grey and white monoliths of rock and snow. Tom remembered all the foresights he’d had where he’d been numb with cold and felt a shiver.

      Did Katharine’s death wait for her in those mountains?

      Tom had thought they’d be up a mountain peak by nightfall, but Gravinn turned them away from every climb she could. Some were forced upon them, but where there was a chance to descend, she took it. It made Tom feel like they kept doubling back, losing a chance at making progress by climbing down what they had just climbed up. By the end of the day he felt more tired than he should have, and in the mood to be left alone.

      So it felt inevitable that Ambrose shuffled over and said, "We must speak."

      Tom sighed. The sun had long set. He was hungry. He was tired. In no mood for cryptic conversations, and he needed to get Katharine from the wagon and settled before he could rest. "A moment."

      He waited for Ambrose to argue. But he just nodded, and waited. Tom was almost too surprised to nod and walk away.

      "I’m so glad we’ve stopped." Katharine was already clambering to her feet. "Another hour in here and I’d have lost my mind."

      Tom took her arm and her weight, almost losing his balance as she hauled herself up. "It’s been a long day," he admitted. He helped her navigate around crates and chests, clamber down the steps at the back of the wagon.

      "You’re tired," she said.

      "Not as tired as you are, I’m sure."

      "You’ve been tired since the attack on the train."

      Had he? He hadn’t felt any more or less tired.

      "Something’s weighing on you."

      Be loyal and honest and save her life.

      "Don’t worry about me," he told her. "You have to focus on the baby."

      "I can focus on two things at once." She smiled the moment her feet touched the ground. As if she drew strength from the world. "I am a woman, after all."

      "And a very fine one at that." That made her smile even more, and Tom smiled to have made her smile. "Let’s get you some food."

      "I could eat a horse."

      "Perhaps we should have brought a spare."

      She elbowed him and he grinned. He took pleasure in how she leant on him as he led her to a spot near the fire Gravinn was building. He gave her a slice of the strangely pale bread they’d bought, covered in butter and jam. It wasn’t long until Gravinn was cooking bacon, and he made sure that Katharine had the first slices.

      "I can take care of myself," she said. But it was a half-hearted protest.

      "Would you like me to stop?" He held a slice of bacon in mid-air, opened his mouth and made to eat it.

      She snatched it from his fingers with a grin.

      Mennvinn was tutting over Emyr’s stitches, poking and prodding at him as he laid back and stared up at the night sky with a dreamy smile on his face; she’d given him something for the pain he had denied all day. Now he sighed as if contented and said,  "All we need is one of Rimestenn’s songs." He sounded like there wasn’t a care in all of Tir that could ruin his peace. "You always liked his songs, Ambrose. Especially the ribald ones."

      Ambrose stood away from the fire, silent, staring at Emyr as if pained.

      "Do you remember when you put an enchantment on his voice? He tried to sing ‘The Maiden of Seamouth’, in that big, deep voice of his, but he sounded like a girl of four summers?" Emyr grinned. Was the legendary King Emyr of Tir really laughing at a silly voice? "Do you remember?" he asked Ambrose.

      But the old sorcerer didn’t have to say anything. Realisation dimmed the smile on Emyr’s face, replaced the humour with sadness. Left him staring at the shadow of his old friend. "You laughed for days," he said in a small voice.

      Tom couldn’t imagine Ambrose laughing.

      "It’s late," Emyr said. "And an old man gets tired easily. Set a watch." And he closed his eyes, and said no more.

      "We can’t leave him out here," Tom said, and Draig helped him carry the old king into his tent. It was awkward work, but despite how they jostled Emyr, he didn’t wake. Whatever Mennvinn was giving him, it was strong stuff. They left him under a blanket before returning to the fire, and Tom could feel Six’s eyes on him the whole time.

      "Could you please tell her to stop eating all the food?" Gravinn asked as Tom sat down; Katharine had helped herself to a piece of the bacon from the pan.

      "I’m hungry," she said.

      "And you’ve had your full share."

      "She’s with child," Tom snapped.

      "Our supplies won’t last if she eats them all."

      "She can have mine."

      "And mine, if she wants it." Six held out his plate to Katharine.

      "I couldn’t," she said. But it was an empty protest. Six stepped over, flipped his meat onto her plate, and took his bread back to his place at the fire. "Thank you," she said, before taking an enormous bite.

      Tom gave him a nod, and Six returned the gesture as he said, "You’re welcome."

      "Tom."

      Ambrose was still lurking in the shadows beyond the fire, not even looking at them. He was sat on a rock, staring at a space next to him as if someone was sat beside him.

      Tom sighed and said to Katharine, "He wants to talk to me."

      "Go." She waved him away. "I’m warm and fed."

      "Let me know if you need anything," he said. He had a sudden urge to kiss her forehead, almost did it. But he knew Six was watching. And Tom knew he didn’t deserve to kiss Katharine. Not after what he’d tried to do.

      Katharine grabbed his face with both hands and mashed her lips against his. She tasted of salt and meat and metal. When she let him go, she gave him a shy yet mischievous smile and said, "Don’t be too long," before taking another bite of bacon.

      Tom tried to say something, but ended up walking away from the fire without a word, only vaguely aware that everyone was watching. His thoughts were a muddy mess. Was he forgiven? More than that? Did she want him back? Would they have more children? What would Maev think? Why did he care what Maev thought?

      He realised Ambrose had spoken but he hadn’t heard the words. "I’m sorry," he said.

      The old man grunted and took a few slow, unsteady breaths. Was he angry? In pain? Exhausted by travel? But before Tom could ask, Ambrose said, "You have not yet burnt the twig."

      Tom took a weary sigh. "I don’t think I can."

      "Yet I have told you that you succeed."

      Yes. Making it real by foreseeing it. Just as Tom had foreseen Katharine’s death. Tom shook his head, snorted out his frustration, and realised as he did that he was sat in the space he’d seen Ambrose staring at. The old sorcerer had been waiting for Tom to inhabit it.

      As if he’d spoken aloud, Ambrose confirmed, "The future is written. Like the past."

      The old man spoke with the weight of that future. The responsibility of seeing it come to pass. "It seems cruel to let us see the future without giving us the power to change it," Tom replied. He tried not to think of Katharine, crying in that dark place. Her grip growing weak in his own. "We should be able to use our foresight to change things."

      "A nice idea. But if that were true, we would not be here."

      Something let out a low keen in the distance. A wolf, perhaps. It sounded lonely. Would Katharine feel lonely when it happened? She would tell him he loved her. He wouldn’t say anything. How would that make her feel, as the life went out of her? And what would happen to their child? "How do you live with it? When you foresee something terrible, how do you just allow it to come to pass?"

      "Accept what has to happen, Tom. Play your part. It is all you can do."

      "That isn’t very comforting."

      Ambrose gave an awkward shrug, like his memory of how to do it was imperfect. "I cannot remember my past, Thomas Rymour. I suspect I once thought as you do. But when all you remember are the things to come, you realise there is no fighting destiny." He turned to him, met his eye. His dark gaze bored into Tom’s, and Tom couldn’t help but be a little frightened. "Grieve today for the things you will lose tomorrow. Or grief will blind you to what you must do next. "
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        * * *

      

      Tom poked the fire and listened to Ambrose snore, a low, constant buzz. Nothing like the loud, intrusive snores coming from Emyr. But snoring nonetheless. Snoring from a man who said he needed more than sleep.

      Emyr thought his old friend wise. Perhaps he was. But Tom couldn’t do it. He couldn’t give Katharine up for dead. He felt like he was on the precipice of something wonderful, while unseen forces were trying to collapse the cliff beneath his feet.

      And those forces would win. He knew they would. The foresight showed her dying. And when she died, he would be alone. There would be no-one to reach out to, to touch and hold in the dark, no-one to share his days with.

      Tom uncovered only part of the jar, hunched over it, stared at the sprite within, hugging its knees to its chin.

      The light was otherworldly. Magic. Void. But it was a comfort. Tom had thought to speak to the sprite. But what could he say? So he sat there, gazing at the sprite, basking in its light. Drawing a cold comfort from the mere presence of a fay.

      He could go. He could give this all up and go back to Faerie. Take his punishment. Absolve his wrongs. Return to the fold. It would be easy. He just had to say the words.

      He covered up the jar with shaking hands and sat alone in the dark.
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        * * *

      

      Ambrose’s damnable twig was mocking him. Or, at least, that’s how it felt. Tom rode with the cold, lifeless, empty thing in his palm. He’d already examined it, felt the smooth bark, peered at the faint lines wrapped around it, stared into the fibrous pith, smelt it, held it up to his ear like a fool. It was a twig. A dead bit of wood. There was no fire, no earth, no air or water in it. Not that he could feel anyway. So he rode with it in his palm and sighed at it.

      Gravinn still wound their path between the mountains as best she could. They had long left behind any signs of civilisation. A few days ago there had been smoke in the distance, a goatherd, Gravinn had said. But nothing since. No signs of people or habitation. Just the occasional hare, which Six shot as often as he could, and at night Katharine would tell him how to skin and cook them.

      Tom tipped his head back and spotted a bird flapping lazily through the cold, clear sky. Hares and birds, that’s all they saw. The black shadow above seemed to float in the air, needing no effort to stay aloft. It seemed so easy.

      Gravinn led their party around an enormous boulder, three times as tall as Draig, and back down the mountainside.

      Tom missed roads. They were smooth and easy. Not like their current path. He felt he spent the whole day riding back and forth across the same patch of land. He looked up to watch that bird soar away over boulders and mountains.

      Except it was still above them. It had turned to follow.

      "Six," he called, as softly as he could. The elf was alongside in a moment. "What kind of bird is that?"

      Six squinted into the sky. "A magpie?" He grunted. "Big magpie, though."

      "Emyr’s bones." Melwas. He was healed and he was tracking them. "Can you bring it down?"

      Six made an uncertain sound. "I miss as many hares as I hit."

      But why else would Ambrose have insisted on iron-tipped arrows? "Do your best. Quickly."

      Six looked up again, peering at the shadow. "Why?"

      The bird dipped a wing and left them. Iron nails. "On my horse. The fay have found us!"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      Six scrambled from his mount to Tom’s, and Tom kicked his heels and flicked the reins, sending his horse into a gallop. The magpie had turned, flying back south. It had a clear path. Theirs twisted and turned. They stood little hope of catching it. But it was too good an opportunity.

      "I’ll never hit it like this," Six cried into his ear. He had one arm wrapped around Tom’s waist, squeezing hard as they thundered across uneven ground.

      "We have to try." To its credit, the horse was doing well, neatly jumping or darting around any obstacles. It seemed to relish the race, and Tom wondered if their slow pace had left it bored.

      He risked a glance upwards. The magpie was watching them.

      "What does it matter?" Six asked. "It’s seen us. The fay know where we are."

      "Trust me," Tom told him.

      Six grunted, not exactly a vote of confidence, and Tom quested towards Caledyr, hoping it would guide him.

      Fight, was all it had. It was a sword. It knew nothing of riding.

      "Cursed stinking iron nails," Tom swore. Calmness of the soul until death. Calmness of the soul until death. A death that was hopefully months away, and not waiting for them in a rabbit hole or a half-buried rock that would bring down the horse and crack their heads open.

      The magpie was teasing them. They had to cut around a huge stone, so the bird slowed, let them catch up. When their path was blocked, forcing them up the mountainside, it slid across the sky, keeping them in sight. But Six didn’t draw his bow. "Are we close enough?" Tom asked.

      "Still too far."

      Melwas was toying with them. And then, when he got bored, he would leave.

      "Try!" Tom called out.

      They crested the hill and rushed down the other side, so steep that Tom thought they would fall, but they didn’t, and they raced across open grassland, hooves pounding the dirt. But the horse was getting tired. The bird was going to get away.

      Six released him, and Tom heard the bow draw and ring beside his ear as the arrow loosed, which arced through the air only to fall short.

      Tom dug his knees into the horse, spurred it on. A burst of speed, before the terrain dropped, forcing them to slow and half-gallop, half-fall down the hillside.

      "Again," he told Six. They had to bring the bird down. They had to.

      The bowstring sang, the arrow arced. The magpie didn’t flinch as it watched it fall short.

      "It’s too far," Six growled.

      Down another hillside, this one so steep the horse stumbled and shuddered with the effort of keeping its uneven footing. But at the base of the hill was was a huge, open stretch of grass. They could build up a gallop, close the distance. They could do it.

      Wait.

      The thought from Caledyr turned his head and he caught sight of a narrow crack in the mountainside. All moss and grass and stone, like someone had cut it through the mountain eons ago.

      He’d foreseen this.

      He tugged the reins and the mountain rushed up and swallowed the world.

      "What are we doing?” Six was forced to hunker against Tom’s back; there wasn’t much room here.

      "I’m not sure." Tom let the horse slow to a walk before stopping, panting, shivering with fatigue. Tom looked up at the sliver of sky above them.

      "Have we given up?" Six sounded like he couldn’t decide if he was pleased or irritated.

      "I don’t think so." Tom replied. All he could remember was this, siting here inside this little crack in the world. Waiting.

      "Why is the bird so important?"

      "Keep an eye on the sky."

      They waited. They watched. Tom began to think they were wasting their time.

      A shadow passed above. Nothing more than a flicker. It could have been anything. But Tom grinned. "He’s looking for us." He clambered down. The horse seemed content to wait. It nibbled on some weeds. Tom didn’t wait for Six, just picked his way through the tiny valley as much as he could while staring up into the sky.

      The ground climbed upwards, the going steep. Whenever they disturbed loose rock it seemed to fall forever, the tumbling stone against stone ringing like a thunderclap. Tom’s first thought was that the noise would give them away. But they wanted the bird to look for them. So he kicked stones free of the dirt, and Six grumbled behind him.

      Their path opened up onto a plateau of rock, pathetic clumps of grass clinging to tiny cracks in the stone. The view was incredible, the mountains rising up on either side, tall green trees clinging to impossible steep slopes, a river wending its way far below. The sky above was grey, a little blue in the south, dark clouds to the north. Despite himself, Tom took a deep breath. Clean, pure air.

      "Wait there," he told Six, pointing back into the crack. Six said nothing, slipping back into the shadows. Tom turned back to the tableau. There was no sign of the magpie. Had it given up? Had it returned to Faerie? Perhaps it was just looking in the wrong place?

      Tom drew a breath and cried, "Melwas!

      He waited. Listened. Nothing. The silence was almost something tangible. Like you could reach out and touch it.

      A flicker of motion. To the right. There, below, the magpie. Definitely one of Melwas’. Twice as big as a normal magpie, with a splash of white around one eye.

      “Melwas!"

      The bird heard him, banked, flapped its wings and climbed, before fluttering to a landing at the edge of the plateau. Well out of reach. It stood there, tipped its head at him. Didn’t make a sound. It was taunting him, by getting so close. It was telling him there was no hurting it.

      Tom drew Caledyr. The blade sang. Fight. Kill the enemy.

      The bird tossed its head, like a challenge. It knew it could fly away before he could even get close.

      Tom hefted the blade. Lifted and lowered the point, a salute to the elf hidden in the rocks.

      He jumped as an iron-tipped arrow skewered the bird and knocked it down. It flapped, screamed, tumbled towards the edge. "No." He dropped the sword, scrabbled after it. Caught it by the tail and heaved it away from the fall. He dropped it again, let it flap for a moment longer before it stopped, lay still, glared balefully up at him as it lay prone.

      "Good shot."

      Six stepped out. "It wasn’t moving much."

      "No." Tom allowed himself a smile. Nudged the bird with his foot. Midhir or Melwas, the Faerie king’s arrogance had always blinded him. And now he was blind. The splash of white was over the left eye. Thought.

      "What’s so special about this bird?"

      "You saw the swans Midhir had at Calmae?" When Six nodded, Tom continued. "They change to magpies, but their function is the same. Thought and Memory. They embody those traits for Midhir or Melwas."

      "Which one is this?"

      "Thought."

      "So the fay can’t think?" Six sounded sceptical. And he was right. It wasn’t that simple.

      "Just Melwas." Memory had once become trapped in Tir for four days. Midhir had tottered around his realm like a foolish old man, vacant and scared, memories coming to him only in snatches, just long enough for him to remember what he had forgotten. What would he be like without Thought?

      "So do we kill it?"

      A good question. Dead, it would return to Faerie and take time to reform. Alive, they could keep it from Melwas indefinitely. But the fay would come for it.

      But would they come anyway? For the effrontery of shooting down Thought?

      Tom wanted to keep it. Put in a cage and hide it from Melwas. Let that smug monster drool like a babe for the rest of time. But Katharine was already in too much danger. "We kill it." He retrieved Caledyr, reversed his grip to aim the point at its neck. The sword sang at the thought of tasting Faerie flesh.

      Dead-bane, it sang.

      Tom thrust the blade into Thought and watched it twitch in silence. It wanted to scream. But it didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. So it just glared at him until it grew still and glared at nothing at all.

      The bird’s death had been so much quieter than Fenoderee’s. It seemed unfair, somehow. Tom tried not to take satisfaction as he cut the head from its neck.

      Six pulled his arrow free of the dead fay, slid it back into the quiver on his back. ”Do we leave it here?"

      "No sense in bringing it with us." Tom spoke with a bravado he didn’t feel. It was as if fears had poured out of the dead fay’s body and were trying to crawl into his mind. Melwas wouldn’t stand for this. The fay would come for them. Still, Mab had told him to kill the fay sent after him. And Tom couldn’t argue with the smile on his face at the thought of Melwas without Thought. Would Mab smile, he wondered. Would she delight to see a mortal in contest with her king?

      "Well," Six said, staring down at the fay at their feet. "I certainly feel a lot better than I did after the last time we rode on horseback together."

      "Yes," Tom agreed. It felt like decades since they'd led that dragon on a merry chase through the streets of Cairnalyr, but his neck still ached at the memory of it. "And this one was far less frightening."

      "Why did we do it?" Six lifted his chin in a silent challenge. "What one fay knows, all fay know. That's what you say."

      Tom shook his head. "It works differently with Memory and Thought," he told the elf. "Their only link is to Melwas. He has to touch them to share what they've seen and heard."

      "So the fay don't know where we are?"

      "No." It was reassuring to hear his own answer. "The knowledge died with the bird."

      Six nodded. "Fine." He lowered his chin. Tom felt like he'd passed some kind of unspoken test. "But we shouldn't have left her." The elf turned and stepped back into the crevasse. The waiting horse snickered at them as they picked their way down.

      "Katharine is with Ambrose," Tom said.

      "Can he protect her?"

      "I think so."

      "It would be better if you knew for sure."

      It was patronising and Tom wanted to tell him so. But he couldn't. He felt like he couldn't speak up at all. When Six stopped and turned to him, gazed down at him, he felt small. Chastened by the memory of admitting his weakness to the elf.

      "Let's go," Six told him, and they mounted the horse in silence and began to make their way back.

      Tom let the horse pick the pace; they had ridden it hard and it deserved to take things easy, so he let it stop to graze on the thin grass or drink from a small pool nestled against a hillside. But without the mad energy of the chase, the cold seemed to have a much stronger hold on Tom's fingers and toes, and fatigue tugged at his eyelids.

      "Tell me about the foresight," Six said as they rode a gentle path up a hillside.

      Tom didn’t want to talk about it. Putting voice to what he’d seen made it too real. “There isn’t much to say,” he replied.

      “Then it won’t take you long.”

      What did it matter? What good would it do? “I try not to think about it.”

      “We’ll never find a way around it if we don’t think about it.” Six’s words were firm but kind, and Tom could tell that elf didn’t want to hear the foresight either.

      Tom’s first instinct was to indulge Six’s secret desire. Tell him that there was no way around it, that foresights might as well be written in stone. But this one couldn’t be. This one couldn’t come to pass. So he said, “It’s dark in my foresight, and very cold. Katharine is lying down. Her hands are covered in blood.” I love you, she said. But Tom couldn’t tell him that. Not when he knew he would say nothing to her in return. So all he added was, “And her hand grows weaker in mine.”

      “Is that it?”

      “That’s enough.”

      “So you don’t see her die?”

      “It feels like she dies.”

      “But you haven’t seen it?”

      “No.” But that sounded too much like hope. “But I can feel it, Six. She’d need every one of Sir Allyst’s Miracles to survive.”

      “Maybe we only need one.” Six sounded thoughtful, but also pleased with himself. “Ambrose should have died centuries ago.”

      Yes. He should have. “You think maybe he can do the same for Katharine?”

      Six snorted. “Ambrose looks like he’s a stiff breeze from being a pile of cryptic dust. But he must know something.”

      “If he hasn’t forgotten it.”

      Six was silent for a moment. “True,” he admitted. “But there’s a chance, isn’t there?”

      Yes. There was a chance. “You might be right.” Tom pulled the twig from his pocket. Was that why Ambrose had given him this? To teach him magic, so he could save Katharine? “Thank you.” And he reached into the twig with a new resolve to make it dance with fire and save Katharine’s life.

      But the twig refused to burn, and whatever hope Six had given Tom was sputtering like a dying candle by the time they reached the others.
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      By the time they returned the others had already set up camp. There was still a little time until nightfall, but everyone seemed too tired to start travelling again. Not too tired to start a barrage of questions about where they had gone and why, so Tom found himself explaining Faerie lore to them all.

      Which Jarnstenn found unimpressive. "Fairies and magic." He snorted and shook his head. “Plenty of marvels in Tir, but not one of them could convince me of that rubbish."

      "What attacked the train," Draig asked, "if not a fay?"

      "Something." Jarnstenn nodded, ceding the point. "But a fairy?"

      "A fay," Tom corrected.

      "I think we’re beyond insulting them now," Katharine said.

      Perhaps. But it felt unwise to antagonise them.

      "You don’t have to believe," Tom told Jarnstenn. "You just have to understand."

      "No, I don’t." The dwarf pushed another piece of bread into his mouth and talked around it. "Kun wants to help you find a lost city. So I’m helping you. That’s all I need to know."

      Kunnustenn fidgeted.

      "We need water," Draig said, evidently tired of the conversation. The elf was right. They were running low.

      "We saw a river," Tom told him.

      "South," Six said. "Maybe ten miles."

      How could he tell? The chase had twisted and turned so much Tom had no idea which way they’d been facing.

      "A river?" Katharine seemed shocked and angry, turning to Gravinn and demanding, "Why aren’t we following it?"

      Gravinn shook her head. "There are no signs of a river."

      Tom frowned. "We saw it with our own eyes."

      She looked stricken. "I believe you. But there was no way to tell."

      "No way to tell?" Katharine spoke as if Gravinn had told the most outrageous lie. "You’ve been taught to look for river-sign, haven’t you?"

      Gravinn’s face had flushed a bright red. “Well, you didn’t see it either.”

      "I’ve been riding in the wagon."

      "It doesn’t matter."

      "It does if we’ve been wasting time," Katharine shot back. “A river could give us an easy path to follow."

      "Not all rivers can be followed."

      "It’s worth a look."

      "I grew up in the mountains."

      "I’ve travelled them."

      Emyr raised his hands and his voice. "Ladies, please. You are both skilled Pathfinders. We would be fools not to heed your experience." Once the pair of them were looking at him, he told them. "We will find this river. Fill our waterskins at the least. If it can be followed, then we shall follow it."

      "There are no guarantees it will take us to Cairnarim,” Gravinn said.

      "There’s no guarantee your path will take us their either." Emyr’s words were harsh but his tone was gentle, warm, taking the sting out of it. "We are all stumbling towards a place we don’t know how to find."

      "There’ll be hunting by the river," Jarnstenn said. Thinking with his stomach as usual.

      "I think there was some mention of a river in Rorvinn’s Compendium of Lost Tales," Kunnustenn said, chin in hand and staring into the ground like it was withholding the answers.

      "We should change our path anyway," Tom told them. "Even without Thought, the fay might know where we are."

      But it seemed Gravinn wasn’t quite ready to cede defeat. "The wagon." Said desperately, like she was losing something important. And when everyone looked at her, she said as if it was plain, "Finding a path wide enough for the wagon has been hard enough. You won’t find one by a river."

      All eyes turned back to Katharine. Exhausted Katharine, her temper fraying, her eyes closed as she held back a sharp retort. "It’s worth looking."

      "It is." Emyr made it clear that was the final word. "Tom. Six. Good work today." And he took a step away from the fire and lay down. It was strange. Emyr had stormed into the argument, stamped out the fires as he saw them, and then left. He seemed oblivious to Gravinn’s hurt feelings. It seemed at odds with the stories of the great king of Tir.

      But he was old. Still healing. Perhaps he just needed some help.

      So Tom said, “Gravinn and I will take the first watch." In truth he wanted to sleep too. But he felt a duty to resolve this. A duty that should be Emyr’s.

      Gravinn had turned her back to the fire. But she made a sound of assent. Tom tended to Katharine, made sure she was as comfortable as she could be. Spent some time in quiet conversation with her, talking about nothings, feeling the baby kick. Smoothed her hair, let her doze off, and left the tent.

      "You love her." Those were Gravinn’s first words to him. She had moved away from the fire, sat cross-legged on a rock higher up the mountainside.

      Did he? Perhaps. But it all seemed too complicated for something as simple as love. Besides, if he loved her, he would have saved her by now.

      "I’ve led us safely through these mountains for weeks," Gravinn said. "I know what I’m doing."

      “No-one is questioning that,” he said as he sat beside her.

      "She does. At every opportunity, she tells everyone I’m wrong." Gravinn wouldn’t look at him. Just sat on her rock and glared out into the night.

      Gravinn was right, in a way; Katharine did question and contradict her. Almost delighted in it, at times. But Gravinn seemed to crow her superiority too. A rivalry had sprung up between the two Pathfinders, and it was something they could all do without. "She’s been doing this for years."

      "So have I."

      "You were a thrall. An assistant. I don’t mean to sound cruel," he said when her head whipped towards him. "I’m just pointing out that Katharine has learnt her trade. You’re still learning."

      "I got you in and out of a dozen Western cities." Like he was ungrateful.

      "You did." How to phrase this? "Katharine has learnt how to read the land. She knows how to find a path where there isn’t one."

      "I know that too."

      "Do you?"

      Silence. There wasn’t much light to see by, but Tom could see her clenched jaw as she looked down at her feet.

      “There’s no shame in not knowing a thing," Tom said. "Learn from her. Take all the knowledge you can. Let her help you become a better Pathfinder."

      "Better than her."

      Tom sighed.

      More silence. She was wavering. But her stubborn hurt wasn’t quite gone. Not yet.

      "We would never have survived the Kingdom without you, Gravinn," he told her. "But there is always someone better than us. A better fighter, a better hunter, a better cook." A better father. "They can be rivals or they can be teachers."

      More silence. Then Gravinn huffed. "I will learn from her."

      Tom let himself smile. Something going right for once. "Good."

      "And I will be better than her."

      Tom felt his victory sputter and he kept his smile frozen in place. "Fine."

      Gravinn gave him a smile too, as if they had shared something, like they were conspirators. He knew if he said anything he would start an argument or worse. But staying silent felt like he was betraying Katharine somehow. "Get some rest," he told her. “You can take the next watch in a few hours.”

      Gravinn nodded and obediently clambered down from her rock. Tom watched her go, stared at the tent he shared with Katharine, as if he could see through the canvas and see her sleeping shadow. He waited until Gravinn had been in her tent long enough to have fallen asleep, then he pulled out the jar and peeled back its wrappings.

      "Tell me about Melwas,” he demanded.

      The sprite was sat with its knees under its chin, wings folded, glaring at him. It said nothing.

      "Did it work?" he asked. "Is he without Thought?"

      She was so bright it was hard to make out her expression.

      "Tell me.”

      But the sprite only smirked at him. So he reached into his pocket and pulled out the shard of black monolith stone, ignoring the sprite’s squeals as he opened the jar just enough to push the stone inside. The sprite scrabbled away from the stone, pressing itself against the glass and spitting hate at him with its eyes.

      Tom glared back at it. “Tell me, I said.”

      The sprite lifted its head, chin jutting out, and spat one, tiny little word. "Run."
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        * * *

      

      "You have not been successful," Ambrose said to him as they rode.

      "You’ll have to be a bit more specific." Tom had failed to convince Katharine to return to wagon that morning. Instead she had mounted a horse and started issuing instructions as to where they would travel and how. Gravinn perhaps had expected some sort of joint leadership and, finding herself pushed to the sidelines, glowered at Katharine, gave Tom pointedly exasperated looks, and sulked.

      At first Tom had thought of speaking to Katharine. But she was impatient that morning, and snapped at anyone who questioned her or was slow in doing as they had been told. Even Six hadn’t been immune to her sharp words. And while Tom had been trying to think of what he might say to Gravinn, Mennvinn had come up to him and said, "I believe my usefulness to you is over."

      "What?" Her words had pulled him from his thoughts. In truth, he had given Mennvinn little thought in the past few days. She rode in the wagon and said little. She was easy to forget. "What do you mean?"

      "My patient is healed." She pointed to Emyr who was stretching delicately. But stretching nonetheless. Standing. Riding.

      "Katharine needs you," Tom replied. He knew the complications a pregnancy could bring. In a lower voice he asked, "Should she even be riding?"

      Mennvinn was quick to say, "I am not well-versed in the lore of child-bearing." Then she hesitated before adding, "No. She should not be riding. There is a risk of falling, and of jouncing the unborn child."

      Katharine was jabbing a finger towards some pots and pans and asking Jarnstenn if he expected them to walk alongside the horses. "We should tell her," Tom said.

      Jarnstenn stood firm for a moment, before shrinking under Katharine’s withering glare and picking them up with a few muttered words in dwarfish. Even those stopped when Katharine pointed out she spoke the tongue. “I’m not sure I’m brave enough," Mennvinn had said.

      And when Tom had relayed the warning, Katharine wasn’t interested. "Do you think I’d put our child in danger?" There was a sharpness in her look and an edge to her words that told Tom to say no and walk away.

      Instead he said, "Not deliberately." And as her nostrils flared, he added, "But we aren’t healers. We might make a mistake and not realise."

      "You’ve been speaking to Mennvinn?" Katharine cast about for the dwarf, but she had retreated to the wagon. "You can tell her I know my body. If I say I can ride, I can ride."

      "She says there’s a risk of jouncing." Whatever that was.

      Katharine read his expression and explained. "Shaking. As if there isn’t as much in the wagon." She stabbed a finger at Tom. "Are you going to bundle me up and put me away like a feeble little girl? Or let me be who I am?"

      This time there was no arguing. "Let you be who you are."

      She wasn’t gracious in victory. "Good." She jerked her chin towards the others. "Get them in the saddle."

      She led the way, leaving Tom in the middle of their line, reflecting on how he had failed to convince Mennvinn she was needed, failed to make Katharine feel like she had his support. And, of course, failed to keep the fay placated. Run, the sprite had told him. Run to where? There was nowhere in Tir they could hide.

      And now Ambrose was telling him he was a further failure. "You have not brought forth the elements from the stick I gave you,” the old man said.

      His chance to save Katharine. ”No."

      "But you have tried."

      "Yes." With every spare moment. But no matter how much he wanted the thing to burn, nothing happened.

      Ambrose grunted. "You do not see the point."

      “Even if I can burn the twig, the magic I want to see done will still be beyond me.”

      Ambrose let out a sigh, one that seemed too big to have been held in such a fragile, frail body. “You must learn this craft, Tom, because soon I will not be here to do it for you."

      "What do you mean?" Tom asked, though he knew exactly what he meant.

      "I will not survive this journey." Ambrose’s dark gaze stared at something only he could see. "I will die. Soon."

      Soon. Tom swallowed. So Ambrose couldn’t save Katharine. It was up to him. "Does Emyr know?" The old king rode ahead, alongside Katharine. As Tom watched, he laughed at something she said. She smiled. She liked him.

      "No. Do not tell him."

      Ambrose was going to die. Emyr’s only friend left in the world. "Shouldn’t he know?"

      "Perhaps." No regret. No fear. No anger. No emotion at all.

      "Aren’t you scared?"

      "I burnt up my fear a long time ago." He finally turned his head, gazing that empty gaze at Tom. “As you will burn that stick."

      Tom pulled the twig from his pocket. How could he keep Katharine alive if he couldn’t make a piece of wood burn?

      "Think of how Gravinn lights a fire," Ambrose said. His voice was soft now, lulling.

      "She rubs two sticks together." One between her palms, spinning the tip within a hollow in the other.

      "And she makes fire." Ambrose murmured. "If so simple an action can bring forth fire, willing it forth must be easy."

      Tom snorted. "If it was easy, wouldn’t everyone do it?"

      Ambrose smiled. It was such a rare sight, Tom almost didn’t know how to react. "There is not much magic in the world.” The old sorcerer looked up at his staff, at the black stone nestled in the tip. "Finding it is the hard part."

      Tom stared too, remembering the monolith in Cairnagwyn. The monolith outside Cairnabren. And the way the peddle in his pocket had drawn his thoughts as powerfully as those monoliths had. ”How do I find magic?.”

      "You don’t. It has already found you." Ambrose hefted his staff, pointed it at Tom. It was an oddly threatening gesture. "The fay left you touched by it when they gave you foresight and truth."

      Gave. Not cursed, or inflicted. Was Ambrose angry? Or jealous? Did he wish he had Tom’s imperfect foresight and the ability to remember his past?

      "Touch this stone," the old man said, "and you would feel it, wouldn’t you? The cold. The push against the magic inside you."

      Even at a distance, Tom could feel how the air felt too clear and too still around the stone. He nodded.

      Ambrose lifted the staff again. "So you have the magic."

      “If that stone dulls magic, why do you carry it?"

      Another smile. Two in one conversation. It seemed to tax Ambrose. "The memory of pain helps us find pleasure. Closing your eyes helps you appreciate the sunlight." He took a deep breath and sighed it out as if basking in a beautiful summers day. Then he looked up at his staff. “That stone, which pushes away magic, helps me cheat death. It serves to anchor me."

      Cheat death? Tom’s heart quickened. “How?” he asked. “Could it help anyone avoid dying?” Could it help Katharine?

      "Burn the twig,” Ambrose demanded. “Only then can I explain it to you.”
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        * * *

      

      That night Tom watched Gravinn start a fire. She did it almost without thinking, her hands moving without the need for thought behind them. Spinning the stick back and forth against the small log. Wisps of smoke, then a glow that flared under her breath. She touched it to kindling, there was more smoke, and then there was fire.

      So quick. So easy. The fire must be waiting to come out. Tom looked down at his twig. Reached for it, like he had reached for the monoliths. But it was just wood. Nothing more.

      But there needed to be more. If burning this twig was what Tom had to do in order to save Katharine, then he would burn it. He would find a way.

      The twig was dry. So there couldn’t be much water in it. Or much air, of course. Just earth and fire then.

      Ambrose would die, and all his knowledge would die with him. He would take away any chance of saving Katharine. Unless Emyr knew a way? Tom looked across the camp, watched the old king in quiet conversation with Kunnustenn. The dwarf was pointing to something in a book and Emyr nodded. He seemed so intent, like he was listening to every single syllable. He asked a question and Kunnustenn smiled. Perhaps he would know. Perhaps Tom should ask him instead of wasting time with this stick.

      Focus, he told himself and stared at the twig again. Six had said that unbalanced elements lead to sickness. So if the elements were unbalanced in this twig, that should lead to, what? Not sickness. But something. Perhaps he just needed to push the elements out of balance. Somehow.

      He was tired. Not just from travelling, but from his fears, too. His fear for Katharine. For their daughter. Fear that they would fail to find the glarn. He glanced at Caledyr, resting in its sheathe beside him. What good was a thinking sword that couldn’t offer any advice?

      No enemy, the sword thought, before falling silent.

      No enemy. Except the fay. Who might reappear at any moment. The sprite had told Tom to run. He glanced over at Dank, sat with Draig. The elf talked. The boy listened. Tom should have made more of an effort with Dank. They had taken his sprite from him, a companion who had been with him every moment of every day for decades. Now the boy was just one person, trapped inside a cage of flesh.

      But at least there were no Faerie strings tied to his limbs. Tom could look at him and know that Melwas wasn’t staring back at him behind the boy’s eyes.

      It was all links, wasn’t it? Dank linked to Faerie. Tom to the sword. The monoliths had been linked together to form a wall between Tir and Faerie. Without those links, the fay could push their way through. Many bodies with one thought, all linked together.

      So the only way to burn this twig was to build a link.

      The bark was smooth under his fingertips, with little bumps along the length. At first he stared at it, then he closed his eyes. Quested for it. Tried to feel it with his thoughts as well as with his fingers. Like the monolith. He remembered how it felt to break the links between the monoliths, tried to imagine building one. Tried to imagine spinning a strand of magic and wrapping one end around the twig.

      There! The elements, all four of them, buried deep within every fibre of the twig. Tom stared for a moment, half-expecting something to happen. But the twig was still.

      He had a sudden memory of Dank in the dungeons of Cairnalyr. "There’s magic everywhere, even if it’s only a little."

      Focus, he told himself. He closed his eyes and reached out, found the elements again, each small and dark and still. He pushed at them and they seemed to stir. Seemed to ask him what he wanted.

      Fire.

      Fire, they echoed.

      And sudden pain, he snatched his hand away and cried out, scrambled to his feet away from the twig that now had merry flames dancing over its length.

      It was burning. It was on fire.

      He had made fire. He held up his hand, throbbing and painful. He had made fire.

      He looked up, found the others watching him. Found Ambrose and told him, "I did it." He grinned. "I did it."

      Mennvinn fussed over to him, took his palm, tutted, pulled him away from his success and closer to the larger fire, pushed and prodded at his palm.

      "I did it," Tom repeated.

      "Yes," Ambrose said. He didn’t move. In fact, he didn’t seem pleased at all. He looked like a man who had just seen the door to his cell close. "You have done it."

      "What’s going on?" Six asked.

      "Your friend just performed magic," Ambrose replied.

      "Tom did magic?" Emyr was sat beside Katharine, the pair of them laid out like invalids. "You’re teaching him?"

      Jarnstenn snorted. "The lad burnt a twig. We calling that magic these days?”

      "Stop." Ambrose didn’t speak to anyone. But everyone fell silent. "None of you are asking the right questions."

      The right questions. The one Ambrose had said he would answer once Tom had burnt the twig. "How are you still alive?"

      The old man just nodded. "Yes. That is the right question."

      Everyone waited for the answer. And, as they waited, Tom felt something. It was dark and cold and hard and it settled down in his soul. Like a black pebble on a white sandy beach. "Magic," he said.

      Ambrose nodded. "You see it now, don’t you?"

      "It’s a trade," Tom replied. "You use up part of yourself to perform magic."

      "Yes."

      Touching that pebble was like touching darkness itself. It was lonely and empty. Hopeless and dead. Was that why Ambrose was the way he was? “Is that how you kept yourself alive? You’ve used yourself up?”

      "Not quite." Ambrose smiled a wry smile, like he had a secret he’d kept from the world. "There is more to it than magic. The secret lies in the thing we hunt."

      Emyr said, "Orlannu."

      “What is it?" Six asked.

      Ambrose turned to Kunnustenn, who blushed and cast his gaze to the ground. But Tom caught the look in the dwarf’s eyes; there was a hunger to be heard there.

      So Tom said, “Tell us about Orlannu, Kunnustenn.” And the dwarf smiled, even as he refused to meet anyone’s eye.

      “There isn’t much written about it. The texts all agree that it’s a cauldron. Some call it a trap or a seal. And there are some ancient children’s stories that say the seal is so tight that even death can’t open it up."

      "Yes," Ambrose said. "A cauldron made of the same stone as the monoliths. Anything inside cannot die, because the elements cannot escape.”

      Cannot die. Tom kept his gaze away from Katharine even as his heart began to hammer inside his chest.

      ”We’re looking for a cauldron?" Jarnstenn asked. “Adalstenn's balls, I could have made you a dozen cauldrons without getting out of my chair at home."

      “But how many could you make from the same stone as the monoliths, master dwarf?" Ambrose asked. “And how many of them could cheat death?”

      "There ain’t no cheating death," Jarnstenn replied. "We eat, drink, suffer, get our pleasure where we can, and die. That’s life."

      "You don’t think that," Kunnustenn said.

      "You know I do."

      "You know I do not."

      "That’s why I like you."

      "But why do we need it?" Katharine spoke like she hadn’t even heard the dwarfs’ exchange. "Is one of us going to cheat death?"

      Cheat death. Tom met Six’s eyes. The elf was thinking it too.

      "In a manner of speaking," Ambrose replied.

      Tom could feel his cheeks rising and fought his grin down. There was a way out. A way for Katharine and their daughter to survive this.

      Six looked like he wanted to smile too. But he forced a frown and said, "So this is what we’ll find at Cairnarim?"

      "We gave it to Rimestenn," Emyr replied. "It was his duty to hide Orlannu where none of the fay could find it."

      "Where?"

      "We left that to him. He had the finest knowledge of magic other than Ambrose."

      "No," Jarnstenn shook his head. "Rimestenn was no sorcerer."

      "He studied the monoliths. He knew the stone. And he’d studied Caledyr too." Emyr nodded to the blade at Tom’s hip. "All magic."

      "Did he perform magic too?"

      Emyr shrugged. "He did impossible things all the time."

      "He was a dwarf of reason," Jarnstenn said, jabbing a finger toward them as if skewering the point. "He built engines of reason. None of this magic malarkey. None of it."

      "I’m sorry if it upsets you, master dwarf," Emyr said.

      Ambrose murmured to himself, "I didn’t know Rimestenn could do magic."

      "It’s what I’ve been telling you, Jarn,” Kunnustenn said. "Magic and reason, they are two sides of a coin. Different roads by which to arrive at the same art."

      "Keep your philisophies,” Jarnstenn snapped. "Rimestenn was the greatest dwarf who ever lived. Don’t drag his name through the mud."

      "I’m not," Kunnustenn protested. "Don’t you see? Think what engines we could build if we opened our minds. Think what marvels we could create with magic."

      "Your stories belong in books. Not out here." Jarnstenn slapped a hand against his chest. “Not in the world."

      "They’re not stories."

      "Yes they are. Fairy stories. And I don’t want to hear them anymore."

      Kunnustenn’s expression closed down. "As you will." He picked up his pack and moved it away from Jarnstenn’s, who watched with fury burning in his eyes. Kunnustenn dropped his pack in the first clear space he found and sat with his back to the fire. Neither dwarf said another word.

      A moment before the silence thickened into awkwardness, Emyr said, "Everything I do now is to stop the fay." In the mouth of another it would have seemed argumentative. Confrontational. But Emyr made it sound like a rallying cry. "I ask each one of you to have faith. Whether or not you believe, in the fay or in our chances, that matters not. Faith will see us through. I ask for your faith, and I give you mine in return."

      Faith wasn’t enough. They needed strength, weapons, power. The fay had all of them and more. But Tom didn’t dare say it. He didn’t dare challenge the old king.

      And then Draig said, "Do I give you my faith, Angau."

      Six gave Draig a grave nod. "I also give you my faith, Oen.”

      Katharine put a hand over Emyr’s and said, "I give you my faith." But she looked at Tom as she said it.

      He could save her life.

      Each of the others echoed the sentiment. And when Kunnustenn got up, knelt beside Emyr and said, "I give you my faith," it looked like Jarnstenn was about to scream.

      There was only the dwarf, Dank, and Tom left. Tom looked at Dank, waiting to see what the boy would do. He was sat on a rock, above the camp, arms folded over his bent knees, hiding half of his face. Staring down at them. And they all watching him.

      "We thought we’d tricked you,” Dank said to Ambrose. “But you tricked us, didn’t you?"

      Ambrose didn’t say anything. Didn’t even look up.

      So Dank said, "You wanted to get here. To this time. But you needed to be sealed away, inside the stone. And you didn’t know how to do it. So you tricked us into doing it for you."

      "What do you mean?" Tom asked.

      "The cell, beside the Nimuë’s lake," Dank replied. "The fay built it. To trap Ambrose. He kept trying to break into Faerie. We tried to kill him, but he was too strong. We knew he’d get into Faerie one day. So we lured him to the Nimuë. Ensnared him. Sealed him away to weaken and wither. We thought we had won. We saw him like this," he pointed at Ambrose, "and thought he was nothing. But you wanted this, didn’t you? This was exactly where you wanted to be."

      Ambrose looked at no-one, and there was nothing in his voice when he said, "Of all the places I wanted to be, this was none of them. But, yes, this is how things were meant to be."

      The boy shook his head. "All this time Maev and Midhir have been so proud of themselves. Melwas and Mab would make cruel toasts about the lovesick sorcerer. How easy you had been to defeat after all." A slow grin spread across the boy’s face. "And you tricked them."

      Ambrose treated Dank to eye contact and inclined his head in small agreement.

      Dank unfolded himself, hopped down from the rock and crossed the camp until he stood over Ambrose. "No-one ever tricked us."

      Ambrose said nothing. Just met his gaze. Dank searched his eyes, as if there was a secret behind them. The camp was silent but for the crack and fizz of the fire. Tom closed his hand around Caledyr’s grip. There was a strange, almost maniacal energy about the boy. Tom couldn’t be sure what he would do next

      Ready, the sword told him.

      "No-one ever tricked them," Dank whispered again.

      Then he turned and said to Emyr, earnest but casual, "You have my faith." And he clambered up onto his rock again and stared out into the night. He didn’t move. Didn’t say anything. Was he keeping watch? What was he thinking?

      Dank had spoken of himself in the singular.

      "Does he now stand with us,” Draig murmured, nodding to himself as if everything was as it should be. But all Tom could hear was the implication that Dank hadn’t stood with them before.

      And Tom couldn’t help but think that there was something in a jar that might change Dank’s mind again.

      Still, it was hard to worry about what Dank may or may not think. Tom’s thoughts were filled with Orlannu. A way to cheat death. A way to save Katharine. He passed the rest of the evening with a smile on his face, and when she announced that she was tired, he followed her into their tent, lay next to her and asked, "Have you thought about names?”

      It was dark and Katharine was facing away from him, so he couldn’t see her expression. But he could hear the surprise in her voice when she said, "Names?"

      Tom nodded. "My first thought was naming her after one of our mothers. But now I’m not so sure.” He touched Katharine’s belly and felt a kick in response. It was always a marvel to feel their daughter kick. As if she was here before she was here.

      “I don’t want to use my mothers name." She spoke like Tom was a rabbit, easy to spook.

      "We’re making our own family. We should pick our own name." A dozen possibilities passed through his thoughts, all good names. But they all seemed too small. Somehow none of them seemed capable of encompassing his daughter.

      "I like Rose." Katharine’s voice was small, quiet, tentative.

      "Rose." Tom smiled. He imagined calling out to a little girl playing with sticks in a field. Calling ‘Rose’ and her running in for dinner. "Rose Delham. I like it." He placed a kiss on the back of Katharine’s head and took in a deep breath. Everything was going to be okay.

      He drifted off to sleep, and he slept well. And when Draig woke him for his watch, Tom didn’t uncover the jar.
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      They found the river halfway through the next day, and it was apparent to all that there would be no following it, and no crossing it.

      Gravinn had been less than gracious. “This was a waste of time,” she said, both angry and satisfied at the same time.

      "Water is worth the time," Katharine replied. But it was clear she was annoyed. She’d wanted to be right.

      But their little rivalry seemed unimportant; Orlannu could save Katharine’s life. What else mattered? Tom smiled as he brought her a flask of cool water. "Drink," he told her.

      "Have you got something a little stronger?" She rolled her eyes at his surprise. "I’m joking. Help me." He lifted her into an almost-sitting position while she drained the cup. "Can I have some more?"

      They rested by the riverside for a time. It was cold, but there were green trees that shielded them from the worst of the wind and the sun was out. It felt almost pleasant to sit and take an meal before it was scheduled, a stolen treat. Gravinn unrolled maps and began to explain to Emyr why they had made a mistake and how they could rectify it, and the old king sat and listened and nodded while he chewed his dark bread. Katharine sat apart from the others, and Tom sat with her, hand in hand, just enjoying a quiet moment. But Katharine grew more and more agitated until she pushed herself to her feet and joined Emyr and Gravinn.

      By the time Tom caught up, Katharine was angrily pointing up the hill and telling them, “That path will take at least two days longer than this one.”

      Gravinn scowled. "You don’t know that."

      “I know my trade," Katharine replied. “I’m reading the land."

      "My path keeps us from the worst of the cold. And we save no time by climbing even higher into these mountains."

      “We’ll save plenty of time because we’ll stop doubling back on ourselves,” Katharine snapped. “How many times have you lost your way on this journey?"

      Gravinn’s eyes couldn’t have spat more fury. "You are questioning my abilities."

      "No. I’m saying your abilities aren’t good enough."

      Emyr stepped between the two, saying nothing but somehow his mere presence was enough to stall the argument. When it was clear he had their attention, he said, "Gravinn, you showed me some maps. You said you knew our path."

      "I do."

      "Katharine, what makes you think you know better?"

      "Her maps are guesswork here." She waved a dismissive hand at Gravinn’s stolen papers and tubes and satchels. "Ask her. She’ll tell you that no-one has documented the mountains this far north."

      "Is this so?" There was no judgement. Emyr hadn’t decided who he believed. He simply asked for the facts.

      And he received them. “Yes," Gravinn said. She didn’t meet his eye. "But there is enough there to make a reasoned guess."

      Emyr nodded. "Katharine, why do you disagree with Gravinn’s guess?"

      "The mountains are getting higher." She nodded up at a peak before them. "The longer we try to avoid climbing them, the longer this journey will take."

      And time was something they didn’t have. They were hunted. And this was not the road for a newborn.

      Emyr nodded. Then he turned to Ambrose. "What say you, old friend?”

      "We enter the mountains." The old man looked tired today. More so than usual. He slouched in the saddle, huddled under his robes, his hat pulled down low. Even his voice, normally so dead and lifeless, sounded old and tired.

      But if Emyr noticed his friend’s discomfort, he said nothing. "We follow Katharine’s path."

      As they began to mount up, Tom took Katharine to one side. “Ride in the wagon,” he told her and, as she began to protest, added, “Gravinn can lead us along the path you chose. And it’s safest for the child.”

      Katharine was unconvinced. “She’ll lose her way again.”

      “If she does, she can ask for your help.”

      “She hates me, Tom.”

      “She’s jealous,” he said. “She wants to be as skillful and respected as you are. And she needs a chance to prove herself. Just as you did when you first chose this craft.”

      Katharine’s gaze lost focus, perhaps remembering her struggle to learn her skills, perhaps thinking of how hard she still had to try to be taken seriously as a Pathfinder. “You’re getting too good at this,” she murmured.

      “At what?”

      “Persuading people to do what you want.”

      It didn’t feel like he could get anyone to do what he wanted. At all. But he said, “So you’ll ride in the wagon?”

      “Today,” she said, to suggest it would be an exception. But Mennvinn had said she shouldn’t ride a horse, and Tom intended to persuade her into the wagon every day from this point on if he had to. That resolve felt cruel as she planted a kiss on his cheek. But he was looking after her, despite herself.

      So he helped her inside, placed blankets beneath her head, covered her against the cold, exchanged a few words with Mennvinn before leaving the two inside.

      He was conscious of everyone watching him as he walked over to Gravinn, all of them waiting to see what he did next. He tried not to overthink what he was about to say.

      “You know the path Katharine has advised.” Not a question. He didn’t want to question the dwarf in front of everyone.

      Gravinn nodded, waiting for something.

      Tom nodded too. “Lead on.”

      She didn’t try to hide her smile, almost leaping onto her horse to ride ahead for an advance look at their route. While the others mounted too, Emyr patted Tom’s shoulder. “That was well done,” he said.

      Tom shrugged. “I didn’t do much.”

      “Precisely.” Emyr gave him a broad grin. “It’s as much about what you don’t do as it is what you do. Remember that, son.” The old king gave him a strange look as he clambered onto his mount. “Sometimes the difference between changing the world and damning it is whether you stay your hand.”

      “I can’t imagine Tir is turning on my hand.”

      But Emyr shook his head with a knowing smile. “The hand that bears Caledyr, resurrects Emyr and Ambrose, and assembles a quest for the glarn?” He flicked the reins and his horse bore him away. “You’re a lot more than you think you are, son.”
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        * * *

      

      Katharine’s path was trickier than they were used to. It twisted and undulated as before, but it rose ever upwards. They struggled to find routes wide enough for the wagon, and they were often forced to move boulders or dismount and push the thing when it got stuck. The horses seemed unfazed by any of the terrain, which was a mercy. But it grew colder. By the time they stopped for the night, the air was freezing and the wind was up. There was no chance of lighting a fire, and the tents flapped and shook so much that Tom half-expected them to leap off the mountain and sail away.

      Katharine must have sensed his concern. ”Don’t worry, we’ll be safe." Her tone suggested she wasn’t in the mood to discuss it further; she was struggling to lay out her bedroll.

      "Can I help?"

      "I can do it,” she snapped. ”Give me some space."

      He retreated to the entrance, but that wasn’t far enough. So he stepped outside. He’d go back in a few moments, once she’d had a chance to settle and relax. It was a hard road, and it must be even harder for her.

      He found Kunnustenn outside too, and the dwarf looked embarrassed to have been spotted. "It seems my sleeping arrangements remain uncertain."

      “You're still arguing with Jarnstenn?”

      The dwarf let out a sad little laugh. "He is arguing with me,” he said. "But yes.” He hugged himself against the freezing wind. "It is not easy, when the one you love does not value your work."

      "Is that what you’re arguing about?"

      "Isn’t it?"

      Tom hadn’t thought so. But he knew very little about the pair. "You came because of Caledyr.”

      "Yes."

      "And Jarnstenn came because of you."

      "Yes."

      Tom shrugged. “He believes in what you have. Does he need to believe in anything else?”

      The dwarf said nothing and stared into the growing darkness for a long time. He was struggling with something.

      Tom remembered the hunger he had seen when he had asked the dwarf to tell him about Orlannu.

      He opened the flap to his tent and said to the darkness within, "I’ll take first watch."

      "Fine." Katharine sounded tired and irritated.

      Tom didn’t need to see the sword to find it. He could feel it waiting in the dark. "Call for me if you need anything."

      "Fine."

      His first thought was to leave her alone. But he thought better of it. He stepped carefully into the tent, picked his way to the source of her voice. Bent awkwardly to place a kiss on her head.

      She reached up and placed a hand on his cheek. "I’m sorry," she whispered.

      "For what?"

      But she didn’t say anything else, just curled her fingers in his hair. "Your beard is getting long." She was right. There was enough for her to get a handful of it. "I like it."

      He took her hand in his, squeezing it. "Sleep," he told her. "I’ll be back soon."

      The light was almost gone when he emerged, the wind still high, the faint stars blotted by dark clouds in the north. "I don’t like the look of that," he said to himself.

      "Do you think it’s a storm?" Kunnustenn was still stood outside, now staring at the wagon but making no move to get inside.

      "Maybe." Tom glanced about and spotted a hollow in the mountain that offered a good view whilst providing shelter from the wind. “If you’re not ready for sleep, I’m always ready to learn more about the glarn.”

      “From me?”

      “Of course.”

      Kunnustenn nodded and followed Tom up the mountainside, squeezing into the alcove alongside him. It was a tight fit for two, but perhaps warmer for it. “What do you want to know?” the dwarf asked.

      “Whatever you can tell me.”

      Kunnustenn’s sigh was almost lost to the wind. “Where to begin?”

      With Orlannu, Tom wanted to say. Tell me how it will save Katharine. How it will save my daughter.

      But he was here for Kunnustenn. So he said, “Begin wherever you would like to.”

      "Very well." Kunnustenn cleared his throat, and when he spoke again his voice was a little deeper, a little slower and clearer. His speaking voice. Tom didn’t get the feeling it was deliberate. More like a habit formed long ago that he now had little occasion to lean on. "Caledyr’s first name was Ymellith.” So he wanted to talk about the sword. That was fine. Tom could turn the conversation to Orlannu soon enough. “An old children’s story tells that it was forged by the giant Taneto, who dwarfs know as the Smith Before Time, thousands of years before the time of King Taranau, who you call Emyr. That same story also tells that Taneto forged another sword, Hemyleth."

      Hemyleth. Emylt. The sister sword borne by Melwas. The sword that gutted Emyr.

      "The swords were used in a great war against the invaders, but alas the giants fell and created the land."

      "The invaders?" Tom asked.

      "The first people." Kunnustenn spoke as if it was plain and carried on. "The children’s story ends there. There is mention in Eystenn’s Codex of two bronze blades displayed by the Drowned Cities in the south. And, of course, we know that Uran bore two bronze swords in his war on the dead."

      Tom shook his head. Did everyone know about this Uran except him? "The man who made the monoliths."

      The stars shone just brightly enough that Tom could make out the dwarf’s frown. "I haven’t read that."

      "Emyr told me."

      "Interesting." But from his tone, it was plain the dwarf didn’t believe it. "The swords go separate ways after that. Various lords and leaders claim to bear one or the other, but Jokuvinn’s Incomplete Bestiary of Tir has an unusual passage in her entry on the fish folk that claims Caledyr, at least, returned to their lands until their queen was kidnapped, along with the sword as well."

      Kidnapped. Nimuë. "When did that happen?"

      "Not long before King Taranau took the throne."

      "The fay. It had to be."

      Tom hadn’t realised he’d spoken aloud until Kunnustenn replied, "Dead-bane."

      "What do you mean?"

      “That is the translation of the sword’s first name. The name that Malvis sought to purge from mortal memory." The dwarf was quoting something. "No thing did the Black Knight fear save the name of the weapon borne by King Taranu."

      "Why?"

      "I suppose because it tells you their secret. And a secret known is a weakness shared."

      Tom could feel thoughts and words and memories coming together in his mind, pieces of a puzzle he had never tried to solve. He tried to push it away, but the sword pushed it back at him.

      Dead-bane, it told him.

      Nothing can die in Faerie. When you walk in Faerie, you see glimpses in the corner of your eye of friends and family long gone. Nothing can die in Faerie. They are made of magic. Magic uses up part of yourself. Everything living must die. "The fay are dead."

      "The dead become the fay," Kunnustenn corrected. "Or so Gellvinn’s Memories of a Time in an Undead Realm would have us believe."

      "The dead become the fay." It didn’t make sense, yet he believed it. It was true. Well, of course it was. If he could say it, it was true.

      "You seem troubled?"

      Tom nodded. "I need to speak to Ambrose." He needed answers. He could feel the world around him tipping. The foundations he’d thought unchangeable stone were instead mist and fog. He pushed himself to his feet, clutching Caledyr to his chest. Anchor me, he told the sword. Keep me here.

      Ready.

      Somehow that made things worse, the sword’s quiet patience clashing against the unsteady sensation of slipping beneath these terrible thoughts. He scrambled down the mountainside, staggered to Emyr’s tent and pulled the flap aside.

      "Ambrose," he said. He was out of breath. He took a gasping gulp of freezing air. Tried to hold onto the feeling of the stinging breath in his chest. "The fay. The fay are the dead."

      "Of course." Ambrose’s voice came out of the dark, ominous and lacking in comfort.

      "You knew."

      "At one time."

      "My king?" Tom asked. Did Emyr know too?

      Emyr grunted. And Tom heard him stir and take a deep breath. "What’s the matter?"

      "This is the moment Tom learns the nature of the fay." There was no movement from Ambrose’s side of the tent. Tom expected he wasn’t even blinking. "It is a difficult time for him now."

      "Ah." Emyr shifted in the dark. "Yes. It’s a difficult thing to come to terms with."

      "My king?" He knew. Why hadn’t he said anything?

      "To know that the energies of those you miss and mourn have become part of the fay. That your loved ones fuel the forces arrayed against you." There was a very great sigh in the dark. "There is a part of my Eirwen somewhere in the fay. Amyr. Ganed and Cei and Lyr. And when I die, I’ll become part of them too."

      Dizziness twisted Tom to drop to his backside, cold wind tossing the tent flap against his head. Elaine. Degor. They were fay now? No. The fay were unreal creatures. Woodkin and brownies, not dead people.

      Except the Cauld Lad was a drowned boy, wasn’t he?

      Was there a fay that looked and sounded like Siomi? "Are you saying we become fay when we die?"

      "No." There was no comfort in Ambrose’s voice. "It is all energy. You pulled the fire from the twig. When we die, the fay pull the elements from our bodies. Just as the fire used the twig for fuel, so do the fay use our bodies."

      "They feed off us."

      "If the analogy helps you."

      The fay ate the dead. So they had consumed Siomi. Elaine and Degor.

      "It’s not like eating a pig," Emyr added. "They consume the soul, and all that comes with it. Your memories, your knowledge, your heart. They know everything the dead knew."

      Tom felt naked, exposed. "They know what the dead know."

      "Yes."

      The fay were the dead. The fay ate the dead. The dead became the fay.

      He had lain with a dead thing.

      He felt bile rise in his throat at the memory of the things he had done with Maev. It was like he had done them with a corpse.

      Fight.

      That was the wrong thought at the wrong time. Tom struggled to his feet, dropped the sword. He wanted no more of it. He had been lied to, deceived. Played for a fool. And it was plain to see, now that he knew. Nothing lived forever. So the fay weren’t alive. Obvious, really. He almost laughed as he staggered across the camp.

      The tent was warm and so was Katharine. She woke as he pulled back her furs, and if she was surprised by his advances, she quickly became rougher than he did.

      When they were spent, she pulled the furs over them and held him as he fell into a dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      If anyone noticed that Emyr rode with Caledyr the next morning, they said nothing. The old king had risen with even more vigour and purpose than ever, giving orders and almost leaping onto his horse. He made no attempt to hide the sword at his hip, and Tom made no attempt to take it back. He had been too busy talking to Katharine, words pouring out his mouth seemingly of their own volition. He’d talked about Rose, where she would be born, he knew Katharine wanted to continue her work as a Pathfinder but shouldn’t they stay in one place at least for a little while, maybe one of the cities, she could sell maps, he could find some work, they could make a home, just for a time.

      In the end Katharine took him by the shoulders and told him, quite forcefully, that she was happy he was so excited, but that listening to him was exhausting. Then Six had helped her climb into the wagon. Her absence opened a space in his mind, a space which unpleasant thoughts could invade and occupy, a space that couldn’t be filled by the tasks of breaking camp.

      So he wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or dismayed when Emyr asked to ride with him. Conversation would distract Tom from his thoughts, but he was sure Emyr would want to talk about the fay.

      He was right.

      "It’s a hard thing to learn, son,” Emyr said. “It took me many years to come to terms with it."

      Tom tried to think instead of his life to come, of Katharine and Rose.

      "Maev changed when Eirwen died." The old man dropped a hand to Caledyr’s pommel. An old habit, one he didn’t seem to notice. "Maev tried to seduce me once, when I was still king. Her efforts felt clumsy compared to Eirwen’s. My lady had a dark glance and a smile that could suggest worlds. But, after she died, Maev seemed to have learned her art. She looked at me, and smiled with my lady’s smile, and my breath quickened the way only Eirwen could quicken it."

      Tom felt his stomach tighten. It had been Maev’s smile that had ensnared him. A smile stolen from a dead woman.

      "They used to say Eirwen bewitched me." Emyr had a fond smile on his face. "Perhaps she did. I always felt I loved her more than she loved me."

      “Many of the stories say that Eirwen was devoted to you," Tom said, to make Emyr feel better.

      "I know what the stories say about her," Emyr said, the cheer now gone from his voice. "They say that she lay with one of my knights."

      Tom didn’t want to ask if it was true. So he said, "An Easterner once told me that story was only in the mind of Sir Picell. That he saw Eirwen, imagined a great epic romance between them, and loved her so much he died of it there and then." Siomi’s eyes had smiled when she told the story, like it was a balm to hear even if she didn’t believe it.

      "I didn’t knight anyone called Picell."

      "So she wasn’t unfaithful?“

      "Oh, she was unfaithful." Emyr was grinning again, staring into the distance. "Did I never tell you how she came to wear the Tanatei?"

      The necklace of the dwarfs, an exquisite piece of jewellery charmed to protect the wearer from magic. "You didn’t. But I’ve heard the story. Is it true?"

      "Oh yes."

      Tom frowned. If his wife had lain with four dwarfs for a necklace, he wouldn’t be grinning about it. "You don’t seem to mind."

      Emyr bowed his head a moment, his grin growing soft, wistful. "Son, they called me a warrior and a king. But that woman had a fiercer heart than anyone I have ever known." He patted Caledyr like a faithful hound. "I had my weapon. She had hers."

      Weapon. Tom felt uncomfortable thinking about it like that. "She used her body to get what she wanted."

      The old king lifted his head and frowned. "Is that so different from using a sword?"

      The carrot and the stick. Maev and Melwas. The dead played games with the living. "No."

      Emyr’s brow softened and so did his tone as he said, "Our loved ones become weapons to use against us," he said. "The fay learn our weaknesses. Learn the tricks they need to make us do what they want. It’s what makes them so dangerous."

      "You could have told me."

      Emyr nodded, looked down at his hands. "Would you have listened?"

      "All I could do in Faerie was listen," Tom pointed out. He’d had no voice with which to argue.

      "But perhaps you wouldn’t hear." Emyr fiddled with his reins. "I’m not a fool, Tom. I know why you came back to Faerie."

      Tom felt his cheeks redden and a flush despite the cold wind. He looked away, stared at the horizon as if he’d spotted something interesting. But there were only mountains and dark clouds.

      Emyr cleared his throat. "Still. Now you know."

      "Now I know." He knew he’d been seduced by Eirwen’s smile. What else had Maev stolen from the dead? Did pieces of Elaine and Degor look out from behind her eyes? "How?" he managed. "How do they do it?"

      "I don’t know."

      The plod of the horse beneath him, the weight of the packs, the soft sounds of conversation, the creak of the wagon. Everything seemed so small and fragile and mortal. Now the fay had the strength of the dead behind them.

      What had happened to Siomi?

      "You spent your reign looking for these glarn,” Tom said.

      "I did."

      "You found two."

      "Yes."

      "The same two we’re looking for now."

      "You’re wondering what has changed. If we couldn’t succeed with a kingdom and nineteen years behind us, what hope do we have now?"

      "Exactly."

      "We have things we didn’t have then." Emyr raised his chin to the people behind them. "Ambrose. Dank. A thousand years of advances. You."

      "Me." Tom looked at the clouds again. They were moving fast. He tugged his fur tighter at the throat. Bad weather was on the way. "I don’t know what help I can offer."

      "You once said you would call me a friend.”

      Because Emyr had asked him to. And Tom could still feel the pride and responsibility the request had given him. But now they seemed emptier. As if the dark pebble inside him had somehow drawn the colour from them. Just a little. But enough to make Tom grimace.

      "I need a friend, Tom,” Emyr said. “Mine is lost to me. I am alone amongst strangers."

      It was easy to forget that. Emyr always seemed so at ease with everyone, as if he had known them for years. But he had known them for a matter of weeks. He relied on Tom to know them on his behalf. And even though it felt like another responsibility, another burden to bear on top of burdens, Tom said, "I would be honoured to serve as your friend."

      "I don’t want you to serve," Emyr growled.

      And Tom couldn’t help but smile. "My king."

      "I’ve changed my mind. You’d make a terrible friend."

      "If my king says so."

      "A king can take off your head."

      "That would make the horse’s load lighter."

      Emyr roared with laughter, and if it seemed he laughed a little too hard, Tom didn’t say anything. With so little to laugh about, the old king could be forgiven for making it count. His laughter ended as pain pinched the corner of his eyes and he put a hand to his gut. "Do you ever look back on your life and wonder how you got to this moment?"

      "Often."

      Emyr just nodded. "We’re a long way from where we want to be."

      Where they wanted to be. Tom turned in the saddle, stared back at the wagon and imagined what life would have been like if he’d run away with Katharine.

      The wagon blurred and faded, and Tom saw it overturned and burning in the dark.

      The mountains echoed with a screech. A cry. Someone was crying.

      A woman’s voice said, “Sir Beduir knew that movement clears all paths and unlocks all doors."

      The present returned with a gust of cold wind that made Tom shiver.

      "Tom?" Emyr had hold of his arm. Perhaps he had swayed in the saddle.

      "The air." It was thicker. He felt a sudden surge of energy, as if he’d been half-asleep for weeks. Magic. He shook his head, disgusted by the sudden alertness that rushed through him.

      "I feel it too." Of course. Emyr has spent centuries in Faerie. He would know what magic felt like.

      "Is it the fay?" Tom couldn’t face them. Not when he knew what they were, and what he had done.

      "I don’t know." Emyr had Caledyr in his hand. "Draw your sword, son."

      Tom reached for an iron blade at his waist, but his hand was stayed by a voice that seemed to bellow from the mountains themselves. "Blades down!"

      It wasn’t hard to find the source of the voice. He was stood atop a ridge, no more than a tall, broad shadow with the sun behind him. "Dismount," he told them.

      "Who are you?" Emyr called up to him, gamely refusing to squint at the bright sun.

      "Worry more about them." The shadow’s gesture pointed out two archers with bows drawn. ”Dismount,” he said for the second time. His tone suggested there would not be a third.

      The archers were in good positions. If they were any good, they could take down anyone who tried to flee. And the wagon was just too slow. Katharine wouldn’t escape. So there was no choice but to do as the shadow said.

      “We won’t make it," Emyr muttered.

      “I agree,” Tom murmured.

      As if that had decided things, Emyr nodded and sheathed Caledyr. "Do as he says,” he told the others, but waited until Tom had dismounted before making his own, awkward climb down. The old king hissed as his foot got caught in the stirrup, and his face was screwed up in agony until Tom freed him. He leant heavily on Tom, panting, and Tom took the moment of stillness to watch and try to learn who it was that stopped them.

      Not fay. That much was immediately clear. Figures emerged from behind that first shadow and there was something in the way they picked their way down the mountainside that betrayed their mortal origins. As they descended, Tom could see more of them. Two humans, one Easterner. All three dressed in furs and rags, armed with nothing but obvious speed and strength. The archers didn’t descend; they kept their bowstrings taut and their arrows aimed at their victims. Whoever these people were, they weren’t fools. They wouldn’t be easily outwitted, or easily outrun.

      The three reached them, and the woman took charge. "Away from the horses," she told them. "Over there, all of you." She had a trace of an accent from the Marches and wore her hair in a traditional braid. She had jewellery on her fingers, at odds with the tattered rags glimpsed beneath the thick wolf fur draped over her shoulders.

      "We have someone in the wagon," Tom told her. "She’s with child."

      "Speak when I ask you to speak," the woman snapped, but she immediately turned to one of her fellows and said, "Get her out. Carefully."

      Tom took some small comfort from that command. If they were to be simply killed for their goods, these bandits would not waste any care on them. So they would be kept alive for at least a short while. And, Tom noticed, no-one made an attempt to disarm them. Either they were supremely confident, or perhaps they weren’t as smart as he had originally thought. Perhaps if they waited long enough, there’d be a chance to turn the tables.

      If Jarnstenn didn’t get them killed. "Get your hands off me, you filthy purse-snatcher," he was growling. "Think we’re scared of a bleedin’ bow and arrow?"

      "Hush, Jarnstenn," Tom bade him.

      "I’ll hush this elf if he touches me again." Jarnstenn waved clenched fists at the Easterner, who looked down at the dwarf, bemused.

      “Peace, master dwarf,” Emyr bade him. He had his hands out at his side, open, unthreatening, and asked the elf, "Do you mean us harm?"

      The elf shrugged. It was the woman who answered. "If it were up to me, I’d have shot you all already." She jerked her chin towards the shadow, which hadn’t moved. "But it isn’t up to me. So do as I tell you, and you won’t be harmed."

      So. No sympathy there. But someone had given her orders, and she would follow them. That, at least, some small reassurance. "See, Jarnstenn?” Emyr said. “Nothing to worry about?"

      "Did you hit your head?" Jarnstenn waved at hand at the wagon. "They’re robbing us."

      "So it seems."

      "We outnumber them."

      “There might be more archers in these hills.”

      "Listen to your leader, dwarf," the woman said. "He’s wiser than he looks."

      "Ain’t no-one leads me but me," Jarnstenn grumbled. But he said no more.

      One of the men who had followed the woman down the hillside brought Katharine and Mennvinn from the wagon. ”Plenty in here," he reported. "We’d better take the whole thing with us."

      The woman nodded. "Fine. You drive it." And to Emyr she said, "Your people will follow the wagon. On foot. But for every horse we lose, we’ll shoot one of yours.” Her eyes were as hard as her voice, and the lack of flesh on her face suggested that horse meat was far more valuable than the lives of their captives. Emyr gave a stern nod. A moment later, the wagon began to roll again, and the others began to walk.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Tom asked as he slipped his hand into Katharine’s.

      “I think that’s up to them now,” she replied as they fell in and followed the strangers to a destination unknown.
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        * * *

      

      Their path meandered around peaks and valleys long after the sun had set, and the clouds meant little light from moon or star illuminated their way. That was why, before they set eyes on their destination, they saw it all the same: the glow of light between two peaks. The stink of magic in the air had grown stronger all day, but it grew thicker as they approached and, as they passed between the peaks, Tom felt almost as if he had dived into an ocean of it.

      It was like someone had taken a handful of Faerie and cupped it in mountainous hands. High, snowy peaks on all sides descended into an oasis of warmth and water, a lake surrounded by a halo of mud, in turn surrounded by verdant grass and bushes and even the occasional tree. There were no structures, huts, or homes. Just open fires, and dozens of people sat around them. None of them wore furs, for the air was warm like midsummer.

      It was just like Nimuë’s place. Was this a Faerie trap after all?

      But while the others had marvelled at this impossibility and exchanged awed exclamations, Katharine had been beyond exhausted. She took small, faltering, painful steps, and she was slower even than Ambrose in descending.

      Their abductors were clearly anxious to get out of the cold, but one remained behind to escort Katharine and Tom; the shadowy man who commanded the others. Tall, wiry, his bronze skin bare despite the cold, he called himself Tree and offered his help. But Tom was too angry to accept help from a man who would make a woman with child march through the snow, so he said nothing to him. Tree had shrugged and walked beside them in companionable silence, as if they were all old friends on a gentle stroll together. Tom felt a furious urge to push him down the hillside, but instead gritted his teeth and let Katharine lean on him as much as she needed to.

      There was a crowd ready to greet them when they finally reached the bottom. Human, elf and dwarf crowded around the wagon and the horses, crying out and asking countless questions of Tree and his people. But they were interested only in the spoils of war; their captives were pushed to one side, where Tom found a space for Katharine to lie. Without the wagon or horses, they had no bedrolls for her comfort, food or water. But she was happy to lie on her side in the grass, and waved away Tom’s efforts to look after her. So he sat beside her, and watched Tree address the throng of people.

      "For once we have plenty,” he told them. “So let us take plenty of time to savour it." He selected a few to empty the wagon and sort the goods, then said to the woman, "Oversee the work, Hawne, or select someone to do it for you as you see fit. I’ll take these to see her."

      "I’ll come too," Hawne replied, surly and daring the man to argue.

      The man shrugged, apparently indifferent. "As you will." He turned to Emyr. "Bring your people. We’ll see what the princess makes of you."

      The others began to follow the man, but Tom didn’t move. “Katharine needs to rest."

      Tree looked at her and his eyes softened. “Yes." He inclined his head and said, “I will bring the princess to you.” He left without another word, leaving the woman, Hawne, standing awkwardly with them.

      “What is this place?” Emyr asked her.

      She debated whether to answer for a moment before gruffly saying, “We call it Tirend.”

      It meant nothing to Tom, but Emyr nodded gravely. “I see.”

      “You’re robbing us,” Jarnstenn growled at her as he watched wagon being unloaded.

      “If you’re asking for an apology, dwarf, save your breath.” Hawne lifted her chin, highlighting how much she looked down on him. “We have mouths to feed.”

      “Yeah? And what about our mouths?”

      “You’ll get food.” But for the first time there was a flicker of doubt in Hawne’s eyes, and she looked out across the oasis, up towards the fire that was twice the size of all the others.

      “The scraps?” Emyr’s voice was soft, compassionate. “Once those at the big fire have enjoyed the choice cuts?”

      Hawne shook her head, but she wasn’t disagreeing. She said nothing, which said everything.

      But then she straightened her expression settled into a stony mask. Tom followed her gaze and saw Tree returning with a woman by his side. No, it was a Western elf. She wore a curious mix of rags and riches, though even her rags spoke of a finer material. But even without the paint and pomp of royalty, there was no mistaking the obvious air of grace and authority she carried. That, and the resemblance to her father.

      Tree introduced them simply as, “The travellers,” and her as, “Princess Esyllt.”

      Esyllt. The lost princess of the Western Kingdom. Daughter of King Idris. And the reason for the West’s war on the rest of Tir.

      She gave them a warm smile. "Welcome to Tirend."
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      “What of my daughter?” King Idris had asked. And Dank had replied, “She lives. In the north. Far from here.” Tom had promised Idris he would send any word of her. But he had never imagined they would find her.

      And now they stood before her, in this of all places, and Tom was angry. Yes, it was the fay who had seduced her away from her kingdom. But it was Esyllt’s feet that had done the walking, and it was her absence that had been the lever the fay could use to move Idris to declare his war. If she had stayed, perhaps Neirin wouldn’t have sought Thomas Rymour to find a magic sword. Perhaps Tom’s hands would have been clean, instead of bathed in blood. Perhaps the dragons wouldn’t have been enslaved.

      But that wasn’t true, was it? Melwas himself had said that he would have found another mortal to manipulate if Tom had refused. If Esyllt had stayed, the fay would have found another to spark the war.

      So Tom pushed aside his anger, and said, “Your Highness.” He bowed, and the others followed suit, except for Emyr who simply echoed his greeting. But Six pushed past them all without ceremony or decorum. "What are you doing here?” he asked.

      Her eyes grew wide and she lifted a hand to her mouth. "Yemdarro."

      Yemdarro? Tom frowned. He’d always known that Six wasn’t the elf’s true name. But he’d never given any real thought to what it might be.

      "Esyllt," he said, and rushed to kneel at her feet.

      Tree moved to step between the elfs, but she waved him away. ”It’s fine. This is a very dear friend of mine from Before."

      Before what? Before Six was exiled?

      "I never thought I would see you again," Esyllt murmured, placing a hand on Six’s head. He took a deep, satisfied breath. As if that small gesture had lifted a burden he’d carried for many years.

      "I feared for you." His voice was little more than a murmur.

      "As I feared for you." She lifted her head and her voice. "But we can discuss the journeys that brought us here in due course. First, who are these companions of yours?"

      Six rose and swept to a position at her side, hands behind his back, stooped ever so slightly so that his words better reached her ear. It was the position of a loyal advisor, and it was a position assumed out of habit. What was Six to this princess? "My lady, I have travelled with some of these people for many moons now. Though you may marvel to hear their names, I can vouch for them."

      Esyllt wore a polite smile, but there was a genuine pleasure in her eyes. "I cannot wait to meet the people who have brought you back to me."

      "Katharine Delham, my lady, a Pathfinder of extraordinary ability."

      Esyllt smiled and exclaimed, "And with child, how wonderful."

      Tom wondered if anyone else noticed Six’s smile dim as he said, "And the father, Thomas Rymour."

      "A name we know from stories," Esyllt said.

      "Likely exaggerated, Your Highness." Tom smiled and bowed again.

      Six pointed out the others. "Draig, a warrior of principle. Dank, a man of the Faerie realm. Jarnstenn, a smith from Cairnakor, and his partner Kunnustenn, a dwarf of learning. Gravinn is a Pathfinder too, and Mennvinn is a healer of great skill." Six paused, before saying, "You will think me deluded or dreaming, Your Highness, but the truth of these last two is beyond reproach."

      "You have never before lied to me, Yemdarro."

      Six nodded, took a breath, and said, "Your Highness, I present King Oen of Tir, and his loyal servant, Ambrose."

      Whoever had taught Esyllt had taught her well; although her demeanour slipped, her eyes widening for the briefest moment, she gathered herself quickly. Collected once more, she quirked a single eyebrow and tilted her head towards Six, inviting further explanation.

      "We but recently retrieved Oen from the Faerie realm, Your Highness, and Mennvinn has been nursing him to health from the wound that felled him at Camlann. Ambrose has used mighty magics to preserve himself, and joined our party when we brought Oen back to Tir."

      Tree snorted. "This is nonsense, Your Highness," he rumbled.

      "Yemdarro was a member of my father’s court," Esyllt said, though Tom could hear that she was unconvinced by Six’s claims. "I trust him."

      "Do you believe him?"

      She took a breath, claiming a moment before admitting, "It is quite a claim."

      "Princess Esyllt." Emyr stepped forward, his bow made stiff and awkward by his healing gut. "Who I am is almost irrelevant at this moment."

      "On the contrary," Tree replied. "Who you are determines what we do with you."

      "Everyone here is lost, Tree, which is why we welcome everyone." Esyllt’s tone suggested the matter was settled.

      "We can’t feed the mouths we have,” Hawne argued, adding after a long moment, “Princess." Said to mock Esyllt, not honour her. Tom watched Hawne, the way she stood, the way she lifted her chin in a challenge to the princess. She had a definite air of someone used to authority. Maybe even nobility. Was there a hidden contest between her and Esyllt at play? Did Hawne see herself as more fit to rule this place?

      But Tree shrugged, folded his arms and said, "As you will, Your Highness." Emphasising the term of address for Hawne’s benefit. And when Hawne dropped her gaze, Esyllt said, "All are welcome here."

      "And what is this place?" Emyr asked. "And how did you come to be here?"

      It was Tree that responded. "We have been brought here from all across Tir,” he said. “And if you are going to ask me why, well, there are as many ideas about that as there are stars in the night sky."

      Tom looked up. Though the sky had been unfamiliar for many nights now, tonight he couldn’t see a single constellation that matched what he knew. He had an idea as to where they were.

      "Brought here?" Emyr asked.

      Esyllt nodded. "Taken. Tree was snatched from his home in Tanabawr. Hawne went to sleep in her hall in the Marches and woke up here."

      "And you?" Six asked. He leant closer, lifted a hand as if he might touch her elbow then thought better of it. "How did you come to be here, Esyllt?"

      She painted a smile onto her face that didn’t touch her eyes. "I fear I made a very silly mistake. I allowed myself to be fooled, and in doing so I brought myself here."

      "None of you travelled by foot or horseback, did you?” Tom asked.

      “No,” Hawne replied. “We were brought here in an instant.”

      Tom nodded. Faerie Circles. The fay had snatched these people and brought them here. But why?

      "Your father has been distraught since you left," Six said to Esyllt. "He is searching all of Tir for you."

      The princess’ lip quivered for just a moment, before her forced smile grew even wider. "Tell me he is well, Yemdarro, please. It would do me good."

      Six glanced at Tom with a question in his eyes and Tom nodded. "Your Highness, we had no idea that Yemdarro was so known to you." It felt odd to use that name. “Perhaps you would like some time alone?"

      Esyllt nodded. "You are most kind." Her eyes were wet as she said, "Tree, find our new friends a place. See that they are fed."

      "From our own supplies," Jarnstenn grumbled as the two Westerners turned and walked away. Did their heads lean a little closer than was proper? Esyllt certainly thought of Six as more than another subject.

      But if Esyllt was in charge of these people, and Six had her ear, perhaps he could encourage her to return the wagon. And their supplies. Tom turned to see if Katharine was warm enough, but she was sound asleep.

      “You say you were all taken,” Emyr said to Tree. “Has anyone tried to make the journey back?”

      “Back?” Tree had his arms folded, frowning down at them as if they were a puzzle to solve. “There is nothing beyond this place. Plenty of the young and foolish try to leave. They return, or their bodies are discovered by the next fools to try.”

      Tom looked at the crowds around the wagon. These people had no idea in which direction to travel, and what few supplies they could gather wouldn’t last the long road to Cairnoher. With so little, it was no surprise they couldn’t escape this place. The fay had very neatly imprisoned them all. But why?

      “We could help you,” Tom found himself saying. "We could offer you some supplies, enough for the journey. We can draw you a map. We could help you go home."

      He’d expected surprise, suspicion, a joyous grin, hope, anything. But Tree was entirely unmoved. He was so still that Tom began to wonder if he had, in fact, spoken at all.

      It was Hawne who said, "Home?" With layers of suspicion to hide her curiosity.

      Tom turned to her and said, "We travelled here from Tir with two Pathfinders. We could show you the path we took."

      Hawne’s eyes shone with desire and Tom could see her mind’s eye picturing her return to whatever place she called home. Her lips quirked into the beginnings of a smile, and Tom could see that, despite her brusque attitude, she would be an ally here, they would help her and she would help them.

      "Hawne." Tree’s voice was low, soft, and all the more threatening for it. "See to the distribution of the food."

      "Didn’t you hear them, Tree?" Now she did smile, a brilliant smile that transformed her sharp, angry face. "They can show us the way home."

      "I won’t repeat myself."

      The smile faded, and the angry young woman returned. "And I won’t be given orders by a money counter."

      "We are no longer what we were," he chided her. "Prince and pauper are all one here. Now." He bent at the waist, arms still folded, bringing his face down to her level. It was an oddly intimidating gesture, designed to highlight his height over her. "Go."

      She stared right back at him for a moment. Then something in her resolve seemed to crack, and through the crack shone a flicker of realisation and sorrow and loss. Her shoulders slumped and she walked away with the trudge of someone who has lost everything and knew there was no getting it back. Tom brushed a finger against Katharine’s hand and she stirred but didn’t wake.

      “And you, Thomas Rymour, should be careful who you say such things to." Tree had straightened, looming over Tom as if his height was more intimidating than dragons and fay.

      Emyr placed himself between Tom and Tree, equally undaunted by the other man’s height. He placed a hand on Caledyr’s pommel and said, “You will speak courteously to my people.”

      But Tree just snorted. “Will I indeed?”

      Emyr said nothing, his answer lying in his planted feet and his ready sword arm. It gave Tom a thrill to see Emyr, King Emyr of Tir, stood before a foe and defending his people. It was what Tom had been waiting to see since they’d rescued the old king from Faerie.

      Tree took a breath, let it out through his nose. Like an animal. It was so deliberate a gesture that it was almost comical. “Tell your people not to excite mine. You don’t know how much better you have it here.”

      Better? Was he serious? The people here lived like beasts, without a roof over their heads, scratching for scraps. They were eking out an existence, not a life. “Your people?” Emyr nodded towards Esyllt. “Do you rule here?”

      “Royalty?” Tree’s lips quirked. “They don’t always have the clearest heads." He placed his hands on his hips, displaying himself and his strength. "We are all better off here. In time, you might come to agree with me. If," he added, "nothing happens to you."

      "I won’t let you keep us here," Emyr told him. “We deserve to be free. As do the people living here."

      Tree smiled. "You set yourself in opposition to me?” There was both amusement and danger in that rumbling question.

      But if Emyr recognised the threat, he didn’t acknowledge it. Just said, ”These people deserve to go home."

      Tree was fast. One moment he was nodding. The next, he threw a cracking blow to the side of Emyr’s head that sent the old king to the ground and Tom was shocked, frozen, aghast that someone would dare strike Emyr, then he surged to his feet, but there were others, a sudden mob of humans, elfs and dwarfs ready to fight for Tree and Emyr was shouting, “No, stay back, stop,” even as Tree lifted him by the belt, no, he was taking the sword, stop him, retrieve the sword, but Draig was holding Tom back, no, let me go, let me go.

      Tree dropped Emyr back to the ground and held Caledyr across his shoulders. "You are in my place now," Tree told them. "You do as I say. Or you will suffer.”

      Emyr was on his hands and knees, head bowed, holding up a hand to stay Tom and the others. But Tree couldn’t be permitted to strike Emyr, and he couldn’t be allowed to take the sword. Retrieve the sword. Retrieve it. Tom struggled against Draig’s grip, but the elf was too strong. And Tree just smiled, laughing at Tom’s weakness, at his own ability to knock down a king and steal a sword. “I’ll kill you,” Tom growled.

      But Tree just shrugged, as if such threats were commonplace. ”Make yourselves a fire," he said. "Eat what you are given. Do not give me cause to hurt you again, and you will be happy." Then he turned his back, without concern or fear of retribution, and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      The others lit a fire, presumably for comfort as the air was already warm. Tom didn’t help. He was filled with a restless rage, pacing between Katharine and Emyr and failing to offer comfort to either.

      Tree had struck Emyr and taken the sword. As if he was king. As if he deserved it.

      Retrieve the sword. His hands twitched at the thought of taking it from Tree right now.

      Emyr hadn’t moved, still on his hands and knees, but Mennvinn waved him towards the little fire. "I need him sitting,” she said, unrolling her tiny tools and trinkets.

      “I might vomit.” Emyr looked pale and unsteady.

      "Then face away from me."

      Tom helped Emyr crawl over to a rock and sit, and the old king let his head hang between his knees. He let out a low groan as Mennvinn parted his hair and examined his scalp. "A nasty gash," she proclaimed, pulling needle and thread from her set of tools. "No more than that."

      "Did you see his hand?" Kunnustenn said.

      “Is it hurt?” Tom demanded, snatching at Emyr’s hands.

      ”He means Tree’s hand,” Mennvinn replied. "He broke his knuckles."

      "Needs a one-way ticket to the madhouse, that one," Jarnstenn said.

      Mennvinn patted Emyr’s back. "Don’t sleep," she told him. "Not yet."

      Emyr didn’t move, just nodded. His hands were trembling. Tom felt sick to see him like this. To know he hadn’t done anything to stop it. He spoke his thought aloud: “We outnumber him.”

      "He’s right," Jarnstenn growled. "We could have had him."

      “No,” said Emyr.

      Tom couldn’t help himself. “No?”

      Emyr pointed a shaking finger up to the largest fire. “Look,” he told them. “We could not have won that way. You saw the crowd ready to back Tree. And we are few that can fight. Plenty of us have neither the training or the bodies for combat.”

      "So he gets away with it?" Tom growled. He knelt beside Emyr, searching his face for a secret, a plan. How could he give up so easily?

      But he hadn’t. “No,” he said, clear and angry and ready for a fight. He opened his eyes and met Tom’s glare with a fire of his own. "Six has Esyllt’s ear. Hawne knows we can show everyone here the way back."

      "So we wait until everyone else comes to us?" Gravinn nodded. "They won’t follow him when they know the way home."

      "They’ll follow him." But Emyr held Tom’s gaze as he spoke. Pointed again and said, "Look."

      Tom followed the old king’s finger, taking in fire after fire and the people who sat around them. "Do you see it, son?" Emyr asked him.

      Tom saw it. The big fire wasn’t in the centre of the clearing. It was at the far end. Those who sat around it, and around the fires nearest, were young and strong. They strutted, confident of their place in things. But as the fires grew farther away from the head, the people around them grew older, or weaker, or bore the bruises and the limps of a fight gone badly.

      “It’s a hierarchy," Tom muttered. “Based on strength. Tree rules this place because he fought his way to the top. And anyone who depends on Tree for their own position will support him. Otherwise they’ll end up here.” He looked at their tiny fire. “At the bottom of the pile.”

      “So someone has to best Tree?" Katharine asked.

      There was a surprising ferocity in Emyr’s voice as he corrected her. ”Someone has to beat him.”

      "Who?"

      The old king simply reached up and clapped Tom on the shoulder.

      Tom wanted to. His limbs twitched with the urge to beat Tree, to take back the sword. But, "Draig is the better fighter."

      "Is he?"

      "He bested me in Cairnagwyn."

      "Ah." Emyr nodded. "Which is why the dragons aren’t free."

      "That’s different."

      "No, it isn’t." Emyr lifted his head and took a steadying breath. Blood was drying in his greying hair. "Winning a fight only means achieving the goal you set out with." It sounded like he was quoting someone, and he smiled a wistful smile.

      Tom shook his head. I can’t fight him, he wanted to say. But he couldn’t. Because he knew he could fight Tree. He just couldn’t win. "He has Caledyr."

      "He’ll find it less of an advantage than you might think." Emyr’s smile grew broader. "Trust me."

      "So what do we do about that?" Jarnstenn waved towards the wagon, which the people of Tirend were unloading, handing out blankets and food and weapons.

      Emyr watched for a moment. "We can’t stop them until Tom has beaten Tree," he mused.

      "He’s in no shape to beat anyone," Jarnstenn replied.

      “Could I train him," Draig suggested.

      “They’ll have eaten everything by the time he’s ready."

      Tom ignored the insult. A far more frightening thought had occurred to him. “And I don’t think it’s safe for us here.” He turned to Dank and added, “Am I right?”

      The boy just nodded. "We shouldn’t stay."

      "Why not?" Katharine asked, dread running through her words.

      "It’s linked to Faerie, isn’t it?" Tom asked. He peered at the boy, and saw he was right. "A part of Faerie that sits within Tir. Like Nimuë’s place."

      It was Ambrose who said, "Just so," with a bitterness that surprised Tom. Did the old sorcerer regret coming here? Or leaving his merrow gaoler? "While we are here, the fay know where we are."

      Dank was hiding his fear well. But Tom could see it in his eyes all the same. “They could come for us at any time,” the boy said.

      As if this journey hadn’t been difficult enough. "Then we need to leave now." Tom pushed himself to his feet, trying to fuel himself with the rage he’d felt moments ago. But it was sapped and weakened by fear. "Draig, you’re the best fighter; you’ll have to fight Tree.” But that wasn’t enough; the fay could snatch Katharine away in a heartbeat. “I’ll speak to the fay and convince them to leave us be."

      "How will you do that?" Katharine’s voice was heavy with reproach.

      "I’ll point out how interesting it will be to watch us try to escape." Entertainment. It was the weak point of any fay.

      "They’ll only come for us after we leave," Gravinn pointed out.

      She was right. They all knew she was. But what else could they do? "We’ll deal with that if it happens," was all he could say. It was an answer that made no-one happy. But there were no easy answers here. No simple paths.

      Katharine touched his arm, squeezed it. "I don’t want you to talk to them," she said. Barely more than a murmur, as if she didn’t want the others to hear.

      But they did. "Could I talk to them," Draig said. "They owe me a boon."

      Yes. They could use Draig’s boon to demand their safety from a Faerie attack. In fact, why not extort from them an oath to leave Tir forever?

      Because a Faerie boon was a sword with two edges. But no blade could seriously harm a fay save Caledyr, whereas a mortal cut was a mortal wounded. "A boon is a dangerous thing," Tom said. “We should only use it if we have no other choice."

      The others seemed unconvinced. But Tom knew he was right. They had so few weapons to use against the fay. There was no sense in wasting one when there was an alternative available.

      "You should fight Tree, Tom," Emyr said, voice low and encouraging.

      Why? Because he saw in Tom the same potential he’d seen in his son? ”I’m not Amyr," Tom replied. “I won’t see my friends hurt for putting their faith in the wrong person.”

      The words came out harder than he’d intended. But it was true. Amyr had made poor choices. And Emyr was making one too, if he thought Tom was the man for this task. It was for the legendary king to battle the evil. Not a simple man like Thomas Rymour. So Tom let his words hang in the air and began walking towards the wagon. Tried not to feel the eyes on his back. The disappointment he’d seen in them. Well, let Emyr be disappointed. He needed to realise that Thomas Rymour wasn’t a great warrior or a respected leader. He was just Tom. All that mattered to him was keeping Katharine alive.

      "They look to you." Dank had followed him, unnoticed until he spoke. The boy was thoughtful, but there was an air of anticipation about him, too.

      "I don’t know why," Tom replied.

      "Neither do we." Dank didn’t seem to realise that his words were offensive, and Tom couldn’t help but smile. "But you make difficult choices. And you fight for those choices."

      What was it Six had said? When was the last time you took the hard road? "Not everyone would agree with you."

      Dank shrugged. "It's easy to agree with me. I don't make any choices."

      But that wasn't true; Tom could see that Dank was building to a decision, finding the courage to speak its name. So Tom said nothing and let silence pull the words from Dank.

      “You’re going to talk to my sprite."

      There was an unspoken question beneath Dank's words, and Tom wasn't surprised by it. Although the boy seemed to have turned his back on the fay, it was harder to pry free talons that had been so long embedded in your heart; too often, they remained ready to squeeze when you least expected it.

      Perhaps he shouldn’t be talking to the sprite either.

      “I’m not sure it’s a good idea for you to see it.” Tom picked his words carefully. Despite travelling together for months, there was so much he didn’t know about Dank. How would he react to this refusal?

      But the boy nodded. “I’m not sure it is, either.” He caught Tom’s eye and added, “Will you tell her that I miss her?” And, as Tom was wondering if that wasn’t also a bad idea, he added, “You understand.”

      It felt like Dank saw him all too well in that moment, and Tom felt naked and raw under his gaze. He opened his mouth to speak, to say anything that would send the boy away, but what?

      And before he could decide, Hawne was stood in their path. “The wagon is ours,” she told them. “You’ll be given a share.”

      Tom ignored the spark of anger that wrapped itself around his chest. "We just want a jar."

      "And I want to go home." Her expression was hard. But Tom thought he could see hope buried beneath the mask. "We don’t always get what we want."

      ”I wanted to see everyone here returned to their homes,” he told her. “But Tree has threatened us.”

      Hawne searched his face for signs of deception. He might have been taller than her, but she seemed to look down on him. Definitely nobility of some kind. "Tree isn’t easily bridled." Her tone said she spoke from experience.

      "So I gathered," Tom replied. "He doesn’t seem to respect Esyllt."

      "Or anyone else." Hawne cast a glance about her, as if concerned about eavesdroppers. “Esyllt is nothing more than a figurehead. Tree ruled this place with fist and fear before she arrived. He rules that way still." Her jaw grew tight and her eyes hard as she spoke. "He’s nothing but a minter from Tanabawr. He pours metal into moulds to make coins." She rubbed her fingers together with disdain. "But here, he is a king. He won’t leave, or allow anyone else to. He’d rather sit on a throne of our rotting limbs than see us prosper without him."

      There was righteous anger in her words, and it was clear Hawne thought she should be ruling this place. Not Tree. Not Esyllt. But perhaps her ambition could be ally enough to earn their freedom. "Would you stand with us against Tree?" Tom asked, voice low.

      Her lips quirked into a cruel smile and she nodded towards the others. "You think you’ll fare better a second time?"

      Tom couldn’t help but glance back at Emyr, visibly beaten if not grievously injured. “Not me,” he said. “I’m no warrior."

      Hawne tipped her head. "You have the bearing of one."

      "Perhaps it was you that hit your head."

      “I saw you astride your horse. You ride tall and ready. And you have the stride of a man ready to fight."

      Fight. It was an echo of Caledyr’s refrain, a memory of it in his mind. "I have had to fight," he admitted. "More than I’d like."

      Her expression warmed, as if he’d passed some kind of test. "Such is the refrain of every warrior." She gestured to the wagon. "Find your jar and some food for your friends."

      Tom nodded. "And will you stand with us?"

      "Do you need me to?"

      The twilight faded, and Tom saw an old woman behind bars and wreathed in shadows. It was almost too dark to see the tattoo on her wrinkled cheek, a line swirling in an ever-decreasing circle. "Only a fool spurns an ally," she told him.

      The foresight faded and Hawne was watching him with a slight frown, waiting her response.

      "Only a fool spurns an ally," Tom parroted, but in his mind he still saw the old woman. He recognised her from Cairnalyr. She’d been amongst those they’d freed from the rat pits.

      "Then you shall have one in me," Hawne said, and he was almost too distracted to smile and nod, and too slow to shy away when her hand darted out and snatched at his wrist. He barely had the wit to clasp her wrist too before she released him and waved him away. "Find your jar," she said, then raised her voice for the benefit of others and added, "Just don’t bother me again."

      People were clambering all over the wagon, talking about using it for firewood or making tents from the canvas. Tom and Dank had to push past those helping themselves to weapons, food, and Jarnstenn’s beer. But the jar was just where Tom had left it, tucked amongst crates that hadn’t been reached yet. Tom slipped some food to Dank and sent him back to the others, then slipped away amongst the few remaining trees and pulled the rags free of the jar.

      The sprite was cowering from the touch of the stone he'd put in there with it. It wouldn’t even look at him. "I just want to talk," Tom said. "Please." He turned the jar around and around, but the sprite turned again and again to keep its back to him. What did that mean? It was angry, upset, hurt? Did that mean the fay would come or not? "Just tell me if we’re in danger.”

      He jumped as a voice murmured in his ear, "More than you know."

      One hand grasped for a sword that wasn’t there, the other stretched out to keep the intruder at bay as he stepped away and turned, gaining space and finding his footing.

      Glastyn stood there with a grin on his face. The fay had come for them already.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      Glastyn. Tall, beautiful, his dark hair bound back into a simple tail, making his pointed ears more prominent, Glastyn was certainly the fairer counterpart to Fenoderee. But while Fenoderee had been foul of appearance, he had been undone by Melwas and Mab for telling Tom their secrets. Now, Tom supposed, Calmae had come and gone, and Fenoderee was changed to Glastyn once again. And he was here. Now. Why?

      “The girl was right." Glastyn’s grin grew even wider. "You have a warrior’s footwork."

      "What are you doing here?" Tom asked.

      The fay had taken to dancing, graceful steps that both mimicked and mocked Tom’s footwork. "We have the grace of a warrior, but no spirit for the violence." He stopped, lifting an arm and awaiting adulation. "Still, we did a fair turn as good Sir Robert, did we not?"

      The distraction that had enabled Tom to escape Duke Regent and join Neirin’s quest for Faerie in the first place. "A good turn indeed." Slowly, the shock and the fear was seeping from Tom’s muscles; Glastyn was no assassin, and nothing about the fay’s manner suggested violence. "I asked you why you are here."

      "You didn’t." Glastyn grinned, still holding his turned hand aloft as if receiving silent applause from the bushes. "To be exact, you asked what we were doing here. Right now, we are wondering how it is we have received so little thanks for our help in setting you free."

      "I don’t feel very free."

      "We imagine not." Glastyn lowered his arm and abruptly folded himself into a seated position on the damp grass, hugging his knees to his chin. "We had not thought to see you a father-to-be."

      The abrupt change of subject was nothing new for Glastyn, and habit made Tom go along with it. ”Nor had I,” he said. “But I am glad of it."

      "You are, aren’t you?" Glastyn grinned, wide and genuine. "We can’t wait to see what a little Tom looks like."

      If his foresight didn’t come to pass. If Glastyn could be trusted. Here they were, talking like friends. But were they? Glastyn had claimed to be exiled. Fenoderee had suggested that Glastyn was naive to the games Maev played. But what if Fenoderee was wrong? "Why are you here, Glastyn?"

      The fay heard the suspicion in those words; it was clear by the way the joy left his eyes and left him sombre, serious. So unlike himself. "You spoke to the sprite. You wanted to know if we were going to come for you and your friends, like thieves in the night."

      "I did."

      Glastyn wagged a finger at him, as if Tom was a naughty child. "You have done a thing not done since the days of your resurrected king, Tom." Just like that, he was grinning and fey again. "Melwas and Mab are at war with each other. Our king would see you in Faerie, dismembered, burned, torn and beaten, reassembled and then tortured all over again. He is nothing but rage and hurt and confusion."

      So. They had succeeded. Melwas was without Thought, and so was without thought.

      "And our queen is just as eager to get her hands on you. But for a different reason." Glastyn waggled his eyebrows. "Never have we heard her speak with such admiration or ardour."

      Tom cursed his body for quickening, for warming, for letting his imagination wander. "So they will come?" he asked. "Our concern is only who reaches us first?"

      "That was your concern." Glastyn opened his arms. "But we spoke to them. We told Mab that you should have to fight your way to her. To prove yourself. And to Melwas, we turned his attention to his own healing. Suggested he should punish you with his own hands. Better to part your flesh himself, feel your bones break in his own grip. Better to take you when Thought returns."

      Tom couldn’t say he cared for the imagery. But it seemed like Glastyn had stayed their execution. "You spoke on our behalf?"

      Glastyn’s smile was small and pained. "We are feckless, Tom, ’tis true. But, for our part, we always considered you a friend."

      He was waiting for Tom to say the same. So Tom nodded and said what he could. "I thought you a friend, too."

      Glastyn heard the past tense. "We understand." He nodded. "We hate how these events have sundered you from us. But we understand why. Our king and queen were cruel to treat you so."

      "Is that why you spoke for me?"

      "Partly." Glastyn shrugged. "They swore to leave you be, Tom, but only if you fight the one named Tree."

      Always a condition. Always a price to pay. "Why?" he asked, but he already knew the answer.

      "They want to see if you can win."

      Entertainment. Why snatch them now, when they could be entertained first?

      "If I win," Tom said, "will they let us leave?"

      Glastyn nodded. "They will. But this amnesty will not last."

      Tom had known it was the case. But the knowledge settled heavy on his shoulders. "Will you stand with us?"

      Glastyn shook his head. "As we said, Tom, we are no warrior." He rose with a grace that suggested he could be, if he so chose. "Fight Tree, and no fay will stop you leaving this place."

      Ally or not, Glastyn had helped them. Kept Katharine and their child safe a little longer. "Thank you."

      Glastyn’s smile failed to wipe the sadness from his eyes. "We would have been her favourite uncle, wouldn’t we?"

      Impossible to say, and impossible to hesitate without hurting him. And upsetting a potential ally. So Tom simply smiled.

      Glastyn faded like smoke dissipating into a gentle breeze, and Tom stood alone.
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        * * *

      

      “So we do what the fay tell us to,” Katharine said. “Again.” She was sat beside Emyr, who was the only one who looked pleased by Tom’s news.

      But Tom spoke only to Katharine when he said, “I don’t like it either. But I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe.”

      His words didn’t do much to mollify her. And they didn’t stop Jarnstenn from asking, “And what do we do when you lose?”

      “Jarn,” Kunnustenn chided. But spoiled it by adding, “He might win,” in a tone that could be used to suggest that trees might talk and Emyr’s knights might rise again.

      It didn’t matter. Only Katharine mattered. He took her hands, held them. But what could he say? I’ll be fine? He can’t separate me from you? Comforting lies, but lies all the same. So he said the only thing he could. "I fight for our daughter. And for you."

      It sounded weak to his ears, a simple statement of fact with no reassurance. But, somehow, it was what Katharine built her resolve upon, and she nodded, matching his stare with hers. "I believe in you," she said, and Tom felt his own resolve grow strong. He would beat this little tyrant. For her. For Rose. So they could be safe.

      "Were I a betting dwarf, and I am," Jarnstenn interrupted, "I would place my coin on the elf." He nodded to Draig.

      Tom drew a breath and said, “So would I." It wasn’t what they expected to hear. But it was the truth. "But if Draig fights, the fay come. It is as it must be." He turned to Draig. "But if you have any advice for me, I’m listening."

      Draig wore a strange smile on his face, and somehow it reminded Tom of their journey through Tir, with Siomi and Neirin and Brega. Before any treachery or mistrust, when Draig taught Tom the basics of swordplay. "Are Tree’s knuckles broken," Draig told him. "Will he favour the other hand. Remember you the weak points of a man." He pointed them out, the nose, behind the ear, the neck, beneath the ribs. "Has he hurt us before without reprisal. Will he be arrogant. Strike fast and hard."

      Far easier to say than to do. For a moment Tom considered delaying. This wasn’t the dark place in which Katharine died; she would live as long as they were here. But Glastyn had told him that Melwas and Mab wouldn’t wait forever. Better to make the most of their temporary stay of execution.

      So they all strode towards the head of Tirend’s little community, drawing glances and murmurs. When Hawne caught Tom’s eye, she nodded and began to whisper in people’s ears, causing even greater excitement. Tom wasn’t sure what she was telling them, but it was causing a lot of agitation. Perhaps some of them would help in the fight. Or perhaps they were just excited to see Tree beat down his latest opponent.

      Tree was sat at the main fire, feeding himself some of the biscuits from the wagon. He didn’t rise, barely spared them a glance as they approached. It was Esyllt and Six that watched them with concern and confusion.

      "We’re leaving," Tom announced. He managed to keep his voice steady. "We have a journey to finish."

      Tree gave him a lazy, indifferent look. “I told you, there is no leaving Tirend.” But he waved a hand without waiting for argument. "Go, and good luck to you. If any of you die in the cold, there will be fewer mouths to feed."

      It wasn’t the answer Tom had expected. Would there be no fight? Could they just leave? "We will be taking our supplies."

      Tree shook his head. "You have no supplies. We have food and blankets."

      "Our food. Our blankets."

      There it was. The dangerous look that Tom had expected. "Which have been shared amongst those who needed them." Tree broke off a piece of biscuit and placed it in his mouth, chewing it slowly, deliberately. Challenging Tom to challenge him.

      Well. There was no sense in delaying it. "We will, of course, donate some of our supplies, as well as maps, so that everyone here can make their own journey home."

      Tree’s eyes blazed but, before he could say anything, Esyllt rose to her feet. "Pardon me for interrupting. Are you suggesting you would be willing to show us the way home?"

      "Of course, Your Highness." Tom bowed his head, deeply enough to show respect, shallow enough not to lose sight of Tree. "I can only imagine how much everyone here would like to escape this place."

      There was a riot of emotions on the princess’ face. But her words remained regal and stoic. "We would be in your debt."

      "He’s lying, princess," Tree growled. "There is no way back to Tir." Six murmured something in Esyllt’s ear, earning another growl from Tree. "Speak up, damn you!"

      Six’s eyes flared but he said nothing. It was Esyllt who said, "He was telling me that they travelled from a dwarfish village. On horseback."

      "Lies."

      "Yemdarro has never lied to me."

      “He brings you a man, calls him King Emyr, and you think him honest and true?" Tree shook his head.

      The question brought doubt to her eyes and she glanced, just for a moment, at the exile’s tattoo on Six’s face.

      It was Hawne who spoke next. "We were all brought here with only the clothes on our backs." She was stood a distance from the fire, but with a crowd behind her. “But we found them travelling out there with plenty. Why?"

      Tree had spotted the crowd too, could see the challenge ahead of him. "Why were any of us chosen?" He rose, stretched, showing off his muscle and his strength. He caught Tom’s eye as he did.

      "I can tell you why you were chosen," Tom said. He pitched his voice to be heard across the whole clearing. "You were sent here because you somehow posed a threat to the fay. But distanced, lost, and unable to find your way home, you would be unable to stop the fay from fusing Tir and Faerie into a single playground, putting an end to our way of life. You represented resistance. Alliance. Your Highness, the care you show for these people demonstrates your dedication to everyone in Tir. And Hawne’s strong spirit would never have yielded to Faerie dominion."

      "And I, soothsayer?" Tree grinned. "What did I represent?"

      Tom smiled too. "A way to keep them all here."

      Tree rested his hands on his hips. "It’s a remarkable story."

      "A true story," Six said. "Tom cannot lie."

      "Then perhaps he can tell us why we should go back." Tree was pitching his voice to be heard, too. "If things are as bad as he says, perhaps we are all better off here."

      Murmured assent rippled through the crowd. Tom hadn’t expected that. He looked about, saw people nodding to each other. His eyes landed on Kunnustenn, and he realised he might have made a mistake. Not everyone here was royalty or nobility. Some of them might have been living in alleys, or earning coin barely sufficient to put food on the table. But here, where there was no coin, no rich or poor, perhaps they had a better life. Perhaps Tom was wrong to try to send them back to Tir, where the fay were already breaking through the barrier between realms and making sport of the mortals they found.

      But they had the right to choose that for themselves.

      "The fay are dangerous," he admitted. "And difficult to fight. But if you think you are safe here, you are mistaken. They will come for you, sooner or later. If you are forced to defend yourself, where do you take your stand? Do you fight for the prison they gave you, or do you fight for the home they took you from?"

      The murmurs weren’t as loud or as certain. But they were there. Yes. Let them choose. If they wanted to stay, so be it.

      "Tom is right." Esyllt stepped forward. "All those who wish to remain may do so. But I am Esyllt of the Western Kingdom. That is my home."

      Hawne stepped forward too. "I am Hawne Swiftrider of the Marches." Swiftrider. The duke's daughter. That explained much. "That is my home."

      There was a moment of silence as people waited to see what the rest of the crowd would do. If no-one else spoke, then this was over. Even if Tom could beat Tree in a fight, he couldn’t fight all of them. But then a dwarf stepped out of the ranks, and said, "I am Kaervinn of the Provinces. That is my home."

      "I am Samuel of the Heel. That is my home."

      One by one, they stepped forward, emboldened by each other, calling out their names and their homes. Until Tree shook his head and barked, "Enough!" He stared at all who had stepped forward and sneered. "You think the world waiting for you is better than this one?" He gestured. "Is the weather so temperate? Is the living so easy? Here we hunt for our flesh and grow our own fruits. We have no concerns for coin or gossip. We have no betters. We are better."

      Tom stayed silent. This wasn’t a moment for outside voices to be heard.

      It was Hawne who replied. "Perhaps there is plenty up here, at the big fire. But down there?" She pointed to the smallest, weakest fires, around which sat those too old or weak to join the crowd. "The people down there scrape for scraps."

      "Only the strongest survive," Tree replied. "It is the natural way of things."

      "I stand against nature." Esyllt lifted her chin ever so slightly for a quiet air of defiance. "It is our duty to make life better for everyone."

      "And weaken us all in the doing."

      Six murmured something in Esyllt’s ear and she nodded. "You may feel so," she said, defiance gone, replaced with a sad certainty. "But it is our will that everyone is cared for. I have always trusted you, Tree, to see to the distribution of food and resources. If it is as Hawne says, that some lack while others do not, then that is something that you have overseen. And it is something that cannot continue."

      Tree grinned. It shocked Esyllt, to see her reprimand dismissed so readily. "It is as it has always been here. It cannot be changed."

      "I will change it."

      "You change nothing."

      Six’s eyes blazed. "You will not speak to Her Highness Princess Esyllt so."

      "I will speak to her however I please!" Tree roared, pounding a fist against his chest. "She is no princess here. She has only the standing that we allow her. I am the first among us here. Me!"

      "Be silent!" Six demanded, stepping past Esyllt. Hands behind his back. Like a good courtier, not someone ready to fight. Tom held his breath. Six hadn’t seen how swiftly Tree had knocked Emyr down.

      But Tree didn’t strike Six. Just grinned at him. The two were of a height, but somehow the man seemed to loom over the elf. "By strength and will did I put myself here, at the head of these people." Tree opened his arms, fingers flexed like claws, muscles and tendons standing out all over him. "Do you have the strength and will to challenge me?"

      Six remained calm. Kept his courtier’s demeanour. But it was obvious he had finally realised that he wasn’t at court. This place was more feral, more violent. Tree had made it that way. So it was time to undo Tree.

      "I do." Tom put no bravado into his words, no drama or excitement. Keep it plain, keep it simple. “I challenge you.”

      The bigger man turned, his grin even wider. "You?"

      "People of Tirend!" Emyr’s bellow caught everyone by surprise, and they watched the old king stride out to stand before the crowd, arms aloft. His injury apparently forgotten, the old king spoke with an energy and an excitement Tom had never seen in him. "Thomas Rymour hereby challenges Tree. Thomas Rymour, who travelled through the Whispering Woods and lived to tell the tale. Who escaped the dungeons of Cairnalyr and the prisons of the heartless merrow. Who freed dwarfs, freed dragons, and ended the war with the Western Kingdom. Who bearded the King of Faerie in his own den." Tom could feel his face warming at this effusive praise, this bizarre litany of deeds that made him sound like a hero rather than a man caught in a series of strange circumstances. "Thomas Rymour, the liberator, the bearder of kings, the prophet who cannot lie. The champion of Tir challenges Tree of Tirend."

      Emyr held the moment, and a strange silence descended on them all. The crowd began to shift. Whisper to each other. Tom could see that they weren’t impressed. He was no-one to them. Those deeds meant nothing to them.

      Emyr lowered his arms and stepped back to his place amongst the others, making no attempt to hide his smile. He winked at Tom as he passed, looking terribly pleased with himself. What he had achieved, Tom couldn’t tell. Tree seemed only bemused.

      But Tom knew he had to be the one to break to silence. So he said, "I challenge you, Tree. These people deserve to be free."

      "They are free." Tree began to stalk towards Tom.

      "No-one is free under a tyrant."

      "No-one can be free without someone to tell them what’s best for them." Tree was close now, and Tom saw he already placed his feet as if expecting to dodge a blow. Or land one. No formality to this fight, then. Tree would strike whenever he saw fit.

      "Is this a debate, or a challenge?"

      Tree answered by swinging a fist at Tom’s head. But Tom was ready, ducking and dancing to the side. Tree nodded. "Good. You learn from your leader’s mistakes."

      Tom didn’t feel like he had learnt anything. It felt like he was back in Cairnagwyn again. Facing a much bigger, more skillful opponent. Picking a fight he couldn’t win. Except he didn’t have Caledyr to help him.

      Fight.

      The thought was distant and unclear. Like a murmur that wasn’t directed at him.

      Tree lunged and Tom stepped away.

      Fight.

      Another lunge.

      Fight.

      Another. And Tom began to see that Tree’s lunges were clumsy, unbalanced. As if he wasn’t ready for his own attack.

      Kick.

      The blow caught Tom in the chest and sent him staggering. But Tree was off-balance too. Tom rushed forward, trying to press an advantage.

      Swing.

      Tom almost failed to duck the blow, and it left his charge blunted, weak. He collided with Tree but failed to bring him to the ground. Great arms wrapped around Tom, crushing him to the other man’s chest, trapping his arms, lifting him from his feet, which flailed and kicked but had no effect. Tree tightened his grip, crushing Tom, forcing the air from his lungs, he’d lost already.

      Headbutt.

      Tom obeyed without thought, rearing back his head. But Tree had clearly come to the same idea, and Tom had just enough time to duck before Tree’s face came hurtling at him, crashing into the top of his skull. Tom fell, dazed, staggering to keep his balance. It took him long moments to realise he was standing, free, and that Tree was staggering too, clutching his face, blood streaming from it. His nose. Tree had broken his nose.

      Charge.

      Tree was running before the thought was finished, a stumbling, unready rush towards Tom. Tom dropped to the ground and rolled into the other man’s feet, sending him sprawling. Tom didn’t need the sword to tell him what to do: press the advantage. He was on the other man’s back in a moment, landing blows to the kidneys, wrapping his fingers in Tree’s hair, slamming his bleeding face into the ground.

      "Yield," Tom demanded.

      But Tree wasn’t listening, jabbing at Tom with his elbows. So Tom threw a blow to the point Draig had mentioned, just behind the ear. It stunned Tree, but he kept moving, so Tom hit it again.

      Tree roared in pain, surged to his feet before Tom could react, sending him spilling to the ground. The other man whirled, and there was an almost silent hiss as he drew Caledyr and pointed it at Tom’s throat.

      The fight was over.

      Tree’s face was smeared with blood and mud, his hair matted across his features but failing to obscure his burning, furious gaze. His breath came heavy and snorting, like an animal. He seemed little more than a beast, and Tom almost expected the other man to fall upon him with teeth and claws. Why hadn’t he landed the final blow?

      Hold hold hold hold hold hold.

      It was the sword. Telling, not Tom, but Tree to stay his hand. Issuing a barrage of thoughts to override the man’s own.

      But it was a tactic that wouldn’t work for long.

      So Tom kicked. It wasn’t an artful blow, but it caught Tree’s wrist, knocked aside the blade just long enough for Tom to roll away and scramble to his feet. He was alive. But he had no weapon. And Caledyr couldn’t make Tree surrender.

      Chop.

      Tree swung the blade in a massive arc over his head, Tom stepped aside.

      Swing.

      Another huge arc, taking too long and giving Tom time to jump away.

      Stab.

      Tree was overreached but obeyed nonetheless, an ineffective jab that gave Tom plenty of room to step within his reach. A reach that couldn’t crush him while it held a blade. Giving Tom a chance to jab at Tree's bleeding nose, cartilage and bone crunching beneath his fists, Tree staggered, Tom landed a blow to the ribs, two blows, one to the neck. "Yield, damn you," Tom panted, but the other man refused to go down. Tom was running out of ideas.

      Steal.

      Ah. Of course. Tree held Caledyr with just one hand, the other blindly flailing to ward off Tom’s attacks. It wasn’t difficult to snatch Tree’s arm and drive his fist into the other man’s wrist once, twice, the other hand scrabbled for a hold in Tom’s hair, three times and Tom had the sword, once again he wielded the blade, and he pulled himself free from Tree’s grip, hair tearing from his scalp but it didn’t matter, he had the sword.

      "Yield, Tree.” He pointed the sword at the other man’s chest. "I don’t want to kill you."

      "Kill me?" Was it a question? A request? The eyes that stared out at him were wounded, hurt, angry but frightened. Tree’s face was already beginning to swell under the muck that covered it. "You think I will yield, take my place amongst these cattle? A calf to suck at another’s teat? I am an aurochs, Rymour. I am the wild beast that cannot be tamed."

      He was right. He wouldn’t be tamed. He would heal and raise another challenge. Esyllt and Hawne would never get these people home if Tree was with them.

      Cripple. Kill.

      No. Tom shook his head. Tree did not deserve to die. And no-one deserved to be permanently wounded.

      Tree stumbled at him, waving his fists wildly, driving Tom back, back again. The man was tenacious. It was impossible not to respect that. That kind of tenacity would be needed to fight the fay. “I am not your enemy,” Tom told him, retreating from the other man’s swings. “The fay threaten everything. You could help us stop them.”

      But Tree just spat blood and snarled. “I will eat your cursed bones.”

      Tom felt the heat of the fire at his back; Tree meant to drive him into it. Tom flicked his wrist, opened a cut in the other man’s flesh, blood dribbling down his chest. When it didn’t stop him, Tom opened up another cut, and another. When that didn’t work, he sliced the man’s thigh, dropping him to his knees.

      "Enough," Tom told him. Tree’s head was bowed, his breath ragged and hard, his body shaking. The fight was over. He just didn’t know it. "They won’t follow you anymore."

      Tree lifted his head, staring at the crowd with one eye. They gazed back at him in awe, devouring the sight of his broken body as if it was a fine meal. "Cattle," Tree muttered.

      Beware.

      But Tom didn’t need the sword to warn him. He fully expected Tree’s ugly stumble to his feet, had already stepped aside from his clumsy charge, and was well clear when Tree slipped and fell into the fire.

      Tree didn’t scream. He roared. In defiance of the flames, of pain, of existence itself. He tried to stand, slipped and fell amongst the wood, the bone, the debris that burned. His hair flicked with merry flame, his flesh and clothes danced in the heat. The fire collapsed under his weight and he tumbled free. Voices called for water and blankets. But Tom glanced at Mennvinn and saw in the tiny shake of her head what he knew in his heart: it was over. Tree might have healed from his wounds. He might have healed from those burns. But both?

      "I’m sorry," he said. And he was. He drove Caledyr into the man’s chest and held it there as the life fled from his limbs. Pulled it free and stepped away from the burning corpse. Tree had been a petty little tyrant. But he hadn’t deserved that. "You have done wrong in this life, Tree. As have we all. I take your wrongs and bear them on my shoulders. Enter the West in innocence and goodness. Go in peace." He had no offering to make to the body, no chunk of bread to eat. But he knew where Tree would go now. He would go to Faerie. "The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death."

      What would become of Tree? Perhaps he’d become part of Herne, or Melwas. Tom didn’t like the idea of either of those fay taking on Tree’s stubborn refusal to yield. Perhaps they would be lucky, and Tree would simply be consumed. But that was no end to any life. No end at all.

      The crowd began to mutter, watching him wide-eyed. ”He grieves." Voices called him bearder of kings. Prophet. Liberator. So. That was what Emyr had been doing. Building a legend so that, when that legend bent his knee to Esyllt, their admiration would pass to her.

      Always a task to do. Never his own life to live. His steps felt heavy as he crossed the space between Tree’s body and the princess. He didn’t meet her eye. Just knelt on one knee, and lifted the sword. "Princess Esyllt, daughter of King Idris of the Western Kingdom." He had to make her a pledge, but he couldn’t promise her anything. His sword, his loyalty. What could he say?

      "If I may?" Tom lifted his head to see Emyr approach Esyllt and, at her nod, murmur something in her ear. She was visibly shaken, her eyes drifting to Tree’s body. Perhaps she had never seen something so horrific. But when Emyr was done, she nodded, straightened, and settled a mask of regal calm over her features.

      She took the sword, and Tom hated how his fingers twitched to snatch it back. "For your services to the people of Tirend, and to all the people of Tir, I hereby bestow upon you the honour of knight." She laid the blade on one shoulder. "Such an honour has not been bestowed in many a decade," she said. Forgetting the knights of the Heel? Or ignoring them? "But I find you worthy of such a burden: to fight for what is good in this world." She lifted the blade and placed it on the other shoulder. "To protect those who need protecting."

      "I am King Emyr of Tir." Somehow Emyr didn’t snatch the moment from Esyllt, but simply added his voice in support of hers. "Long separated from my realm, now returned to it by this man’s hand. What Princess Esyllt here grants, so shall I uphold."

      "I name you Sir Thomas of Tir," Esyllt said. "Rise, Sir Thomas."

      Was it the rush of energy following the fight that made his limbs tremble? Or was it this strange occurrence, that he was named a Knight of Tir? No. He rose and bowed to Esyllt, then to Emyr. This was for show. For the crowd, so they would see how he bowed to Esyllt and how he allowed her to grant him honours. Nevertheless, when he saw how proud Emyr looked, he couldn’t help but smile. The same potential as his son, the old king had said.

      Someone coughed, and Tom realised everyone was waiting for him to say something. He tried to conjure something suitably solemn. ”Your Highness, I am almost without words." He touched a hand to his chest. "I swear to you, I will bear this duty, and uphold what is right and good in this world.” And though he knew this was just a performance, that he was no true Knight of Tir, he felt a moment of weight and resolve that would accompany such a title.

      Esyllt smiled and turned the sword, presenting the pommel to him. "I know you will make us all proud, Sir Thomas."

      He took and the sword and, in a heady moment of ceremony, lifted it above his head. "Your Princess!" he cried.

      The crowd cheered.
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      It seemed like days before Tom could sit down again. He shook hands and listened to stories and allowed nearly everyone to have their moment, to tell him how they’d been rooting for him, how much they admired him. Stories were spreading and growing, it seemed, until one boy asked him how he alone had stormed the fortress of Cairnagwyn all by himself.

      The boy was enjoying the tale so much, Tom didn’t have the heart to disillusion him. But he did tell him, "No-one is alone. I travel with very good friends."

      Tom suspected it fell on deaf ears. But, it seemed, someone was listening. “And where is it you travel to, Sir Thomas?” Once the crowds had grown tired of him, and rushed instead to ready themselves for the journey home, only Hawne was left. “You were travelling north when we found you. What are you looking for in the Northern Wastes?”

      “An artefact.” All Tom wanted to do was lie down and sleep. Instead he placed a hand on Caledyr, now strapped to his hip again. He would need to give it back to Emyr. Right now he leant on it for strength. “An ancient tool that will help us stop the fay.”

      Hawne’s expression darkened. “The things that brought us here.”

      Tom nodded. “They plan to invade Tir and turn it into their playground.”

      “Good.” Hawne offered him a grim smile. “I’d like the chance to run a few spears through them.”

      “It wouldn’t do you much good.” Tom patted Caledyr. “Only this sword can truly hurt them. And, hopefully, the hidden artefact we seek.”

      “Hidden? Where?”

      “We’re not sure.”

      Hawne looked unconvinced, and her gaze fell on the sword. Tom could guess her thoughts: if the fay were coming to Tir, why leave the only thing that could hurt them with someone who might die on a fool’s quest? He tensed, ready to fight for it. But Hawne said, “Plenty of us tried to find our way home.” She lifted her gaze away from the sword. “Few returned. But those that came back from the north told stories of a split in the mountains. Full of terrible voices. They called it the Doubtful Chasm."

      An appropriately dramatic name. "What was at the end of it?"

      She shook her head and looked aside. “No-one ever reached the end.” She looked looked like she was remembering something. Had she heard these voices herself? “If I was going to hide something, I’d put it at the end of a chasm that everyone was too scared to traverse.”

      She was right. “Is it far from here?”

      She gave him a grim smile, devoid of humour. “I’ll show you.”
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        * * *

      

      Hawne led Tom out of Tirend on horseback, up the mountainside, out of the eternal twilight and back into the freezing winds and the perpetual gloom of the mountains. Emyr’s bones, it was cold. A few days in temperate weather and Tom had forgotten how cold it was out here.

      “There." Hawne pointed. "That peak that looks like a knife. There’s a pass that leads into a clearing, and a narrow path up the hill. That’s where the Chasm starts."

      It didn’t look far, maybe a day’s ride. Not that he was a good judge of distance. But he could see where they needed to go.

      “Prepare yourself,” Hawne said, and tugged her fur around her in a manner that suggested it was nothing to do with the cold. “The Chasm can make even the sternest Windrider turn back.”

      “Did you try to travel it?” he asked.

      “I did.” She grimaced as if she had swallowed something bitter. “You seem to accept hardships without flinching, Sir Tom. I admire that. But the Chasm might be too much even for you.”

      Part of Tom doubted that voices could be more terrible than dragons and fay. But Hawne did not seem like a woman who was easily cowed. “I flinch more than you suspect,” he told her. But he had no choice but to go. “I do what needs to be done.”

      Hawne nodded and took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders and forcing a smile. "I shall tell my father about everything that happened here."

      Tom wasn’t sure what to say to that. "Please give my best to Duke Swiftrider."

      “I’m sure he’ll be grateful to see me safely returned.” Though she didn’t seem too certain herself. “And, if you wanted to go back to the Heel once you’ve found your artefact, I’m sure he would plead your case to Duke Regent."

      Duke Regent, who he’d sworn his service to and fled in order to help Neirin find Faerie. “Plead my case?"

      She nodded. "You’d escaped him months before I found myself here, but Regent was still furious." She gave him a wry smile. "If you stood on his doorstep today, you’d be in his dungeons tomorrow."

      Well. It was to be expected. Regent didn’t easily forget a slight. It was partly why the Heel and the Eastern Angles had been, ostensibly, at war for decades. "Perhaps I should avoid the Heel if I return to Tir."

      "And anywhere that seeks to curry his favour," she added. "Or wants leverage over him."

      "That could describe most of Tir."

      "It could. Which is why I shall talk to my father." She reached out and clasped his wrist, squeezed it when he clasped hers in return. “Thank you.”

      "Thank you."

      She shook her head, with wet eyes and an embarrassed smile. "I may see the Marches yet, because of you."

      “I can’t take all the credit."

      A wistful smile took over her face. "Modesty tamed no horse,” she told him.

      Tom wasn’t sure he agreed. But crunching snow announced a visitor and Hawne withdrew, wiping at her eyes and muttering about things to do. She flicked her reins and passed their visitor as she rode back. Huddled against the wind, hunched under so many furs that he almost disappeared under his wide-brimmed hat, Ambrose looked like he would collapse in the saddle.

      “What are you doing here?” Tom asked him.

      "What I must,” the old man muttered. "Working my way down the list.”

      Tom wanted to sigh, to growl out his impatience with Ambrose’s cryptic mutterings. But the man looked so old and tired and pathetic he couldn’t do anything but say, "We should get you out of the cold."

      "I don’t feel the warm anymore, Tom." He lifted his head, just enough for Tom to see his dark, empty eyes. "I can’t remember what it feels like." He took a rattling breath.

      "You shouldn’t be out here." Tom pulled his horse around and reached for Ambrose’s reins. "Come. Perhaps Mennvinn has something for you."

      Ambrose tugged his reins from Tom’s reach. "You know she doesn’t," he snapped. A flicker of a smile, and he seemed to sit straighter in the saddle. "I have so little left," he explained. "So little fuel to burn on the fire of my life."

      Tom nodded, the cold pebble like a dead itch in the back of his mind. He tried to imagine if that was all he could feel and shuddered.

      "We are close, Tom."

      He nodded. "I think so too."

      "And yet you will ask the others if they want to turn back."

      "I’ve never made any demands of them."

      "Haven’t you?" Ambrose shook his head.

      "Six will want to go back with Esyllt. He’s loyal to her. And he deserves a chance to go home."

      "You think you should let him go?"

      "I do."

      "You mustn’t. No matter what either of you have said or done, you must keep Six close. Everything depends on it."

      Ah. Yes. This moment had been a long time coming. When had he first foreseen this conversation? Was it in the Whispering Woods? It seemed like a lifetime ago. Tom nodded. "I’ve kept Six close," he told Ambrose. "Because of what you told me. But isn’t it time he be allowed to follow his own path?"

      "He already follows a path of his own making," Ambrose replied. "All you need do is remind him of where it is."

      Tom sighed. "He could be happy."

      "Don’t speak to me of happiness, Tom."

      Ambrose was right. He’d sacrificed such feelings. It was hardly fair to complain to him. "What of the others?" Tom asked. "Do I need to keep them all close too?"

      "None of the others will ask to leave yet." Yet. Not a comforting notion. They’d have no better opportunity. But Ambrose had turned his horse and begun to ride back to Tirend. Apparently he had done what he must. Tom tugged his reins and fell in beside him. The poor man was simply following footsteps his future self had laid out for him, going through the motions until he had no motions left. "Do you fear the end?" It felt cruel to ask. But he had to know.

      "You only fear what you don’t understand," Ambrose replied. "And I know exactly what is coming."

      So he knew what it would feel like when the fay absorbed him, devoured him? That sounded worse than not knowing. "So you remember that too?"

      "I remember nothing beyond my last breath. I shall cease to be at that point." He turned his head, like twisting a great boulder across craggy ground. "It is a small comfort. But a comfort, nonetheless."

      To take comfort in something as dark as that. That was no way to live.

      "Do not pity me, Tom." Ambrose smirked. The fact he could do so made it clear how amusing he found himself. "My trials are almost over."

      "And mine are not."

      "Barely begun."

      Barely begun. Everything he’d done, and Ambrose thought his journey barely begun? "Do you think we’ll find the glarn?" Tom asked. "I know you don’t know. I just want to know what you think."

      "I have little experience left to me on which to base an opinion." Ambrose tugged his reins and they stopped at the cusp of Tirend, the unnatural light bathing them from below, throwing odd shadows across the sorcerer’s face. "But I’ve seen how you fight. That gives me hope."

      "So there’s a fight coming."

      Ambrose didn’t meet his eye. Didn’t offer a comfort or a reassurance. Just said, "Keep Six close," before flicking his reins and descending again into the warmth he said he couldn’t feel.
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        * * *

      

      Tom knew he needed to talk to Six. But he needed a moment. Just one. He rode to the arbitrary space their party had claimed, dismounted, and lay down. No blankets, nothing but his arm for a pillow. And he slept.

      Their wagon was overturned. Burning.

      He walked down a long, dark corridor that echoed with his haggard breath. His arm was wet and warm. He could smell blood. He was dragging something heavy.

      He lay in a cot. It was painful to breathe. He stank, unwashed for days. One eye was swollen shut.

      "You could stop here," Glastyn told him. "There would be no pain. You wouldn’t even know you’d given up."

      He woke, groggy and aching and bleak of spirit. Someone was shaking him. "Tom."

      Katharine. She was nudging him with her foot. Too big to reach down and use her hand. She looked tired and miserable. How many days did she have left?

      "What is it?" he asked.

      "We’re almost ready."

      Wake me when we leave, he wanted to say. But he couldn’t. He reached for the sword to draw strength from it. Remembered his oath to her and stopped himself. He rolled onto his knees.

      "You’re exhausted," she said.

      "I am."

      She put her hands in his hair, stroked his head. He leant lightly against her belly.

      "She’s almost here," she said.

      "Almost here." He ran a hand across, felt something push back. A foot, perhaps. Their daughter’s foot. If she was almost ready to be born, perhaps she could survive?

      He waited for the surge of resolve to tell him that Katharine would survive too. But it didn’t come. Not every day could be fought.

      "I’m sorry," he told her.

      "What for?"

      For dragging you halfway across Tir. For treating you so badly. For failing to find a way to keep you alive. Instead, he said, “They could do with a guide. Someone to help them find their way home."

      She tapped his head with her fingers once, a tiny reprimand.

      "It’s just an idea."

      "It’s a bad idea." She was stern. But not angry. "Send Gravinn."

      "I’m not sending anyone. I’m just suggesting."

      "Suggest Gravinn."

      Tom nodded. "I thought you would say that. But I had to ask."

      "Did you?"

      Yes. Because it might be my last chance to save you. "It’s only going to get more dangerous from here." He placed his arms around her. "I don’t want either of you to get hurt."

      "Nor do I. But we’ll be safe with Sir Thomas of Tir."

      Tom smiled. "Don’t make fun."

      "I’m not." When he looked up at her, she was smiling down at him. Kind. Proud. Beautiful. "Do you remember what I said to you in your room in Cairnagan?"

      When he'd first had the foresight in which she died. "You said a lot."

      She brushed hair from his face. What did she see? Cuts, bruises? A liar and a coward? The father of her daughter? Or something more? "You stopped sitting by the fire," she murmured. "And it’s made you alive."

      Alive. The pressure crashed against his insides like a great wave, unseen, unexpected. No. Don’t say anything. Don’t tell her. Tears pricked the backs of his eyes as he tried to swallow down the truth. He took a haggard breath and hid his face against her belly.

      She stroked his hair and hushed him. "It’s okay. I’m scared too."

      He had his hands and face against her, but she felt so far away.

      "Hey. Lovebirds." Jarnstenn’s call punctured the moment and Tom wiped his eyes before anyone could see him. "We’re ready to go."

      Tom sniffed and pushed himself to his feet. "Back into the wagon?" He forced a smile.

      She sighed. "At least being here gave me a break from being in there."

      Tom nodded. "I have to convince Six to come with us."

      "Do you need help?" She didn’t ask why. Didn’t tell him no. She wanted him to come with them. And she deserved her friend.

      "Probably." But he patted her hand and added, "Get comfortable. I’ll try not to be long."

      She nodded and kissed his cheek. Somehow it gave him the strength he needed.

      Six wasn’t hard to find. He shadowed Esyllt at every step, and she was at the heart of every throng. At first Tom expected to have to push his way through the crowds, but people made way for him, giving him a nod, or a bow, and the bravest reached out and brushed him with their fingertips as he passed by. He wanted to tell them to stop, he was just Tom, he wasn’t anyone special. But they had faith in the man Emyr had crafted. A knight, a hero, a liberator. He couldn’t take that away from them.

      "Sir Thomas." Esyllt begged leave from the old woman she’d been speaking to and led Tom away from the throng. “I am glad of the chance to speak to you. I wanted to thank you.” Her whole manner was too earnest, too grateful. It made Tom uncomfortable.

      "You don’t have to thank me, Your Highness."

      "I do." She cast a glance over the crowd, gathered in knots, talking, sharing stories of home. Excited to be leaving. Scared to be leaving. Happy to have the chance to be leaving. "They would have followed you. And you gave that to me."

      "I never wanted anyone to follow me," he admitted. "I just want to keep my friends safe."

      Esyllt nodded and bowed her head. Disappointed that he hadn’t said something more altruistic? Sworn to protect all of Tir? Well, he’d played his part. Now it was time for her to play hers. "Will you leave straightaway?" he asked her.

      She shrugged, a gesture oddly lacking in royal grace. "We have little to gather. What food we had. What supplies you allow us." Her eyebrows jumped and she hurried to add, "Which we gratefully thank you for."

      Tom waved the moment away. "I only wish we could spare more.” Even though Jarnsten had originally provisioned food enough for an army marching across all of Tir, it still felt like there was precious little to go around. “I was hoping to beg a moment of Six’s time.” At her confused look, he added, “Of Yemdarro’s time.”

      "You need not beg from me, Sir Thomas. You may have anything that is within my power to grant you.”

      In the face of such generosity, it felt rude to change Six’s mind behind her back. “In that case, Your Highness, I was hoping to persuade him to come with us."

      Her eyebrows leapt up her forehead for the briefest moments before settling back into practiced calm. "Oh?"

      "It would take much time to explain," Tom told her. "But our journey is of the utmost importance. I fear we will need him."

      Esyllt frowned, stared at the ground. “I see.” Tom watched her weighing her own desire’s against another’s need. It was endearing to see such honesty in someone of such high birth. “And why is your journey so important?”

      “We seek an artefact that we believe will help us stop the fay, Your Highness.”

      She nodded. “The creatures that brought us all here.” She took a deep breath, as if steadying herself. “And who encroach on our lands and harass our people.” She saw the need, and saw it was greater than her own. “I grant you permission only to ask him, for it must be his decision. He is not mine to command.”

      The way Six stood dutifully at her side belied her words. But Tom said only, “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      She reached out and took Tom’s hands in her own, her skin cool and smooth. It was far too intimate a gesture for royalty. “Look after him,” she told him, before retreating into the crowd to hide her sorrow.

      Six was looking at him with a bemused smile, as if Tom had asked for something strange and senseless. "Why?" was all he asked.

      "Many reasons," Tom answered. "Ambrose foresaw it."

      "I’m not interested in foresights.” Six kept his courtier’s posture, back straight, hands behind his back, but his voice slipped into the tones Tom was familiar with. Dressed in his dwarfish clothing, exile’s tattoo on his face, his golden skin dirty from his travels, he looked prim, proper, and unusual. “I swore my loyalty to Esyllt a long time ago."

      “She’ll release you from your oath.”

      “But should she?”

      Tom didn’t want to say it. But he knew it would help weaken Six’s resolve to go. So he said, “You gave your oath before you were exiled, didn’t you?”

      Anger flared in Six’s eyes. "She shouldn’t pay for her father’s mistake," he snapped. "She needs me."

      “Does she?” Tom looked at her, walking amongst people that weren’t her subjects but followed her nonetheless.

      "That isn’t the point."

      "What is the point?"

      Six drew breath to snap an answer, stopped himself. Drew a deep breath. And when he exhaled, a different Six emerged. This one lifted his hands in front of him, twisted the ring he’d worn after first meeting Emyr. His posture wasn’t as stiff, and his voice was softer, with some of the accent his brother, Athra, had spoken with. "I want to go home, Tom."

      Then go, Tom wanted to say. Leave the fay and all this madness behind and go back to where you want to be.

      But would it be so easy? His king had exiled him. He’d turned his brother over to the watch. Where would he go?

      So Tom sighed and pointed at the ring Six was playing with. "You told me the engraving says ‘lamb’ in elfish." Six nodded. Waited for the cruel blow Tom was going to land. "You started wearing it after you met Emyr. Oen."

      "I did." Did Six sound defensive? Or was he challenging Tom to question him?

      Tom did neither. "When Neirin took you prisoner, you didn’t put up a fight. You didn’t care about finding Faerie, stopping the war, or freeing dragons. You even told me you’d never go home."

      There was a refusal in the elf’s eyes. But there was also an acknowledgement of the truth.

      "You’re not that elf anymore," Tom continued. "Meeting Emyr woke something inside you. Whatever it is, I don’t think it will let you allow Emyr to go on without your help."

      Six wanted to argue. Instead he dropped his gaze to his ring, which he twisted around his finger. Tom felt an urge to say more, to push the argument further. But no. Wait. Let silence do its work.

      "Emyr doesn’t need my help," Six murmured. Tom drew breath to argue, but Six lifted his gaze and a smile blossomed on his lips. "You, on the other hand, need all the help you can get. Sir Thomas."

      "I can’t deny it."

      "Of course you can’t." Six gave him a meaningful glance up and down. "You look like you’ve been dragged through the aurochs paddock. Twice."

      This was more like the old Six, ready with a smile and a joke. The two of them grinned at each other for a moment, then Six turned back to his ring. "Do you really need my help?"

      They’d left behind Six’s knowledge of locale and of dragons when they’d left the Western Kingdom. For weeks, the elf’s biggest contribution had been shooting rabbits.. And yet, "Who else will tell me that I’m doing everything wrong?"

      "I’m being serious."

      "So am I. I’m trying to find my way here, Six. I need someone who will help me."

      "By questioning you."

      "Feel free to find a different way of doing it." Tom grinned and Six smiled back. "Ambrose told me to make sure you accompanied us. But I’d be glad if you did. I need your help. And knowing you’d be there to take care of Katharine would help me sleep at night."

      Six nodded. "Very well." But things didn’t sound well. They sounded heavy with duty and responsibility.

      "Hawne seems capable," Tom offered.

      "She does," Six agreed with a sigh. "She’ll get my princess home.” Then he straightened, tucked his hands behind his back, smoothed out his accent and gave Tom a sideways glance. “I won’t call you ‘Sir Thomas’.”

      Tom nodded. “And I won’t call you Yemdarro.”

      Six dismissed the name with an easy shrug. "An old nickname," he said. "It means ‘changer’ in our tongue."

      Appropriate, for an elf who had worn so many faces in just the time Tom had known him. "So it isn’t your real name?"

      Six gave Tom a shake of his head.

      “How do you wear so many faces?"

      Six looked up at the foreign sky. “Says the man who has been a liar who couldn’t lie, a furious avenger, a champion of dragons and dwarfs, a protective father-to-be, and a Knight of Tir.” He gave Tom a sad smile. “Perhaps I learned from watching my friends."

      Tom wasn’t sure if he’d been insulted but, as he watched Six go to tell his princess he wouldn’t be travelling with her, he was just glad the elf was still calling him a friend.
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        * * *

      

      In an oasis amongst the mountains, dressed in rags and furs, they had the most formal of goodbyes.

      “We have no gifts to present to you, Sir Thomas." Esyllt was stood in the most regal outfit she could muster, fabrics draped about her almost making a dress. “But know that I speak for everyone here when I say that we cannot begin to express our gratitude. You have given us the chance to go home, to see our loved ones again. It is a kingly gift, and I thank you for it.”

      She gave him sole credit, but it had been Emyr who had orchestrated the challenge that unseated Tree, Gravinn and Katharine who had drawn the maps, Jarnstenn who had handed out supplies with surprising generosity. What had Thomas Rymour contributed. Violence and empty words. He felt like a sham. So he knelt before her and said the truest thing he could say. “You bestow great honours on me, Princess Esyllt. Knowing that you lead these people home with help give me strength to face the trials ahead.”

      She placed both of her hands on his head. A benediction. A blessing. “You carry all our hopes with you. They could not be in better hands.”

      It was all for show. Tom knew that. But his throat was unexpectedly thick when he said, “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      She lifted her hands and he stood, bowed his head to her, stepped back. What now?

      "We should go," Emyr murmured.

      Tom hadn’t heard the old king’s footsteps, and in that moment realised how much he had healed. He no longer walked with a careful step or a bent back, and hadn’t in some time. Perhaps now he was ready to lead them?

      "They’re nervous," Emyr continued. "If we leave, it will give them the courage to leave themselves."

      Tom nodded and climbed into the saddle. The others followed his lead, and then Tom faced dozens and dozens of faces, all watching him, waiting for something. "Say something to them," Emyr told him.

      He tried to think of something appropriately heroic and inspirational. What would inspire him? "We ride to stop the very fiends that brought you here." He met as many eyes as he could. "The thought of you returning to your homes in Tir will warm our hearts on cold nights and steel our resolve in the face of our enemies. Go home. Live your lives. Be happy and free."

      Happy and free. How true would that be for these people? But he saw nodding heads and smiling faces, and it seemed enough. So Tom flicked his reins and led their party up and out into the cold.
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        * * *

      

      Gravinn took charge of their path once Tom pointed out their destination, and he was happy to let her do so. Dark clouds left the mountains in a deep gloom, but Gravinn’s Pathfinder eye found a way to penetrate the thick snow underfoot and pick out the safe paths. She rode ahead, seemingly oblivious to the icy wind that wormed its way beneath furs and beneath scarves and left Tom’s fingers numb. He found himself riding alongside Kunnustenn, the dwarf huddled in what furs remained to them, and Tom could tell it wasn’t enough.

      The dwarf caught him watching and said, "This weather is hideous."

      "We’re close now," Tom assured him. "I think."

      "I hope you’re right. To be truthful with you, Master Rymour, I hadn’t appreciated how arduous this journey would be."

      Tom thought back to his days in Cairnagan and how readily he had given them up. "Nor did I."

      "It’s harder for Jarnstenn. He isn’t accustomed to hard living."

      Tom cast a glance over his shoulder, watched Jarnstenn and Six riding in hushed conversation. Both of them carried something on their shoulders, a regret and a loss. They seemed of a sort, the same enquiring mind, the same quick wit. The same focus that drew their gazes inward, picturing with their minds eye whatever they were discussing. "He followed you without a second thought," Tom said.

      "That makes it worse."

      Tom nodded. Six had readily followed Tom when he’d asked, and the guilt was a heavy burden to add to his others.

      "He has offered me every comfort it was within his power to give," Kunnustenn continued. "I offer hard travel and frozen wastelands in return."

      Something in Kunnustenn’s voice turned Tom’s thoughts to Katharine. Hard travel and frozen wastelands. When she deserved rest, soft pillows, good food. "At least you are together," he said.

      "Yes." Kunnustenn was smiling a shy smile. "We do not have to hide here."

      Tom opened his mouth, closed it, then braved the question. "Have the two of you made your peace?"

      Kunnustenn’s smile vanished. "He will not speak of it. He is stubborn, that dwarf. There are some things he just will not let his mind see."

      "Don’t hold onto your anger," Tom said, unsure where the words were coming from. "It will rob you of your days together." As it had robbed days from him and Katharine. He could have been there for her as soon as she’d discovered the pregnancy. Instead Six had stepped into his shoes. Now he could never get that time back.

      "You are right. It is nothing in the grand tapestry of all matters." But it didn’t seem to comfort Kunnustenn. If anything, the silence that fell upon the two of them felt melancholy. So Tom fell back on a habit that had proven effective with the dwarf: he asked a question.

      "What can you tell me about Cairnarim?”

      Kunnustenn said nothing for a long moment, before taking a deep breath as if waking. "What would you like to know?"

      Tom didn't know what he needed to know. So he said, "Everything."

      "That will not take very long." The dwarf hugged himself tighter against a gust of wind. "Most of what I have read is rumours, myths and legends. The usual fare: a citadel full of treasure; a lost paradise; a dark home to a foul monster. Only one fact is known: Rimestenn disappeared, and he left behind no city."

      "But you know more than that," Tom replied. "You know he was building something in the north."

      "We suspect it," Kunnustenn corrected.

      "If we only suspect it, why are we trying to find it?"

      Kunnustenn shrugged, a gesture hard to see beneath the layers he was swaddled in. "The last known and verified fact about Rimestenn is that he was working on locking mechanisms. In secret. But all of that work vanished when he did."

      Locking mechanisms. Perhaps to lock away Orlannu in his hidden city? "So we would need a key when we get to Cairnarim?"

      Kunnustenn frowned, catching up with Tom’s thoughts. He shrugged again. "If the city is locked."

      Gravinn’s horse slipped on something in the snow and whinnied in protest. She gave a savage yank on the reins, and Tom realised how much pressure she must be feeling. One wrong footing and she could send them all tumbling down the mountainside.

      And even if they made it to the gates of Cairnarim, it could all be for nothing if they didn’t have the key.

      But Ambrose would know. He’d be prepared. Wouldn’t he?

      "Thank you, Kunnustenn," Tom said. “You've been very helpful."

      "You’re welcome, Master Rymour."

      Tom thought to tug his reins, fall back and ride alongside Ambrose and Emyr. But something in his gut made him stop and ask, "Is there anything else that we might need to know?"

      But the dwarf shook his head. "I could consult my books?"

      Tom nodded, though the offer felt somehow futile. In fact, when he looked at Kunnustenn he felt the beginnings of a deep despair. "Go to Jarnstenn first," he said.

      "He’s busy."

      Jarnstenn laughed at something Six said.

      "He won’t be too busy for you."

      The dwarf’s forehead creased into a deep, pensive frown.

      "Trust me," Tom said. "Don’t delay it."

      "No time like the present?"

      The dread uncoiled, settled again. Something was coming. "No time at all."
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        * * *

      

      The sky grew dark long before the sun was due to set, but Gravinn pressed on until they reached the clearing Hawne had mentioned. It was nothing but a space surrounded by sharp rock on all sides, a few tiny trees trying to eke out an existence in what crevices they could find. Something about that place felt too familiar, and Tom felt an urge to dig his heels into his horse and flee.

      "We’ll stop here," Gravinn called. The wind was strong now, bringing with it the first flakes. "We need to get the tents up before the storm hits."

      Tom had no desire to ride in a storm. But he couldn’t shake the dread in his belly.

      "You’re pale as Ankou," Emyr murmured.

      Did his hands shake from the cold? "We should unload the wagon,” he told the old king.

      "Unload it?"

      "Into the tents." Alhough the tents could burn as easily as the wagon.

      "Why?" But Emyr wasn’t really asking; he already knew why. So he pointed at Draig and Dank. "Tom wants the wagon unloaded," he called. "Food and clothes first."

      “Here.” Tom watched himself press Caledyr into Emyr’s hands. “Take it.”

      Emyr shook his head, but didn’t say anything. Even the sword’s protests were muted. “Everyone needs a weapon.” Was the old king giving orders to the group? Or talking to him?

      It didn’t feel like it mattered either way. ”Iron hurts them,” Tom replied. The cold seemed to reach right into him, like the black pebble in his heart had drawn a frozen fault line that joined with the falling snow. "But nothing can kill them."

      "On the contrary." Ambrose was stood alone in the clearing, leaning on his staff like he was ready to collapse. "That’s why I’m here."
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        * * *

      

      If Gravinn had hoped they would find shelter from the storm, she had been mistaken. The wind howled around them, sleep impossible. All they could do was lie in the cramped black of their tents, stare at nothing and listen to the wail of the wind. At times it almost sounded like a voice, like it was speaking, like it could be understood if only they knew the dialect. But it didn’t sound like it had anything pleasant to say.

      And the snow fell. It would settle on the tents, only to slip off when the weight got too much. Tom wondered if they would be buried in it, if they had erected themselves little silk tombs. What if the snow crushed them? What if they were to die, freezing and choking, in this forsaken mountain range?

      Then Katharine would shift. Take a deep breath. Squeeze his hand or place it on her belly, and he would feel Rose kick or twist underneath it. And, despite that dark pebble, Tom could smile. He was still worried, scared, he still wondered how in Emyr’s name they would survive this journey. But he smiled.

      They began to talk. Katharine told him stories from all over Tir. Some were old tales that he knew from when he was a boy. Some were newer, and Katharine wouldn’t say if they were true or not. So Tom heard How The Eagle Lost His Voice, a funny story about a dwarf who was turned to stone by the sun, and the sad tale of an Easterner who accidentally broke the death mask of his father and was scared to go back home.

      Tom told her stories too. He couldn’t tell her the tales, because they hadn’t happened, and he felt a pang of guilt that he would never tell his daughter Why The Tortoise Wears His Shell or What The Bee Whispers To All Flowers. So Tom told Katharine stories he had heard from Emyr, when he had sat beside the bleeding king and listened to stories of his life, stories of brave knights and foolish courtiers and how Emyr came to be king.

      "He just wanted to go home," Katharine said into the dark.

      "Yes."

      "He had so much waiting for him. He left it all behind."

      "He told me it would have all been lost if he hadn’t taken the crown." Tom squeezed her hand. "He gave it up so he could keep it safe."

      For a moment all he could hear was the wind. Then she squeezed his hand, hard. "Don't do that," she whispered. "Don’t give us up. Not for anything."
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        * * *

      

      Tom waited for the wind to die before he tried to leave the tent. He had to force his way out, the snowfall reaching almost his knees, a few errant flakes still falling from the cloud-covered sky. The air was sharp and clear and still, and once he had struggled free of the tent he stopped and drew a few deep breaths that stung the back of his throat.

      No. The air wasn’t still. There was a thick humming to it. Magic. Oozing into the clearing from the north. Was that what birthed the aching dread in his gut? The tension in his chest? He reached for a sword he wasn’t carrying and a ghost of a foresight flickered at the edge of his vision. A shadow draped over the world. A whisper of suggestion. "A fire," he muttered. Though he couldn’t imagine how they could light a fire in such deep snow.

      It was impossible to tell one tent from another in the dark, so he was forced to wait for a break in the clouds in order to find Emyr’s. Just a few dozen steps away, but the depth of the snow meant it took him some minutes to cross the camp before he could lean towards the flaps, clear his throat and say, "My king?"

      For a moment there was only silence. Perhaps he was asleep? Then a voice replied, "I thought you weren’t going to call me that?"

      Despite the cold and his fatigue, Tom couldn’t help but grin. "May I enter?"

      "Yes."

      Tom stepped into a space darker and only slightly warmer. He didn’t dare take another step for fear of treading on someone.

      "It’s dark, Tom." Ambrose, somewhere in the darkness.

      "It is."

      "And you come to countenance that we stay."

      "Do I?"

      "We all stay a time." Ambrose sighed. It wasn’t a pleasant sound. It was like he had resigned himself to something. "Time. I’ve had so much and yet have so little," he muttered.

      "What is it?" Emyr asked.

      “The culmination of my life’s work. I think.”

      It was clear that Emyr didn’t understand Ambrose’s cryptic mutterings either. “What do we do?”

      "Let the boy set up camp." Boy? But before Tom could say anything, Ambrose added, "When you’re as old as I am, Tom, everyone is ‘boy’ or ‘girl’."

      Tom nodded, though they probably couldn’t see him. "Can I fetch you anything, my king?"

      Emyr sounded tired. "I will be out in a moment."

      A dismissal. Tom nodded and stepped back outside. Roused Gravinn and Jarnstenn and told them to start a fire. He’d expected protests, but they did as they were asked. Draig helped to clear away snow, Jarnstenn fetched something from his pack, and soon they had somehow started the fire Tom had foreseen.

      Emyr stepped out of the tent, stretching gingerly and groaning as he did so. The king had grown old. There was much more grey in his hair and beard, and he seemed slimmer, as if he carried muscle through sheer will rather than any inherent strength. When he gave Tom his hearty smile, there was something of a wince to it, as if something pained him.

      “What’s worrying you, son?”

      Tom shook his head. "I’m not sure. I was hoping Ambrose could counsel me."

      Emyr nodded. "He’s tired. He said he would come out soon."

      "I’ll see him now, if you’ll permit it?"

      "Of course." He stepped aside and said, “I'll speak to Gravinn and Katharine about our path." As Tom moved to enter the tent, Emyr added, "How is Katharine?"

      "Tired. Hungry. Cold. She misses riding."

      "She said so?"

      "No. I just know she does." His chest tightened and he said, "Would you make sure she has a weapon? Iron. She favours a short sword or a long knife."

      "Do you think we’ll be attacked?"

      The dread crystallised. Had he seen this clearing before? Had he seen a dead dwarf lying near that fire? "Possibly."

      Emyr’s expression turned grim. "Weapons for everyone.” But he said it almost as a question, and turned to Tom for confirmation. Still refusing to take the lead. And, Tom noticed, holding out Caledyr to him.

      So Tom said, “You are the King of Tir.”

      “I have no throne.”

      “We follow you.”

      “No,” Emyr countered. “This is your quest. The quest of Sir Thomas Rymour, Knight of Tir. Don’t shake your head,” he said as Tom began to deny it. “You were made so by a princess.”

      “That was just an act. Something for those people.”

      But Emyr shook his head. “It was an act. But it was real.” He clapped a hand on Tom’s shoulder. “If you insist on calling me your king, then you cannot deny me when I call you a Knight of Tir. Or deny that it is a title and a duty bestowed by those around you.” He took in their snow-beleaguered camp with a sweep of a sheathed Caledyr. “They are all here because of you. Just like me. They follow your conviction. Your example.” He nodded towards the tent behind them with a wry smile. “So go confer with the wise man. And I’ll pass on your orders.” He pushed Caledyr into Tom’s hands and, without waiting a response, bowed his head and stamped his way over to the fire.

      Perhaps the old king thought his work was done. But Tom felt more uncertain than ever. Was he truly a knight? Could he possibly live up to that? He looked at the sheathed sword in his hands, and felt guilty for being glad to have it. Ready, it thought. Emyr had seemed happy to drop a heavy duty on his shoulders and walk away. Tom wasn’t sure he was ready for it.

      A tiny light blinked into existence as Tom stepped into the tent. Dank’s sprite? Had it escaped? No, the light was wrong. It was too white and too sharp. As his eyes adjusted, Tom could see it was in the palm of Ambrose’s hand. Magic.

      "You look tired, Tom." Ambrose’s soft words were almost swallowed by the wind outside. Deep, dark circles lay beneath his eyes, and his skin was almost grey.

      "You look worse." Tom tried to force a smile, and was surprised when the other man’s lips quirked. Not quite a smile. But the ghost of one.

      "I suspect that is true." Ambrose took a deep, rattling breath. "But then I am so much older than you are."

      There seemed little to say to that. “Kunnustenn thinks we might need a key to get into Cairnarim."

      "We do. But do not worry about that."

      "You have the key?"

      Ambrose’s eyes blinked in a slow assent.

      Tom hadn’t expected that. It seemed almost too easy. In the absence of any struggle or argument, his fear poured forth before he could stop it. "I can’t shake this feeling that something bad is going to happen. It’s not a foresight. Not really. But it feels like one."

      "I have been thinking of a memory," Ambrose replied. "Trying to remember exactly what it is I will do and how I will do it. It is a complex piece of magic."

      "Is that what this is?" Tom asked. "Is that what’s making me feel this way?"

      "No." It was blunt and hard, but he continued, "You are experiencing the nagging feeling you have forgotten something, only your forgetfulness faces forward rather than back."

      "I’m forgetting a foresight?"

      Ambrose grunted. No. Not that. "Your foresight is like an echo of mine," he said. A flurry of wind made the sides of the tent shake. "You remember the future, just like you remember the past. But memory changes. What you remember today is not what you will remember tomorrow."

      Tom felt a cruel leap of hope in his heart. "Does that mean my foresight can be wrong?" Had he misunderstood what he had seen of Katharine? "Can the future change?"

      "No." Ambrose made no attempt to hide his bitterness. "Just our understanding of it."

      It was a cruel snatching of the foolish hope Tom had built in mere heartbeats, and he felt a rush of despair. No. There was still Orlannu. That could save her, he told himself. It could.

      "What happens now?" he asked.

      "I need to rest."

      "For this piece of magic?"

      "Yes." Ambrose turned his head, met Tom’s eyes with his own. "Look after him, Tom."

      He knew exactly what the old sorcerer was asking. "I will do everything I can."

      And a full, unburdened smile blossomed on Ambrose’s lips. "Hearing that has made the last thousand years so much easier to bear." The smile soured. "And now, when I need that comfort more than ever, it is taken from me."

      It was cruel, that any fond memory was taken from Ambrose as soon as the event took place. Which meant that, in his final moments, Ambrose wouldn’t recognise anyone at his side. All he would remember was death and darkness. Tom made a vow to himself: he would make sure Ambrose would always have something good to remember.

      The old man closed his eyes. His smile was gone. And he drew breath like the effort cost him dear. "Do not blame yourself, Tom."

      But before Tom could ask what he meant, there was a scream from outside. Katharine? Tom rushed out of the tent, Ambrose’s last words following him into the roaring wind: "No more time."

      The wind was up, kicking up flurries of fallen snow. The world was still dark, but there was enough moonlight to see why Gravinn had screamed: Herne and four Faerie hounds were gathered around Katharine’s tent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      The summer face of a Faerie hound was that of a man, albeit a scruffy, hairy, mute man that acted more like Midhir’s loyal pup, wrestling with his brothers and growling and yapping at his king’s feet for scraps. But come Calgraef, they became monstrous, skinless beasts, prowling on all four splayed claws, snapping at anyone and anything with enormous jaws filled with serrated teeth. Their eyes were milky, and the fay whispered that they were blind, led only by their bloodscent. When Melwas led the Wild Hunt, it was these creatures that chased the kill. They were untiring, strong, savage. And they surrounded Katharine’s tent, skinless muscles steaming in the cold night air, waiting for Herne to give them the command to attack.

      "What are you doing here?" Tom couldn’t keep the tremor from his voice. Even Caledyr was silent and still. He wished he hadn’t left Katharine by herself. He wished he had never been to Faerie.

      Herne tossed his hart-skull head. "It is our turn, Thomas Rymour."

      "Your turn to do what?" Keep him talking. If they were talking, they weren’t maiming.

      "You bite us." Herne snapped his jaws. "We bite you."

      "I bit you?"

      "You killed Thought." Herne had always been fond of stalking around Tom’s heels as he spoke. But now he was still. It was unnerving. As if the time for toying with his prey was over. As if it was time for the kill. "Our king is filled with a mindless rage. We are to bring you back to him. In as few pieces as possible." The fay’s jaws gaped wide in his approximation of a smile. "We couldn’t promise not to take a limb for ourselves."

      Tom tried not to imagine Herne biting through his shoulder. Or tearing through it with his bare hands. "It’s a poor hunt," he managed. "I’m unarmed. And your hounds will run me down before I make three steps."

      "You want me to let you run." Herne’s scorn flooded his echoing words.

      "It’s a poor hunt." And an even weaker argument.

      "Sometimes the hunt and the chase are not the same thing." Herne snapped his jaws. "We have hunted you for years; now we have you. Thomas Rymour. King Defier. Queen Defiler."

      Queen Defiler. What one fay knows, all fay know. Unless they could keep it a secret. Apparently Maev hadn’t seen fit to do so. "And what does the Queen have to say about this?"

      "Mab would have you in Faerie too. Along with what you stole." Herne jerked his head, and Tom followed the gesture to Emyr. Stood by the fire, with the dwarfs behind him. Kunnustenn and Jarnstenn looked through the fay, still blind to the Second Sight. But Gravinn was very still, and Emyr had an iron blade in his hand. Tom couldn’t see Six. But he saw Draig and Dank stood beyond the fire’s light, bearing iron. It wouldn’t be enough to stop the fay. But it might be enough to discourage any idle interest. So Tom had to keep their interest. Had to make it all about him.

      "I stole Emyr," he said. More. What else would irritate them? "I kept Caledyr. I imprisoned a sprite, killed Mester Stoorworm, killed Thought and attacked Melwas. It was my hand that wrought those deeds."

      "It was." There was a grin in Herne’s terrible voice. "Such quarry you have become."

      Quarry. Tom recalled Herne and Melwas whispering about him in Faerie. Had the King and his dog engineered an opportunity to finally avenge themselves on him for lying with Maev?

      Movement caught his eye. Tom tried to look without looking, saw something up the cliff face.

      "I’ll come peacefully." It would be of no interest to Herne. But Tom was running out of things to say. He lifted his hands. "I surrender myself."

      Herne coughed, gagged. "That is a poor hunt when the prey does not run." His jaw gaped again. "But there are ways of making them flee." He turned his head to Katharine’s tent. One of the hounds snuffed at it.

      Before collapsing into the snow with a yelp, an arrow protruding from the back of its head.

      The other three hounds screamed. The sound was a jagged blade through the mind and through the heart, sapping the will and severing thoughts. The bay of the Faerie hounds was enough to bring a man to his knees.

      But Katharine was in that tent.

      So Tom ran. He drove forward, towards Herne, blinded by terror, fighting through knee-deep snow. He almost fell twice. Someone shouted his name, and Caledyr tried to speak to him. He ignored it all. and tried to ignore the urge to empty his bladder at the sound of baying hounds, tried not to wail as one of them knocked him down, driving him onto his back in the snow, crushing him with its paws on his chest.

      He stared into milky eyes and hot drool dripped onto his face. All the hound had to do was put its jaws around his head and bite.

      Don’t leave us, she had said.

      A thud and the hound jerked, howled, danced away and began to chase its tail. An arrow in its flank. An iron arrow.

      It was Six, shooting iron arrows from a spot up the mountainside. Tom felt a burst of infinite gratitude towards the elf, though it was a tiny infinity next to the endless void of terror he felt. It would take any of the fay just seconds to take Katharine’s life. And what could he do?

      Move. He was on his feet. Move. Push through the snow, push through the fear, get to Katharine. But Herne stood by the tent with a smile on his skeletal face, reached with one filthy hand to lift the flap and take away everything that mattered.

      "No!" Do anything, say anything, stop him, stop him. "Face me!" Herne hesitated. "Face me!" Tom waved his arms, shouted over the wailing hounds, didn’t care that his voice cracked as he cried, "Are you a coward, are you scared to fight me, are you scared I’ll beat you the way I beat Stoorworm, where’s the great hunter, where’s the bane of men?" Herne stepped away from the tent and Tom didn’t dare let himself relax. "Are you too scared to touch me, are you scared what Mab will do, are you afraid of her, the great hunter afraid?” And Herne was bounding over the snow like it was firm ground, and Tom had no time, Herne knocked him to the ground, Caledyr flew from his hands, the fay pinned him down, clawed at his face, Tom struggled but the fay was strong, unbelievably strong, maw snapping at his throat and Tom braced himself against the fay’s neck, get him off me, keep him off me, this is it, this is how I die.

      Herne rocked and Tom’s flailing hands caught against something in the fay’s flank, an arrow, an iron arrow, grab it, twist it, Herne grunted in his ear and the pressure lessened, just for a moment. Pull it, twist it, tear it free, Herne made a sound like he might vomit gravel and Tom pushed, the fay fell away and Tom was free, scrabbling away in the snow. Get to your feet, get to your feet, but his hands and feet were numb with fear or cold or both. But he managed to stand, turned, stood shivering with something and saw Herne hunkered in the snow.

      "Do you think that is enough?" There was no blood, no ichor, nothing seeping from Herne’s wound, but it was still a ragged tear in his flank and he clutched it all the same. Tom looked down at the arrow in his hand. "Do you think that will stop us?"

      No. Nothing would stop Herne. Even wounded, the fay was grinning. This was a hunt, now. And Tom had never heard of a hunt in which Herne hadn’t brought down his prey.

      He shouldn’t have taken his eyes from Herne, but a bellow made him turn. Emyr, an iron blade aloft, running through the snow towards them. Towards Herne. "No," said Tom, but too quiet and too slow. Herne bunched, sprang into the air, batted Emyr’s sword aside and fell on him, growling and grunting like an animal. "No!" Tom was moving again, he was on the pair of them, stabbing at Herne’s back with the arrow. "No no no no.” Pain exploded in his side, he flew, landed face down in snow, don’t stop, keep moving, he rolled onto his back and saw he was staining the snow red, and there was a hound stalking towards him.

      He felt warmth. The fire. Just within reach. The hound barked and Tom was on his feet, pulling a heavy piece of firewood free in a shower of sparks and ash and waving it over his head with an incoherent cry. It wouldn’t do anything. Fire couldn’t hurt the fay. But it was better than waiting for the hound to rip out his throat.

      But it didn’t pounce. It was alone. It was cautious. So it circled. Waited for an opportunity. And Tom’s arms were already tired. He was trembling. His footing was uneven. The hound didn’t have to fight him. It could wait him out.

      A voice, behind him. Jarnstenn. Asking him, "What is it, Tom? What’s happening?"

      Emyr was on his feet, keeping Herne at bay. Dank and Draig had a hound between them, slashing at it with iron. Another hound was peppered with iron arrows. Where was the other one? Tom couldn’t see it. But Katharine’s tent was intact. She was safe.

      "Faerie hounds," he told Jarnstenn. "Stay back. Stay close to iron.” He wished he hadn’t lost Caledyr.

      "We have iron." Kunnustenn. "Take it."

      "No," said Jarnstenn, but something crunched into the snow beside Tom. Iron, colder than anything. The hound saw it too, and Tom watched its muscles bunch, no time to think, he drew back the burning firewood and flung it as the fay charged, the log flipping end over end in a shower of sparks, the hound shied from the flames, gave Tom enough time to pluck the iron sword from the ground, throw himself out of the hound’s path, swing blind, the tip of the blade raking against flesh and then Tom was rolling in the snow.

      He was on his feet in time to see the hound turn to Jarnstenn and Kunnustenn, the two dwarfs huddling against the cliff face, staring at nothing, blind to the hound. Jarnstenn had an iron pike in his hand, but he was pointing it the wrong way. And the hound was close, too close, its jaws snapping at the blind dwarfs.

      "To your left, Jarnstenn!" Tom ran again, forced a path through the snow, waved his sword above his head, cried out, "Here, here!" to draw the hound’s attention. Jarnstenn stabbed with his pike, caught nothing but air, but it was enough to push the hound back, and then Tom was close enough to swing at its leg, slice deep into its shin, the blade caught on bone, the hound yelped, jumped back, tore the blade out of his hands.

      "The pike," Tom demanded and Jarnstenn threw it to him. Tom’s numb hands fumbled the catch, he wasted precious moments picking up the weapon, and the hound was already on him, maw gaping at his head, he stabbed, buried the pike in its neck and it screamed, emptying his mind of thought.

      Tom was climbing to his feet before he remembered what was happening. Jarnstenn. Kunnustenn. They were alive. So was he. The hound was whimpering, collapsed in the snow. Katharine. He had to get to Katharine. And Emyr. He was facing Herne alone. Tom had to help him. He reached for the iron blade still stuck in the hound’s shin.

      A cry from above drew his dull gaze. The firelight didn’t extend that high, but he could hear a struggle, the growls of a hound. Six.

      Tom pulled the sword free, stumbled to the cliff face, started climbing to where the elf was sat. “Six," he tried to shout, but he was breathless and tired and it was no more than a weak cry. His hands and feet slipped on the rock, his right hand was almost useless with the sword in it. "I’m coming, Six."

      There was a yelp from above, and then a rush of air and shadow fell past Tom and crunched into the snow below. Tom looked down to see Six and the hound, two patches of darkness sprawled beneath him. Six was still. Too still. The hound was already getting up, whimpering and shaking itself.

      "Six," Tom called. But the elf didn’t move. Jarnstenn and Kunnustenn were already running towards the elf. Towards the hound that was on its feet and snarling at them. “Stop!" Tom told them. But the hound was already readying itself to pounce. Tom had no choice but to let go of the cliff and push himself into the dark.

      The drop was short, quick, and terrifying, and although Tom raised his sword, he wasn’t able to plunge it into the hound. Instead he glanced off the beast’s flank and crashed into the snow. But it was enough. It distracted the hound. It sprang around and growled at him, before planting a hot, heavy paw on his chest. A slash of iron was enough to make it yelp and dance away, but it was back before Tom could get on his feet, knocking him face down with its snout, snuffling at him, dribbling down his neck.

      Tom tried to swing the sword, but he couldn’t connect. And then he felt hot, fetid breath on his head and the scrape of teeth over his scalp, and it was over, this was it.

      "Stay!" The gravelly bellow echoed off cliff walls, as if the mountains themselves couldn’t contain their fury. But it wasn’t mountains. The stinking breath and serrated teeth were gone, and Tom lifted his head to see Herne pointing a finger at the beast standing over Tom. "That one is mine," the fay said.

      Mine. My prey. My kill. It sent a chill through Tom’s already cold limbs. And then Emyr swung his iron sword, a chop that would have severed hart’s head from shoulders if Herne hadn’t twisted away.

      A thump on Tom’s back sent pain up and down his spine and drove him deeper into the snow. The hound had stamped on him in frustration. Tom scrabbled at the ground, drawing himself up and onto his back, but the hound had already turned around to find prey it was allowed to kill. Like Six. Or the dwarfs.

      A voice in Tom’s mind asked him how he thought this could end. How could they win this fight? Only Caledyr could stop a fay. And there were too many fay for just the one sword. But what else could he do but get to his feet and stagger towards the hound, swinging iron for all he was worth?

      The hound kicked him, claw-tipped paws sending him flying back through the air. He landed hard, and then Herne was on top of him again, clawing at him, Tom barely had time to register the new attack before Emyr was there, slicing up through Herne’s chest, and the fay howled pain and frustration before attacking Emyr again.

      Tom pushed himself to his feet. Too much going on. Too hard. He groped at his iron sword with numb fingers. Too impossible. He turned back to Six and the dwarfs. The dwarfs huddled behind Six, who had his bow drawn and an iron arrow pointed at the hound menacing them. Run. Tom stumbled towards them, raised an exhausted shout. But it was Six’s gaze he drew, not the hound’s, and the beast struck, swiped at Six’s arm, the arrow sliced up into the night sky and Six fell back. The hound’s maw gaped and it darted in for the kill, howled, Six had stabbed it with something, it snatched his leg in its jaws and flung him aside.

      Six spun, cartwheeling through the air. He flew over Tom’s head, and Tom couldn’t help but watch him fly even as he ran. It was almost beautiful, in a way. Almost peaceful, to fly through new snowfall.

      Jarnstenn’s cry cut through the spell, and in a heartbeat Tom was at the beast’s back and plunged the blade deep into its flank. Its scream scoured Tom’s mind, left him barely able to stand. It began to lunge at the sword in its flesh, chasing its tail in feeble hops and bounds, whimpering to no-one. Tom let himself drop to one knee.

      Jarnstenn was babbling to Kunnustenn, pulling at him, pawing at him, telling him to get up, you’re just winded, this is nothing, please, please.

      Tom wanted to go to him. Wanted to lie down. But he could hear Emyr crying out. So he pulled himself to his feet and turned his back on the dwarfs.

      Emyr was still locked in a battle with Herne that was clearly approaching its end. Emyr was tired, his sword wavering in his grip, one arm clutched to his chest. Herne circled his prey, crawling spider-like and grinning up at the old king. As Tom staggered forward, Emyr thrust, impaled Herne, the iron blade slicing down into Herne’s shoulder and out through the fay’s chest. But Herne twisted, tore the blade free of Emyr’s grasp, and pounced on him.

      "Emyr!" Tom cried. He couldn’t get there in time. Dank and Draig were keeping a hound at bay. Six hadn’t moved since he had been thrown. Herne’s laughter seemed to be joined by the dark, evil shadows thrown by the wagon, on its side and burning. Herne wrapped his hands around Emyr’s neck and all Tom could do was uselessly shout because he was too far away. The old king’s arms slapped at the fay on top of him, scrabbled for his sword, flailed. But Tom knew how strong Herne was. How fruitless the struggle.

      But Herne stopped his assault a moment later, tipped his head to one side, let out a curious, questioning growl. Tom felt it a moment later. The air changed. As if it was made of iron. Cold, empty. A match for the cold pebble Tom could still feel inside himself.

      Ambrose.

      He shuffled out of his tent towards Emyr and Herne, leaning heavily on his staff, clutching it like it was keeping him from being swept out to sea. He didn’t look up. He didn’t speak. He moved like he was the only man in the whole of Tir. But the air around him was dead, still, every ounce of magic fleeing from his touch.

      Herne clambered over Emyr to face the old wizard, but he seemed uncertain. Fearful. "Sorcerer," he croaked.

      Emyr took his chance, surged for the sword in Herne’s back, gripped it, twisted it. The fay roared and lashed out, catching Emyr in the temple with a fist and sending him to the ground.

      Ambrose’s voice stayed Herne’s hand. ”Leave him!" And the old sorcerer began to whisper in a tongue Tom had never heard. In fact, he shouldn’t have been able to hear it at all. But Ambrose’s foreign words sounded like they were being spoken into Tom’s ear. No, it was more like the whisper was somehow inside his mind. Like Caledyr’s voice, but it could never be confused for Tom’s own thoughts. And it grew in its insistence, mounting pressure that made Tom want to flee.

      And it was working on the fay. The wounded hounds were pawing at the ground in a vain effort to get away. And even Herne, whom Tom had never seen back down, was taking careful steps away from the approaching sorcerer. Letting out a pained whine. Muscles twitching. Caught between the twin impulses to flee and to attack.

      The whisper became a voice, and Ambrose straightened, lifted his staff over his head, took certain, even strides. In that moment Tom could see Ambrose as he would have been in his youth. Confident, even cocky. Outraged that someone would try to hurt his king, his friend. His voice was sure, powerful. And the stone on his staff pulled at the world. Tom found himself walking towards it despite himself.

      Herne had stopped retreating, fixed like he was pinned in place with iron nails. "We will taste your flesh, sorcerer.” He gnashed his bare, hart’s teeth. "We will tear you piece from foul piece!"

      But it was an empty, frightened threat. Everyone knew it. And Tom knew, too, that Herne wouldn’t bear this humiliation; the fay wouldn’t stop until they were all dead, even if Melwas himself ordered them left alive.

      "I know what is to come, hunter." These words came from Ambrose’s lips. They carried the croak of his years, but they were no less powerful for that. He stopped just one step away, well within Herne’s reach. Possibly the most dangerous place to be in Tir or Faerie, and yet Tom felt no fear for him. It was clear where the power lay. "Your days of tasting mortal flesh are at an end."

      "You are no more mortal than we are," Herne spat back. "You burnt it all away on your fool’s quest."

      Ambrose smiled. "Not all of it." And he touched the stone in his staff to Herne’s forehead.

      Herne’s scream was made of sound and magic and pain never imagined, a single, constant note that didn’t waver even as Ambrose’s spell flayed the fay before their eyes. Skin, muscle, fat, flesh, bone, it peeled away into dust and nothing. And yet, even as Herne was undone, he didn’t shy from Ambrose’s staff. He was defiant, even as his tumbled into a pile of bones, even as those bones turned to dust, and even as the murderous red glow in his eyes winked into darkness.

      Silence. Inside and out. Ambrose lowered his staff and allowed himself a satisfied smile.

      "One to go," he said, loud and clear.

      He dropped his staff. Lowered his arms. And collapsed face-first into the snow.
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      They couldn’t wake Ambrose. Kunnustenn was dead. Six’s leg was a mangled mess. But Katharine was unharmed, and so Tom hated himself for the gladness in his heart as he climbed to Six’s perch, where Mennvinn watched him like a rabbit watched a fox.

      "We need you," Tom panted. His limbs were burning and he was painfully, selfishly aware of the blood soaking his flank. “Many of us are wounded. Six’s leg is crushed."

      She blinked, just once. "What happened?" Her tone was flat, empty, dead.

      "The fay," Tom said, arms burning from hanging onto the cliff face. "Please, Mennvinn. We don’t know what to do."

      She blinked again. But of course she was terrified. She’d had to watch the rest of them fighting an invisible foe, watch them be injured and tossed about by something she couldn’t see and couldn’t fight.

      "They’re gone now," he told her. The Faerie hounds had vanished moments after Herne had been undone, and Tom was trying not to think of what might be sent in their stead. He reached over the edge of her perch and she shrank from his hand, like it might bite. "Please. We need you."

      Her gaze moved, so slowly, from his hand to his face. Tom watched the terror fade from her eyes and reason took its place. Not entirely. But enough that she could ask, "Crushed?"
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        * * *

      

      "Get me a belt. Now. Put your hand here and squeeze. Harder. Harder, damn you! Where's my kit? Fetch it. Boil some water. A lot of it. Quickly, now!"

      Mennvinn had taken just one look at Ambrose before turning to Six. The sight of him had stopped her in her tracks and she’d drawn a quick, sharp breath of surprise. Then she’d started barking orders.

      Tom pulled off his belt and wrapped it around Six’s thigh, pulling it impossibly tight. Six whimpered but said nothing. His skin was deathly pale and sweating, and when Tom spoke to him he didn’t seem to hear.

      "You can let go now. Go on, out of the way. My kit, thank you, open it up and find me milk of the poppy. No, not that. Let me do it. Where’s that water?"

      She elbowed Tom aside and he stepped back, watching Six pant and sweat in the snow. He wouldn’t survive this.

      "I’m sorry." Tom’s words tumbled out unbidden. "I should have been faster."

      Six met his gaze but said nothing. His breathing was quick, shallow. Topknot’s breath had been the same as the life went out of him.

      "Come away." Katharine’s voice was soft, low, sombre. "Come. Come away."

      He let her lead him to Emyr, who sat on a rock, staring at the spot where Ambrose had fallen. Ambrose himself was gone; Emyr must have moved him already. Emyr’s forehead bore a nasty gash, tiny rivers of blood sliding down his face. He had smeared it across his face where he had wiped it out of his eyes.

      My king, he opened his mouth to say. But Emyr had never looked so old and alone. His expression was held up by a thread, ready to collapse at the merest pluck. So Tom said, "Are you hurt?"

      Katharine answered when he did not. "He needs stitches." She sat Tom on the rock too. "So do you, by the looks of it."

      What could he say? Emyr’s last friend in the world was, what? Dying? Tom wasn’t sure. "Ambrose," he began, but wasn’t sure how to phrase his question. Was he dead? Did he live? It seemed too blunt and harsh for Emyr’s expression to bear.

      "He lives.” Emyr’s voice was deader even than his friend’s. “But barely. He breathes like an afterthought. And his blood moves so slowly I can barely feel it in his wrist."

      Katharine had threaded her needle and said, "This may hurt," before she began to stitch Emyr’s forehead together.

      "It does.” But he wasn’t talking about the needle. "He is one step from death’s door. And it is my fault."

      "Your fault?" Tom echoed. "It was the spell that did this to him, wasn’t it?"

      Emyr nodded. "And who placed these demands on him? I took every act and spell as if they were owed to me, and then I told him to bring me more. He has killed himself by degrees with his arts. Because of me."

      It didn’t sit right. Tom couldn’t claim to know Ambrose as well as Emyr did. To know him at all, really; there was so little of him left. But Tom had seen the glint of greed in the old man’s eyes when Tom had burnt that twig. As if he hungered to do the same.

      “And he wouldn’t even have known why he did it,” Emyr said. "He doesn’t remember our pact. Father’s grace, he didn’t even have a fond memory to fuel his courage. He had only his will.”

      He spoke as if his friend was already dead. But, "He still lives, my king."

      The rage in Emyr’s eyes stilled any more words Tom might have said. "Don’t talk to me as if he’s only ill," the old king growled. "He told me what he’s been teaching you. You know what he’s done."

      Katharine watched Tom as she asked. “What has he done?"

      "He’s burnt himself up." Emyr sighed. The fire disappeared from his eyes and his shoulders slumped. "He’s gone. His body just doesn’t realise it yet."

      Tom shook his head. "He would have known. He would have said something."

      Emyr gave only a short, sceptical grunt. "Finish your work, Katharine."

      He seemed so foreign, slouched, glaring at the world, with none of his usual strength or charisma. Even bleeding from a wound that would never heal and trapped amongst the creatures that had wounded him, Emyr had still managed to seem like a king. Now he was just an angry old man.

      Katharine’s stitches were done and Emyr stood. "What do we do now?" Tom asked.

      But Emyr strode to his tent and disappeared inside without a word. It left Tom feeling lost, bereft. Emyr couldn’t ignore them. They needed him.

      "Give him time." Katharine beckoned him closer and he obeyed, letting her peel pack his furs and shirts until his bloodied left flank was bare. She sucked air through her teeth. "This is deep."

      "It doesn’t hurt much."

      "Probably because you’re cold. You’ll feel this once you’re warmer."

      But pain was the least of Tom's worries. Emyr’s silence had given strength to a horde of fears and they had breached the gates. Kunnustenn was dead. Six was dying. Ambrose too. And there was no avoiding Katharine’s fate. He would lose her, and Rose too. Dank, Draig, Jarnstenn, Mennvinn and Gravinn, they had all put their faith in Thomas Rymour. But he would fail them too; their supplies were broken and burning, they wouldn’t make it back. Even the nearest village was too far. And he’d brought Emyr back to Tir only to watch it fall to the fay.

      "Just breathe,” Katharine told him.

      "What do we do?"

      "We breathe." Katharine’s steady voice matched the even rhythm of the needle through his flesh, tugging with only the slightest pricking. She was right. He was too cold to feel it properly. "We take it one step at a time. Injuries first."

      "And then?"

      "And then we decide what comes second."

      He watched her face, her concentration on her work. The slight pinch at the corner of her eyes. She was afraid too. But she was hiding it. Putting on a brave face for him. And it was working. Not because he believed her. But if she could be brave, so could he. He could try to be like her. If he let himself get overwhelmed, he couldn’t look after her. "Thank you for protecting Rose," he said.

      That brought a wry smile to her face. “All I did was hide in a tent.”

      “You kept our daughter safe."

      Her smile grew softer and she met his gaze. He couldn’t help but smile too. "You’re welcome," she said.

      And for just a moment, Tom allowed himself to believe that everything would be alright.

      And then Six howled.

      "Wait," Katharine said, putting a firm hand on his shoulder as he tried to rise. "Just a moment." Her needle flew through his skin.

      "I might have saved him, if I’d been a bit faster."

      "He’s not dead yet."

      "Do you think he can survive it?" Tom had seen the splinters of bone piercing Six’s flesh, how the elf’s foot had laid at the wrong angle. "Mennvinn isn’t a cirgeon. She used most of her supplies on Emyr. Can she have much left?"

      "I don’t know," Katharine replied, cutting him off. She finished her stitching. "We’ll have to hope for the best."

      The optimism Tom had felt just a moment ago was gone, and he was left again with the bleak feeling that hope was something they couldn’t afford. He slipped his arm back into his clothes, redid buttons and tied his furs tight.

      “Six is very fond of you," he said. He wasn’t sure why. Perhaps because he didn’t think Six would have the chance to say it himself.

      "I’m fond of him too," she replied as she wiped her needle in some snow and packed it away. "He’s a good elf."

      How often had Tom been at odds with Six? And how often had Six been right? "He is," Tom realised.

      Mennvinn was shaking her head when they arrived at Six’s side. "I can’t save it," she said.

      "So is he going to die?"

      The dwarf looked up at him. She was doing her best to appear calm and professional, but there was fear in her eyes. "We might save his life, but we’ll have to remove the leg."

      "No," Six managed. "No, you can save it. Please."

      Tom remembered a knight in Cairnagan who had lost a leg to a bear. While others had danced and mingled and gossiped in Regent's court, the knight had been left to sit and watch. He had been ostracised, deliberately by some, accidentally by many. After three weeks he left with no word or warning. Left for home, to live his days in an exile imposed by that missing leg.

      But it was better than dying.

      "There’s no way to save it?" Tom asked.

      Mennvinn stood, her hands bloodied, a smear of it on her face. "Even if we were in Cairnakor, in Dorstenn’s cirgery, we could not save it."

      Six swore in elfish.

      "Can’t you give him something?" Katharine asked.

      "I have only a little milk of the poppy," Mennvinn replied. "And he will need it shortly." She turned to Tom and said, "I did not bring the tools needed for this procedure. Please ask Master Jarnstenn if he provisioned us with any saws, preferably ones with fine teeth."

      Iron nails. She was going to saw off Six’s leg. Tom felt his stomach clench and he couldn’t help but look at Six’s pale, sweaty face. The elf shook his head. But there was no other choice. So Tom said, “I’ll speak to Jarnstenn.”

      The dwarf hadn’t moved since the attack. He was lain across Kunnustenn’s body, his back to the rest of the camp. He didn’t stir as Tom crunched through the snow towards him; the dwarf was so still it would be easy to think he was dead too.

      "Jarnstenn." Nothing. Tom stepped closer. "Jarnstenn, we need a saw. We have to remove Six’s leg." His stomach clenched again and he tried not to imagine it.

      "I don’t care." Jarnstenn’s voice was muffled.

      "He’ll die if we don’t."

      "He’s dead already. You’ve killed us all."

      "I’m sorry about Kunnustenn."

      Jarnstenn lifted his face and bellowed, "Don’t you say his name!" to the cliff face. The echoes seemed to go on forever, but Tom was more concerned with Jarnstenn’s ragged breathing. Was he hurt too?

      Of course he was hurt.

      What could Tom say? Could anyone have said anything to him if he was hunkered over Katharine’s body?

      What would Emyr do? "We’ll give our respects, every respect, in due course," he said, repeating the words and tones he heard from an imaginary Emyr in his mind. "Right now we need to attend to the living."

      "I don’t care about the living."

      "I understand that. But you have something we need to save Six’s life. Right now, in this moment, we have to prove we were the people Kunnustenn thought we were. We have to be better than we want to be."

      Jarnstenn wiped his face. "You’re using him against me."

      Don’t say anything. Let silence do its work. But every moment felt like an age. How much closer did Six come to death while they waited for Jarnstenn to do something?

      Panic and urgency drew a breath and opened Tom's mouth to cajole Jarnstenn, but the dwarf stood before he could speak. "Damn your eyes." He turned away from Kunnustenn and pushed his way through the snow towards the wagon. Towards Draig, who was rescuing what he could from their wreck of the wagon. The interior was cocooned in flames, but some of the spilled contents were beyond the reach of the fire. "Have you found my tools?” Jarnstenn said without ceremony or manners.

      Draig looked up. He was stood amongst bags and boxes and piles of individual items. He was visibly exhausted. His shoulders slumped, his arms hung by his sides and he drew rapid, shallow breaths. His right eye was swelling shut.  "Lie there some tools." Tom followed his finger to an assortment of hammers and pliers and other instruments Tom didn’t recognise. And a saw. Small, its shining surface dancing with reflected firelight. Waiting to bite into Six’s bones.

      Jarnstenn pulled it free and held it up. "It’s meant for wood, not bodies." He thrust it toward Tom. "But it’s all I have."

      The handle was smooth, dark, beautiful wood. Tom tried not to touch the blade. Tried not to imagine it buried in Six’s flesh. "Thank you, Jarnstenn," he said, and tried to inject as much gratitude into his words as possible.

      Jarnstenn said nothing, didn’t even nod. He stepped away and sat next to a collection of books and bags. Kunnustenn’s. Say nothing. Let him be.

      "Can I save little more." Draig winced and touched his ribs. They must have been broken. But he didn’t complain, didn’t rest. No-one had asked him to salvage the burning wagon. He had simply accepted it as a thing that had to be done.

      "Thank you, Draig," Tom said, and tried to sound as grateful as he had a moment ago. Tried to forget how Draig had delighted in battling him in that Western tower. Tried to forget how the elf had betrayed them. It was time to put aside those things. "Would you like to rest a moment? I could take over."

      Draig shook his head. "Tend you to Six." But he smiled. He appreciated the offer. And he gave a Tom a nod that told him he knew what the offer represented.

      Mennvinn tutted at the saw. "Is there nothing more?" She barely waited for Tom to shake his head. "So be it. Hold him down. I’ve given him something for the pain, but it won’t be enough."

      "Please, don’t." Fear sharpened the slur out of Six’s voice and made it something brittle and foreign.

      "No choice. I’ll be quick. Bite this." Mennvinn pushed a wooden cylinder between Six’s teeth. Tom tried to pretend he didn’t see deep marks already bitten into the wood. "I need you all to hold him as best you can. No, that’s not enough," she said to Dank, who was pinning Six’s wrist to the ground with one hand. He clutched the other hand to his chest. A broken arm? "Kneel on this arm. Tom, you too. Katharine, sit on his other leg. You there, Draig, come here and hold his thigh for me." Mennvinn’s brisk efficiency was frightening, Tom needed a moment to gather himself, to ready himself, but she was already bracing herself against Six’s thigh.

      "Wait," Tom said, but she ignored him and said to Six, “Try not to move," and then she was slicing through flesh and Six was panting and whimpering, and Mennvinn started sawing through bone and Six was thrashing and screaming and Tom could only concentrate on holding down the elf’s arm, he was stronger than Tom had imagined, the howling and screaming was constant, the sound of the saw seemed to vibrate his own bones and his stomach clenched and roiled, iron nails, iron nails, don’t throw up, Tom, don’t throw up, and then the sawing was done and Mennvinn was slicing and slicing and then she was done and Six was still and he was crying, his entire body shaking.

      "Iron nails." Tom’s voice shook and he realised his face was wet with tears.

      "Hold him a little longer. I need to finish."

      Tom barely heard her. It was so quick. One moment Six had two legs. Then he didn’t. It had been so quick.

      Six was crying without shame, staring into the sky.

      "It’s over," Katharine was saying. "It’s over, Six, it’s over."

      She was wrong. It wasn’t over. Not by a long stretch.
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        * * *

      

      "Will he live?"

      They’d moved Six into a tent and wrapped him in furs, leaving what was left of his leg under fewer layers as per Mennvinn’s instructions while she cleaned blood from her skin with handfuls of snow.

      She looked exhausted. "I hope so."

      Hope. They had cut through flesh and bone while Six screamed and writhed and shed shameless tears while his bloody stump was stitched up. And all they had given him was hope. It seemed such a slender thread on which to hang his life.

      "What do we do now?" Tom asked. The others were huddled around the wreckage of the wagon. Despite his warning, they’d lost a lot to the flames.

      "I’ve done all I can," Mennvinn replied. She wiped her hands down her fur before slipping them back into her mittens and rubbing them together. "I can do nothing for Master Draig’s ribs. Master Dank’s arm needs a splint, nothing more. I understand Lady Katharine has seen to the minor injuries."

      That wasn’t what he’d meant. "Can we move Six?" He was sure they couldn’t. That meant they would stay here.

      "Should we? No." She reached into her pocket and pulled out another of her little cigars. "But I don’t think we have much a choice."

      "No?"

      She had her cigar halfway to her lips and stopped, eyebrows raised. "Can we stay here after what has happened?"

      Perhaps not. He nodded and watched her walk to the fire, use the end of a glowing plank to light her cigar, and sit with the others. The sky was still dark. There was no telling how long until the moon birthed the sun again.

      He wanted to sit with the others. He wanted to sleep. But he knew he should speak to Emyr. He took a step, stopped, fetched Caledyr first, lying uselessly in the snow.

      Dropped me, it reprimanded him.

      But Tom felt like he had no feelings left. He’d been too scared, too hurt and tired, to feel the sword’s recriminations. So he ignored it and trudged across their little campsite to stand outside his king’s tent.

      "May I enter?” he asked, swaying on his feet. He should have slept. "My king?"

      "Enter." Quiet. Flat. Disinterested. Tom pulled aside a flap and stepped inside.

      His gaze was drawn to Ambrose first, curled around his staff like a child, hugging it to him. His brow was slightly furrowed, like he was having a bad dream. But Tom couldn’t hear his breathing. He couldn’t see the old man’s chest move.

      That stillness extended to Emyr too. He sat on a pack, slouched, wrists resting on his knees, hands limp. Like a puppet with its strings cut, he didn’t move, didn’t even glance at Tom. Just stared at Ambrose. “What is it?” he said with a voice that betrayed how little he cared.

      The truth was that Tom wasn’t sure why he was there. "No change?"

      "None."

      Tom waited. For direction, for comfort, for something. But nothing came. So he said, "Mennvinn had to remove Six’s leg."

      "So I surmised."

      Another stretch of silence. Tom longed to sit. "We still have a few hours to dawn, I suspect."

      Emyr said nothing.

      "Do we strike the camp?"

      "As you like."

      "We act at your command."

      "Act on your own."

      "My king?"

      "No." Emyr lifted his gaze and Tom was faced with wet eyes filled with regret and anger and apathy. "I am no-one’s king. Not anymore."

      Tom felt like a monster, to barge in here and demand Emyr lead in the midst of his grief. But he had reminded Jarnstenn of his duty. Emyr needed to be reminded of his. "You are my king." And he began to lower himself to the ground.

      "Bend your knee and lose it."

      Tom stopped, unbalanced, forced to half-stand again or fall. Emyr’s words had been so calm, so reasonable, but the threat seemed so sincere. But he hadn’t meant it. Had he? Of course he hadn’t.

      "Get out."

      It felt right to leave him in peace. But Emyr had to see that, “We need you more than ever.” Tom rested Caledyr’s point on the ground and proffered the pommel to Emyr.

      But he gave the sword only a brief, baleful glance. “And what do I need, Tom?"

      Time. Peace. And hadn’t he earnt those things? "I am sorry," he said.

      "You came in here looking for someone to tell you what to do." Tom had to stop himself nodding at Emyr’s accusation. "You didn’t find him.” And he swatted at the sword, knocking it to the ground. “Go away.”

      "My king," he began, but Emyr reached over to the sole candle and snuffed the flame between his fingers. A rustle and then stillness. Had he laid down? Laid down to sleep while everyone sat bereft around their burning wagon?

      Leave him.

      Tom picked up the sword. I told you not to do that anymore.

      Rest.

      Caledyr was right. Tom stepped out of the tent. Stared down at the sheathed blade in his hands. Felt for a ridiculous moment that this was all the sword’s fault, really. If they hadn’t gone looking for it, none of this would have happened.

      Rest.

      Tom nodded. Took heavy steps towards the others. "Sleep, everyone."

      "I don’t think I can." Gravinn still held her iron pick-axe on her lap, hunched over it as if she was worried someone would try to take it from her.

      He wanted to say something comforting to her. They’re gone. You’re safe. It will be alright. But the words wouldn’t pass his lips. Instead he said, "I’ll take first watch." It felt cruel to nominate someone else. They were all terrified and exhausted, all because of him. All because he had dragged them on this quest to find something that they might never find. "Draig, I’ll wake you in an hour."

      "Let me," Katharine said, and when Tom shook his head she held up her hands to be pulled to her feet. It was impossible not to groan as his aching limbs pulled against her weight, and he regretted it immediately. But she didn’t give voice to the hurt in her eyes, just murmured, "They have to see me carry my fair share. I won’t be a burden on you all."

      He couldn’t help but smile. Carrying a child, visibly exhausted, she was determined to be independent and useful. He touched his fingertips to her cheek.

      "And put some gloves on, for Emyr’s sake."

      "Yes, Katharine."

      He fetched them from where he had cast them aside, and they all spent a few minutes righting tents and persuading Jarnstenn to sleep. Soon enough only Tom and Katharine were left.

      "Get some rest,” he told her.

      "I want to take a watch."

      Tom was too tired to argue. She would win in the end anyway. ”Agreed,” he said. "Later."

      She gave him a tired, wary smile. "Will it always be like this? Will they always come for us?"

      He gave her the only answer he could. "I don’t know. But I’ll die to protect you."

      "You can’t." Her smile was broader now. "I have your word. You won’t leave us. You said so."

      He had. And she felt comforted by that. It felt like the worst kind of lie, a horrible, fatal inevitability lurking just behind a truth.

      Should he tell her?

      But she was already climbing into the tent, and he was left with the burning wagon. He sat on an empty crate, unwrapped the jar, and held it up to his eyes. The light was weak and watery, and the sprite’s wings drooped.

      "You and I are going to have a conversation," he said.
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      "That stone hurts you."

      The sprite nodded.

      "And it severs your connection to the fay, doesn’t it?"

      Another nod, but Tom wasn’t sure he believed the answer.

      “But that doesn’t protect us, does it? Herne knew exactly where to find us."

      The sprite shrugged. In the face of the violence and the death, it shrugged. But Tom was too tired to be angry.

      "I have some questions that need answering,” he said. “If you promise to answer them, I’ll take that stone out of there. It isn’t doing us any good anyway."

      The sprite nodded as enthusiastically as it could, and Tom loosened the lid just enough that he could tip the jar and slide out the stone.

      It landed in his palm and he closed the jar. Even through his glove, he could feel the stone’s otherworldly coldness. How it tugged at his thoughts. More disturbing was how it echoed with the dark pebble inside himself. He tucked the stone into a pocket and turned to the sprite. It already looked stronger.

      "Tell me the truth," he said. "Are the fay following us?"

      It nodded.

      "How?"

      The reply was too quiet and weak. Tom lifted the jar to his ear. “Gwyllion,” it said.

      It shouldn’t have been a surprise. She was an immortal fay; a fall down a mountainside was nothing. But Tom felt a stab of fear all the same and looked out into the darkness around them. "For how long?"

      "Since you cut off her finger."

      "Why hasn’t she attacked us?"

      "She would not dare disobey our queen."

      Mab. Was she protecting them? "Why would Mab tell her not to attack?"

      "We are not privy to our queen’s thoughts."

      "I took away the stone. Ask her."

      "Let us see Dank." The request caught Tom off-guard and he blinked, took the jar from his ear to look at the sprite. It was kneeling, hands on the glass. Pleading. "We miss him."

      There was a true longing in the sprite’s tiny voice. But did it really miss Dank? Or did it simply want its puppet returned?

      "Tell me what the fay are up to," he whispered into the night. "Why would Mab order Gwyllion to leave us be, but let Herne and his hounds tear us to pieces?”

      Nothing. Was the sprite sulking? Should he threaten to put the stone back in? Or promise it could see Dank? No. Dank might have sworn himself to Emyr, but there was no guarantee that he wouldn’t be tempted to rejoin his sprite. Tom couldn’t let the boy enslave himself again.

      Besides. He knew too much.

      "The king and queen are at war," the sprite said at last. “Herne has sided with our king, and the hounds are loyal to their master; they obey his order to attack you."

      "And Gwyllion?"

      “She cannot choose between her king and queen.”

      Which was why she had not attacked again; her indecision stayed her hand. For now. But who else was a threat? "Have other fay chosen a side?” he asked.

      "Many. Many have not."

      "Are we safe from the fay that have chosen Mab?"

      "They will not disobey her."

      "And who has chosen Melwas?"

      "Many. Please. Let me see Dank."

      "Tell me who have chosen Melwas."

      "There are many."

      "Tell me which fay are most dangerous to us."

      "Herne. Mester Stoorworm. Nuckelave and the Grindylow, and Black Annis. The hounds are loyal to their master.”

      It hurt to hear Stoorworm’s name in that list. But Tom had driven Caledyr into his maw. it wasn’t unreasonable to bear a grudge. “What about Glastyn?"

      “Mab believes Glastyn has chosen her," the sprite replied. “Though some suspect he is playing his own game.”

      His own game. Tom wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that. But Glastyn wasn’t a threat right now, and Tom knew who and what to fear. “Thank you,” he said.

      "Can I see him?"

      Such a longing. It missed something, whether it was the boy or the connection itself. He surprised himself by asking, "How is Mab?"

      A tiny sigh. "She is enjoying the entertainment."

      Of course. That was why she protected him. Not out of fondness. She liked using Tom to aggravate her king. He was no more than a good way of creating drama.

      "She wonders why you are talking to us,” the sprite added. “She asks if you miss her, Thomas Rymour."

      He felt a stab of guilt, shame, remorse. "Of course," he mumbled.

      "Would you like her to come to you?" Was he imagining a seductive lilt to the sprite’s words?

      "It would be unwise," he managed.

      "But pleasurable."

      He looked over at the tent he shared with Katharine. At the tent in which Six lay, the tent in which Ambrose lay. The dark bundle of Kunnustenn’s body lying in the snow. "Some of my friends are hurt or dead because of the fay."

      "That is another matter," the sprite replied. "Entirely separate to what we are proposing."

      Tom knew exactly what Mab was proposing: something beyond loyalty and loss. Comfort, pleasure, nothing more than a passing moment.

      But that was temptation talking. He put a hand on Caledyr’s hilt and felt that sword’s familiar warning. Fight.

      "I don’t want to see her right now."

      And before the sprite could say anything else, he wrapped it up and set it down in the snow. Planted Caledyr between his feet and rested heavily on the hilt. Fight, it said, fight fight fight.

      And it was a battle to sit there and stay true and wait to see if any other threats emerged from the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      He was cold and tired and hurt and lonely. He’d been hoping Katharine would offer him some sort of comfort. But she only mumbled, "You’re cold," when he lay down in the tent.

      “Sorry." He burrowed under the blankets and tried not to let in too much cold air. But rather than sleep, he found he could only lie and stare at the dark, mind too full of thoughts even as his body ached to rest.

      Fingertips brushed his arm, felt their way down, and Katharine’s hand slipped into his. "Thank you," she whispered.

      A rush of gratitude stilled his racing mind. "For what?"

      "You protect us," she replied.

      Six. Ambrose. Kunnustenn. "I’m not sure I do it well."

      "Our daughter is safe."

      For now. But he was still able to smile and squeeze her hand. "She is."

      Katharine squeezed back. And the darkness of the tent faded into bright daylight.

      "Your women will suffer, little Tom," Melwas said. His black armour shone in the sun. “Twice as much as you will.”

      But before Tom could despair, he fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      When he woke he was sweaty, sore, hungry. Still tired. But the world outside was light. He allowed himself to lie there a moment longer, to stare at the back of Katharine’s head and pretend everything beyond the tent was a bad dream. That there was only her, and him, and their baby. That they were all safe and happy and home.

      Home. Not his little hut in the Heel. Hawne had already made it clear that Regent wouldn’t allow him to return to the Heel. And that any of his allies would turn over Thomas Rymour to curry favour. So if not the Heel, or any of the Heel’s allies, where was home?

      It was a simple question, but it shattered Tom’s warm, comforting illusion. They weren’t home, or happy, or safe. They were lost, in peril, hunted. He freed himself from the blankets and clambered out of the tent without waking Katharine.

      Cold. His side hurt, throbbed. Only Dank was visible, sat by the glowing heap of the wagon and tending a pot over a small fire. Tom lifted a hand in greeting and staggered away from the camp to relieve himself. When he returned, Dank offered him a metal cup of water with his good hand. It was warm and smelt of something fragrant.

      “White willow bark tea," Dank explained. "Mennvinn gave it to me. It helps with the pain." He gestured as best he could with his other arm, splinted and bound and resting in makeshift sling.

      It tasted exactly how Tom had imagined it would: tree bark. But it helped push back the cold; Tom’s old sweat already felt like it was freezing on his skin. "Thank you," he said. "But should you be sharing it? Don’t you need it?"

      "I got used to pain a long time ago." The boy shrugged. "A broken arm doesn’t really compare to a fay pushing through your skin."

      Tom nodded. He’d noticed Dank was speaking about himself in the singular, but it didn’t feel right to say anything. So he just said, "I’m sorry about your arm."

      "I’m sorry for your wounds too."

      "It's not your fault."

      "It's not yours, either."

      "It’s my fault we’re all here."

      "It’s my fault the fay are hunting us.”

      Why did Dank think that? He hadn’t stabbed Melwas. He hadn’t stolen Emyr out of Faerie. Dank must have seen the confusion on his face because he added, "If I hadn’t taken you all into Faerie, none of this would have happened."

      "You did it because I asked you."

      "I could have said no."

      That was true. But, "You shouldn’t feel responsible. This is too big for one person to take the blame for all of it."

      Dank gave him a wry smile. "Then why did you apologise?"

      "Because," he began, stopped, realised what Dank was saying. Smiled despite himself.

      "I’m older than I look." Dank stood up and he seemed taller than before. "And wiser too." He looked at nothing, staring into the distance. "Perhaps it’s time for me to be more."

      But Tom could see now that he already was. The boy – no, the man, – was no Faerie puppet. He was scared of the fay, but any sane person would be. But the fay were no longer the masters of him, and neither was his fear. It was almost unsettling, to see Dank so different, and yet it was heartening.

      Movement drew Tom’s gaze and he saw Jarnstenn emerge from a tent. The dwarf said nothing. Didn’t look at Tom or Dank. Didn’t look like he’d slept at all. He just fetched a spade, picked a spot in the snow and began to dig.

      Tom didn’t want to dig. He didn’t want to do anything. But he had promised Jarnstenn that they would pay Kunnustenn every respect. So he found a spade of his own and joined Jarnstenn without a word.

      The ground was hard beneath the snow, each strike sending a jolt through his worn limbs. The digging tugged at the stitches in his side. The spade was short, forcing him to bend double to reach the ground, and soon his back was aching. It wasn’t long before he was sweating again, and he shed gloves and hat and layers until he was topless. Jarnstenn didn’t say a word, but Tom felt the dwarf’s own frostiness thaw. They went deeper and deeper, and despite his aches and pains and fatigue, Tom didn’t stop. It was only right that he dug until Jarnstenn told him to stop. Despite what Dank said, Kunnustenn had only joined them at Tom’s request. Another death on Tom’s conscience.

      Finally Jarnstenn put a hand on Tom’s shoulder. Enough. Tom nodded and looked up, realised the grave they had dug was deeper than a dwarf was tall. Tom’s limbs were tired and weak, and he felt a stitch pop as he hauled himself out of the new grave. He heard a gasp, and looked up to see Draig, Dank, Mennvinn, and Katharine watching them. Katharine sat on a crate, staring at his chest with a hand to her mouth. He looked down and saw what she saw: scars, stitches, and a mottling of bruises all over his pale skin. She went to rise but he shook her head and she sank back down.

      There was silence as Jarnstenn unwrapped Kunnustenn’s body. The dwarf’s features were frozen, his eyes open and staring, his jaw slack, his skin pale and covered in ugly bruises. Jarnstenn stroked his cheek and muttered something Tom couldn’t understand. Then he turned to Tom and said, "Help me."

      Tom carried him by the shoulders, Jarnstenn by the feet. Kunnustenn’s stiffness felt unnatural, like they were carrying a rock, not a body. Before they lowered him into the ground, Jarnstenn took a handful of dirt and forced it between Kunnustenn’s lips.

      "We are of the dirt." It sounded like an explanation and a prayer. "We return to it." He looked up at Tom, waiting for him to say something.

      But it was Mennvinn who said, "Who returns to the dirt?"

      "Kunnustenn." Jarnstenn looked away. "Who was to me my one true love." He glared at everyone, daring them to argue with him.

      No-one did. "Kunnustenn," Mennvinn echoed. "Who was to me a friend I wish I had known better."

      "Kunnustenn," Katharine said. "Who was to me a friend, and a source of wisdom I envied."

      There was a pause. Then Dank said, "Kunnustenn, who was to me a travelling companion."

      "Kunnustenn," Draig said. "Who was to me a friend who offered comfort when felt I loneliness."

      "Kunnustenn," Tom said. Who was to me a victim of my fight with Faerie. "Who was to me an ally, a guide, and a friend."

      "Kunnustenn," Jarnstenn said. "Who has been taken from our world, and whom we envy the world for taking back for itself."

      The dwarf reached for Kunnustenn’s feet but Tom lifted a hand. "May I?"

      Jarnstenn paused for a moment, rage boiling behind his gaze for a brief moment before he nodded. Tom strode to the salvage Draig had rescued from the wagon, casting his gaze over what they had left. An iron knife? No, it would have been better in his living hand than his grave. A book? It was valuable, but it felt wrong. There. He picked up a small roll of scorched paper. Perfect. He returned to the grave, where Katharine already had a scrap of bread ready. He thanked her with a smile, touched it to Kunnustenn’s chest and placed the paper in his hands as best he could.

      "Take this offering, Kunnustenn," he said. "Take it with you to the Isles of the Dead and let it buy your passing into that place, where the sun never sets and it is always summer." Sun never sets. Summer. Iron nails he was describing Faerie. He lifted the bread to his lips without thinking. All these times, he had been happily commending the dead to Faerie. He put the bread in his mouth, chewed, swallowed. "You have done wrong in this life, as have we all. I take your wrongs and bear them on my shoulders now, so that you may enter the West in innocence and goodness. Go in peace."

      Except there would be no peace for Kunnustenn. Just a strange afterlife with the fay. They would feed on his energies, consume him. And now they knew what he knew.

      Jarnstenn snatched the offering out of Kunnustenn’s hand. "We’re not burying good paper," he muttered. "Besides, he doesn’t need to buy his way into anywhere."

      His words stung, but Tom was too distracted by thoughts of Kunnustenn joining with the fay. He lowered the body into the grave in a daze, covered it with dirt without thinking. Emyr said that Mab wore Eirwen’s smile when she died. Would a fay wear Kunnustenn’s smile? Or speak with his soft voice? Or would the fay simply consume him and leave nothing left?

      They stood over the grave after they had filled it. "I always imagined I’d bury you in the Hallowed Gardens, or maybe the Knightly Grounds," Jarnstenn said. "Course, I imagined I’d bury you in another decade or so, didn’t I?" He sniffed, grinned at his own joke and wiped his eyes. "Or maybe you’d have buried me, eh? Still, that don’t matter no more. I’m here. You’re in there." He got down onto his knees, put his hands on the dug earth. "But I’m in there too, Kun. Always will be. So don’t you be thinking I’m leaving you. I’m not going nowhere." He hung his head. "Taranau’s spit, I miss you already."

      His shoulders began to shake, and Tom left the dwarf to weep in silence. The dead were buried. It was time to break camp and do what they could for the living.
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        * * *

      

      "Fine." Emyr didn’t even look up when Tom told him they’d buried Kunnustenn. Just sat there, still staring at Ambrose. Ambrose who hadn’t moved an inch. Even his expression was the same.

      Tom had expected even a little remorse or sadness. But Emyr didn’t seem to care. "Mennvinn tells me that Ambrose and Six can be moved if needs be. And I suspect we should leave this place."

      "Very well." He straightened, took a deep breath. At last. Tom offered him Caledyr. But he ignored the sword. "Are we breaking camp straightaway?"

      Why was Emyr asking him? "As you will it."

      "No," he was quick to reply. "I don’t will anything. Let someone else will it."

      "You are Emyr."

      "My friend is dying."

      Tom let his hand fall to his side. "What do I tell them?"

      "Can you tell them anything other than the truth?"

      It was hard not to take those words as a slight. "As you say."

      Emyr nodded. "You once said you felt the time that passed in Tir while you were in Faerie. I never understood that. I’ve always felt like I was younger than my years. But seeing him lie there? He’s smaller somehow. How did he get so old?" Emyr rubbed his hands over his face, then back through his hair. "I’m tired, Tom. In my bones. I’m so tired."

      Tom nodded. He knew that feeling. For many mornings he’d woken up with the aches and pains of a much older man. But no longer, he realised. Somewhere along the way, on this journey, his joints had stopped bothering him. He didn’t feel the weight of the years he had missed. When he’d brought Neirin and the others to Faerie, he’d mentioned that perhaps his body was older than Emyr’s. But now it seemed like time had caught up with the old king.

      So Tom just nodded. "If there is anything I can do, my king."

      "You can stop calling me your king." But he didn’t smile when he said it.
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        * * *

      

      No-one questioned Tom’s decision to leave. They simply nodded and set to work in the same hushed tone that had fallen over them when they buried Kunnustenn. Mennvinn and Jarnstenn started taking apart the tents. Katharine and Dank bundled together their rescued possessions as best they could. And Draig and Tom went looking for the horses.

      They had bolted to the north, but one hadn’t made it beyond their campsite, torn apart by a hound before it could escape. Tom had little hope of finding the others, but they had no choice. Katharine certainly couldn’t walk far, and they had too much to carry between them.

      Their path was not that steep but the deep snowfall turned it into a climb, and Draig had to pull Tom up more than once. But the ground levelled soon enough and it became clear that there was only one way to go: a straight, narrow valley with vertical sides.

      “The Doubtful Chasm,” Tom muttered. It had to be.

      “What is this name?” Draig asked.

      “It’s what Hawne called this place.” A split in the mountains, as if it had been chopped out of the world with an enormous axe. It reminded him of the story of the world told to every child, that Tir had been built on the corpses of four ancient giants. Perhaps this was the remnant of a blow that had felled one of them.

      “Then with us is luck,” Draig said. “Is it likely the horses found shelter in here."

      Perhaps. But the Chasm didn't look like a place to go for shelter. It felt unnatural and unpleasant. The rock was filled with ripples and ridges, swirling and whorling in strange patterns. And there was something else too. Tom stepped closer, slipped his hand from its glove and touched the rock.

      Duke Regent sat on Emyr’s throne and demanded of a Westerner, "We held up our end of the bargain. We do not expect your king to shirk his responsibilities."

      In Cairnagwyn, Neirin said to Idris, "Duke Ria is fierce, strong, and intelligent. She was never going to surrender."

      "She might if the Eastern Angles threaten to invade Erhenned."

      "I am your prisoner, not your puppet."

      And a storm rumbled over the Lannad Sea as Duke Ria watched Western elfs load their final ship, and said to the departing Proctor, "I hope this has been an appropriately humiliating defeat for your people."

      "We are leaving at our king’s request."

      "You are leaving because we are forcing you to."

      Unseen to either of them, Nuckelave hauled itself out of the water, fins flapping over its skinless, horse-like body, the head replaced by an equally skinless human torso. The fay’s single red eye glowed with malevolent glee as it poisoned the ship’s water.

      "Tom."

      He blinked. Draig’s hand was wrapped around his wrist, tugging his hand from the surface of the rock.

      "Gone you were."

      Tom nodded, taking back his wrist and sliding his hand into its glove. "It was like touching the monolith in Cairnagwyn. But not as strong." Snow settled into the strange patterns carved into the rock.

      "Here." Draig pointed, revealing a patch of rock that had worn away to reveal the secret beneath: black stone with silver veins. Monolith stone. Did it hide beneath the entire mountain? "Must you not touch the stone," Draig said.

      "But we have to walk this path."

      "Watch I over you, as when we travelled through the woods."

      When Tom’s mind had wandered into foresight so regularly, so easily, that he could barely stay a heartbeat in the current moment. He stared down the valley, trying to see an end and failing. The thought of making another such journey made his stomach clench.

      But he said, "Thank you," to Draig. Drew a deep, steadying breath and added, "We should fetch the others. We’ll have to hope we find the horses on the way."

      Draig made no move to leave. ”Carry you the sword again." There was disapproval in his voice.

      Tom pretended not to hear it. "Emyr doesn’t want to carry it."

      “And you are forced to bear it instead?”

      No. He wasn’t forced to. He’d been hungry to lean on it again. Even now he rested his hand on the pommel, letting its strength push back his fatigue. "Emyr needs time to grieve. And Caledyr is our best weapon against the fay."

      "If have those words truth, should not another carry it?”

      Do not give up the sword.

      Quiet, Tom hushed the blade. But he could tell that Draig had seen his grip tighten on the pommel. “You are the only swordsman we have.”

      Draig only nodded. And why shouldn’t the Easterner carry the sword? It would probably be more effective in his hands.

      But that wasn’t the question. “You still don’t trust me, do you?” Tom asked.

      "Say it once,” Draig said. Almost pleading. “Only once." The Easterner stared down at him. He was thinner than he once was. Still broad and strong. But hard living had burned away the fat. "Say the queen of Faerie does not have your heart."

      She didn't. Surely she didn't, not after everything she had done. Tom loved his unborn daughter, without having met her. And perhaps he loved Katharine; that was still confused, bound up with the terror of losing both of them. But Mab? He didn’t love Mab. He didn’t.

      And yet he still felt the familiar tug in his chest when he thought of her. Of Maev. Was that love? Obsession? Lust? Or was it just a memory? Did he yearn for an idea of her?

      Draig shook his head. "Am I not sure you should be the one who carries that sword." And the elf turned and walked down the hill.
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        * * *

      

      They found Jarnstenn building sleds out of the wreckage of the wagon, in order to carry both provisions and wounded. Draig volunteered to pull Six’s sled, and everyone assumed that Emyr, who wouldn’t speak unless he had to, would pull Ambrose. And, despite her protests, Tom insisted that Katharine sit on a sled too, leaving Jarnstenn, Dank, and Mennvinn to haul supplies.

      "There’s not enough," Jarnstenn said. They had to abandon too much of the weaponry, too much clothing. The food seemed meagre. "I can’t see how we’ll make it back."

      Nor could Tom. But it was Dank who said, "We will find a way." And he said it with such certainty that Tom believed it, just for a moment.

      There wasn’t room in the Chasm to walk abreast, so they walked single file. Draig and Dank called back and forth to each other for a time, but soon they fell quiet and everyone trudged in gloomy silence, the weak sunlight unable to reach them over the high, close valley walls. The snow wasn’t deep, which made the going easier, although it also meant there was less between the sled and the ground below, and Six cried and groaned with each jolt. Mennvinn had given him what she could for the pain, but she’d admitted she didn’t have anywhere near what was needed to treat him. So he suffered. And his pain wore everyone down, their shoulders slumping and their backs hunching under sympathy and empathy and guilt. Perhaps that was why they didn’t hear the voices at first.

      It was Draig, at the head of their caravan, that stopped and raised a hand. His entire manner suggested danger, and Tom dropped the ropes and drew Caledyr in a heartbeat.

      "Please, Six, be you quiet,” Draig hissed.

      The Westerner’s breathing was still haggard. But everything else was still. What had Draig seen or heard?

      The Easterner pointed up. Tom looked, but there was nothing, just the same strip of cloudy sky that had loomed over them all day. He could see nothing lurking in the rock. Just the same strange patterns and carvings.

      But Draig wasn’t pointing out a sight. It was a sound. At the edge of Tom’s hearing.

      "Voices," Draig whispered.

      He was right. It was the voices Hawne had warned him of, though the increasing breeze whipped away the words before Tom could make them out.

      “They’re behind us,” Jarnstenn said, an iron axe in his hands.

      But Draig was shaking his head. "Ahead." He had drawn his own iron blade and stood, ready.

      "Sounds like they’re coming from above," said Katharine, a knife in her hand.

      They didn’t seem to come from any direction. It was like the voices were in the very air itself. What were they saying? Tom strained to hear.

      "She will die."

      It was no more than a whisper amongst the chaos of noise, but it was clear. She will die. Katharine? He raised Caledyr, stepped closer to her.

      Fight.

      I will, he promised the sword. I’ll defend her.

      Fight.

      "You cannot save her."

      "I can hear them," Tom whispered to the others, and they replied, "So can I," and "I do too." And Emyr added, "They’re talking about Ambrose."

      Katharine said, "They’re talking about Rose."

      Jarnstenn said, "They’re laughing about Kun."

      Mennvinn said, "They say we’re going to die here."

      Gravinn said, "They’re saying we’re lost."

      Six grunted, "They say I’m going to die."

      Draig said, "They say I’ll never go home."

      His words hung heavy in the air, everyone’s fear given voice.

      "The air rings with magic." Dank stepped up to the wall, held a gloved hand an inch from the rock. "These walls are riddled with the same stone as the monoliths."

      "Wouldn’t that protect us from magic?" Katharine asked.

      “No," Tom said. "The stone repels magic, but it can also channel it."

      Dank nodded. "Someone built this valley." He pointed at the carvings in the rock. "These channels guide the wind, make noise. The stone guides the magic, gives voice to the sound."

      "And it whispers our fears to us," Tom added. "That’s why we each hear something different." It was clever. It was cruel. It was the perfect way to dissuade the unwary from continuing. He turned to Emyr and asked, "Rimestenn’s handiwork?"

      Emyr nodded, a wistful smile playing about his lips. "It feels like him." Then a gust of wind blew away his smile and replaced it with worry. There was no knowing what it had whispered to the old king; to Tom it had said, "You will fail him."

      And Caledyr said, Fight.

      "We’re on the right path." Tom tried to inject hope and certainty into his voice. But it sounded weak in his own ears. He slid Caledyr back into its scabbard, and pulled the ropes of Katharine’s sled over his shoulders again. "We can take heart from that."

      "You will be the death of them all," whispered the wind.

      But whatever the others heard, they sheathed weapons, picked up their burdens and they walked. With even less enthusiasm than before. With bowed heads. With heavier steps. But they walked. And the wind continued to whisper.

      "You’ve seen her die. You cannot prevent it. And when she dies, Rose dies too. You’ll lose them both."

      But Tom knew it was nothing more than magic. Just a trick. Ignore it. Just keep walking. They’re only words.

      "Turn back. There’s no point in fighting any more. You’ve already lost Maev. Soon you will lose Katharine and Rose, too. What will you have then? Not these others. They aren’t your friends. They don’t trust you. They know you’re a liar and a coward. All you do is make them suffer and die. You’ve already killed Kunnustenn. Ambrose is dying. And how long does Six have left to live? It would be kinder to slit his throat than let him suffer this way. But you’re a coward. You’d rather let him suffer for days than do what must be done."

      Mennvinn said she could save Six. But could she? She wasn’t a cirgeon. Just an assistant. Perhaps she was wrong. Perhaps they were just prolonging Six’s pain.

      "And then how many will you have killed? Topknot, Siomi, countless Western elfs. Athra and Storrstenn were surely executed. And how many innocent men and women died when you freed the dragons?"

      So much blood on his hands.

      "And everyone who travels with you. None of them will survive this journey. And what will happen to you? Centuries of torture in Faerie. If Emyr couldn’t outwit Melwas, what hope do you have?"

      It was only magic. Clever, cruel magic, designed to unearth his fears and his weaknesses. Nothing more.

      "It can be both magic and true."

      Tom bowed his head and tried to ignore the torrent of whispers.
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        * * *

      

      "I’m going back."

      Tom was working so hard to block out the whispering wind that it took him a moment to realise Jarnstenn had spoken. The dwarf had stopped, eyes closed, shoulders slumped, face tipped to the sky.

      "Keep going," Gravinn told him. "We can’t listen to the wind."

      "It’s not the wind," Jarnstenn replied, but Tom didn’t believe that. "I don’t belong here anymore. I only came for Kun. I don’t have a reason to be here."

      Gravinn said nothing. What reason did she have to be here?

      "We need your help, Jarnstenn," Katharine said.

      "What use do you have for a blacksmith, eh?"

      "You made these sleds."

      "A child could have made them."

      "I couldn’t have made them," Tom said.

      "What can you do?"

      It was said without malice, without anger. Just a sadness. It caught Tom off-guard. "Excuse me?"

      "You seem to be leading us, but you’re not very good at it. You got yourself a nice fancy sword, but you only carry it when he don’t want to." Jarnstenn jerked a thumb at Emyr behind him. "Kun is dead." He waved a finger between Six and Ambrose. "He’s dying, and he don’t look much better. You tell me you’re doing a good job, and I’ll tell you the one about the honest Elect."

      He was right. There was no denying it. Not when the evidence lay before their eyes. But Gravinn said, "If you knew half of the things Tom has done, you would be singing a different tune."

      "What did he do, exactly?" He turned on her. "Helped you run away from your elf-master? Know how many runaways there are in the streets of Cairnakor? Ain’t hard to run away."

      "He freed me."

      "Didn’t he say he’d free all the dwarfs in the Kingdom? When are they all coming home, eh?"

      That hit home, and Gravinn fell silent.

      "You won’t make it back," Katharine said, voice quiet, subdued. "It’s too long a journey."

      "Maybe. But if I stay here, it’s a sun-cursed certainty I’ll leave my bones here."

      "Rest us here for a time?" Draig asked. He was looking at Tom. Waiting for confirmation. Perhaps he was right. If they couldn’t get Jarnstenn to continue, they’d stop, rest. Gain some time to convince him.

      "But what will you say?" asked the wind. "What can you say, when the dwarf he loved is dead because of you?"

      Draig dropped the ropes for his sled. "Eat. Talk. But rest is more important." He stepped past the others, fetching cooking supplies from Jarnstenn’s sled, and muttered, "Before driven I to madness by this wind."
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        * * *

      

      They set up camp, started a fire, huddled around it as if the flames could protect them. It didn’t stop the whispering. And it didn’t stop Jarnstenn from wanting to leave. He sat in hushed conversation with Gravinn and, by the doubt creeping onto her face, it looked like he was enjoying the better end of the discussion.

      "Should we let him go?" Tom whispered to Katharine.

      "Don’t whisper." She lay on one side, cushioned by as many blankets as they could spare. She added, "I don’t know." She had both gloved hands on her belly. It wasn’t hard to imagine what the wind said to her.

      "He’ll die here."

      "He’ll die trying to get back," she replied.

      “Shouldn't we let him choose how he dies?"

      "It will be your fault either way," the wind said.

      "What if we need him?" Katharine asked. "What if we let him go, and then we die because he wasn’t with us?"

      It was a good point. He had already proved invaluable. They couldn’t let him leave for the good of the group.

      "You only delay the inevitable," countered the wind.

      "Perhaps," Tom muttered, but he got to his feet and walked around the fire to Jarnstenn. Gravinn stopped speaking and wouldn’t look Tom in the eye. "Please stay," Tom said. "Both of you. We don’t know what we’ll encounter. It could be dangerous. It could kill us. But we might overcome it all, and make it back safely, if we have the two of you."

      "Or all our bones could be sitting in a nice little pile before the sun sets."

      "Perhaps."

      "You’re not much for inspiration, are you?"

      Tom ignored the barb and turned to Gravinn. "We need your help to find our way back."

      "You don’t need me." Gravinn spoke to the ground. "Katharine is a Pathfinder." She took a deep breath, marshalled herself, looked him in the eye. "I’m not needed here. But there are dwarfs in the Kingdom that need help."

      "We need your help."

      "I can’t ignore their plight."

      "They’ll suffer a worse fate if we don’t stop the fay. You saw what happened last night. Imagine that happening every night, all across Tir."

      "Maybe that’s not our responsibility," Jarnstenn said. "I didn’t sign up to no heroic quests. Neither did she."

      "You think I left my warm bed in Cairnagan for heroic quests?" Tom asked.

      "I heard what you left for," Jarnstenn muttered darkly.

      "The dwarf is right," said the wind. "You’re not a leader. You can’t do this."

      He wasn’t a leader. But Emyr was. Yes, he was grieving. But he had to pull his weight. So he walked away from the fire to where Emyr had erected his tent.

      "My king?" Tom asked and, when he didn’t receive an answer, "Emyr?"

      "Come in."

      It was as if the tent had never been moved. Ambrose lay in the same spot, in almost the same position. Emyr sat on a rolled up blanket, and the candle burned between them.

      "Are we moving on?" Emyr asked. He didn’t seem annoyed to have set up the tent only to leave minutes later.

      "Not yet, my king. We’re still trying to convince Jarnstenn and Gravinn to stay."

      "Yes," Emyr said, almost to himself. "It was a matter of time until we lost her."

      Had he seen this coming? Why hadn’t he said anything? "You have to talk to them. You have to convince them to stay."

      "You talk to them, Tom."

      "I tried."

      "Try again."

      "I’m not as good at this as you are."

      "Perhaps not. But right now, I’m not good at it either."

      "I need you to be better."

      "I would say the same to you."

      "Because you’re not good enough," said the wind. "Because you’ll never be good enough."

      He had to make Emyr see. "This is your strength," Tom said. "Rallying people to your cause. Leading them. That’s why he’s lying there." He pointed at Ambrose. "He knew what would happen, but he followed you anyway."

      Emyr pushed past him and out of the tent without saying a word.

      The wind taunted him. ”You can’t even persuade Emyr to help you."

      Tom stared at Ambrose. "Part of me wishes I could do whatever it is you’re doing," he said to the sorcerer.

      "So you can hide from the whispers?" asked the wind. "Coward."

      "Maybe." But would a coward follow Emyr?

      "Maybe," said the wind as he pushed his way outside.

      Emyr stood alone, away from the fire and rubbing his arms against the cold. Cloud gathered overhead, blocking even the strip of light they had been able to see above. The old king didn’t move when Tom took a position beside him, hand on Caledyr.

      Fight.

      I’m trying.

      "I wish I hadn’t taken you out of Faerie," Tom told him. "I didn’t want to leave you there. But when you told me all those stories of when you were King of Tir, I always thought that, if anyone deserved some peace, it was you."

      "You’re right." Emyr sounded bitter. It was a strange thing to hear. "I gave my life to the people of Tir. They took up all my thoughts, all my feelings. There was never room in my life for the people that mattered, because the people of Tir took up all I had. Every heartbeat belonged to someone else."

      "And I asked you to give even more."

      "You didn’t ask. You just took me." It was a rebuke and it stung. But Emyr followed it with, "But I wouldn’t go back. At least here I can stand and walk and fight. I can live."

      There was a hunger for those things in his voice, as if he felt they would be taken away from him again.

      "I am grateful for what you’ve given me," Emyr said, tone softer, conciliatory.

      He was coming around. He knew what he had to do. So Tom just said, "You’re welcome, my king."

      Emyr’s face hardened. "But, right now, I don’t want to be a king. Let me sit by my friend’s side, in his last moments."

      "Emyr."

      "No, Tom." Emyr lifted a stern hand. "When Ambrose is dead, I will fight with you. But this quest is yours. You lead it."

      That wasn’t right. That wasn’t fair. "You started this. All of it. A thousand years ago." Tom shook his head. "No. I’m not you, Emyr. I’m trying to help. But I’m here to protect Katharine and Rose. I’m not here to be a hero. I’m just Tom. You’re the king of Tir, not me."

      There was a long, empty moment, when even the wind died down, as if waiting to see what Emyr said next.

      "So that's it?" Emyr stared off down the canyon, over the footprints and sled tracks they had made in the shallow snow. Looking back on all they had done. "I had higher hopes for you, Tom." His face twisted into bitter disappointment. "There’s a reason I asked you to carry that sword."

      Fight.

      “You killed people because of that sword,” said the wind. “You hurt Katharine.”

      "Was there a reason you didn’t warn me about it?"

      "I had to learn about that sword. It was an important lesson."

      "One you could have passed on instead of letting me slaughter my way across the Kingdom."

      "What we learn makes us who we are, son." Emyr shook his head. "First Amyr, now you. I thought you were different. But you’re just like him."

      Tom was surprised to feel the threat of hot tears behind his eyes. "Maybe the fault is in the thing that links us," he said before he realised he had anything to say. "Did you ever think that you’re the reason Amyr failed?"

      Emyr blinked a blink as slow as a glacier. "Yes."

      Tom knew he had hurt him. He’d found the place Emyr was most vulnerable and put a dagger in it. It was a hurt beyond an apology. But why should he be the first to apologise?

      "Because you need him to think well of you," said the wind. "And now he never will."

      He touched Caledyr, but the sword was quiet. Silent. Like a child watching its parents fight.

      "Responsibility isn’t something you pick up and put down when you tire of it, Tom."

      "I know."

      "I need you to deal with this."

      "I don’t think I can."

      "You need to find a way."

      Emyr looked so lost. So sad. So alone. Tom wanted to reach out to him. "This is your strength. This is what you do. You’re the legendary King of Tir."

      Emyr just shook his head.

      "Maybe he isn’t who you always thought he was," suggested the wind.

      "I rescued you from Faerie so you could do this," Tom said. "Not watch an old man die."

      Emyr closed his eyes and whispered, "Stop." He took a breath. And another. Like he was remembering how to do so each time. Then he said, "Make it work." And he walked away and disappeared back into the tent.
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        * * *

      

      The others were quiet when Tom returned to the fire. How much had they heard? It didn’t matter. He stopped behind Jarnstenn and Gravinn.

      "You’re not leaving," he said.

      Jarnstenn snorted. "You can’t stop us."

      "I can," Tom replied. He didn’t rest his hand on the sword. He didn’t stoop, or crouch, or sit beside them. "The group needs you. Katharine will have a child to worry about soon, so she may rely on you to help her, Gravinn. Jarnstenn, I suspect you might have a few ideas on how Six might walk when he feels up to it."

      "I’m leaving," he replied.

      "You can try, if you like." Tom touched the sword. Not to draw strength from it, but to draw Jarnstenn’s eye towards it. "But I’ll bring you back."

      He waited, daring Jarnstenn to argue. But the dwarf just looked away. "Suppose it makes no odds whether I die out there or with you lot."

      "Thank you." And he turned his gaze to Gravinn.

      She was more gracious, bowing her head and murmuring, "I will stay by your side, Tom."

      Tom softened his tone. A little. "Thank you." He lifted his eyes to the others, nodded to Draig who was cooking something on the fire. "Is there enough for everyone?"

      The elf wore a strange expression. "Yes."

      "Good. Everyone needs to eat. Then we’ll press on." And he marched across the camp and knelt by Six. The elf was sleeping, it seemed. Mennvinn was sat nearby and Tom asked her, "How is he?"

      "Weak," she replied. "He lost a lot of blood. But his leg shows no sign of corruption. He could live."

      He was so pale. Was he thinner? "What can we do for him?"

      She seemed afraid to answer. "I’m doing the best I can."

      "I don’t doubt it." She had looked after Emyr, and he seemed well enough.

      "But a cirgeon did the hard work,” said the wind. “She just tended to him while he healed. It isn’t the same."

      Tom refused to listen. "If you need anything for him, just ask."

      She nodded, looked like she might speak and thought better of it.

      "Ask, Mennvinn."

      "I have some herbs to prevent corruption. But I’ll run out of pain relief by nightfall."

      Tom nodded. "Gravinn," he called. He tried not to notice how quickly she scurried over. "Mennvinn needs a Pathfinder’s skills."

      "However I can assist," she said. Tom left the two dwarfs to talk and crossed the camp to sit by Katharine. Draig had already given her a mug of tea and some dried meat. Tom nodded his approval to the elf.

      "Are you warm enough?” he asked Katharine. “Do you need anything?"

      She was giving him a strange look too. "I’m fine."

      Dank brought tea and food to Tom. He took the tea, but waved the meat away. "Give it to her."

      "No," she said.

      "Yes."

      "You need to eat."

      "You need it more."

      "Tom, please."

      "I won’t argue about this."

      Something in his tone ended the discussion and Dank tipped the meat onto Katharine’s plate and walked away. The camp was quiet. Tom held his mug close to his face, closed his eyes, enjoyed the heat.

      "What did Emyr say to you?" Katharine murmured.

      But he didn’t want to talk about it. ”I’m just tired of people not doing what they should."

      "She’ll think you’re talking about her," said the wind. "She’ll hate you, and you’ll be alone."

      But a moment later he felt a hand on his shoulder. It was tentative, uncertain. No doubt the wind was making her doubt everything too. So he reached up and put his hand on hers, squeezed it through gloves.

      "Thank you," she said.

      "You’re welcome."

      "I’m sorry."

      "What for?"

      When she didn’t answer, he opened his eyes and looked into her smile. "I don’t give you enough credit," she said.

      That gave him more strength than Caledyr ever could.
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        * * *

      

      Jarnstenn tried to leave in the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      They had trudged through the canyon until long after the sun had set. Draig had suggested camping before it was full dark. "Need we some rest." But Tom had refused. Walking into the whispering wind was exhausting. It crushed the spirit. It made stopping all too appealing. But they had to escape this trap. So he told Draig to keep walking, and he did.

      And then it was Dank who said, "We can’t see where we’re going anymore."

      "We know where we’re going," Tom replied.

      "Please, Tom," asked Gravinn.

      "A little farther."

      "They’ll ignore you," said the wind. "They don’t respect you."

      But they kept walking and finally, when the darkness was almost complete, Tom said, "Stop."

      They made camp without urgency. A day of listening to their fears had made them listless.

      "You’ll all fall prey to me," said the wind. "Everyone does."

      Tom touched Caledyr.

      Fight.

      He helped Mennvinn wash Six’s stump, running warm water over it and patting it dry. She brewed the last of her pain relief into a tea and Six slurped it down greedily. "How do you feel?" Tom asked him.

      "Like a Faerie hound tried to bite my leg off and she finished the job with a hacksaw."

      Mennvinn looked stricken, but Tom said, "Mennvinn saved your life."

      Six grunted. "I know." He took a deep breath through gritted teeth. "Sorry. It’s the pain talking."

      "Bad, is it?"

      "That’s what I like about you, Tom," Six replied. "Your incisive insight. You see things others don’t."

      Tom smiled despite himself. He hadn’t realised how much he’d missed Six’s sarcasm and biting barbs until that moment. This was the Six he’d met in that tavern in Aeryie.

      "Is there anything you need?"

      "I rather fancy a leg. Got one you’re not using?"

      It was a mask. He used it to hide his fear. So Tom said, "Mennvinn says the signs are good. And I’ve tasked Jarnstenn with engineering something to keep you walking."

      "I heard you say the fay are made of the dead? Is that where I’ll go?"

      You’re not going to die. That’s what he wanted to say. But he couldn’t. So he said, "You don’t look dead to me."

      “Give me a chance.” Six forced a grin, but it didn’t touch his eyes. "It’s my first time dying."

      Tom uttered silent thanks when Mennvinn interjected with, "You’re going to be fine." She was wrapping his stump in rags. "I’ve seen dwarfs with worse live long and healthy lives."

      But Six ignored her. "Tell me I’ll live, Tom," he whispered. He reached out, placed a hand on his shoulder. All enmity forgotten. Just pleading. Just begging Tom to give him hope. "Say it, and I’ll believe it."

      Such as simple thing to ask. Tom wracked his memory for a foresight, anything that suggested Six would live. Nothing. So he closed his eyes, and tried to clear his thoughts. The father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death. Calmness of the soul until death. Calmness of the soul. Please, show me something of Six.

      "I wasn’t able to lie for many years," he said to an old woman. "The truth is a hard habit to break."

      "The truth is a dangerous habit to have." Her smile creased the tattoos on her face, all swirling lines in decreasing circles.

      He stood before a door that towered over him, easily ten times his height, maybe more. "It’s a spell," he muttered.

      He saw Jarnstenn stealing away from their camp in the dead of the night, only for Tom to step out of the dark and say, "We still have a ways to go before we turn back south."

      And finally, he saw Six.

      “You took her to Faerie,” the elf said.

      “I did what had to be done,” Tom replied.

      “She’ll hate you for that.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “I think I hate you for it, a little."

      The foresights faded, and the cold and the whispers of the wind returned. Resignation was creeping into Six’s eyes, smothering his last embers of hope.

      "I see you." Tom couldn’t help but smile. "We’re arguing."

      The resignation didn’t vanish. But the hope remained. "Careful, Tom. Such a surprise might kill me yet."

      Tom laughed. When had he last laughed? "I think you’ll live, Westerner."

      “I’d better. Who else is going to keep you in check?"

      Tom patted the elf’s hand. "Rest." And then he stood, arranged the watch, and waited for Jarnstenn to leave.

      The dwarf didn't creep out of his tent until Gravinn took her watch. And when she asked him what he was doing, he said, "Leaving. Call out, if you like. But would you hold a fellow dwarf against his will?"

      Tom couldn’t see them. He was sat behind Emyr’s tent, farthest from the fire and furthest south, huddled against the cold. He couldn’t feel his fingers or his toes, and he’d nodded off once or twice. He wanted to get this over with, so he could get into his tent and go to sleep.

      "They need us,” Gravinn said.

      "Kunnustenn’s dead." Footsteps crunched towards Tom. "I don’t care about anything else."

      And why would he? Tom recognised the anger in Jarnstenn’s voice. It was the same wordless, directionless fury he felt when he thought of Katharine dying. The desire to blame someone, to hurt them, to make them pay. Except there was no-one to blame for her death. No-one but himself.

      He almost let Jarnstenn walk past. Let him be alone with that anger. Let him grieve. Let him be. He’d already lost everything. Wasn’t it a torture to make him stay? To demand more from him?

      But Tom had lost Elaine and Degor, his wife and son. He’d lost his world, he'd lost Faerie, and he might lose Katharine and Rose too.

      We do what must be done.

      Tom stood and said, quietly, but loud enough that Gravinn would hear, "Go back to sleep, Jarnstenn. We still have a ways to go before we turn back south."

      "You might." Jarnstenn didn’t stop walking. He pulled no sled, and carried what looked like a lightly-packed bag. He couldn’t possibly have enough to make it back to Cairnakor on foot.

      "You won’t survive the journey back,” Tom said, and stepped into Jarnstenn’s path. The dwarf stopped, but didn’t look up. The firelight was weak here. They were all shadows and darkness.

      "Kunnustenn’s dead," he spat.

      "I know. And I am sorry. So sorry."

      "I don’t want you to be sorry, I want you dead and him standing here instead."

      There was a cold silence. Even the wind was quiet. But Tom knew that Jarnstenn wasn’t threatening violence. He knew exactly how the dwarf felt.

      Fight.

      No. Now is not the time to fight. "I didn’t kill Kunnustenn,” Tom said.

      "It’s your fault he’s dead."

      Tom replied to the dwarf’s unspoken words. "It’s not your fault."

      Jarnstenn said nothing. Then he sniffed. His shoulders slumped a little, and he was no longer challenging Tom. When he spoke, his voice was shakey. "He lived in his books and his learnings. Real things were a different world to him. He needed me to bring him to that world."

      Say nothing. Let silence do the talking.

      "And when you came along with your damn stupid quest, it was like you made his books real. You gave him something I couldn’t. And I didn’t give him what I should’ve.” The bag slid to the ground. Jarnstenn stood there like he was being kept up by a single, unsteady thought. "He’d thank you, you know. The way he went, looking for Cairnarim, taken by invisible Faerie creatures. He’d say he couldn’t ask for more." Jarnstenn drew ragged breaths. He wasn’t far now. "I couldn’t see them. Couldn’t hear them. Couldn’t do nothing to stop them." Finally he looked up at Tom, and said, "Tell me what I could have done."

      "Nothing." It was the kindest, cruellest thing to say. "You did everything you could."

      Jarnstenn sagged until his forehead rested against Tom’s belly, and the dam broke. Tom placed one hand on the back of the dwarf’s head, one on his back. Said nothing, and let the dwarf cry in the cold.
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        * * *

      

      Gravinn was still at the fire when they returned to camp. Tom made a point of saying to Jarnstenn, gently, before he stepped inside his tent, "So you’ll stay?"

      Jarnstenn nodded. "I want to tell Kun what Cairnarim looks like when I return to the ground. Whenever that might be."

      Tom just nodded, bid him goodnight, and turned to Gravinn. She didn’t meet his eye. She was expecting anger, for letting Jarnstenn leave. He was angry. But not for that reason.

      "You didn’t know I was there," he said to her.

      She shook her head.

      "Why not?"

      She looked surprised. Offended? "You concealed yourself."

      "An attacker would do the same."

      She looked annoyed, but also aware she was on the back foot. "I was distracted by Jarnstenn."

      "Then we can all sleep easy, as long as you aren’t distracted." Before she could say anything, he added, "Go and wake Dank for his watch."

      “It’s not yet time."

      "Go and wake him."

      She scowled, stamped her way across the camp and gave Dank a brusque awakening before retreating to her own tent.

      "Is it so late already?" Dank asked with a yawn. He stood by the fire, stretched, rubbed his arms. "I never feel like I’m sleeping enough lately."

      Tom’s eyes were drooping, so he just nodded and yawned himself.

      "What are you doing up?" Dank asked. "You’ve taken your watch already, haven’t you?"

      Tom nodded. He’d had first watch, then slipped off to his hiding place. "Jarnstenn needed convincing to stay," he replied.

      "I see." Dank tipped his head to one side. "Why is Gravinn upset?"

      "I told her she needed to keep a better watch."

      Dank nodded. Watched Tom as if appraising him, weighing him up. It made Tom uncomfortable. His discomfort only increased when he said, "I can’t decide if Maev would find you more interesting these days, or less."

      It was the open, honest way he spoke of Maev’s interest in him, and inferred Tom’s own interest in her. He cleared his throat, asked, "What do you mean?" Because, despite himself, he still wanted Maev to desire him.

      "A lot of her interest stemmed from how she could manipulate you." Dank didn’t couch his response in a soft tone or an apologetic expression. He didn’t even look at Tom, just poked at the fire instead. "I suspect it wouldn’t be so easy now. So would she be bored of you? Or would you represent a challenge?"

      Tom hated how his heart still leapt for her approval. Perhaps that was why he said, "Her interest in us is all that keeps us safe."

      Dank’s silence gave him time to realise what he had said. What he had let slip; that he had been speaking to the sprite. Iron nails. He’d been thinking of Maev instead of thinking of what he was saying. Distracted, he’d let an enemy thought slip through his mind and out across his tongue.

      "And now he knows," whispered the wind.

      "How would you know that, Tom?” Dank asked. Watching him carefully.

      Cover it up. Lie. "I stabbed Melwas. I cannot believe he wishes me anything but dead."

      Dank offered only a considered, "Yes."

      "Someone must be speaking for us."

      Dank stared at him. Rose to his feet. And finally asked, “Have you been speaking to our sprite?”

      Our sprite. “Glastyn.” As if that was an answer. “He told me that Melwas and Mab are at war with each other.”

      But Dank shook his head. “Tell me, Tom.” He started taking slow, steady steps, and Tom resisted the urge to back away. “Have you been speaking to our sprite?”

      Dank’s words told Tom one thing: don’t tell the truth. So he stood strong, refused to look guilty, and dropped a hand to Caledyr. “You gave your faith to Emyr.”

      Dank stopped one step away, and Tom could see the hunger in the other man’s eyes. He wanted his sprite. And he didn’t want it. “I did,” Dank managed.

      “You want to be more than what the fay made you.”

      “I do.” Dank looked aside, licked his lips. Nodded. “I do,” he repeated, trying to convince himself. And Tom wished he had sent Dank back with Esyllt and Hawne, sent him away from the temptation and let him make a life for himself without the fay. “I could see her once,” Dank muttered. “Just to say goodbye?”

      Silence. Dank needed to fight this battle alone. Or did he? Tom had been fighting his own battle against Maev by himself for years. Perhaps it would have been easier if someone had helped him?

      And the wind whispered, “You will never be free of them.”

      So Tom reached out and gripped Dank’s upper arm. The other man started and met his eye. “You don’t need to see the sprite, Dank. You don’t need to talk to it. The fay are not your friends. I’m your friend, Dank. So I won’t tell you what to do. You can see the sprite, if you want. But I don’t think you should. Because you’re already more than they will ever let you be.”

      Dank didn’t believe him. Not at first. But Tom could see the other man persuading himself. Pushing aside his urges. Rebuilding his sense of self, squaring his shoulders, straightening his back. And when he nodded, he was firm and certain. “You’re right.”

      Tom relaxed muscles he hadn’t realised were tensed.

      “Thank you, Tom.”

      “You’re welcome.” He clapped Dank’s arm. “I can leave you to take this watch, can’t I?”

      Dank answered the question Tom hadn’t asked. “I won’t go near it.”

      “Good.” Tom unstrapped Caledyr and the sword began to protest, and the wind told him he was a fool. But the gesture would give Dank more confidence than anything else he could do. So he handed it to the other man. “Watch over us while we sleep.”

      He was just a few steps from his tent when Dank said, “I was angry with you.” Tom stopped. “For talking to my sprite. I was jealous.”

      And the wind whispered, “He’s changed his mind. He’s picked them over you.”

      Tom was unarmed. He’d just given the sword to Dank. So he didn’t move. Didn’t even turn. Just listened for the soft hiss Caledyr made when it was pulled from its scabbard. Please don’t draw it, he begged. Please, Dank.

      “I was jealous,” the other man said again. “Is that how you feel when you see Maev with Midhir?”

      It was something Tom didn’t want to think of, didn’t want to admit. “Yes.”

      “Hmm.” There was no other sound, no drawn sword, and Tom allowed himself to look over his shoulder and watch Dank consider the apple pommel on Caledyr. “We aren’t the first people to try to seal away the fay. No-one has succeeded. But I think you’re right; if we stay true to each other, we can do it, can’t we?”

      Tom gave the boy a grave nod, said, “I hope so,” and tried not to think of how he had let Maev embrace him outside Cairnakor.

      That night, he dreamt disturbing dreams. Everyone knew he spoke to the fay. They cursed him for loving Maev. They shunned him and laughed at him, took away Caledyr, took away his hands and left him alone in the cold.

      He stood with Brega in a small, dark room. "Which side do you fight on?" she asked.
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        * * *

      

      Tom was exhausted the next morning, yet it seemed there was never any rest to be had. Mennvinn was reminding him she had no pain relief for Six. Gravinn was complaining there were no herbs to be found in this hideous canyon, Draig was moaning that another day with this wind might drive him to madness. Katharine was grumpy and uncomfortable. Six was in very obvious pain. Only Emyr and Jarnstenn gave Tom any peace; the old king remained withdrawn, and the dwarf was silent in his grief.

      But all of them seemed to look to him to coax them into breaking fast, breaking camp, and moving on through the Chasm. He knew he was short with them. That he snapped and berated. But none of them seemed willing to be helpful. They acted as if moaning about their lot would somehow improve it.

      "How do you improve the prospect of a cold, certain death?" whispered the wind.

      They trudged, bellies carrying more water than food, and tried to ignore the wind. But it grew stronger, and louder, until it was like a bellow. You will fail, you will fall, turn back, give in, give up. Constant, unending, without even pause for breath. You lead them to their deaths. You lead them to their doom. You’ve seen it. You see her die. Your daughter will die too. And what do you do to prevent it? Secret conversations with your bottled fay, secret desires to lie with the Faerie Queen. Weak, foolish, liar, coward, traitor, fay-lover, untrue, disloyal, oath-breaker, death maker.

      Fight.

      But Tom didn’t need the sword to tell him to push back against the whispers. Seeing Jarnstenn’s grieving anger had woken Tom’s own fury. Yes, he had squandered his youth. He’d been a poor husband and a terrible father. He’d suffered years of silent degradation at the hands of the fay. He’d endured years of alienation in a Tir he didn’t recognise. He’d let himself be pushed and pulled and given orders by the fay, by Neirin, by Storrstenn, by Caledyr, even by Emyr.

      "Yes," said the wind, "because you are weak, and nothing, and little more than a lost little man who has no strength of his own."

      But he’d fought in merrow and Erhenni arenas. He’d been the scourge of the Kingdom. He’d brought back the legendary King Emyr and he’d pushed Melwas to his knees in Faerie. And he wouldn’t be turned back by a few nasty little whispers. No. This foul little magic was nothing, a hedge magician’s trick. He would stop the fay. Not because other people told him he had to. Not because he had anything to prove. Because he was protecting the people he cared about. Do you hear that, Rimestenn? Your cheap little magics are nothing. You won’t stop me. You won’t. You won’t.

      And the whispers stopped. He took a few more steps before he realised there was no more wind. He looked up. There was no more Chasm, just an enormous set of doors.

      They were easily three times as tall as Tom, set deep into the side of the mountain, and covered with sculptures and carvings. Gargoyles leapt from the surface of the stone, and dwarfs and elfs and men spoke and fought and displayed their strength of arms with faces so lifelike Tom half expected them to turn and speak. It seemed the longer he stared, the more detail appeared. The spaces between figures were filled with constellations of suns and stars and moons, the dragon that spanned both doors was covered in tiny, individually carved scales. And the gargoyles were not generic monsters; they were fay.

      There was Puck, crawling down the door towards them, each hair of his fur individually carved. There was Melwas in the shape of the Black Knight Malvis, fighting an army of men and dwarfs and elfs yet looking out at his new, living audience. There was Fenoderee, looking like a malevolent swamp given limbs. There was Knocker, who haunted tunnels and mines, ready to strike his little anvil with his little hammer and lead travellers astray. Not one of the fay looked friendly or carefree. Each of them was openly hostile, each of them looking down at the exact spot they had stopped.

      Only one figure looked aside: Morwen of Rhomer. Sat in a corner, faced away from her fellow decorations and her living audience, looking entirely unlike every other depiction of her that Tom had seen. Her curly hair was unbound and fell across her face; only her sharp nose was visible, and thin, sad, downturned lips. She wore billowing robes, not the beautiful dresses she was so often given in art and sculpture, making her formless save for one foot, bare and unadorned, toes pointed downwards. She wore none of her usual jewellery, displayed none of her usual confidence or bravado. The only reason Tom recognised her at all was her staff. Unlike Ambrose’s rude instrument, hers was artful, bearing the symbol of the crescent moon atop its clean, smooth length.

      "Magnificent," Dank breathed. His eyes were wide as if he was trying to see it all before it disappeared. "Just magnificent."

      He was right, of course. These creations were an incredible sight to behold. How many weeks had it taken to make just one? It was a shame they were hidden so far from sight; although they were somewhat frightening, with the fay looking ready to spring to life and cut down anyone within reach, these doors were a work of art. Katharine and Gravinn were already scribbling notes and rough sketches. Everyone else stared in wonder and appreciation. Except one.

      "Pretty fakes," Jarnstenn said.

      "What do you mean?" Tom asked.

      "They’re not real doors." The dwarf waved a hand. "Just look at those hinges."

      Tom looked, saw that, yes, there were elaborate hinges, each topped with a miniature fay. "What about them?"

      "Hinges on this side means they’d open outwards."

      "Right."

      "Ain’t no room to open outwards."

      He was right. Although the Chasm had widened on either side, there wasn’t space for these doors to fully open.

      "Could we squeeze through enough space," Draig offered.

      "Probably. But what fool would put all this effort into doors that don’t open properly?" Jarnstenn shook his head. "Not Rimestenn."

      "He’s right." Emyr was almost squinting at the great doors, as if trying to see through them. "This isn’t Rimestenn’s style."

      "Are you saying this isn’t the entrance to Cairnarim?" Katharine made no effort to hide her disappointment.

      "Ain’t no entrance to anywhere," Jarnstenn said.

      "It’s a ruse." Emyr’s lips quirked in a humourless smile. "Rimestenn’s engines and contraptions were always half wonder, half illusion."

      Illusion. "Is that why Morwen is there?" Tom asked.

      "Possibly." Emyr cast a glance at Ambrose, still unwaking on his sled. What would he have to say about Rimestenn raising an effigy to his rival? How many statues stood of Ambrose in all of Tir? "But Rimestenn held no love for Morwen. I can’t imagine why he would put her here."

      "And she looks wrong," Tom added. "Not like you described her."

      "She does," Emyr agreed.

      "It’s a marker," Katharine said. When everyone turned to look at her, she gestured at the paper in her hands. "When you create a path, you leave markers along its length so travellers know whether they should take a turn or carry on straight." She pointed at Morwen. "She’s a marker. She’s telling you which turn to take." She grunted the last and winced.

      "What’s wrong?" Tom asked her.

      "I’m fine." She shook her head, denying her own words.

      "Is it the child?"

      She shook her head and pointed at the doors. "Look for the door," she ordered him, but screwed up her face again and hissed.

      This was it. "Rose is coming," he told her. "This is the beginning."

      "You can’t give birth out here!" Mennvinn sounded almost scandalised.

      "She’s not coming," Katharine said. "Not yet."

      But she was wrong. Tom had seen the beginning of Degor’s birth. Elaine’s face had looked just like Katharine’s. This was it. His daughter was coming. "Mennvinn, do what you need to do. Make Katharine as comfortable as possible."

      "Out here?"

      Yes, she had a point. They needed to get inside. So Tom turned to the doors and said, "Morwen is telling us where to look." He followed the statue’s gaze, but it rested only on an empty crevice of rock. Nothing.

      "Not her face.” Katharine pointed. "Her foot."

      Her bare foot, pointed away and down. To a snow-covered boulder sat a few feet from the doors themselves. Tom stepped over to it, placed his hand against it.

      It felt wrong.

      He tapped it and almost jumped when it rang hollow; the boulder was so light he could pick it up and lift it over his head. And while the others cried out in surprise, he found something hidden behind it.

      Another door. Much smaller, just enough for a dwarf to step through. Plain stone, with no decoration save an inscription in an old tongue. The same tongue he had seen on Sir Dolorio’s tomb in Cairnidol.

      A tongue that Emyr spoke. "The father and the prayers," he read, "and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death."

      "Your prayer."

      "Not mine." He reached out and ran his fingertips over the script. "What does it mean?"

      "Look." Tom pointed at the rock around the door. Thin strips of black stone, veined with silver, ran from where a lock might be, down to the ground and across to a shallow, round indentation in the ground.

      "It’s a channel," Emyr said. "It directs magic into the lock."

      Tom nodded. "It’s a spell." He looked up at the script. "Your prayer is a spell."

      Emyr shook his head. "I already said it and nothing happened."

      "Not an incantation. Instructions." Tom smiled despite the dread growing in his belly. "Your prayer is telling us how to open the door."
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      There wasn’t time to make camp, but they couldn’t leave Katharine exposed to the elements. Or Ambrose and Six. So Tom told Draig and Dank to raise two tents, one for Six and Ambrose, one for Katharine. While Mennvinn tended to her, the rest of them huddled around the tiny door.

      Everyone was agreed that Emyr must be the father. "No other fathers here," Jarnstenn said, and then everyone looked at Tom.

      "Must the prayer be words," Draig said, and everyone agreed with that too.

      That’s where the agreement ended. "Fasting means not eating," Gravinn said.

      "So we sit here and starve until it opens?" Jarnstenn didn’t sound convinced.

      "Maybe we put some food in the hollow?" Katharine called from within her tent.

      "Childbirth first, puzzles second," Six called from his.

      "What about the charities?" Gravinn asked. "Do we have to give it something?"

      "As well as the food?"

      "Perhaps instead of."

      "Dinner and a gift? We ain’t wooing this door, are we?"

      "What about the calmness?"

      "Meditation?"

      "And death? Must one of us be made dead?"

      "We’re not killing anyone to get in there, Draig."

      "What if we have to?"

      Only Dank had nothing to add. He sat there as if he was alone, staring up at the enormous fake doors.

      "I’m surprised you don’t already know the answer," Tom murmured to him.

      "What? Oh, the riddle? No."

      "But Rimestenn is long dead. The fay must know all his secrets."

      But Dank shook his head. "Whatever Rimestenn built here, the fay never knew of it." Dank grinned. "Look at it, Tom. We must be the first to see it in centuries. Not even the fay have laid eyes on it."

      Tom frowned. How had Rimestenn kept his secrets? Fenoderee had said that one fay could keep a secret from the rest of them. But could the dead?

      "So the fay don’t know how to open this door."

      Dank gave Tom a smile, one you might give to a child who has asked an innocently daft question. "It’s closed, Tom."

      Of course. If the fay knew, they would have opened it long ago. Tom sighed. Perhaps he was wrong. Perhaps there was no spell. Perhaps the hollow was meant for some magical artefact they forgot to bring with them.

      No. Ambrose would have said something.

      Wouldn’t he?

      He looked over at the tent Ambrose lay in. He should have been awake for this. He’d have opened the door already. How long would he lie like that, barely breathing, barely living? If this was all he had to look forward to, why was he clinging on like this?

      Because he knew what was waiting for him. He knew, when he died, the fay would take him. And they would know everything he knew.

      So he must know something they didn’t already. Not where they were. Not what they were doing. Something he had said and done.

      “The father and the prayers,” Tom muttered. “And fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death."

      "It isn’t meant to be an instruction," Emyr said. "It’s advice. It’s something to live by."

      Tom shook his head. "It’s all there. Calmness of the soul until death. Fasting. Charities. Sacrifice. It’s all talking about magic."

      "We already knew it was magic," Emyr grumbled.

      Tom touched the hollow, shallow, round, the perfect size for coin. "Charities. Alms. A coin." A foresight came back to him, and he knew exactly which coin was meant to sit there.

      Emyr let out a tiny gasp. "The coin Rimestenn gave me. He told me never to spend it. It must be that one.” And then a mix of fury and despair passed over his face. “And it’s lost,” he growled.

      "No." Tom shook his head. "I took it."

      "You took it?"

      "It fell from your pockets when you were lying in Faerie. I thought it nothing but an old coin. Worthless. I buried it with a dead man."

      “One-eyed father," Emyr cursed. "Do you think another coin will do?"

      Tom shook his head. "We have to retrieve that coin." He gave Emyr a small smile. "I’ve foreseen it."

      "So we have to turn back?" Restrained anger burned behind Emyr’s eyes. He looked ready to hit something.

      "I don’t think so." He turned to Dank. "You said the barriers between Tir and Faerie were weakened. Does that mean the Circles aren’t needed to cross over anymore?"

      Dank nodded. "The fay can enter Tir anywhere they please." Tom gave Dank an apologetic smile, and the boy’s shoulders sagged. "You want me to take you somewhere again?"

      "Again?" Emyr asked.

      "Dank took us in and out of Faerie when we rescued you," Tom explained. And to Dank he said, "I know it’s asking a lot of you. But I need to retrieve something from Cairnacei. It’s our only hope of getting inside, and you’re the only hope I have of getting there."

      "You could walk." Dank’s smile was weak, but he didn’t argue as Tom thought he would. He squared his shoulders, took a breath, and said, "It will be harder. I haven’t been linked to the fay for weeks."

      "I’m just asking you to try." Tom put a hand on his shoulder and added, "That will be enough for me."

      Tom had hoped his words would lift some of the pressure Dank must be feeling but, If anything, they seemed to add to it. The other man’s smile wavered but he gave a brave nod and said, "When?"

      "Katharine needs to be inside now." He waved Gravinn forward. "You too, Gravinn. You can find the herbs Mennvinn needs.” Gravinn looked like she might say no. "I know it’s not pleasant. But Six is suffering far more than we will."

      "I can attest to that," the elf called from his tent.

      Gravinn nodded and stepped forward. "Thank you," Tom said and she just nodded. He slipped into Katharine’s tent. She was lying down, her head propped up by blankets and one draped over her legs. A fine sheen of sweat slicked her face, and Mennvinn gave Tom a fearful look.

      "Before you ask, I don’t know how long it will be,” the dwarf said. “It could be hours, it could be a day."

      Tom just nodded. "I know she’s in safe hands," he said, and watched Mennvinn take strength from that. He awkwardly manoeuvred his way through the tent and placed a kiss on Katharine’s head.

      "Don’t go," she whispered.

      "I’ll come back," he promised.

      "You had better."

      Tom grinned. "I wouldn’t dare cross you." He looked at her belly and said, "Look after your mother for me," he told the bump.

      Katharine found his hand and gripped it tight. "Be safe."

      "You too."

      He slipped out from under her touch, felt her eyes on his back as he stepped out of the tent. Why did he feel like he was abandoning her? Why did he feel like he was running away? He unstrapped Caledyr and pushed it into Emyr’s hands. The old king drew breath to argue, but Tom shook his head. “Protect her,” he commanded. And Emyr’s protests died on his lips and he took the sword without a word.

      Tom glanced across the camp, all eyes on him. He felt like he should say something to buoy their spirits. What would a Knight of Tir say? What would Emyr say? But the king of legend was silent, and Sir Tom didn’t have time to waste on pretty words. So he placed a hand on Dank’s shoulder, Gravinn took his hand, and Tom stared at the tent where his daughter was being born as Dank ripped him from the world.
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        * * *

      

      It was worse than before.

      It was like his mind was being scoured with handfuls of coarse sand even as it was poured into a vessel with Dank and Gravinn and allowed to mix.

      He felt Dank’s steely determination that he would do this, that he would do this for the man who had freed him from the fay.

      He felt Gravinn’s dread, the fear that her deepest fears would be revealed, her shame that they would all know how she wished she had never left her elfish masters.

      What did they feel from him? Did they feel his fear, that Katharine might die, that Rose might be born without him? Did they feel his uncertainty, his anger, did they feel the cold little pebble that sat inside him, that little nugget of nothing he’d put there?

      The maelstrom wailed all around him, and he felt a grip that he hadn’t felt before weaken around him. He felt himself begin to tatter. Thoughts slipped away. He watched without eyes as they left him, little scraps on a wind, like ash drifting up from a bonfire. Who was he? What was he trying to achieve?

      Stay here, someone thought, but he couldn’t.

      Fight.

      But it wasn’t like before. There was nothing to cling to, just an endless sea of formless magic and he was drifting away on it. And he knew he was leaving someone behind, but he couldn’t remember who or why he cared.

      Then something squeezed his very self together in a crushing grip and he felt himself pulled, dragged through something that didn’t want to let him pass, and a thousand voices cried out in uncertainty before there was silence.

      Not silence. The sound of his breath. He was breathing. Lying face down on a field of poppies, warm breeze blowing over him.

      He was going to vomit. He raised himself on his elbows, let it come up. He held himself on trembling arms, eyes watering, and all he could think of was how he had wasted food.

      Gravinn was still retching. What about Dank? Tom forced himself to his feet, staggered a few steps before he regained his balance. Emyr’s black bones, he wanted to lie down. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

      And saw Dank twitching on his back, eyes wide and staring, choking on his own vomit.

      "Dank!" Tom dropped to his knees, hauled Dank onto his side, and the other man retched, coughed and threw up over the poppies. His entire body was stiff; holding him was like holding a plank of twitching wood. Was he breathing? Tom slapped his back. "Breathe, Dank, breathe."

      Dank retched, straining to empty himself of anything and everything, but nothing would come. And he didn’t blink. He just stared at nothing.

      "What’s wrong with him?" Gravinn was on her hands and knees, staring with dull eyes.

      "I don’t know." What else could he say? He wanted to say Dank would be fine, tell Dank the same, reassure them both. But he couldn’t. So he said, "See if you can’t find what Mennvinn needs. I’ll wait with Dank."

      Gravinn just nodded, staggered away. She didn’t meet his eye, not now that he knew she regretted leaving the Kingdom. Perhaps she thought he judged her for that. But given what sort of life she had these days, he could hardly blame her for missing an easier existence. A miserable freedom was probably a cold comfort on freezing nights.

      Not that it was freezing here. In fact, he was sweating. Tom shrugged off his furs, enjoyed the warm breeze. It was a nice day. It seemed wrong that it was. The others were shivering hundreds of miles to the north. Katharine was giving birth, alone, just as Elaine had. Dank was having some sort of fit. The fay were already preying on innocent people. But the sun shone like everything was fine, and the breeze idled through the air as if there were no cares in Tir.

      The worst of it was that, even if they got into Cairnarim, they would still only have two of the four glarn. And there was no-one to tell them where the others were. So did that mean this was all for nothing? Would they be better off finding a quiet corner of Tir and hoping the fay would overlook them?

      "I don't think they’d ever stop trying to find you," Dank said.

      Tom blinked, realised that Dank’s limbs had relaxed and he was breathing normally. Had he read his mind? No. He’d been talking aloud. "Are you well?"

      "Well enough."

      "You gave us a scare."

      "Think how I felt," Dank replied. And then he said, in a quiet voice, "I don’t think I can do that again, Tom."

      They both knew he would have to. So Tom just said, "Get some rest." He stood. "Gravinn is fetching supplies for Mennvinn. We’ll be back soon."

      Dank didn’t move. Just nodded. Pulled his knees up to his chest.

      "I’ll be back soon," Tom repeated.
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        * * *

      

      There was no telling where in Cairnacei Dank had taken them. Katharine would probably have known in moments. But Tom had to rush to the river and follow it back towards the Whispering Woods. By the time he found Topknot’s grave, the sun was already beginning to set.

      If he hadn’t recognised the spot in the river where he had tried to wash off the man’s blood, Tom could have easily missed the grave. Blood-red poppies were already beginning to grow over the ground they had disturbed. Their stems snapped and their roots ripped as Tom clawed up handfuls of dirt. He knew he should take a moment to remember the man he’d killed, to mourn his passing, to feel guilt and regret and all the other appropriate emotions. But Katharine needed him. So appropriate emotions could wait.

      The coin wasn’t buried deep, just a few inches under the surface. He pulled it out, brushed away the dirt, hefted it. It seemed unremarkable. The stylised sun on one side, a profile of Emyr on the other. He expected it to feel different. To be heavier, or to feel like magic somehow. But there was nothing. What if this wasn’t the right coin? What if this was nothing more than a piece of metal?

      Then they were lost. No sense in worrying about possibilities.

      "So that’s the key."

      "Not now, Glastyn." Tom got to his feet and began to hurry back to the river. Tried not to worry that Dank wouldn’t be able to take them back. Tried not to worry that Rose had already been born. Or that something had gone wrong.

      "Isn’t a walk on a beautiful spring evening more pleasant with a friend?"

      Hard to think that it was spring after weeks of riding through snowy mountains. Time was slipping away from them. "I’m in a hurry."

      "Of course." Glastyn seemed to have no problem keeping pace, and somehow made it seem like he was in no rush at all. His fine silk shirts and trouser added to the illusion of an evening’s stroll. "So much is happening."

      "Why are you here?"

      "You seem to often ask us that question of late." Glastyn grinned, basking in the sunset. "You know, one of the things we love about Tir is the sunsets. And the sunrises. We wish we had those in Faerie."

      The fay, it seemed, wouldn’t be hurried, so Tom saved his breath. The march to the grave, the digging, and the march back were taking its toll. He was out of breath, and his shins burned.

      "You know, it’s quicker this way.” Glastyn jerked a thumb over to his left.

      "Should I trust you?"

      "Didn’t we deliver at Tirend?"

      Yes. He had. They had gone unmolested by the fay. But, "It’s important I get back to them, Glastyn."

      "We wouldn’t make you miss the birth of your daughter."

      How did he know? But there was sincerity in Glastyn’s eyes, or the closest thing the fay could approximate.

      "You trusted Fenoderee," Glastyn murmured. "He is just a part of us. As the man who loves our queen is part of the man who opposes her."

      "Those parts would be in opposition to each other."

      "You’re right." Glastyn grinned. "A bad analogy."

      Tom shook his head. He had no idea what Glastyn wanted. Playing his own game, the sprite had said. But the fay had helped them in Tirend. Hopefully he was helping them again. So Tom gestured. "Lead on, Glastyn."

      The fay made no attempt to hide his pleasure. "Follow me, Sir Thomas."

      Glastyn seemed perfectly pleased to be walking in silence, so Tom did the same. But while he tried to puzzle out Glastyn’s motivations, his thoughts kept sliding back to Katharine. Was she alright? What if something went wrong? No, it wouldn’t. He knew he’d be by her side when she died.

      It was a small comfort.

      "Would you mind if someone joined us, Tom?"

      Someone? Tom shook away his fears and found new ones. "A fay?"

      "Yes. But a friend."

      A friend. Was that what Glastyn was? "Will they harm me? Or Dank or Gravinn?"

      "No."

      "Will they stop us returning to the others?"

      "No." Glastyn grinned as if Tom was guessing a great riddle.

      "Do I have a choice?"

      "Of course." But Glastyn shook his head, brushed his long locks away from his face. "You can always make the wrong choice."

      Caledyr was hundreds of miles away. All Tom had was an iron knife. It would be madness to agree. "I think I would prefer it if we walked alone."

      "Unfortunately, Glastyn is teasing you." The voice came from his right, her features hidden by the glare of the sunset behind her. "We are already here."

      Tom didn’t recognise her voice. On the back foot, his only weapon was his tongue. "Glastyn is rude that way."

      She laughed, a deep, throaty laugh. "We have often chastised him for being so."

      "Rude?" Glastyn folded his arms. "I am the epitome of charm."

      "You can be both rude and charming, Glastyn dear." The fay stepped closer, revealing snake scale skin covered in a simple white dress. She was short and lithe, her slitted eyes glowing in the dark.

      "Melusine?" he guessed. Mester Stoorworm’s other face.

      She nodded. "Yes. But don’t worry; we don’t hold the same grudges." She smiled. Tom had expected fangs, but she had perfect, normal teeth. "Stoorworm was the aggressor. You were protecting your family."

      She didn’t seem like a threat. But Tom had heard the stories about her. And there was no trusting appearances. "Why are you here?"

      "He asks that question a lot.” Glastyn was visibly pleased with himself as he turned to Tom. "We brought Melusine to speak with you.”

      "Why?"

      "There is much debate in Faerie about you," Melusine said. "You’ve managed to do what no-one has since King Emyr. And even he never sparked such disagreement."

      "So I understand." Everything he said would be known by both Melwas and Mab. He had to tread carefully.

      As if to illustrate the point, he stumbled over a stone in the dark. Before he could fall, Melusine was beside him, strong fingers wrapped around his arm, sharp nails pricking his skin. He wanted to push her away, but that might be more dangerous than not. So he stopped, waited.

      She slipped an arm around him, turned her hold into an embrace. "You know us, do you not?"

      "By reputation only.” Her embrace reminded him too much of how Mab had held him outside Cairnakor.

      "Then you know of our search?"

      "I do." How many mortal men had she taken to husband only to be disappointed? How many men had sworn oaths not to look upon her between Calgraef and Calmae, when she was Mester Stoorworm? Each of those men had succumbed to curiosity, dying by Stoorworm’s hand, and Melusine had remained childless.

      "You are a remarkable man, Thomas Rymour," she breathed into his neck. "Perhaps you would have made a fine husband."

      Say nothing. Do nothing. She could bite his neck out as soon as kiss it.

      "But we understand you are promised to another." She released him and resumed her walk. "And you are to be a father yourself.” Her voice boiled with envy, and Tom couldn't banish the thought that Melusine would take Rose for her own. "Which is why we are here."

      The thought froze into a painful dread in the pit of his belly. "I won’t let you take her."

      A small smile played around her lips; she knew he couldn’t stop her. "This is the point of no return, you know." But her smile was gentle. Maternal. It made no sense. She gestured to Tom’s pocket, the one holding the coin, and said, "You could give that to our queen and all would be forgiven."

      Tom touched the coin, reassured himself with its presence, and shook his head. “Melwas will never forgive me."

      "We cannot speak for our king. But we imagine, should Maev bring you back into the fold, he will at the least seek your end in less overt ways."

      And would Katharine be safe? Would Rose?

      "What of my friends?" he asked.

      "Our queen has often spoken of your silver tongue."

      So Melusine thought they could be bargained for. He knew all the reasons he shouldn’t. He knew they wouldn’t thank him for it.

      But he saw a path where there wasn’t one before.

      "What would I have to do?"

      The sun had set. The moon, a slender crescent, unburdened by child, rose in the east. A thousand stars glittered overhead, and Tom realised he hadn’t seen a clear sky in months. It was beautiful. He could have lain back and stared at it for hours. He took a deep breath. The cold in his bones had already been chased away; the freezing misery was already a memory, the edge of it softened by spring in Tir.

      Melusine smiled. "We have always thought highly of a man who would do anything for his family. And if any of the fay knows about family, it is us." It was harder to see her scales in the dark. It was possible to think of her as a mortal woman. To allow himself to think there was no Faerie motive or agenda behind her words. "You don’t need to share blood to be family. You only need to care for each other, so fiercely that you will do anything to have them be safe."

      He would have them all be safe. Katharine and Rose, Emyr and Ambrose, Six and Draig, Jarnstenn and Mennvinn, Gravinn and Dank.

      “We put family before ourselves, always, without fail, because they are everything," Melusine said, "More than happiness, more than loyalty, more than hope and heart and home.” She was right. There wasn’t anything more important than keeping them safe. "We would wound a man for family. We would kill him. We would maim and blind and butcher, we would slaughter innocents, we would watch all things burnt to ash and bone, just so our family might enjoy a few more moments of peace."

      He had wounded. And killed. And maimed and blinded and butchered. To protect his family.

      But could he slaughter innocents? Could he watch Tir burn?

      Katharine would hate him. Rose would hate him. He would have no family.

      "If we do those things, we lose them," he said to Melusine.

      "But they live."

      "They might wish differently."

      "We make difficult choices for family."

      "You’re right." He took his hand from his pocket. Did Melusine’s eyes light up? "Glastyn, why did you bring Melusine here?"

      "As we said." Glastyn was a shadow in the dark. "To talk."

      "I don’t believe you."

      "We don’t need you to.”

      If this was a Faerie trap, it was an elaborate one. Either of them could have overpowered him and taken the coin, kept Orlannu from his reach forever. Spirited him off to Faerie, never to see Katharine again. Never to see Rose at all.

      But he could see firelight ahead. The fay had brought him back to Dank and Gravinn, quicker than if he had walked his own path.

      "Thank you for your help," he said to them. "But being part of a family means living up to them. I need to be the man they deserve." He stopped walking, turned to Melusine. Tried to read her expression in the dark. "It would be an easy choice to surrender to the fay. It’s a choice my family doesn’t deserve."

      "Do you think you can succeed?" she asked.

      "Our chances are slight,” he admitted. “I don’t know if we can find what we’re looking for. And even then, I don’t know if it will be enough. You cannot die. Does that mean you cannot be stopped?"

      Melusine made an amused sound. "You think that is our strength? That we cannot die?"

      “Isn’t it?"

      "He has a point." Glastyn stretched, as if waking from a nap. "Being unending does rather have its advantages."

      "And its disadvantages, no?"

      "Quite so." Glastyn grinned. "You know us too well, my dear."

      "We do." Melusine turned to Tom. "You, on the other hand, know us so well, and yet so little." Melusine pointed towards the fire. "How often do you disagree with each other as to where to go, what to do, who can be trusted, what will succeed?"

      "More times than I can count."

      "You are many, and that made you weak. Whereas we were many that were one. Even while we held different thoughts, we acted as one. And that made us strong."

      She was right. How do you defeat an enemy like the fay if you’re divided?

      "This is something that not even the fay understand," she said. "We walk Tir and think ourselves mighty because the mortals cannot see us and cannot hurt us. Not realising that our strength lay in our unity."

      And the fay weren’t united anymore. "Now you are at war with each other."

      "Good boy." Her teeth shone in the moonlight. "That’s why we can have this conversation. Because we forgot how to pay attention to all of our parts."

      Tom tried to process the different pronouns. "So the fay don’t know we are talking?"

      "Just as in Tirend," Glastyn said. "We brokered that deal, Tom. But our king and queen did not know that you knew about it."

      Glastyn had come to him in secret? Knowing what had happened to Fenoderee? "You risk a lot."

      The fay grinned that charming grin that won so many hearts to his own. "What is life without a little risk?"

      "What are you up to, Glastyn?"

      "Recruiting Melusine to our cause." He nodded to the other fay.

      "How?"

      Melusine said, "He gave us the opportunity to offer you the easy choice."

      "Why?"

      "To see if you will take it."

      Tom felt a flare of anger and held it. Calmness of the soul until death. "I’ve made a lot of mistakes on this journey. And a lot of people have been quick to tell me I take the easy path. The truth is there are no easy paths." He looked up at the stars, took a deep breath and let out his anger with a sigh. "Giving you the coin would put me on a dangerous path. So would trying to stop the fay from terrorising Tir. All I can do is imagine the kind of man my family deserves, and do what he would do." He met her eye, and saw she understood.

      "That is what we hoped you would say," she said. "Goodbye, Thomas."

      "What does that mean?" he asked. "What will you do now?"

      The edges of her shadow were already softening. “What little I can," she replied, as she faded away. “When the time comes."

      “We need help now.”

      “Do you?” Glastyn was vanishing too. “Not the kind of help Melusine can provide. Not yet." He gave Tom a gallant wave.

      "Wait," Tom said, and Glastyn stopped disappearing, his form translucent, like fog. He watched Tom, waiting, and Tom realised he wasn’t sure what to say. "Fenoderee was unmade for helping us."

      Glastyn wagged a finger. “You assume we’re helping you.”

      And then he was gone. Leaving a question in the air; if Glastyn wasn’t helping them, what else was he doing?

      Tom shook his head. It didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was getting back to Katharine. He marched back to the fire, putting Glastyn and Faerie and puzzles out of his mind. But when Tom stood by the fire and said, "I have the coin," Dank replied, "I don’t know if I can do it, Tom."

      And Tom almost didn’t have the heart to ask him. So he said, “I need to get back to Katharine,” as a gentle reminder, rather than a demand.

      "I know." Dank dropped his gaze. "But I’m worried I’ll lose you in there."

      Tom wondered what would happen if he did. Would they fall out of the maelstrom into Tir, or Faerie, or the Between? Or would they be trapped in it forever? "Is there anything we can do to help you?"

      Dank shrugged. "I don’t know what I need."

      Tom bent his knees and crouched beside Dank. "This would be the fourth time you travelled as the fay do," he said. "You can do it. You have done it. I don’t think you need anything but you."

      Neither of them was convinced. Dank might not need anything else, but the second trip had been worse than the first, and the third worse than the second. Perhaps time was like a hot sun baking dry the river that linked Dank to whatever magic the fay used to travel between realms. What if there was no river left? Or, worse, what if there was enough to get them into the maelstrom, and not enough to get out?

      But what was the alternative? Trek thousands of miles north by foot? It would be a trip worth making only to dig their friends’ frozen bodies out of the snow.

      And Dank knew it too. He nodded, stood.

      "Don’t you need time to prepare?" Gravinn asked, failing to hide the fear in her voice.

      "I’m not sure I’ll ever be prepared," he said, countering his dour words with a smile that was too broad and failed to touch the fear in his eyes. He placed a hand on Tom’s shoulder. "You can do this," Tom said, and gave Dank a nod.

      Dank nodded too. Took Gravinn’s hand. And then he dragged them through the veil.
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        * * *

      

      Agony.

      Like someone was shredding him, dragging him through a sea of broken glass, inch by ponderous inch, and scattering the tatters left behind into the wind.

      Like someone was placing a hot cinder in every part of his body and mind, in places he didn’t even know he had.

      It hurt to think. It hurt to not think.

      I can’t I can’t iron nails I can’t I’ll lose them I’ll lose them I’ve killed us all I’ve killed us all.

      Those weren’t his thoughts. It was Dank, panicking. A fresh jolt of pain ripped through all of them, like a bolt of lightning that tore through them head to toe and out of every finger and toe, cleansing every thought as it went.

      The end the end this is the end this is how it all ends.

      No, Dank. You can do this. You can.

      Dead dead dead dead dead.

      Forming a thought was like putting his hand into flame, like drawing a knife across his flesh, like pushing his entire body against a bed of nails, but he summoned three words and roared into the void: Do it, Dank.

      And it was all gone, in a rush, and he felt nothing because the absence of pain felt like the absence of everything. It took time for his senses to adjust. To remember something other than agony. Air. He was gasping. Cold. He was so cold. He lay on his back, snow falling on his face. The sky was a starless black. Sound. Voices. Faces above his. He knew he should recognise them. He wanted to reach for them, ask for their help, but he was scared to move in case the pain returned.

      Fight.

      Tom dismissed the thought. Caledyr was just a sword. It didn’t know pain. It couldn’t understand what he’d just been through.

      Know pain.

      The thought was a jolt, a shock. It came with a wave of sadness and bitter regret. He lifted his head, looked for the sword, as if he half-expected it to have become a person. But there it was, resting up against a sled, still a sword.

      And he realised he understood the voices, and recognised the faces. He was back. Dank had brought them back.

      "I’m fine," he told them. He sat up, blinked, found Emyr’s face, and offered him a smile. "All in one piece." He took a shaky breath. "How’s Katharine?"

      "It doesn’t go well," Emyr said, and the fear in his voice washed all other thoughts away on a torrent of terror.

      "What’s happening?" He tried to stand, found his limbs were shaky and numb. "Where is she?"

      "Tom?" Katharine’s voice was pained. Weak. Scared.

      "I’m here," he called back. "Gravinn, give Mennvinn the herbs you gathered. Emyr, see to Dank."

      "They’re not here, Tom." Emyr pulled him to his feet, held him steady. "You’re the only one to come back."
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      "Find them," Tom ordered his king. Pushed him aside and stumbled into to the tent. "Tell me what’s happening," he demanded. But he could already see it for himself.

      Blood. Too much blood. And Katharine was pale.

      "She’s bleeding," Mennvinn said, her voice hard from the effort of keeping any emotion from it. She was holding her fear away from Katharine, like a hot iron that could burn her patient. But the dwarf’s eyes betrayed her.

      "Make it stop," he told her.

      "I’m not sure I can."

      "We need to cut her open." Jarnstenn stood near the tent, building a fire.

      "Cut her open?" Tom asked. "Why?"

      "To save the child."

      "I don’t have the equipment for that," Mennvinn replied. "Or the training."

      "Is Rose safe?" Katharine voice was hoarse, her skin pale and clammy, her breathing ragged as if she had run the length of Tir. She reached for him with bloody hands. "Rose is safe, isn’t she?"

      The tent was cramped, but Tom found space beside her, took her sticky hands in his. "Mennvinn will look after you."

      "Someone boil water and get me some rags. I can’t see what I’m doing."

      "Jarnstenn, rags," Tom ordered. "Draig, water. Do it now." To Mennvinn he said, "What’s happening?"

      "We need to get this baby out now." Mennvinn wouldn’t look at him.

      "Will they live?"

      "I need you to keep her calm," she replied. But panic of her own crept into her voice when Katharine grimaced. "Don’t push, Katharine."

      "I have to."

      "Don’t push."

      Katharine tensed, screwed her face against the pain, strained.

      "Don’t push!"

      "Don’t push, Katharine, don’t push," Tom babbled.

      Mennvinn said something in dwarfish and Jarnstenn stopped and stared.

      "What did you say?" Tom asked.

      "Hurry," was all Mennvinn said and Jarnstenn threw the rags he’d created to Draig and started pulling weapons from one of the sleds.

      "What’s happening?" Tom asked.

      "We need to get the baby out," Mennvinn replied. She was pale, but Tom had never seen her so determined. "Katharine, I’m sorry, but we don’t have anything for the pain. You’re just going to have to be really brave."

      Katharine babbled, "Wait wait wait what are you doing?" and cried out as Mennvinn brandished a small, long knife and cut her without warning. "Tom don’t look, don’t look, hold my hand, hold my hand." But he had to know what Mennvinn was doing, he had to make sure Katharine was safe, "What are you doing?" he asked, but Mennvinn didn’t reply, just asked Draig for rags that she used to mop up the blood, there was so much, iron nails, this was it, this was the end, this was it.

      "Jarnstenn, I need them now," Mennvinn waved a bloody hand and cursed in dwarfish. Jarnstenn hurried over with a pair of tongs.

      "What are they for?" Katharine asked.

      "I need more room.” Mennvinn stood, stepped out of the tent, and took the tongs from Jarnstenn. "Get her outside."

      “You escaped from the madhouse of something? She’ll freeze."

      "Do it." Her voice was still cold and dead, and if anything it was more terrifying for it.

      "Draig, help me," Tom ordered, and the elf stepped into the tent, lifted the blankets Katharine was lying on and helped Tom move her out into the snow.

      "Lift your legs," Mennvinn told her. "Tom, hold that one. Draig, hold the other."

      "What’s happening?" Tom asked her as he hooked his arm under Katharine’s knee. "Will you give me an iron-cursed answer?"

      "I think the afterbirth has torn. The baby will die if we don’t deliver it quickly. So that’s what we’re going to do." Mennvinn looked at Katharine. "Do you hear me? We’re going to deliver your baby. All of us, together."

      "Together." Katharine squeezed Tom’s hand and stared at him with wide eyes.

      "Together," he told her, and squeezed back.

      And Mennvinn lifted the tongs.

      "Wait, you’re pulling her out with those?" Tom asked. "Won’t that hurt her?"

      "It’s all we have."

      Mennvinn gave herself a moment. Tom watched her take a breath through the nose, out through pursed lips. She murmured something in dwarfish. And then she reached for the baby.

      Katharine screamed. She glared into the sky, face clenched with fury and fear, screaming through gritted teeth, tears rolling down her face and into her hair, sweat beading on her forehead only to roll back and join her tears. Emyr’s black bones, what was Mennvinn doing? She wasn’t even looking at her work, her eyes half-closed as she shifted and twisted and tensed and tugged and Katharine screamed again and it was Six that cried out, "For Oen’s sake, you’re killing her."

      "You’re welcome to try saving their lives if you prefer, master elf," the dwarf replied, voice soft, almost distracted, she twisted the other way.

      "They’re not designed for this," Jarnstenn said. "I use them to hold hot metal."

      "Almost there," she murmured.

      "You’ll crush the skull."

      "Be silent."

      "Don’t hurt her," Tom told Mennvinn, and he wasn’t sure if he meant Katharine, Rose, both, and then Mennvinn pulled and Katharine screamed again and Mennvinn said, "Push, if you can," and Katharine crushed Tom’s hand in hers and strained and grunted and cried and then it was done.

      She was covered in blood. Her face was covered in marks. And she was wailing like the world itself was ending.

      But she was here. Rose. She was alive. She was here.

      His daughter.

      He laughed. He couldn’t help it.

      "Is she alright? Is she well?" Katharine’s voice was tight with fear.

      "She’s beautiful." She was. And she felt too far away. He wanted to hold her and never let her go.

      Mennvinn obliged. "Take her," she said, still brusque and business-like. She pushed Rose into his arms, where she wailed and flailed, bloodied and beautiful. Tom shushed and crooned at her while Mennvinn took a strip of leather, tied the cord that bound Rose to Katharine, and cut it.

      "Wrap her up," she told Tom. "She’ll be cold."

      "Here." Draig offered some of the leftover rags. Putting Rose into them wasn’t easy. Tom felt a stab of fear every time her head lolled, worried his thighs were too cold when he laid her on them to wrap her, didn’t relax until he had her wrapped up and cradled in his arms again.

      He looked at Katharine and grinned. "We made a baby."

      Katharine offered him a tired, pained smile. "Let me hold her."

      He passed her to Katharine, and happy new tears joined the old as she grinned down at the tiny person resting on her chest. Rose stopped crying after a moment and just lay there while Katharine whispered to her. Her little face was screwed into a gentle frown, as if she was confused by a curious puzzle.

      “Take her back.” Mennvinn told Tom, voice soft, unwilling to break the spell.

      Tom didn’t want to look away. But her voice carried too much concern for him to ignore. "What is it?" he asked her.

      "We need to get the afterbirth out." Mennvinn gave Katharine a grim smile. “It’s not over yet."
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t take long for the afterbirth to emerge, and Tom sighed when it did. "So is it over?" he asked. "Is everyone safe?"

      But Katharine was pale and shivering and Mennvinn was still probing and pushing. "She’s still bleeding."

      "Bleeding for a time, is not that normal?" Draig asked.

      "I don’t think this much blood is normal," Mennvinn replied. But she didn’t sound sure. She kept looking, poking, and Katharine’s breathing seemed too heavy.

      "Why don’t you say hello to Mama?" Tom said to Rose, and holding her seemed to bring some focus back to Katharine’s dazed expression.

      "Hello," she said to Rose. "Hello, little one."

      "You did so well," he said to Katharine, and kissed her on the forehead. "I’m so proud of you."

      "She’s here," she replied. "Our little girl. Our little Rose."

      "Yes, she is."

      "I’m cold," Katharine whispered.

      "Let’s get you back into a tent." Even inside, it was still too cold, and he covered them in every blanket he could find. But they were sheltered, at least. He grinned as Rose began to make little o-shapes with her mouth, searching for her first meal. "I think she’s hungry."

      "Right." There was apprehension in Katharine’s eyes.

      "Just let her find it," he told her. "I’ll see if there are any more blankets. I’ll be right back."

      But when he stepped outside, Mennvinn’s face stopped him in his tracks.

      "She’s lost a lot of blood." She sighed, and Tom realised how tired she was. Dark rings sat under her eyes. She wasn’t sleeping. "And the afterbirth wasn’t intact. I think there might still be some inside. I’ve done what I can. But I can do no more." She looked to the ground at their feet, as if she feared rebuke. "I don’t have the supplies. Or the skills."

      "Is it enough?" Tom asked. "Will she live?"

      Mennvinn stared at the ground, steeling herself for her answer. But Katharine had to live. She couldn’t go now. And if she went, she would take Rose with her. A baby couldn’t survive in the wilderness without her mother.

      "No." Mennvinn made it as gentle as possible. But it was still like a knife to the gut. Tom felt his eyes grow hot, the tears threaten to break over his cheeks.

      "What do we do?" He failed to keep his voice steady. There must be something. Anything.

      "We need to get her to a cirgeon."

      There was no chance of that. Not since they’d lost Dank.

      "Tom," Katharine called. His feet moved without thought, taking him back into the tent, back to her side. Where he belonged. He knelt and she reached out with one hand, the other cradling Rose to her chest. "It’s too late for that," she said. "Just hold my hand."

      He took her hand in his, saw how they were both caked in dry, flaking blood. "This isn’t it," he said.

      "I can feel it." She was pale, tired. She was cold to the touch. "It isn’t fair." Pain made her eyes ugly, pain at the loss, the injustice. She was forced to say goodbye to Rose just moments after meeting her. She was angry. But she didn’t have the strength to hold onto that anger.

      But Tom did. Rose should have been born in a civilised place, with cirgeons and medicine and the tools to keep her alive. And why was she here? Because of the fay. The cruel, manipulative, callous fay. And now she would die.

      No. He wouldn’t let it happen. He would change it. He had to. He was a Knight of Tir. He was a father.

      And fathers don’t give up on their daughters.

      "Take her." Katharine’s eyelids were heavy. "Please. I can’t."

      "You can." But he took Rose. She squirmed within her swaddling, made a small noise of protest before settling again. He felt a smile blooming just looking at her, but it was torn from his face by Katharine’s deep breath. As if she wasn’t getting enough air. He took her hand again. "Don’t give up. Please. We need you."

      She smiled. "You do." Her eyelids drifted downwards. "You’ll have to be both of us," she said. "Be a good father. And a good mother."

      "No. I won’t." He knew it was cruel to say it. But he knew he’d say anything to keep her fighting. "You have to stay."

      "I want to." Her smile faded and her brow furrowed. "It isn’t fair. I was so close."

      "We’re right here. Stay with us. I can keep you safe, if you stay."

      She opened her eyes again. Met his gaze, held it, gripped his hand, as if trying to push her words into him with force of will. "I love you." And then her grip grew weak and she closed her eyes.

      "No." She couldn’t go. He squeezed her hand, almost crushed it to get a reaction, shook it, "No," he told her, held the back of her hand against Rose’s swaddled form. "Fight, Katharine, be strong, just for a little while, come back, please."

      Her hand was cold.

      It came to pass.

      The fear of this moment, the tension he’d felt for months bubbled forth. He wanted to roar, to rage, to tear down the world. But he held his daughter in his hands and whimpered, "Don’t leave us."

      The wind howled and Rose began to cry. "I’m sorry," he whispered to her. "I’m sorry."

      "There was nothing you could have done," Mennvinn said.

      Tom sniffed, wiped his eyes. "Hush," he told Rose. “Mama's resting, she’s just resting, hush now." He pushed himself off his knees, stepped out of the tent. He couldn’t face them. He couldn’t let them see his shame.

      "I’m sorry, Tom," Emyr said. "I truly am."

      Six had pulled himself out of his own tent, and was staring into the fire. "I’m sorry," he said.

      Their sympathy was like a permission, and Tom let himself sob. She’d deserved so much more. Now she’d never finish her map to Cairnarim, never find her fame, never see Rose grow up. He’d never get to see her smile again. He’d never get to tell her that he loved her. "I’m sorry," he whispered. "I love you." Too late. He’d let her down again. Why couldn’t he have left all this behind and just gone with her like she’d asked him, like he’d wanted to?

      Voices, hushed, arguing, he looked up and saw Six and Mennvinn whispering at each other, "Eirwen’s grace, show some respect," Tom spat at them. Katharine’s dead, he wanted to say. But he couldn’t.

      He couldn’t say the words.

      "Just do it," Six snapped, and Mennvinn knelt by Katharine’s body and touched her wrist with her fingers.

      Tom couldn’t say she was dead.

      He sniffed, wiped his eyes. "She isn’t dead," he said. He could say it.

      Mennvinn said something in dwarfish, but Tom was already marching towards the supplies, searching for the jar. Don’t think, don’t fear, don’t feel. Just do it. There was still time. Rose was crying, and he was bouncing her in one arm, "Hush, soon, Papa will take care of you soon, I’m sorry, we need to be brave and strong for Mama, hush now." There, there was the jar, he pulled it free with one hand, pulled the rags away from it until the sprite was revealed and the light shone bright in his eyes. He snatched up Caledyr, carried both the sword and the jar over to the tent, pushed Mennvinn aside. A moment of clarity made him stop, pull the coin from his pocket and push it into Mennvinn’s hands, before he told the sprite, "Take me, Rose, and Katharine into Faerie. Now."

      He pulled the cork free, felt a tug, and the world was gone.
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      Rose was quiet. Shocked into silence, just for a moment. He held her close to his chest. A warm, midsummer’s breeze blew across them, and the air was thick with magic. "Don’t be afraid," he told her. "Papa's here."

      He lifted his head and gazed up at the whole of Faerie arrayed around him.

      This was new.

      The fay had built a replica of the arena in the merrow city, only this one was as the original had once been, shining and new and sharp and perfect. A legion of Faerie creatures stared down at him from dozens and dozens of concentric rings of seats, while he stood in the arena’s centre, in a great circle of fine white sand. Katharine lay beside him, without her blankets, without her dignity; the sprite had left her bloodied thighs bare and her chest exposed. It was a cheap, nasty move, and Tom immediately lowered himself to one knee and rearranged Katharine’s clothes to protect her modesty.

      "Do you give us the knee, Thomas Rymour?" A voice called. "Is that why you are here?"

      He wanted to stay kneeling. No, he wanted to sit. To lie down. But he wouldn’t kneel to the fay. So he pushed himself to his feet, failing to keep in a groan at the effort. Lifted his chin and found the speaker. The fay known as Grim stood on a podium amongst the seats, but he was much changed since Tom had last seen him.

      He was still short and stocky, still covered in thick, black hair. His eyes still glowed an unnatural red, and his enormous mouth was still filled with long, needle-like teeth. But now much of him was covered in bright armour that twisted and whorled into patterns that were painful to the eye, and much of his face was hidden behind a tall helm. A golden trident topped off the new look.

      The fay looked ready for battle, and this arena was made for violence, not for talk. So Tom tried to appeal to the crowd's desire for entertainment. "I have come here to treat with the King and the Queen of Faerie,” he said for all to hear.

      Melwas and Mab were sat on either side of Grim's podium, encased in tall thrones that sat black against the white stone. Melwas was clad in his armour save his helm, glaring at Tom like he hoped he would burst into flames. And Mab, wearing a simple black gown, gazed at him with greedy desire.

      "In this place, we are both king and queen.” Grim grinned, and Tom couldn’t help but notice how the fay’s teeth flexed and shifted, like they had breath of their own.

      He dragged his gaze from Grim’s disturbing visage and looked directly at Mab. "I have a proposition for you," he said.

      Mab’s greedy smile faltered; she’d noticed he hadn’t called her his queen. But she said nothing. Instead it was Grim who replied. "There are no propositions in this place," he said.

      Very well. He’d play the game. While Katharine and Rose were here, they could not die. Just as Emyr had lived with a mortal wound for a thousand years, so Katharine and Rose could live without dying. "And what is this place?" he said, fulfilling his part.

      "The grand arena," Grim replied, lifting his trident to a roar of approval from the crowd.

      "And who fights here?"

      "The mortals."

      Mortals. They were bringing mortals here to fight for their amusement. "And who do they fight?" Tom asked, knowing the answer but needing to hear it from Grim’s fat lips.

      "Us." He touched fingertips to his armoured chest. Armour that was purely for show, for the flesh beneath could not be harmed by mortal hands. And there was no chance the fay were giving iron blades to their prey.

      The fay were bringing mortals here to fight a fight they could not possibly win. It was cruel. Monstrous. Evil. "I fail to see the entertainment in an unfair fight."

      "Long have we called you the seer that cannot see," Grim replied.

      Tom ignored the jibe. "I am not here to fight."

      "Mortals have no voice here. Though you are permitted to wail and moan, for our pleasure."

      Fight.

      Tom’s fingers itched to draw Caledyr and strike Grim down. But his hands, his actions were no longer his alone. Rose and Katharine came first. "I came here to offer the fay something more than a mere fight."

      But Grim shook his head. "We have fought many mortals, Thomas Rymour. Their bones built a path that leads to you. You will fight. You will fall. You will heal, and fight, and fall again. I will cut you down from now until the end of days. This is your fate: unending death, by my hand!" He lifted that hand over his head and the fay cheered and applauded, laughed and taunted Tom. Only Melwas and Mab were quiet. Melwas glared at him from his throne. And Mab frowned her concern while Puck whispered in her ear.

      "That sounds like it might grow rather dull," Tom replied. "Wouldn’t you rather see how our quest ends first?"

      "We long to hear your bones crack, see your flesh split, taste your blood on our tongue." Grim’s teeth unfolded like a flower under morning sunlight and a long, pointed tongue snaked from between his fat lips. "We want to see how long it takes for you to beg for mercy."

      Tom’s skin tightened at the thought. "Yet I came here willingly," he said, and managed to keep his voice steady. "If we fought now, until the end of time, you would always know I came here of my own will. That I endured this by choice."

      "You did not know this was the fate that awaited you."

      "Didn’t I?" He forced his own grin. "I’ve seen first-hand how the fay treats those who have wronged them. This is nothing to the horrors I imagined awaited me here. Fighting you for eternity at least gives me the chance to hurt you in return."

      Grim’s smile faltered. "Then you came to your doom of your own accord?"

      "No." He lifted his voice, to ensure that every fay could hear him. "I came here to ask for a boon."

      There was a rush of whispered shock. Scoffing. Disbelief. Distrust. Why would Thomas Rymour ask for a boon, when he knew what such a thing entailed?

      Even Grim was at a loss. He turned to Melwas, ceded his authority, and the Faerie King glowered, his lip twitched, preparing to give the order, ignore him, cut him down, take the woman and child.

      But it was Mab who spoke. "What boon is this you speak of?"

      Tom fought his grin. He had them now. Curiosity. It killed many cats. "You know the woman with me." He nodded to Rose in his arms. "And this is our daughter. I love them both. More than anything." He could see the hurt in Mab’s eyes, the anger, and he spoke quickly. "They won’t survive in Tir, and so I ask you to keep them here, until I can return and take them back to a place where they can be healed and where they can be safe."

      Mab’s lips curled in disgust. "And why would we do this thing?"

      "Because you want to see if I can get them back." Tom tried not to smile as he realised it was true.

      But Melwas shook his head. “You demand a sunset and offer the sunrise that is sure to follow.” He tapped two fingers to the point in his chest where Tom had stabbed him with Caledyr. “We already know that you would try to rescue your women. You must offer us something we want.”

      Sudden, certain knowledge coiled in Tom’s gut. He knew what he had to do. And he hated himself for how ready he was to do it. “Dank is missing,” he said. “Lost in the maelstrom. If I find him, I will deliver him to you.”

      A gross betrayal. But he had no choice. The lives of Katharine and Rose depended on staying here. And Tom would do anything to keep them safe.

      Mab smirked at the pain in his eyes, before dismissing it with a flick of her hand. ”We can find Dank ourselves." She lifted her chin towards Grim. "Begin."

      No. He couldn’t fight, not with Rose. But he moved her into his left arm, just in case. "Wait."

      Grim bowed to Mab. "We will dedicate this first kill to you, our lady queen."

      "Wait!"

      Grim dropped from the podium and into the circle of sand, and the crowd roared as he pumped his trident in the air. Iron nails, this was getting out of hand. Tom drew Caledyr with his free hand, turned to put himself between Grim and Rose.

      "Ask Mester Stoorworm how this tasted," he cried, hefting the sword so all could see it. "If I have to fight you, Grim, I will. I’ll skewer you like a pig. I’ll get what I want, and you’ll have suffered for nothing."

      "For an immortal, Thomas Rymour, pain is just another way to pass the time." Grim spoke for the audience, earning another cheer. He twirled his trident like a baton, and adopted a pose intended to provoke another cheer. Was he all show? No. Grim had always been savage, a beast sent to prey on mortal cheer. Performing for a crowd was new. So was the trident. Tom would have to assume he was as adept with the latter as the former.

      Which meant violence and peril. So he turned his back, dropped Caledyr, and tucked Rose into Katharine’s tunic, "Give Mama a cuddle," he told her, more to distract himself from the tightness in his limbs, the readiness to feel Grim’s trident in his back. But he settled Rose, snatched up Caledyr, and turned to see Grim hadn’t advanced.

      "That was honourable of you," Tom said. "Thank you."

      The fay grinned. "We want to see you at your best."

      "I’m afraid my best might be far behind me," Tom replied, brought Caledyr to his forehead in salute. "I claim my boon in return for felling Grim," he called.

      Laughter in the audience, but not the raucous hilarity Tom had expected. Instead he felt apprehension, uncertainty, excitement. They didn’t know who was going to win.

      Grim made his claim to his audience. "I claim time with the woman, in return for felling Thomas Rymour."

      Tom didn’t need the sword to lend him strength or anger. Strike him down.

      "Last chance, Grim," he said, and waited for the fay to turn his face to the crowd to deliver his response.

      That’s when Tom charged.

      Grim was quick, but he was caught off-guard. He tried to parry the blow with the haft of the trident, and Caledyr sliced through it like it was gossamer, the blade sweeping up and across Grim’s helm. The fay staggered back under the blow, and Tom twisted his feet, shifted his grip, and drove Caledyr up and into Grim’s chest.

      He released the sword and let Grim fall to the ground. The arena was silent.

      Tom kicked aside one half of Grim’s trident and planted a foot on the fay’s chest. "Now, shall we talk about my boon?"
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        * * *

      

      The audience was sent away, to their disappointment, and Melwas and Mab descended into the arena to stand before Tom. Mab was attended by Puck, who avoided Tom’s eye. Melwas was without an attendant; it would be some time before Herne returned, if he ever did. The Faerie King glared at Tom, and his eye frequently drifted to Grim’s prone, still form. Or to Caledyr, planted in Grim’s chest like a violent flag pole.

      "That was an impressive performance, our Tom." There was a hint of pride in Mab’s voice. She cast a disapproving glance at Grim’s body. "Perhaps we put our faith in the wrong champion."

      Melwas towered over Tom. "What do you want?" he growled.

      Tom had to crane his neck to meet Melwas’ eye. “My boon: I want you to keep Katharine and Rose safe."

      "You are beyond boons," Melwas snapped. "You raised a hand to our royal person, unleashed violence upon our people, and used that foul little sorcerer’s magics to undo Herne. We have named you an enemy of Faerie, and any effort we expend on you will be only to see you punished."

      Tom looked to Mab, who gave him the tiniest of nods. It hurt. And he hated that it hurt. But hearing those words, seeing them confirmed by Mab, pricked at a vulnerable spot inside of him.

      Don’t show it. Stand tall.

      He looked back to Melwas and said, "We have been collecting the glarn in order to seal the way between Faerie and Tir. If we succeed, you would be trapped here, and you would no longer be able to sustain yourself on the magic of the world. You would diminish." He looked at Mab. "Until you were no more."

      "You would see us ended?" She wrinkled her nose at Tom.

      "I just want to see those I care about safe and well."

      Melwas’ voice was cold as he said, "And we want to see you holding your own entrails, flayed and burned and begging for the end, knowing that you will not die, that Ankou will stitch you back together so we can pull you apart again, and again, and again, until the sun grows cold and the nights grow long and all is nothing more than dust. And still we will watch you suffer." His anger wasn’t a hot, burning thing, ready to burn out when enough time had passed. This was a cold, frozen thing. Unending. Unyielding. There would be no song in Melwas’ heart when he had Tom tortured. And that made it far more frightening.

      "I won my boon in combat,” Tom replied with a confidence he didn’t feel. “You cannot deny me.”

      “Cannot?” Melwas’ nostrils flared. "You come to our realm and dictate to us as if Thomas Rymour were king and Melwas his subject."

      "You told me to face you." His boon rested on a knife’s edge, and he felt off-balance. "I do only as you commanded."

      And Mab smiled her dark smile. The one Emyr said she had stolen from Eirwen. "Be careful what you wish for, my king."

      Melwas smiled too. It wasn’t the reaction Tom had expected. "Do you challenge us, little Tom?" he asked, his rich baritone rolling around the shadow of his amusement. "Would you fight for our queen’s hand?"

      The sight of Melwas with his hand resting on his sword faded, and Tom found himself hot, sweating, tired, ducking as that same sword carved through the air above him.

      Step. Step. Duck. Parry.

      Emylt and Caledyr clashed, the impact ringing down Tom’s arms, making his muscles rubbery, already Melwas was shifting, sliding Emylt free of the parry.

      Step. Duck.

      Melwas spun and the air almost hummed as Emylt cut through it and passed overhead. Too close, he’d barely ducked in time, already Caledyr was moving his feet, but he was too slow, and Melwas was too fast, and he couldn’t win this.

      The present moment came back and Tom’s heart was hammering. He took a deep, calming breath. Was that how he would meet death? At Melwas’ hand?

      "I suppose it was always going to end that way, wasn’t it?" He sighed. It made sense. Who else had such an interest in seeing him dead? But he’d rather have died at someone else’s hand. Anyone else’s. "But not today."

      "But someday.” Melwas smirked as if he had won a great prize. "These are the terms for keeping your woman and your child safe."

      "They are not to be fed Faerie food," Tom told them. That would trap them in Faerie forever. "And they will be cared for by Melusine. No-one else."

      "Why Melusine?" Mab’s eyes were slits, as if she were squinting against a bright light.

      In truth, Tom couldn’t say why. But she understood family, and Tom sensed she would respect the bond of family more than oaths and boons. Besides, she had offered to help. But all he said to Mab was, “She is a mother at heart.”

      "What of Lull?" Mab asked. Lull, the Faerie nursemaid. But Tom wasn’t going to leave Rose in the care of someone charged with looking after the mortal children kidnapped by the fay; it would feel too much like he was giving Rose up. Like he was helping Mab steal his daughter.

      So he said, "I am not certain if they will be safe with Lull."

      "But they will be safe with Melusine?"

      "I believe so."

      "And if we believe otherwise?"

      "These are my terms."

      "Indeed?" Mab pursed her lips, somewhere between amusement and irritation. "Then you will take the sprite back with you." She glanced upwards and Tom followed her gaze to see Dank’s sprite hovering above them.

      "Very well." Even though he didn’t want a Faerie spy in their midst. "It can help us find Dank."

      "Indeed."

      "Do you know where he is?"

      "The traitor and his companion are adrift," Mab told him with relish. "Grains of sand that would be a beach if they could find the shore."

      Tom had felt that tattering, the way the maelstrom tugged and shredded the edges of the mind and the heart. They hadn’t deserved such an end. Gravinn could have been safe and sound in the Western Kingdom. Dank could have remained here. Not safe. But sound, at least. "Do they suffer?"

      "Not anymore."

      "They would have done," Melwas added with a cruel smile. "They would have known nothing but pain, and then the hurt of watching their souls unravel and being unable to recall the very thing they have lost.”

      Tom tried not to imagine how Dank and Gravinn had felt as they were torn apart. Did they feel abandoned? Did they feel like he had left them to pain and death?

      Fight.

      The thought surprised him, tugged his gaze to Grim, to the sword that rested in the fay’s unmoving chest. Fight? How?

      Find the shore. That’s what Mab had said. "So we have an agreement?" he asked. "You will keep Katharine and Rose safe. In return, you enjoy watching me attempt to rescue them."

      "And you bring us Dank,” Mab reminded him.

      "And you fight us,” Melwas added. “For our lady queen’s affections. Once and for all, we will settle this."

      "And I will fight you." Tom cast an eye over Mab. Emyr had said she’d taken Eirwen’s smile. Where had she taken the eager look in her eyes? Where had she taken her throaty laugh? Where had she taken the way she talked, walked, smelt?

      It was revolting to think that she was a collection of dead things. But when she smiled at him, his body still reacted.

      "And when I win,” Melwas said, “you will bend the knee."

      Tom blinked. "What?"

      "You heard us." Melwas lifted a gauntleted hand, curled it into a fist. "Once I have defeated you, you will swear your loyalty to us. You will declare King Melwas of Faerie your true king, and you will agree to obey all of our commands."

      No. He couldn’t. He couldn’t lie, and so swearing such an oath would bind him to it. Wouldn’t it? He had sworn an oath to Duke Regent and fled. Could he swear an oath that left him enough room to disobey?

      As if Tom had spoken aloud, Melwas added, "We know how slippery you are, little man. We will make you swear such an unbreakable oath that you cannot sneeze without our permission."

      It was too much. Melwas could make him do anything. Hand over the glarn. Kill Six, Emyr, and the others. Hurt Katharine.

      Hurt Rose.

      He only had to kneel if he lost this fight. But the Faerie King had bested King Emyr. He would best Thomas Rymour too.

      But he had no choices, so he took a breath and said, "Yes. I will bend the knee, if I lose.” And he would just have to find a way to win.

      Melwas grinned, a proud, arrogant, victorious grin. "It is done," he said, and waved a hand. Melusine stepped forward. Tom hadn’t seen her arrive. Seeing her approach with her arms out replaced his dread with a different kind of fear; the reality of handing his daughter to the fay. He was gripped by a sudden panic and clutched Rose to his chest. He couldn’t do it. He would take her back. He would take care of Rose.

      But whatever place Cairnarim was, it would be no place for a newborn babe.

      "We will keep her as our own," Melusine promised.

      "Keep her as mine," he replied. "Don’t feed her any Faerie food," he repeated.

      "We won’t." Her smile was understanding.

      "Or let her out of your sight."

      "Not for a moment."

      "And Ankou isn’t to tend to Katharine. Or Angau. Leave her be."

      "Understood."

      Tom lifted Rose’s head to his lips, kissed her, smelled her. She began to fuss and squirm. How long would it be before he saw her again? "Tell her about me," he murmured. "Every day. Tell her that her papa loves her."

      "We will."

      "I love you," he whispered into Rose’s hair. "Papa loves you. Never forget that. Never."

      And then he handed her over, and she started to cry, and it was all he could do to keep from snatching her back and running as far as he could. She didn’t belong in another’s care. She needed him. He knew he was doing the right thing. But it felt like he was abandoning her. Like he’d abandoned Degor. "I’ll come back for you," he told her, and took consolation in being able to say it.

      "We’ll take care of her until you do," Melusine told him.

      "Thank you," he managed, and turned to Katharine before his resolve broke. "I’ll come back for you too," he whispered. He ran a hand through her hair. She was still cold. Still pale. It shouldn’t have happened like this.

      "Enough," Melwas said. Tom felt the weight of the sprite land on his shoulder, the light almost painful at the edge of his vision. "You have your bargain, little Tom. Be gone from our sight."

      Tom felt a familiar tug, and opened his mouth to say goodbye to Katharine, to say, "I love you."

      But Faerie was already gone.
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        * * *

      

      There was no sight or sound within the maelstrom, but the sprite’s voice was a roar, its light was a storm that seared the thoughts, and Tom was an ant next to the inferno.

      "Dank is scattered." The words rattled through every corner of his mind, shaking loose his own thoughts. "We must collect him."

      And Gravinn. But he had no mouth to say the words. And the maelstrom was already pulling at him. Already he could feel little snags of his self catching on the brambles of the storm.

      But there was a cold, black pebble within him that was unmoved.

      "That will keep you safe," boomed the sprite. "Cling to it." And the light turned away from Tom and shone across the nothingness. Like an incandescent beast. Like a gargantuan will of the wisp, luring the lost and the prey. Ready to consume.

      "We call to him," the sprite said.

      What do I do? he wondered. He could feel his edges fraying. Why was he here?

      "He might not trust us." The hurt was impossibly big, like a black ocean of loss. "You must call too."

      How? I have no voice.

      "This place is magic," it replied. "And you have magic."

      Would the pebble grow larger?

      "You would rather leave him here?"

      No. So Tom reached out, the way he reached into the twig and into the coin and into the monolith at Cairnagwyn. It felt too easy now, as if he could extend his entire mind and let it be whisked away, and the maelstrom urged him to do it, throw himself into the chaos and find the calmness of nothing.

      A single wisp of the sprite encircled Tom, a heatless tendril of bright flame that would burn him if it got too close. "Call. Do not chase him, or you will be scattered too."

      The storm was less within the sprite’s embrace, the worst of it kept at bay. It made it easier to hold himself together. Iron nails, he had to get out of this place. He reached out past the sprite’s defences with a single thought: here. Here.

      Nothing. Each thought he sent out was swept away. Did a part of him go with it? Was he forgetting himself? He couldn’t remember Degor’s first birthday. What colour were Katharine’s eyes?

      "You’re panicking." The sprite’s disdain washed through him. But it was right. Had he breath, he would have taken a deep one. But the thought of it felt the same as doing it, and he felt calmer. He reached out again.

      There. He felt something. Not even a thought. Like a fish brushing your ankle in the shallows. He reached for it but it swam away.

      "Gently." The sprite’s voice was like a slap. So Tom kept reaching out. Here. Here. Here.

      Here? Where? Here?

      The thoughts weren’t Dank's. Tom could tell immediately. He didn’t recognise them. Who were they?

      "Wayward travellers."

      We should help them.

      "They are too long lost. They can’t remember how to be together."

      They would remember. But the sprite ushered them away and held Tom back. He reached past as best he could. Come back. Stay, we can help. But the furious light of the sprite was too much to bear, and they fled into eternal nothing.

      Tom?

      There! That was Dank. He reached for it, but found nothing more than that same thought over and over. Tom? Tom? Tom?

      Where was the rest of him?

      "He will gather himself to himself."

      That didn’t make much sense, so Tom kept calling into the maelstrom. But nothing else seemed to come forward. He tried to ape what the sprite was doing, reaching around Dank’s single thought and keeping it from the scattering winds, but it wasn’t easy when that same wind was buffeting his own mind.

      "No. Let it be free. Let him hear himself."

      Tom let Dank’s thought go, watched it drift away. Tom? Tom? Tom? He wanted to snatch it back, hold on to at least this part of Dank. But the sprite placed a tendril of burning light between the thought and Tom’s own. All he could do was watch it go and call after it: here. Here. Here.

      We’ll lose him, he thought.

      "Have faith," the sprite replied.

      In what?

      "In your friend."

      That shamed Tom, but not enough to quash his fear. If he lost Dank after having hold of him, even a small part of him, it would be his fault. He would have failed them, Dank and Gravinn. He would have abandoned them to this place.

      "You’re panicking again."

      No. He was afraid. And angry. He was losing too many people. He wouldn’t lose more. So he called out, with all his fear and rage and desperation.

      DANK! GRAVINN!

      And the little black pebble grew a little more, and the sprite shied away.

      But the little thought wavered. Held. Tom. It sounded less hesitant. More certain. Yes, Tom.

      Yes, it’s me. Come back to us, both of you. Come back.

      There, another thought. One of Dank’s, saying to itself safe, safe, safe over and over. And with it came another, a different shape and texture. One of Gravinn’s. This one had no words, just fear. But Dank’s thought embraced it and held it against the maelstrom. And there was another, and another. Dank’s thoughts came together, and each came with a fragment of Gravinn.

      "He heard you." The sprite approved, even as it shied from the black emptiness of spent magic that Tom carried like a lodestone around his neck.

      The thoughts gathered together, swirled into one, and the more there were, the faster they came. But they were all tangled. Gravinn’s thoughts were mixed in with Dank’s, and they didn’t separate.

      What’s wrong? Why are they like that?

      "They can’t remember who they are." The sprite’s terror shook Tom and he felt a thought scatter away into the storm, never to return. The fay reached out with a brilliant tendril, to touch the cloud of thoughts, but they danced away from the painful light. "Remember us," it told the thoughts. "Remember us?"

      They remembered the sprite, and they didn’t. But the more thoughts that joined the swirling mass, the more confused it became, and in a moment the thoughts began to scatter and flee the confusion and the fear. The sprite reached out and tried to herd them back, but they fought its embrace, desperate to escape.

      "Help me,” the sprite demanded.

      How?

      Remind them who they are.

      How?

      But the sprite was too busy catching stray thoughts. So Tom reached out. Gravinn? Gravinn, come to me. Leave Dank. Come to me.

      But that was no use. None of the thoughts knew if they belonged to Gravinn anymore. So Tom drifted closer, reached out to the nearest thought, a simple mantra of free, free, free.

      You’re Gravinn, he told it, and held it to one side. Reached to another that sang a few notes of a melody over and over. It sounded like Dank, so Tom told it who it was and held it to another side. He listened to each stray thought and tried to figure out which was which. Sometimes he wasn’t sure, so he let it go and it would drift to one side or the other. Because it knew who it was? Or was it guessing?

      "Faster," the sprite boomed. The cloud of thoughts were dissipating, zipping this way and that, trying to escape the sprite’s prison. "We cannot hold them forever."

      Tom snatched thoughts from the maelstrom as quickly as he could.

      "If they escape, we won’t catch them again."

      There wasn’t time to examine them all; all Tom could do was try to get the flavour of them and push them to the cloud that felt right. What if he was wrong?

      "Hurry." The sprite was closing its grip, pressing the thoughts together, trying to contain them, and suddenly they were a dark cloud surround him, a storm within a storm, and he pushed and ordered them as best he could but the terror in them was infecting him too and he felt like he was beginning to lose himself in the chaos, he caught a thought, was that his, iron nails this one felt like his, he kept it, the sprite’s grip was tightening, the maelstrom was thick with thoughts, was this Gravinn or Dank, Gravinn, must be her, this one Dank, one slipped past him and sped off into the maelstrom and the sprite said, "No more time," before crushing them all together in its blinding embrace and pulling them from one storm to another.
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        * * *

      

      His first thought was, am I me?

      He turned to find Katharine, and she wasn’t there.

      Then he felt the ache in his heart, to know that his daughter was trapped in Faerie, and he knew who he was. I must be me. This is my pain.

      Tom lifted his head and a furious wind blew snow into his eyes. He had eyes to be stung. Skin to be frozen. He was free of the maelstrom. This was Tir.

      He knew he should stand. That there was more to do. He had to see if Dank and Gravinn were here. If they were safe.

      Please. Just a moment.

      Was that his thought?

      A cry. Rose? No, not Rose. But it was a cry of shock and fear. His limbs moved before his thoughts could catch up, pushing him to his feet and towards the sound. Cries and shouts and the sound of breaking glass. He reached for the sword, to see off this new threat, to fight another fight.

      But Caledyr was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      The scabbard at his waist was empty. Had he dropped the sword? Had he lost it in the maelstrom?

      No. He knew where it was: Faerie. When Melwas had sent him back, the Faerie King had kept the sword. Of course he had. Why let Tom keep it? Why risk his success? And why allow him a weapon that could stop a fay in its tracks?

      It was over. There was no hope without Caledyr. They couldn’t seal away Faerie without all the glarn. He let despair and fatigue drop him to his knees.

      Fight.

      It wasn’t Caledyr. Just the memory of the sword. That’s what it would say. And it was right. Katharine and Rose needed him. So did the others.

      He bowed his head. Just a moment. He just needed a moment to rest.

      One moment here was another moment Katharine and Rose had to spend in Faerie. A moment spent with creatures that wanted to hurt them.

      Curse you.

      I am you.

      Curse me, then. And he pushed himself to his feet, which felt more difficult than lifting the world itself, and looked around.

      The sprite was causing havoc, upending sleds, breaking jars, flying through the fire and sending sparks everywhere. One of the tents had caught alight.

      It was taking its revenge. How had he failed to see this coming?

      Iron blades were waved through the air, but the sprite was small and hard to hit. Chaos. And what could Tom do? Nothing. The despair rose up in him again for a moment. No. Fight.

      So he strode towards the camp, and roared, "Enough!"

      The sprite stopped for a moment, hovered out of reach.

      "You’re angry. I understand that. But we are Dank’s friends. Hurting us will hurt him. I know you don’t want that."

      The sprite was too small and its light too bright to make out its features. But something changed. And Tom got the feeling he had said just the wrong thing.

      It darted towards him, he lunged for it, missed, it passed him, raced for Dank’s prone form and dove into his forehead.

      The man screamed.

      The sprite burrowed beneath his skin, climbing in against Dank’s will, forcing its way into his body. The tattoos in his skin writhed, lashing across his features, and Dank clawed at his own face, trying to stop the sprite or stop the pain.

      "Help him!" Tom rushed to Dank’s side and tried to get a grip on the sprite’s legs, but Dank’s flailing hands caught him in the side of the head and he stumbled back. Draig snatched Dank’s wrist, tried to get a hold of the other one, Dank’s back arched and he screamed again, the sprite was almost inside, Tom reached for the sprite but Emyr was already there, pressing the flat of an iron knife against Dank’s forehead, and Dank roared and writhed and the blade drew blood and then Dank was still.

      He hung limp from Draig’s grip. The elf let go and Dank fell to the ground. His eyes had rolled up into his head. His mouth hung open. He didn’t close either against the driving snow.

      The tattoos stilled.

      "Is he dead?" Draig asked.

      Dank blinked. The eyes that stared out of his head were not his own.

      "We warned you." Dank grinned. Melwas’ grin. "This one is ours."

      Dank cracked his head against Draig’s nose, leapt to his feet, faced Emyr.

      "The king of Tir," he sneered with Melwas’ mocking tone.

      "Fight them, Dank," Emyr told him.

      Dank laughed, and Emyr tried to lunge while Dank’s guard was down, but the boy was too quick, he slapped Emyr’s knife from his hand and drove an elbow into his face, a foot into his belly.

      Tom charged, but he was tired, weak, slow. Dank blocked his swing with ease and a gut punch made Tom gag before a blow to the head sent him to the ground.

      "Stop him!" Jarnstenn swung a hammer into the back of Dank’s knees, bringing the man to the ground with a roar while Mennvinn leapt onto his back.

      But Dank rolled, crushing Mennvinn under his weight, kicked Jarnstenn in the jaw, and came to his feet, free of dwarfs. And he began to kick them.

      "Filthy little smoke-lovers," he spat.

      "Leave them alone." Tom’s words were hoarse, the snow biting into his eyes, he could barely hear himself over the wind. But Dank heard him. Turned and glared at him, wild grin revealing a madness within.

      "Will you stop us, little Tom?" he asked. Turned and spread his arms, as if for an embrace. "Challenge us now. Don’t let your friends fight your battles."

      "Don’t let Dank fight yours." Getting to his feet was a struggle. As if he had grown heavier.

      "This body is ours."

      The casual, possessive air with which Melwas wore Dank was sickening. Like he was no more than an outfit. A novelty. "Nothing in Tir belongs to you."

      "Tir is nothing more than a delivery room, little Tom." He spoke as if explaining something simple to a small child. "Your time here is nothing more than a birthing pain. Your mortal forms are larvae. Crawling maggots on the face of the world. Until you die, and blossom as just a small part of Faerie. That’s all you’re good for, little Tom. You and your ilk. You are food. We can hunt you as we will. Who will stop us? You?"

      "I will try."

      "You will fail."

      "Perhaps."

      "And what then, we wonder? What will your friends think, when we best you and you fulfil your oath to us? To bend the knee?" Dank grinned as expressions around him turned to disbelief, to horror, to revulsion. "Such a price you bargained for your woman’s life."

      Tom ignored everyone else. Put out one fire at a time. "If you expect me to fail, why not release Dank?"

      "Because he betrayed us," Melwas-as-Dank replied. "We want him to feel his body hurt those around him before we take him back to Faerie. Where we’ll hurt him." And Dank’s lips grinned, despite what those words meant for him.

      "Let him go."

      "Never."

      Dank launched himself at Tom, who swung a fist, blocked a counter-blow, Dank got hold of his hair, headbutted Tom and stopped every thought cold. Tom was dimly aware of falling onto his back, of the storm whirling around them, a faint voice told him to fight, a ghost of a memory, and then Dank was on top of him, hands wrapped around his throat, crushing his windpipe, he clawed at Dank’s fingers, tried to prise them free, kicked, flailed, clawed at Dank’s face, Melwas was speaking, taunting him, air, breathe, breathe, air, shadows were creeping into the edge of his vision, blood roared in his ears, his head felt like it would burst, like Dank would twist it right off, air, breathe, save me anyone, please, they’d abandoned him, they would let the fay kill him, please, I didn’t mean it, air, air, air, blood dripped from Dank’s face onto his and the storm died down and the light faded from the world.

      But a voice kept him from slipping away. A voice that spoke words he didn’t understand, that struck the dark stone in his self and set it vibrating.

      The pressure on his throat was gone. He sucked in a snowy breath, coughed, got an arm over his mouth and tried again, and again, each breath filling his throat with needles, but he had air, he had breath. Dank was gone. On his feet. Tom pushed himself upright and saw the other man had his back to him. Facing the voice.

      Facing Ambrose.

      The sorcerer walked out of his tent, staff aloft, dark eyes burning and voice ringing clear. The storm didn’t dare touch him, swirling and dancing to stay away from him. And Dank growled as he approached, fingers clawed, ready to attack.

      Tom tried to call to him, to warn him. But his voice was gone, his throat unable to make the sounds. But Emyr saw it. He rushed towards Dank, knife in his hand, and Dank grappled him to the ground. Draig was a step behind, wrapping an arm around Dank’s neck. But Melwas had the advantage; he threw Dank into the fight without a care for his mortal body, whilst Draig and Emyr tried to save their eyes from clawed fingers, their skin from gnashing teeth. So Dank broke free and leapt onto Ambrose, bringing him down to the ground.

      The old sorcerer’s head cracked against a rock.

      Tom stumbled towards the pair, saw Dank wrap his hands around Ambrose’s throat, choking him, cracking his head against that rock again and again.

      “We have you now, little magic man," Melwas crowed.

      But Ambrose showed no fear. Didn’t fight back. He just kept speaking his dark words and reaching for his staff. Would he unmake Dank? No time to guess. Tom snatched up the staff and pushed it into Ambrose’s outreached hand.

      And Ambrose lifted the staff and touched the tip to Dank’s head.

      Dank’s scream was the sound Melwas had made when Tom stabbed him with Caledyr: like the world itself was falling apart. Dank released Ambrose, but he was frozen, unable to move, unable to do anything as Ambrose’s muttered incantation held him fast. But his tattoos writhed, lashing and thrashing like they were flaying Dank alive. They slipped across his skin, flailing their way towards Dank’s face, towards Ambrose’s staff, where they gathered, boiling over the boy’s features, ready, waiting for something.

      Ambrose drew his staff back, and drew with it the sprite, like a splinter. The tiny fay tried desperately to cling to Dank, but it couldn’t resist whatever magic Ambrose was using. And, as it came free, the tattoos came with it. They leapt from Dank’s skin like they were creatures in their own right. Like the thoughts in the maelstrom, they danced through the air, swirling around the sprite.

      Not swirling. Wrapping. They were embalming the sprite. Curling around and around and crushing the sprite, until the last dot of ink was free, the sprite and the tattoos were no more than a spinning black ball, and the air vibrated with so much magic it made Tom’s teeth ache.

      Then Ambrose stopped speaking.

      Dank fell back, collapsing to the ground. Ambrose’s arm fell to his side like a dead weight, his staff rolled from his hand, and the tiny ball fell at Tom’s feet, a speck of black against the endless white snow.

      Silence. The storm was still at bay, as if it was afraid to roll back into the hush. Everyone stared at whatever sat at Tom’s feet. Was the sprite inside? Was it alive?

      He reached for it.

      "Don’t touch it." Ambrose was still. He could be thought dead if his mouth wasn’t moving. "The jar."

      It took them a moment to react, and it was Mennvinn that brought the jar forward.

      "Put it inside. Do not touch it," he said again. "Place it into Orlannu, if you find it."

      Mennvinn used the lid to scoop the little ball into the sprite’s former prison, fastened it tight, and set it on the ground. She stepped away quickly, as if it might hurt her.

      Ambrose stared at nothing. His skin was grey, and his dark eyes seemed empty somehow. Mennvinn rushed to his side, but he said, "No." His fingers twitched. The tiniest gesture, towards Dank, who was sprawled in the snow, his lips moving soundlessly, his eyes wide and unseeing. "Care for him,” Ambrose said. “I am beyond your help."

      Mennvinn stepped back, silent, reverential. As if Ambrose was ill. No. As if he was dying. Which he was, Tom realised. He was spent. He’d been holding onto his last reserves, just for this moment. Just to release Dank, and save Tom’s life. Emyr knelt beside his friend, and took his hand in his own.

      "I didn’t expect it to hurt so much." Tears slipped from Ambrose’s sightless eyes. "I thought I was beyond such things."

      "Mennvinn, bring him something for the pain," Emyr ordered.

      "It would be a waste." But Ambrose’s brow tremored and his breath hitched. His hair was matted with blood. "You’ll have to finish this without me now, old friend."

      "I won’t know what to do without you," Emyr replied. He made no attempt to hide his grief, his regret or his anger.

      "That’s why he’s here." His fingers twitched again. Towards Tom. "Look after him."

      Tom nodded, but wasn’t sure if Ambrose could see him. "I will," he managed, no more than a whisper, but somehow he knew that Ambrose had heard him.

      "I’m so sorry," Emyr said.

      "Why?"

      "I put you through this. You did this for me."

      "And what did you do for me?" Ambrose’s lips twitched into a smile. "I don’t remember any of my life. It feels like it has not been easy. But there is one last memory that makes it a little easier to bear."

      Tom remembered the silent promise he had made himself: to make sure that Ambrose always had something good to remember. So he placed a hand on Emyr’s shoulder. The old king looked up at Tom with a desperate hope that near broke Tom’s heart. “Tell him,” Tom managed in a hoarse whisper.

      Emyr’s hope died and shrank under the loss and the responsibility. But he lifted his friend’s hand to his lips and said, without hesitation, “You have always been my dearest friend."

      Ambrose sighed. "That was it." A trace of a smile played about his lips. "That was my last memory." He’d never seemed so peaceful. So human.

      "I wish I could remember her face," he said.

      His last breath rattled from his frame, and his face went slack.

      Ambrose was dead.
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      Emyr cried the sobs of a man who has learned to keep his grief restrained and proper. He covered Tom’s hand on his shoulder with his own, held it, squeezed it. It didn’t feel right to embrace Emyr or talk to him, to interfere with his grief. Even the storm kept its distance, the wind and the driving snow battering against invisible walls, just as the waters in the merrow city had been held back by an unseen magical force.

      But the magic was gone. Ambrose was dead. So Tom stood and let Emyr squeeze his hand, and watched Mennvinn tend to Dank. She peered into his eyes, felt his neck, his wrist, poked and prodded. Straightened his limbs and made him comfortable. Draig gave her a questioning look, and Mennvinn gave him a shrug in return. She found Tom’s eyes, and Tom nodded to Gravinn.

      Gravinn had slumped to the ground, curled into a ball. Deep dark circles surrounded her eyes, and she looked like she hadn’t eaten in months. She didn’t resist when Mennvinn tried to examine her. She was docile and obedient, if distracted; she would touch her face and move her fingers like they were new to her. But Mennvinn finished her examinations and gave Tom another shrug.

      Emyr’s sobs grew quieter, then silent, and finally his shoulders stopped shaking. His grip on Tom’s hand weakened, and then he patted it and released it. Drew a deep breath and wiped his nose and face on his sleeve. But he didn’t move. Just knelt by Ambrose’s form. So Tom let him be, and stepped over to Mennvinn. He didn’t have to ask.

      "They’re both well, as far as I can see," she told him. "He’s in some form of shock. Although I think we all are."

      "And Gravinn?" She was scooping up handfuls of snow and tipped it back onto the ground, watching with an expression devoid of interest. Had he done this? He had been so rushed to put Dank and Gravinn back together. Perhaps he had done it wrong? The responsibility was like another weight around his neck and he couldn’t stand a moment longer. He sank to the ground, sat, let his head hang.

      "There was an accident in the mines near Cairnakor," Mennvinn said. "An explosion. There were dozens of wounded. Dozens more were trapped down there for days while we dug them out. Some of the dwarfs were like Gravinn. Detached. Empty. They didn’t recognise anyone. They didn’t speak. None of them ate unless they were fed. Some would soil themselves. One cirgeon called it a trauma of the mind."

      "Will she get better?" He dreaded the answer.

      "Some of them did."

      "Some of them didn’t."

      "Some of them didn’t," Mennvinn agreed.

      And they were far from any help. In fact, he had no idea where they were. And anyone who might know was dead, trapped in Faerie, or suffering trauma of the mind.

      The world faded, replaced by a warm morning, his body a cacophony of aches and pains and hurts. An old woman said, “Only a fool spurns an ally.” And he said to her, “All of my allies are lost."

      The foresight faded and he felt even more alone than before. His foresight was right. Ambrose was dead. Dank’s mind might never return. The sprite was gone. He had no way into Faerie. No way back to Katharine and Rose. And even if he found his way to them, he’d lost Caledyr. He had nothing to fight the fay with.

      The glarn.

      He didn’t understand the thought at first. But then he looked up at the mighty, fake doors Rimestenn had built, and remembered the chasm, the door, the lock. All to keep Orlannu hidden from the fay. So perhaps it could hurt them. Perhaps it could save Katharine and Rose.

      "We need to get inside," he said, but it was nothing more than a whisper. He winced at the pain and Mennvinn lifted his chin, turned his head this way and that.

      "There’s nothing I can do for that," she told him. But with sympathy. "How do you feel?"

      "I’ve been better." He gave her a smile that he didn’t feel inside. "I need the coin."

      She sighed and looked aside. She didn’t want to say what she said next. "You’re always moving. Sometimes the body needs to stop. To rest and recover."

      Yes. Rest. He could almost hear Caledyr in his mind, telling him to rest. His eyelids drooped at the mere thought of sleep.

      But every moment here was a moment his daughter was in Faerie.

      "Later," he promised. He could sleep later.

      Mennvinn pressed her lips together and made a dissatisfied sound in the back of her throat. She’d been making it a lot lately. Tom couldn’t help but smile. "We must be terrible patients," he said.

      Her expression softened. "I’ve had worse," she said. She even smiled, just a little. Then she pulled the coin from her pocket, gave it to him, and went to check on the rest of her terrible patients.

      Standing felt like lifting the whole of Tir on his back. Mennvinn was right. He did need rest. After they were inside, he promised himself. He stepped over to the door, placed the coin in the hollow. A perfect fit.

      "What now?" Jarnstenn appeared at his shoulder.

      "Now I have to perform some kind of magic."

      "Magic."

      Tom nodded. "Ambrose showed me how." He didn’t add how difficult it had been. "The magic burns a part of you away. A sacrifice." He pulled his right hand from its glove and placed his fingers on the old coin. Tried to feel it, the way he’d felt the twig. The old surface. The old metal. A trace of that silver-grey-veined black stone at its core. Could he find fire within? Ambrose had only taught him what to do with one of the elements. What if there wasn’t enough fire to work with? What would he do then?

      But the cold, hard pebble of magic inside him stirred as he reached into the coin, and it felt like it asked him what he was looking for.

      Fire, he told it.

      Fire, it echoed.

      And the thought seemed to echo between the stone in the coin and the pebble within. But this echo grew as it bounced from man to coin and back again. And Tom realised the pebble was growing too. The thought was feeding on him, burning him away to create the fire he wanted.

      And the coin was getting warm.

      What if he couldn’t control it? What if it burnt him away, until he was like Ambrose? Was he going to have to sacrifice himself just to open this door?

      "Father and the prayers, and fasting and charities, and calmness of the soul until death," he said. Because he had to, and because he hoped it would calm him.

      There was a click, and the sound of rock grinding against rock, and stale air washed over him as the door inched open. Distracted, he dropped the connection with the coin, and the magic stopped.

      And the pebble inside was now a stone.

      "You did it." Jarnstenn’s voice was flat and cold, as if he despised Tom’s success. Was he thinking of his argument with Kunnustenn? Did he regret not believing in magic?

      "Thanks to Ambrose," Tom said. Jarnstenn pushed the door further open. There was no light at all inside. And Tom could feel that familiar deadness to the air. Monolith stone. What had Rimestenn left inside? “It’s dark,” he said.

      "It’s an abandoned city," Jarnstenn said. "Not going to have left the lights on, are they?" And he took a piece of burning wood from the fire and walked through the open doorway before anyone could stop him.

      It was embarrassing and shameful to watch Jarnstenn walk in alone, but if the dwarf was afraid, he didn’t show it. He walked as if he stepped into abandoned cities every day, his torch illuminating a tunnel made of black stone veined with silver-grey. Small wonder the air felt so dead.

      And then Jarnstenn’s shadow and his tiny torch stepped beyond the tunnel and they heard him take a breath. "Adalstenn’s light," he said and, as if summoned by his words, a soft, white light shone upon his face.

      Tom knew he should go inside. It was what they had been travelling for all this time. But all he could think was that Katharine should be here. She was the one who would appreciate an abandoned city. Her absence made Tom feel lonely and tired.

      Jarnstenn stepped further into the city and out of sight.

      "Jarnstenn," Tom croaked. When the dwarf didn’t return, he forced himself up, squeezed through the doorway and down the tunnel in a crouch. The walls tugged at his mind when he brushed against them, giving him glimpses of other places, the people of Tir, laughing, working, drinking, fighting. Stay away from the walls, he told himself. The tunnel ended and he stood upright.

      The cavern was huge. Enormous. Bigger than Cairnagwyn? Certainly bigger than Cairnagan, stretching for miles away from them. The ground below them, also made of the black, silver-grey veined stone, sloped downwards until it met a wall, easily twenty times their height, the beginnings of a maze that stretched the entire length of the cavern. Their vantage point gave them a perfect view of the enormity of the task ahead of them, paths splitting and splitting and splitting, full of dead ends, a geometric nightmare between them and their assumed goal: the source of the light at the end of the maze.

      "That must be it," said Jarnstenn.

      "Must it?" It seemed too obvious to Tom. Like the enormous fake door outside. "Couldn’t it be a another ruse?"

      "No." Jarnstenn shook his head. "Don’t you see? It’s part of the challenge. He’s showing us how far away the end is. He’s trying to put us off before we start. Very clever."

      And, as if in answer, the cavern echoed with a hideous scream.

      "If he’s trying to put us off," Tom said. "It’s working."
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        * * *

      

      "It’ll take weeks to cross that maze."

      "Will our supplies last?"

      "We’re assuming that monster doesn’t get us first."

      "We don’t know there is a monster."

      "That scream weren’t me serenading you, sweetheart."

      "Stop," Tom told them. They’d all gathered on the vantage point, illuminated by the unearthly glow, enjoying the cold breeze because it was better than the stuffy, stale air around them. "We can gather as much water as we can carry," he said, pointing back down the tunnel. "The door is still open. So Rimestenn is clearly giving us a chance."

      "What do you mean?" Mennvinn asked.

      "He could have rigged the door to close behind us." Trapping them in here with whatever made that scream. "So we gather water. We take stock of our food. Jarnstenn will study the maze. Can you figure out a path from up here?"

      The dwarf nodded. "Maybe."

      "Good. Let’s do those things first, and then we can figure out our next move."

      Everyone moved to the sleds or the world outside except for Mennvinn, who stepped closer and whispered to Tom, "I still don’t have anything for Six’s pain."

      Unfortunately Six’s hearing was unimpaired. "I’m happy to drink my pain away," he said. "You’ve got something in your supplies, no?" His sled was amongst the others, as if he was nothing more than baggage. It didn’t seem right.

      "That alcohol is for cleaning wounds," Mennvinn replied. "It’s not suitable for consumption."

      "I’m willing to compromise on taste."

      "It’s more than the taste," she began, but Tom raised a hand.

      "He’s joking," he murmured. "I think it helps him." She nodded, and he added, "Help the others take stock of our supplies. Maybe there’s something hidden away that might help."

      There was little chance of that, and she knew it too. But she nodded and went to help the others. But Draig wasn't helping. He was stood, fists clenched, his expression like stone as he said to Tom,

      “Explain you what Dank said.”

      Time to put this fire out. And there was little point in denying any of it. So Tom met Draig’s glare with as much honesty as he could muster. “Melwas demanded I fight him, in return for keeping Katharine and Rose safe. If I lose, I have to swear my loyalty to him.”

      His words sent a hush over the others. But Tom didn’t look at them. He just watched the disbelief, anger, and cold certainty warring on Draig’s face. “Swore you to him loyalty?” the elf growled.

      “No,” Tom replied. “But I will have to, if I lose the fight.”

      “So what?” Jarnstenn scoffed. “Swear your oath and stab the blighter in the eye.”

      “No.” Six’s voice was cold. “Tom can’t lie. If he swears to obey Melwas, he’ll be be bound to it.”

      The chill in the air didn’t come from the wind blowing through the open door. No-one moved. But Tom could feel everyone recoiling from him.

      “I did what had to be done,” Tom told them.

      “Did we lead you to this Orlannu,” Draig said, “And will you turn and give it to the fay.”

      “If I lose.”

      “Are you no swordsman.”

      “He beat Tree,” Mennvinn offered.

      Jarnstenn nodded, and even Six seemed to relax. But Draig just said, “Where is Caledyr?”

      And Tom knew that was the last handful of dirt over his grave. “The fay kept it,” he said. “When they sent me back, they kept Caledyr.”

      Draig said nothing, but his body tensed and Tom felt his own body tense in response. Was the elf going to hit him? But before he could do anything, Emyr spoke up. “Did you trade it for their lives?”

      Draig didn’t want to step aside. But, after a long moment, he turned. Just enough that Tom could see the old king. Haggard. Angry. Hurt. “No,” Tom said. It stung that he had to say it. Did Emyr really have to ask?

      But if Melwas had demanded it, would Tom have handed it over? Possibly.

      Emyr stepped forward until he stood before Tom, looking up at him, Draig looming over both of them. “My friend is dead. Kunnustenn is dead. Six crippled. Katharine a captive in Faerie. Gravinn and Dank mindless. And you’ve lost the sword and sworn yourself to Melwas.”

      Emyr was blaming him. And part of Tom told him that the old king was right to. Who else was to blame if not Thomas Rymour?

      But a spark of anger raged that Emyr had left Rose off his litany of losses. As if she wasn’t the greatest loss of all. “They have my daughter,” Tom growled.

      "Because you took her to Faerie." There was no accusation in Six’s tone, though it seemed like there ought to be.

      "I did what had to be done."

      "She’ll hate you for that."

      "Perhaps."

      "I think I hate you for it, a little."

      "She can’t die there."

      "I know." It wasn't that Six accepted the way things were; it was that he couldn't see an alternative.

      But Emyr shook his head. As if Katharine and Rose were of no consequence. “I’m so disappointed in you.”

      It was a surprising blow, and Tom wasn’t ready for it. It left him breathless, eyes hot with suppressed emotion, jaw tight with inarticulate fury. He didn’t trust himself to speak, but Emyr turned, and Tom would be hoisted by iron nails if he was going to let the other man walk away from him. “I did what had to be done,” he snapped. “To protect my family. Or should I have let them die?”

      Emyr didn’t turn back. “My family is dead.”

      “I gave mine to the watch,” Six said.

      “I watched mine die,” Jarnstenn said.

      “And wouldn’t you have done anything to save them?” No-one replied and Tom nodded. “I do what has to be done,” he repeated. “I fought Draig so we could free the dragons. I killed Tree so we could escape from Tirend. I almost lost myself trying to rescue Dank and Gravinn. And now the fay have Katharine.” His voice hitched as he added, “They have my daughter. If I have to challenge Melwas, and swear my loyalty to him to keep them safe, I’ll do it.” They understood. Tom could see it in their eyes. They just didn’t want to admit it. “You can judge me if you it makes you feel better. You don’t have to trust me. You just have to help me find Orlannu, get back to Faerie, and to stop the fay.”

      “Why should we give you help?” Draig was angry, disappointed, resigned and incensed. He wandered over to their sleds, picked up an iron blade, and Tom tensed, ready to leap away from any strike as Draig stormed towards him, teeth gritted. “Have we lost so much, and still you give yourself to the fay. Are not you a knight. Are not you a leader.” He stopped, his chest an inch from Tom’s face. But Tom refused to back away. He just stared up into Draig’s scowl. “Are you a traitor,” the elf said.

      Tom didn’t need Caledyr’s help to fend off this attack. Perhaps it was because a liar knows a liar. But he could see in Draig’s eyes the lie the elf was telling himself. So he just said, “I suppose that’s something we have in common.”

      Tom hadn’t been sure if those words would provoke Draig into an attack. But instead they doused the flames of the Easterner’s anger. His shoulders sagged, his scowl saddened. “Did I betray my oaths for the good of Tir.” But there were no teeth in his argument, and he knew it.

      “We have so few weapons against the fay,” Tom said. “We have to use the ones we have.” Draig took a step back, and Tom spoke to everyone. “We all have our reasons. But we all want to stop the fay.” One by one, they looked aside. It wasn’t hearty agreement. He hadn’t roused the troops. But there was no challenge anymore. So he said, “Jarnstenn, get to work on that map. Six, you can help him. Draig and Mennvinn can assess our supplies.”

      “And what should I do?” The old king still had his back to Tom, and there was a dead bitterness to his voice.

      “You can tell us how we should honour Ambrose.”
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        * * *

      

      The ground was frozen; there was no burying him. But they could still perform the ceremony. So they gathered in a circle around the mound of snow that had almost buried Ambrose, and Tom said, "We are of the dirt and we return to it."

      And Mennvinn said, "Who returns to the dirt?"

      "Ambrose," Tom replied. "Who helped me find my king.”

      "Ambrose," said Mennvinn. "Who I did not understand, but who saved our lives."

      "Ambrose," said Jarnstenn. "Who smiled at my jokes."

      "Ambrose," said Draig. "Who was to me a man who deserved to be better known."

      "Ambrose," said Six. "Who I found frightening and inspirational in the same breath.”

      "Ambrose," said Emyr. "Who was to me a true friend, an example to follow, and who sacrificed everything for the people of Tir."

      Yes. That was why they stood here, outside Cairnarim. For the people of Tir.

      Tom found he couldn’t remember the end of the ritual, but didn’t want to ask Jarnstenn. Thankfully, Mennvinn said, "Ambrose, who has been taken from our world, and whom we envy the world for taking back into itself."

      Tom waited a moment, before adding, "Ambrose. Take this offering." Nothing seemed more appropriate than the coin that had opened the door to Cairnarim. It was now warped by heat, the sun a smear, Emyr’s face a horrible, warped vision. Tom pushed it down into the snow. "Take it with you to the Isles of the Dead and let it buy your passing into that place, where the sun never sets and it is always summer." He touched a morsel of bread to the ground, no bigger than the nail on his smallest finger. It didn’t seem big enough, but it was all they could spare. He put it in his mouth, chewed it, swallowed it. "You have done wrong in this life, as have we all. I take your wrongs and bear them on my shoulders now, so that you may enter the West in innocence and goodness. Go in peace."

      He had said those words too many times on this journey.

      "The father and the prayers," Emyr intoned. "And fasting and charities. And calmness of the soul until death."

      The silence that followed was long and uncomfortable. Was it because Ambrose had had such a chilling presence that few felt they would honestly miss him? Or was it because they were all questioning this journey, questioning Tom? Let them question. As long as they did what they needed to do, they could be as silent and awkward as they needed to be. So Tom was the first to step out of the circle and enter the abandoned city again. Mennvinn was close behind. “I’ve been assessing the supplies we have remaining,” she told him. She fished a cigar from her pocket. “We only have enough food for five days.”

      Five days? “Is that all?”

      “We lost a lot in the fire.”

      The news spread a chill in his heart, like he’d been swimming in ice water for hours and was starting to succumb to the cold. But he had to keep going. His family needed him. “We’ll have to make do.”

      "And we still have the journey back to think of," Mennvinn said.

      It was depressingly easy to think there would be no journey back. "We’ll have to worry about that once we have Orlannu," Tom said. He hated to say it. He wanted to have all the answers.

      "We could turn back now," she said. She was trying and failing to make a spark with a piece of flint. "Gravinn and Six would be better served in Cairnakor."

      "Scared?" Jarnstenn asked. He offered his own flint and they had her cigar lit in a moment.

      "If you’re talking about the monster in that maze, yes, I'm scared,” she admitted, taking a deep drag on her little smoke. The pale blue smoke stank, but Tom found it somehow comforting. It seemed real. Mundane. A piece of a world long left behind. "But I’m also scared for them. If either of them worsen, there is little I can do here."

      It was terrifying to think they could worsen. Gravinn sat where she had been placed, dull, tapping the stone in front of her in a constant, unending rhythm. Dank was up, but he sat apart from everyone else and said nothing. He just stared. “Then we’ll have to hope they don’t worsen,” Tom said. Mennvinn made her dissatisfied sound, and Tom shrugged. “I wish I had better answers for you, Mennvinn. I know I’m asking too much of you. You do an admirable job of keeping us in one piece. I appreciate it.”

      “We’re not all in one piece,” Six growled as Jarnstenn pulled his sled past them, and Tom felt his cheeks warm as guilt clenched at his stomach.

      “I’m sorry, Six.”

      But the elf shook his head. “Katharine was right. You say those words, but I’m not sure you know what they mean.”

      It was cruel, to speak of Katharine that way. And Six knew it. Tom could tell by the way the elf wouldn’t meet his eye. But Six didn’t apologise or take it back; he left those words to hang in the air, until the silence became thick and angry, and Tom found himself drawing deep, shaky breaths in an attempt to hold back his anger. “Help Jarnstenn with his map,” he managed. And Six said nothing, just did as he was told.

      “Tom.” Emyr’s voice was heavy but soft, his eyes filled with regret laced with resentment that hadn’t quite faded. It made everyone else drift away, leaving the two men stood alone. “You lost Caledyr.” Tom’s anger was blunted by confusion; he could almost hear apology in the old king’s tone of voice. “Because I failed you.”

      What to make of that? “How so?” he said, careful, waiting for a blow to fall.

      "You think me a great man, Tom." Emyr’s words were low. Empty. Tired. "But I’m a farmer’s son. A second son, at that. So I surrounded myself with those I thought wise. They orchestrated my victories, I engineered my failures." Emyr sighed. “Now you treat me as your wise man. That makes your failings my own."

      Was this the great King Emyr, the Emyr that Tom had seen recruit Mennvinn to their cause with a few well-chosen words, now speaking patronising nonsense? “And why do my failures belong to you, and your failures to yourself?” Tom growled.

      “Because I am a king.” He said it like he would rather be anything else.

      And he was. “That’s not what you keep telling me.”

      “You’re right. I’m no-one’s king.” He turned his baleful eye onto Tom. “But you keep trying to follow me.”

      “It’s why I brought you back. To lead us. To tell us how to defeat the fay.”

      “I thought we had that someone.”

      Tom had never heard Emyr so disappointed. It hurt. And the pain threw brandy onto the smouldering anger. “So did I.” But if Emyr had ever been the man the legends spoke of, he wasn’t anymore. “I was wrong.”

      Emyr winced. “I’m trying to apologise.”

      “Well, according to Six, apologies aren’t enough.” Tom knew how petty he sounded. But his patience was spent. He didn’t need everyone to find fault with his actions; he could do that alone. “Are you going to lead us?”

      The old king thought about it. He looked into Tom’s eyes, weighing the man he found there, considering. Then he took a deep breath, and said, “No.” But he didn’t sound sure about it.

      “Then do as I say.” Tom flicked his head towards the others.

      “But Tom-”

      Tom held up a hand. Didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Just glared at Emyr until he walked away, the weight of Tir on his shoulders. Well, if he wanted to bear everyone’s mistakes, let him. Tom would bear his own. And he would do it alone, it seemed.

      His anger ebbed a moment later. He was being foolish. Only a fool spurns an ally. And were the others so wrong? Losing Caledyr, promising to bend the knee to Melwas, were these the actions of a great leader? No. But no-one else was willing to offer any better solutions. No. He did what had to be done.

      “Jarnstenn,” he barked, and the dwarf flinched. “How is that map coming?”

      “Surprisingly well.” Jarnstenn almost sounded afraid to say so. He held up his paper. Katharine’s paper. Tom clenched his jaw against an unexpected wave of emotion. “Nearly done.”

      “Really?” It was cruel to ask. But it felt like the dwarf had barely spent any time on it.

      “Six is checking it too.” Jarnstenn hid his hurt well.

      Six nodded. “It’s good work.” Tom stepped closer and the dwarf held out his map. Tom looked without taking it. Jarnstenn hadn’t attempted to draw the entire maze, tracing instead paths from their goal, some culminating in dead ends, some simply abandoned. But one path traced its twisted, angular way all the way to where they stood.

      "Good work indeed.” Though Tom couldn’t muster the warmth needed for such words, the dwarf stood a little taller all the same.

      "Got to be thorough.” Jarnstenn smiled. "Kunnustenn always says you have to read something backwards and upside down to understand it." And, after a pause in which no-one knew what to say, he added, "Said. He said that."

      He was still greeted with silence, so Tom said again, "Good work." And felt like a cold fool when Six provided far more comfort by simply placing a hand on the dwarf’s shoulder.

      “Break camp,” Tom told everyone. “We’re leaving.”
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        * * *

      

      Whether their expressions were angry or uncertain, everyone gave Tom a wide berth, unwilling to do or say anything until he said it needed doing. So he was even more impatient by the time they reached the maze and they all turned to him, expecting him to take the lead.

      “It’s your map, Jarnstenn,” he said. So the dwarf stepped forward, pleased to be given the responsibility Tom had shirked. But the dwarf’s smile faded within moments; the maze was suffocatingly close. The path was narrow, the walls towered over them, and their sky was nothing but more black stone. But worse was the effect of the stone itself. It made the air feel cold, dead, brittle. Leeched of all life, like the morning after a night of heavy drinking.

      But Tom also felt a constant, insistent tug at his thoughts. Even without touching the stone, he could feel the current beneath, a murmured conversation that was maddeningly just beyond hearing. The desire to reach out and resolve the murmur into clear speech was an itch that made it difficult to focus on anything else.

      And there were no distractions. The claustrophobic maze added an oppressive air to the sullen silence, so the only sound was that of the sleds sliding across the smooth stone, and their own footsteps. Here, in the maze itself, the walls were close enough to create an echo, so it sounded like an army was marching behind them.

      So they didn’t realise that they weren’t alone until it was too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 24

        

      

    

    
      There was no warning. No sound. One moment they were following Jarnstenn, the next the creature had stepped out from around a corner. The walls echoed with gasps and cries of surprise, but Tom could only stare. The thing had once been a dwarf, but that had been a long time ago. Now its flesh was grey and thin, stretched and torn by the yellowed bone beneath. Its jaw hung slack, held on only by tattered skin. It wore old, cracked iron armour, and skeletal hands dragged an enormous, heavy, ornate hammer. The empty eye sockets seemed to glare at them. The thin lips seemed to curl into a grimace. Even its rattling breath seemed filled with fury, like it resented each one. There was a palpable air of hate that radiated from it like heat from the fire.

      "Rimestenn?" Emyr said.

      And in reply, the creature screamed and lunged at Jarnstenn.

      “Look out!" Tom pushed the dwarf aside, drew his iron blade and plunged it through the cracked armour and straight into the creature’s chest.

      The thing stopped still. The head drooped. Tom let himself take a breath and sigh out his relief.

      Then the head lifted again and the eye sockets stared right at him.

      Tom hesitated, waiting for his sword to advise him. But the cold iron was silent and the creature hit him across the face, the bony hands surprisingly strong, sending him staggering into a wall, his cheek against the cold stone.

      A great hall of the Marches was all panic and screams in the night as three Faerie hounds, unseen by everyone, mauled and butchered the horses, along with anyone who stood in their way.

      Tom shook his head, dragging his thoughts back to the moment. The creature. Rimestenn. It was coming at him, his sword still impaled in its chest, it was swinging its hammer towards him. He jumped back and the hammer struck the ground with a great ring. Tom couldn’t help but notice how the stone cracked under the impact. Monolith stone. Impervious, unbreakable monolith stone. Cracked.

      What was that hammer made of?

      Draig appeared at his side, bearing another sword, but there was chaos and panic behind him. "Emyr, get everyone to safety," Tom ordered.

      "Rimestenn, it’s me," the other man called. “It’s Emyr. Please remember me, my friend."

      “Go!" Tom told him. If this was truly Rimestenn, there was nothing left of the dwarf in there. That much was plain. “Protect them!”

      The creature swung its hammer again and Draig hopped back, chopped downwards, his blade ringing off the old armour. Tom tried to jump in and retrieve his sword but the hammer was already swinging back, forcing Tom to retreat and retreat once more. The swings never stopped, across, up, over, again and again. Tom fell back, felt the rush of air as the hammer swept through the spot where his head had been. Jumped back again to avoid a swing at his ankles. And, as the thing took a swing at Draig, Tom ran, leapt, and tackled the creature to the ground.

      They landed in a heap, it stank of dried leather, the hammer was gone and bony fingers were scrabbling at Tom, it screamed in his ear and then Tom felt old teeth chewing at his neck, tearing through flesh that grew sticky and warm with blood, he cried out, pushed a hand into its mouth, pulled, and the jaw tore away from the creature’s face. Tom pried the scrap of bone and skin from his flesh, tossed it aside, took hold of his sword and dragged it free from Rimestenn’s chest.

      There was no relief at having retrieved it. No rush of strength or thought to help save him. He staggered to his feet, disorientated by his dead sword.

      But the creature was reaching for its hammer and Tom lifted his blade without thinking, brought it down and severed the skeletal hand.

      "Tom!" Six, his voice distant. Tom chanced a look over his shoulder and saw the others were fleeing.

      "Go," he said to Draig. "We can’t be separated."

      The pair followed, but Tom could hear the creature behind them too. He spared a glance over his shoulder and saw it, running, screaming from a jawless maw, dragging its hammer in one hand.

      "Faster!" Tom cried to the others.

      "Should we take another path," Draig said. "Draw it away."

      "No." If they were separated, they’d never find each other. And what if the creature got away and attacked the others? He looked back again. It was closer. How was it so fast? Don’t stop. Don’t stop.

      But Draig did stop, stepped around a corner and said, "Attack we from both sides."

      He was right. Tom turned, raised his sword, and the creature screamed again as it swung its hammer in a mighty overhead swing that Tom barely dodged. Draig swung his blade, slicing through armour, pieces falling to the ground. Tom dodged another swing of the hammer and allowing himself a grim smile as he hacked away a chunk of armour.

      The creature stabbed at his face with the stump of its arm, striking his forehead and sending him reeling back against the maze wall.

      Villagers in Tanabawr ran screaming as Faerie woodkin tore up their homes, faces of bark twisted in rage to see their inert cousins turned into walls and floors and furniture.

      Tom stumbled away from the wall, wiped blood out of his eyes. It felt like the stone had kept some of his thoughts, like tatters of clothing torn free by brambles.

      A cry cut through the fog, and Tom looked up to see Draig fending off the creature alone.

      Tom drew breath without thinking and bellowed without meaning. But it was too late. Draig was just too slow in dodging a swing, and the hammer sent the elf to the ground.

      Rage and fear and uncertainty guided Tom through a flurry of attacks, slicing iron through the air in a fury. It was enough to push the creature back, retreating again and again, until it lifted the hammer for a clumsy parry.

      What would Caledyr tell him to do? Step into the creature’s reach, turn, drive the pommel back and onto the creature’s head.

      Without the sword’s guidance, Tom was off balance and his blow was weak. But it was enough to crush the creature’s eye socket, and it wailed and fell, a handless wrist held to its ruined face, glaring at Tom as it pushed feebly at the floor, trying to get away from him.

      It was oddly humanising. In that moment, it wasn’t a creature. It was Rimestenn. Emyr’s friend, who had protected Orlannu for centuries. And something awful had happened to him. Didn’t he deserve a better fate than this?

      Rimestenn pushed himself to his feet, glaring out of one good eye socket, and Tom found himself moved to speak. “We come with Emyr,” he said. “We came to save Tir.”

      Rimestenn let out a blood-curdling scream and fled. Whatever he had become, it celarly had no time for sentimentality or reason.

      Draig groaned. He was sat against the wall, sword discarded, staring at the ceiling, his right arm resting on his lap and very still. "Know I not the word in your tongue," Draig told him through clenched teeth. “My arm, it is not in its place."

      "Dislocated," Tom guessed. "You were lucky." Draig gave him a baleful look, but he knew Tom was right. That hammer had cracked unbreakable stone. Dislocated was better than pulverised.

      “Are you hurt too.” Draig’s concern was grudging, but he nodded to Tom’s neck, still warm and wet.

      But this wasn’t the time for comparing injuries. "Mennvinn can take a look at both of us," Tom told him. "Let’s go."

      Draig couldn’t carry his sword, so Tom wielded both blades as they walked through the maze, casting his gaze left and right for signs of Rimestenn, signs of the others. He didn’t want to call out; he didn’t want to face Rimestenn alone, not without help. Not with the flow of warm, wet blood from his neck. So they walked in silence, for just long enough to think they were lost when Draig said, "Light."

      Tom allowed himself a tired smile; there was firelight reflected on the stone. They turned towards it without comment, and rounded a corner to find the others sat with their backs to a small fire and a tight grip on their weapons.

      Emyr sighed relief. "It’s them."

      "We thought you were dead." Six lowered his bow. His forehead gleamed with sweat and his voice was tight with pain.

      “Not yet.” Tom turned to Mennvinn and said, "Draig might have dislocated his shoulder."

      "Never mind his shoulder, what happened to you?" she asked, her eyes wide and staring.

      "Oh." Tom waved a hand. "It bit me. Stabbed me with its stump.”

      She waved him to the ground and unbuttoned his shirt, peeled it away and peered at his neck. "Adalstenn’s light," she cursed. She tugged something and held it up for him to see. "There are still teeth in there."

      Tom grimaced. “A grim souvenir.”

      She shuddered. "The wounds will need cleaning. No knowing what disease that thing is carrying."

      "That thing is my friend," Emyr said.

      Mennvinn had the courtesy to look embarrassed, but Draig was not so tactful. "Cannot that thing be your friend."

      "How can it be him at all?" Six asked. “He should be dead a thousand years."

      "It’s this place," Tom replied. "It’s kept him alive."

      "How?"

      "This stone directs magic. That’s what Ambrose said. Anything trapped inside cannot die because the elements can’t get out. They’re trapped. That’s how Ambrose kept himself alive. He made a cave of this stone. His elements had nowhere to go, and so he just kept living."

      Mennvinn was wiping his neck with a wet cloth that stung. "You can’t cheat death,” she said, then muttered, ”You’re bleeding a lot.”

      "Ambrose lived a thousand years because of this stone."

      "But he didn’t look like Rimestenn,” Six said.

      “There must be something wrong with this place,” Tom said. Mennvinn finished wiping his skin and started threading a needle. More stitches. “Rimestenn didn’t do it right."

      "So we’re going to end up looking like that?" Jarnstenn asked. "Walking corpses, the lot of us?"

      "No," Tom shook his head, stopped when Mennvinn told him to be still. "We get to the end of this maze. Find Orlannu and leave." Leave and go back to Faerie, for Katharine and Rose.

      "Won’t be easy. That thing ripped my map." Jarnstenn held up the tattered remains. "And I don’t know where we are now."

      Lost. In a maze the size of a city. With food and water for five days. And Rimestenn was still out there.

      "What do we do?" Mennvinn asked. She sounded calm, matter-of-fact. Her hand didn’t shake as she drew thread through the flesh of his neck, but Tom could tell she was terrified.

      "Die, most likely," Six said.

      "We face one problem at a time," Tom told her. "Take a look at Draig’s shoulder."

      “I’m more concerned by this wound.” She tied her thread and snipped off the excess. But Tom’s neck still felt wrong somehow, and Mennvinn’s expression told him this was more serious than a simple cut or gash.

      "Can you heal it?"

      She was silent for a long moment. ”No.” She said it like an apology.

      So now it was a race against time. ”Then face a problem you can solve." And when she stared at him with pity in her eyes, he waved her away. He didn’t need pity. He needed Draig fit and able to hold a sword. He needed Jarnstenn to find a new way through this maze. He needed to find Orlannu, and get back to Faerie.

      “You’re right,” Mennvinn told him, feeling Draig’s shoulder while the elf winced. “Dislocated.” While Emyr wrapped his arms around Draig, she planted a foot against the elf’s flank and pulled his arm until he cried out and it visibly popped back into place. Draig covered his face with his other arm and whimpered.

      Mennvinn lowered his arm like it was made of glass. “Well done,” she told him. “Rest. We’ll put your arm in a sling. Try not to move it for a time. Definitely no fighting." She said that last to Tom.

      “That depends on Rimestenn,” Tom replied.

      “Can I fight,” Draig assured them all. “Have I still one good arm.” He lifted it over his head as proof.

      Mennvinn shook her head, though she seemed resigned to the risk of violence. “So what do we do now?” she asked.

      Now Tom had to think of a way to escape this place without a map. He looked at the walls, the skittering silver-grey veins on the surface drawing his gaze up towards the glow above that illuminated the entire cave. The wall had to be the height of twenty men. But if they could climb it? "Jarnstenn, could you make a new map from up there?"

      Jarnstenn looked at Tom, up at the wall, back at Tom. "You’re joking."

      "I’m not."

      The dwarf scratched the top of his head and let out a big breath. "Maybe." The dwarf looked up again. "If I don’t fall and break my neck."

      "There’s no way up there," Six said.

      "Not yet." Tom agreed. “But what if we could make handholds?”

      "Only Caledyr can cut monolith stone," Six said. "And we don’t have it." He didn’t try to hide the blame in his voice.

      But Tom ignored it. "Rimestenn’s hammer cracked the stone. We could take it from him."

      Six shook his head, a humourless grin on his face. And Draig said, "Did that thing almost kill us."

      “But we hurt him. And we outnumber him."

      "We?" Mennvinn asked.

      Tom tried to sound reassuring. Confident. To push away her fear. "We stand a better chance if we stand together.”

      “Not all of us can stand.” Six pointed at Gravinn, who was entranced by the fire. But most gazes fell on his missing leg.

      And Jarnstenn added, “He’s right.” He waved a small axe and said, “I ain’t a fighter. And you can’t kill what’s already dead.”

      Tom thought of the legions of immortal fay that were stood against them, and for a brief moment he could have laid down and never risen again.

      No, he told himself. Face a problem you can solve. “Rimestenn isn’t dead,” he told the others. “But he stands between us and Orlannu. So we’re going to take his hammer.”

      “Ain’t possible.” Jarnstenn seemed afraid to even speak.

      “I didn’t ask for your permission,” Tom told him. “You asked me what we’re going to do, and I’m telling you.” He looked at each of them, and each of them looked aside, unwilling or unable to argue. The sullen silence returned. But he didn’t care. If they were going to ask him what to do, they were going to listen to the answer. “So,” he said. “Here’s what we’ll do."
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        * * *

      

      They walked. Draig pulled Six’s sled with his one good arm. The others ranged ahead and down other corridors, calling back and forth to each other, making enough noise to wake Eirwen sleeping. No-one liked the idea of being attacked again, but Rimestenn had been in this place for a thousand years; he had a better chance of finding them than they did of finding him.

      So they engaged in loud, reluctant conversation, the subject matter ranging from the meals they wished they could eat to the things they missed from home, stories from their youths, and plenty of complaints. Sore feet. Empty bellies. Waiting for a murderous undead dwarf to attack them. And Tom’s neck grew hot, the warmth spreading to the rest of him as they walked, and he tried not to think of what would happen to Katharine and Rose if he died here.

      But, as much noise as they made, they remained alone. When they grew too tired to walk, they stopped and sat. Sipped their water, nibbled at their rations, and then they slept.
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        * * *

      

      Rimestenn found them in the night.

      It was Mennvinn that called out, and Tom was up in a heartbeat, a memory of Caledyr in his mind.

      Fight. Fight. Fight.

      He drew his iron sword, stumbled over sleeping bodies and placed himself between Mennvinn and the oncoming creature.

      Rimestenn stopped. Lifted his handless wrist. Lifted his missing chin. Glared at Tom with his one intact eye socket.

      "I can’t imagine what you’ve suffered," Tom said. "I don’t want to add to it. But I won’t let you hurt my friends."

      Rimestenn screamed and lifted his hammer.

      Tom stepped aside as the blow came down onto the stone where he’d been standing.

      Emyr stepped in with a sword of his own, the blade ringing off the hammer.

      Tom tried to sever Rimestenn’s remaining hand, but the splintered stump came at him again, trying to blind him, he ducked away but his swing missed. He leapt back from a blow that would have crushed his knees, staggered, fell. Draig stepped into the gap, roaring something in elfish and slicing a constant figure-of-eight arc through the air, driving Rimestenn back.

      The corridor was too narrow; Tom had to wait for Draig and Emyr to drive Rimestenn into an intersection before there was room to rejoin the fight. The dwarf screamed and jabbed as Tom stepped forward, cracking the hammer against his chest, forcing the air from his lungs, knocking him to the ground.

      Mennvinn stepped forward with a knife in her hand.

      Rimestenn swept a mighty blow through the air, forcing Draig and Emyr back, and cracked his stump against Mennvinn’s head, knocking her to the ground.

      Jarnstenn bellowed something in dwarfish, charged with iron in both hands, and Rimestenn’s hammer swatted him away like a bug.

      Six let loose an arrow that buried itself, unnoticed, in Rimestenn’s armour, and Dank dropped his knife and froze.

      Draig dashed forward, seeking to slice Rimestenn’s head from his neck, but the creature blocked the elf’s blow and knocked him down. And when Emyr stepped forward, the old king hesitated, and Rimestenn delivered a crushing blow to his chest.

      Tom charged without thought, swung his sword with all the strength he could muster.

      The remains of Rimestenn’s left arm clattered to the ground. A crushing swing forced Tom back, and then Rimestenn was gone.
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        * * *

      

      They were too hurt and tired to carry on. No-one started a fire. They just sat, nursing their injuries alone and in silence. Even Mennvinn was quiet as she examined each of them, and Tom was happy to leave everyone to her care. There was a chill in the air that had crept under his flesh and settled beside the ache in his muscles. He huddled against both and tipped back his head to rest against the cool stone.

      A caravan of merchants and travellers made its way across the Eastern Angles, and the gargantuan, worm-like fay Ahlatrab burrowed its way through the sands behind them, ready to leap from the dunes and devour them whole.

      Tom lifted his head and wiped sweat from his brow. He couldn’t even rest here.

      Mennvinn was knelt beside him, and her touch on his neck was like fire. “That hurts,” he told her.

      “You opened the wound again,” she murmured. “And I think it’s corrupted.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means it could kill you.”

      Tom smiled. Of all the ways he’d imagined dying on this journey, a ghoulish dwarf’s bite had never been amongst them. “And the others?”

      Mennvinn made her dissatisfied sound. “Emyr has broken ribs. Jarnstenn has a few bruises. And Draig’s shoulder could become a problem if he doesn’t rest. He needs to learn to look after himself.” She gave Tom a meaningful look. “A lesson you all need to learn.”

      She was probably right. But he didn’t have time to worry about his well-being. Not while Melwas and Mab had their fingers wrapped around his daughter. “Let’s get out of this place first.”

      Mennvinn’s expression betrayed her fear: she didn’t expect to see the outside world again. “We barely survived,” she told him. “You said we outnumbered that thing. But we couldn’t stop it.”

      “We hurt it.”

      “And it hurt us.”

      She was right. They had each stood against Rimestenn and come away broken or wounded. Except for Dank. The other man’s head was bowed and shame rode plain on his face. He caught Tom staring and winced. “I’m sorry,” he murmured.

      “Don’t be.”

      “I was afraid.”

      “So was I.” Tom shivered, and Mennvinn touched his forehead.

      “You have a fever,” she told him.

      “No.” He shook his head and hugged himself tighter, which tugged the wound in his neck and made him wince. “I’m cold.”

      “You’re sick.”

      Again, she was right. His body was telling him that something was wrong, he should rest, recover. But this wasn’t a thing that rest could cure; time would only bring him closer to the Isles of the Dead. So he pushed himself to his feet with aching muscles. “We need to move,” he told them all, and they stared at him like he was mad.

      “We need to rest,” Jarnstenn replied.

      “We’re low on food and water,” Tom reminded him. “They won’t last if we delay.” And nor would he.

      “What if we run into that thing?”

      “We fight.”

      “We’ll lose.”

      “He’s right, Tom.” Emyr was the only other one standing, probably because sitting with broken ribs was too painful. “Rimestenn is too quick.” He nodded to the others, scared and hurt. “We can’t put them in harm’s way.”

      The words sounded odd coming from Emyr, the man who had led armies into battle. Who had sent countless men and women to their deaths. “We move,” Tom said, “or we sit here and wait to die.”

      “They’re not fighters, Tom,” Emyr snapped.

      No. They weren’t. And they could get hurt. Or worse. But what was the alternative? Iron nails, he wanted to lie down. A Knight of Tir should stand tall and shrug off any injury. But he was only Thomas Rymour, so he sagged against the wall of the maze, easing the struggle of standing, only to struggle against the tugging of his thoughts. “Please,” he said, and for a moment he didn’t know if he was talking to the stone or to Emyr. He looked at the others. “I want to keep everyone safe. But I need your help.”

      They stared at him, some in disbelief, some with anger, some with fear. But, one by one, they got to their feet, and they followed him.
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        * * *

      

      There was neither day nor night in Rimestenn’s iron-cursed labyrinth, just the constant, taunting glow from the goal that they could not find. So there was no telling how much time passed. They slept at one point. But if that meant one day had passed or two, Tom couldn’t tell. He knew his wound was getting worse; he was shivering and his head had begin to pound. It angered him, that his body was failing him. Now, when Katharine and Rose needed him most, his body was willing to give up, surrender after all the pain and suffering and misery. No. He wouldn’t allow it. He wouldn’t.

      So when they turned a corner and found Rimestenn waiting for them, Tom didn’t wait for the attack. He lifted his sword with a cry made hoarse and weak by exhaustion. To his surprise, Rimestenn turned and fled. But Tom refused to let him escape. So he gave chase. And, had he not been so tired, perhaps he might have caught him. He followed the creature through turn after turn after turn, only dimly aware of the cries at his back. He had to finish it. He would be terrorised by this dead thing no longer.

      But after a few turns, he could no longer see it disappearing around corners. Soon he could not hear its footsteps, could not hear the drag of its hammer against the ground.

      "Damn it," he panted. And then the anger and the hate and the despair boiled over and he screamed, "Damn it!" as he swung his sword against the wall, rewarded only with a ringing peal and a duller edge. He let himself drop to his knees and stopped, trying to catch his breath even as the ugly bruise on his chest made it hard to breathe.

      Caledyr would tell him to fight. But he’d lost Caledyr.

      And he’d lost Katharine. And Rose. And Ambrose and Kunnustenn and Siomi and soon he’d lose Emyr and Six and Dank and the others, because he was failing. They would die in here. Or, rather, they wouldn’t die. They’d go on and on. Perhaps they’d join Rimestenn in terrorising visitors too. Or perhaps they would all chop pieces off each other until only their heads remained to glare at each other for the rest of time.

      A voice cried out. Called for him. The others looking for him, because he’d been foolish enough to run off. What kind of leader was he? What Knight of Tir would abandon his friends?

      The voice kept calling. With fear. Panic. And it was accompanied by the peal of metal on metal.

      Emyr’s black bones. They weren’t looking for him. Rimestenn had fooled him.

      He started running. "Where are you?" Had he come this way? Rimestenn tricked him. Circled back. Now he was killing the few friends he had left. He’d abandoned them. He’d failed them. "Where are you?"

      This looked wrong. He’d taken a wrong turn. He ran back, took another. "Emyr! Six! Mennvinn!"

      There was a shout, and Rimestenn’s scream echoed through the maze. Eirwen’s grace, bring me back to them, forgive my mistake, please. Please. “Where are you?” he called.

      There! He recognised this junction, didn’t he? And he could hear them, he could hear voices and fighting, he dashed down a corridor, turned a corner, another, he was getting closer. And then he dashed through a junction and saw Jarnstenn brandishing a sword, Mennvinn standing over Six with a blade of her own, and Emyr crying, "Get back!” before Rimestenn swept the old king’s feet out from under him and raised the hammer to crush Six.

      Tom ran. Blade first, bellowing, demanding Rimestenn’s attention, ignoring how the hammer began to swing towards him, how his muscles tightened against the imminent blow, focusing only on driving his sword into the thing’s chest and knocking it off its feet.

      Tom drove Rimestenn to the ground but the sword was torn from his grip. So he used his only remaining weapon. Rimestenn’s skull was hard against his fists, and sharp where Tom had crushed it in a previous attack. The bone cut his flesh as his blows landed. He didn’t feel it. All he felt was his fear and frustration and impotent rage. He watched Rimestenn’s skull shrink under his fists. Saw its leathery flesh tear. Saw pieces of old bone fall away.

      Not enough. He picked up the hammer. Short, in his hands. He could feel monolith stone somewhere in the head, too. But all that mattered was that it was heavy. He pulled back and swung, crushed Rimestenn’s leg into dust. The creature screamed and Tom readied himself for another blow.

      “Don't!" Emyr cried and Tom turned to see the old king wracked with pain and guilt.

      "What’s wrong?" he asked. But before Emyr could reply, Rimestenn had dragged himself around a corner and back into the labyrinth.

      Tom knew he should pursue. Finish this. But he was tired. And he had the hammer. So he sank to the ground. Made the mistake of leaning against the wall and letting his head rest against it.

      The fay called Hobbledy’s Lantern leapt from ship to ship, cinders and sparks falling from his burning skin and setting alight sails and decks and men alike. Jenny Greenteeth waited below, beak snapping in anticipation of those who would jump overboard.

      Duke Regent sat in his seat beside Emyr’s throne in the halls of Cairnagan, Sir Wrothsley stood at his side. "We have few allies left," Regent said. He looked older, his beard grown longer and greyer and more unkempt. While Wrothsley looked younger, stronger. Whatever was happening agreed with one and not the other.

      Storrstenn waited for the Western guards to pass his cell, before sliding a stone from the wall and continuing work on his tunnel.

      Something shook Tom and his head drooped, freed from the draw of the labyrinth wall. He closed his eyes. "I hate this place."

      "I’m not too fond of it either, son."

      "Why did you stop me?"

      "He was my friend."

      "I don’t think he’s anyone’s friend anymore."

      "Perhaps not." Emyr sighed. "But I’m not ready to kill the last friend I have left."

      Tom was surprised at how much that hurt. He lifted his head, opened his eyes, met Emyr’s. Blinked. Waited.

      "You know what I mean," the other man said.

      And suddenly he was too tired to be hurt. "I do." He hefted the hammer, used its weight to help him push himself off the ground.

      "Rest," Emyr told him. "Just for a moment."

      But he couldn’t rest. Not while Katharine and Rose were at Melwas’ fickle mercies. Not while death festered in the wound at his neck. Never enough time. "Make sure the others aren’t hurt," he told Emyr. And he began to swing.

      The hammer was heavy. The stone was hard. Each impact shook its way up his arms, rattled his teeth, left tremors in his muscles. But the wall cracked. And splintered. And pieces began to fall away. Handholds and footholds. Soon Tom was forced to stand in them, awkwardly swinging the hammer in one hand while holding on with the other. It was dangerous and precarious and he expected to fall with each swing. When he grew tired, he dropped the hammer and climbed back down.

      He was exhausted. Covered in sweat and dust. Mennvinn picked a few shards from his face and wiped the cuts clean. "You need to rest."

      "I can’t."

      "Let someone else take over."

      So Emyr took the hammer without a word and against Mennvinn’s protests. He whimpered as he climbed, his broken ribs no doubt an agony. But he attacked the wall all the same, just one small slip from falling and hurting himself. "Be careful," Tom told him.

      "I would say the same to you," Mennvinn told him. She peeled back his shirt and a foul waft struck Tom’s nose. "This bite is getting worse," she muttered. She disappeared and Tom couldn’t muster the interest to see where she went.

      "You look awful."

      Tom lifted his head just enough to see Six had sat himself nearby. "You say the nicest things."

      "I’m not the only one who doesn’t lie." Six grinned without humour. "When was the last time you ate?"

      When they broke camp? Before they’d entered the maze? He couldn’t remember. Answering was too much effort, so he just shook his head.

      Someone held a flask to his face. "Drink." Mennvinn tipped his head back and poured water into his open mouth. Emyr’s teeth, why did he feel so weak?

      "He should eat, too,” Six said.

      "Not hungry," Tom answered, and coughed as he inhaled water. Once he was done, he tried to pull his shirt back on. "Cold."

      Mennvinn’s hand on his forehead was like a burning coal. "He has a fever." She poured something on his shoulder that stung.

      "Will that be enough?" Six asked.

      "I don’t think so."

      "I can’t stay," Tom told them. It was getting too cold, and too hard to think. But if they could find the end of the maze, find Orlannu, they could leave. He could gather his thoughts, and rescue Katharine and Rose. "I have to keep moving."

      "You need to sleep."

      "I can sleep after we get out of this place."

      "That could take days."

      "Isn’t there anything you can give him?” Six asked her.

      "I have something that will make him sleep."

      Tom reached up and placed a hand on Mennvinn’s shoulder. "You are a good healer," he told her. It was hard to put his words in order. "I am very grateful for what you’ve done for us. For me. But if you make me sleep, I will kill you."

      Shock and fear were plain in her eyes. Then she pushed them aside, and she was again calm and in control. "You could die," she told him.

      No. He would not abandon Katharine and Rose to Faerie forever. “Then I don’t have time to sleep."

      Emyr was climbing back down. "I need a moment," he said, his voice tight with pain.

      "I’ll take over." Tom pushed himself to his feet, tottered, warded Mennvinn away with a wave of his hand. "I can do it." He reached deep, where the dark stone within him sat cold and unmoved by his unsteady legs, his fatigue, his weakness. That’s what he needed to be right now: hard and uncaring of every complaint his body levelled at him. He picked up the hammer, not because his body had the strength to do so, but because he willed himself to do so. He climbed the wall and didn’t tumble to his doom because he refused to fall. Hammered new handholds and footholds because they would save Katharine and Rose.

      But the body was weak. And soon he felt his grip weakening, despite his furious demands on his fingers to hold fast. So he stopped. Better to drop the hammer when he willed it, rather than let it slip free and hurt someone below.

      By the time he reached the ground his whole body was shaking, and he was happy to let Emyr take over and to let Mennvinn urge him to the cool stone beneath him.

      An old woman was being pushed through the Cairnagan dungeons while Glastyn watched with interest.

      Kobolds were chewing the bricks in a city wall, giggling at the thought of its collapse.

      Idris knelt alone in front of Eirwen’s tomb, head bowed, and muttered, "I have been a fool."

      Hands lifted his head and placed his folded shirt beneath it. Tom almost protested; while his mind was elsewhere, it wasn’t in his body. He closed his eyes and shivered.

      "Make him sleep," Six murmured. "I’ll bear the consequences."

      "He won’t," Tom muttered. "I’ll make sure of it."

      "You asked me to take care of everyone," Mennvinn countered.

      "Will sleep cure me?"

      Silence.

      "Then what good will it do?" But Eirwen’s grace did he want to rest. He could already feel sleep claiming him, his thoughts tattering and disordering into blissful dreams. Tom clenched his aching thighs, took a deep breath, tried to order his thoughts. "Tell me how close Emyr is."

      "Close." Six sounded resigned. Good. Arguing was a waste of time. "But he’s tiring."

      Tom readied himself to rise, to climb, but he couldn’t. Not yet. "Dank. Can you take a turn?"

      Silence. So Tom opened his eyes and lifted them to Dank. The other man stood apart from everyone else, and Tom could see he was still nursing his shame. He stared at Tom like a rabbit spotted by a wolf. “Please,” Tom said. He didn’t have the energy to reassure the other man. He just needed him to help. “I don’t care about what you did. All that matters is what you do now.”

      Dank looked down as his hands, hands that had killed Ambrose, hands that hadn’t been raised against Rimestenn. But now wasn’t the time for wallowing in the past. “Help me, Dank,” Tom said. And Dank took a deep breath, lifted his eyes, straightened and said, “Yes, Sir Tom,” without any hint of mockery or malice. He accepted the hammer from Emyr, took a sure, certain path up the wall, as if he’d climbed it many times.

      Emyr sat beside Tom, sweating and in obvious pain. But he was grinning. “Sir Tom,” he said. He watched Dank swing the hammer like a young man. He was a young man. And a very old man, too.

      Tom’s thoughts didn’t make sense. "I’m not well," he muttered to himself.

      "Just be glad we don’t have any mirrors," Six replied.

      "How do we get back to Faerie?" Tom asked. Dank couldn’t do it; the last effort had trapped him in the maelstrom between realms. So they would need a fay to help them. Would Glastyn do it? No. "He won’t risk Melwas’ wrath. Not for me."

      Something cool and wet was placed on his forehead and it was bliss, a balm, "Thank you," he said.

      "We need more than I have here," Mennvinn said.

      “Face the problem you can solve," he told her.

      "You are my problem."

      He shook his head. "No. Katharine and Rose."

      "They’re not here. You are."

      “Yes.” Tom sighed. “That’s the problem."

      "He’s delirious."

      "I don’t think he is."

      And before Tom could correct any of them, Dank called out. ”I’ve reached the top." Tom forced himself to open his eyes and smiled to see Dank stood on top of the wall, hands on his knees, panting, hammer resting at his feet. He pointed off to his right and grinned like a maniac. "I can see the centre. It isn’t far."

      "Don’t mean much in a bloody maze, boy," Jarnstenn grumbled. "Can’t believe I’ve got to climb up there."

      "Would you rather I went?" Six asked.

      But rather casting an embarrassed at Six’s missing leg, Jarnstenn instead grinned and said, “Course not. You’d only make a hash of it."

      Six smiled too. ”Get us out of here, master dwarf,” he said, waving Rimestenn up the wall.

      Jarnstenn wasn’t a natural climber, and some of the craters they’d made in the walls were a stretch for him. He slipped twice, and each time Tom expected him to fall and dash his brains out. But he made it up the wall, pulled out his paper and his inks, and began to sketch like his life depended on it.

      Which it did. "We move as soon as they come down," Tom told the others.

      "You’re no good to them dead," Mennvinn murmured to him.

      “That’s why I need to hurry."

      "Got it!“ Jarnstenn waved the paper over his head. He and Dank began to descend, and Tom pushed himself to his feet. He was shaking all over and the world span as he straightened. No. He was going to hang on a little longer. He touched the dark stone within. He was hard and cold and still. Calmness of the soul until death.

      Jarnstenn was almost at the bottom when he slipped and fell, landing with a thud and a groan. What now? Mennvinn rushed to his side and Jarnstenn snapped, "It’s fine, it’s just my wrist."

      She had his arm in her hands, squeezing and pressing as he cursed and groaned. "It doesn’t feel broken. It might be sprained."

      "We need to move," Tom told them.

      "Give me a bleeding moment here."

      "I don’t have a moment, Jarnstenn." His thoughts threatened to wander away. "I’m sorry you’re hurt. But you can walk. And we’ll be able to look after you once we get out of here." He waved a hand at Emyr. "Take the map, take the lead."

      Emyr did as he was told, and soon they were all trudging through the maze again. Rimestenn was less of a threat with only one arm and one leg, but everyone was still tired and uneasy, hungry and thirsty. They kept telling Tom to stop, to rest, and Tom waved them away. Even when they told him they had to sleep, he said, no, not yet, sleep once we’ve escaped, there isn’t time to stop.

      Visions intruded on his sight, not foresights, not in this place. Motion at the edges of his vision, glimpses of children running, Degor and Rose, playing hide and seek. He grinned, waved at them, they played so well together, he truly was blessed. He turned to Katharine and said, "She’s a good girl."

      Elaine said, "Degor’s so proud to have a little sister."

      "I’m proud of him."

      "He’s strong and honest and good."

      "Nothing like me."

      "Nothing like you."

      Their laughter seemed distant, far away. "Don’t wander off," he told them. "Don’t get lost."

      "Degor’s already missing," Elaine said.

      And Katharine added, "And you’ve lost Rose too."

      "At least you’re here."

      "She went to look for them," Elaine said. "I’m the only one who waited for you."

      "I’m sorry," he muttered, hugging himself against a sudden chill. "I’m sorry."

      "This is all happening again."

      "No." He shook his head. "I won’t let it."

      "Then don’t let it."

      They turned a corner and bright light washed Elaine away. The maze opened up into a courtyard, empty save for two figures in its centre, framed by a flower crafted in glass that glowed from within. One was a statue of Eirwen, rising from the ground beneath their feet in an effigy of black stone marbled with silver-grey. She was stood, eyes closed, smiling, beautiful, cradling something in her hands. Her features were sharp and precise, unlike the sarcophagus in Cairnagwyn. Here, she seemed almost alive.

      The second figure laid at her feet was Rimestenn. Face down. Remaining hand resting on her feet. Still. Silent. Dead?

      "My love." Emyr’s smile was pleasure and pain in a torturous tangle. Tom almost expected the statue to open its eyes and reply.

      But it was Rimestenn who moved. Looked over its shoulder and let out a mournful cry. He began a slow, awful crawl towards them. Still trying to protect Orlannu. It was gut-wrenching to watch. Rimestenn had given up so much. His life, his thoughts and body and mind, to the point that all he could remember was that he needed to stop anyone he saw.

      But Tom had no time for pity. He swung the hammer in an overhead blow, and Rimestenn screamed as Tom kicked aside the pulverised arm, dropped the hammer and staggered to the statue.

      Up close, Tom could see that Eirwen’s smile was playful. Even wicked. As if she had played a great joke on them all. And she had. She held only a small jar made of the monolith stone.

      This, Tom knew, was Orlannu. No mighty tool. No great weapon. Just a tiny cauldron. He lifted it from Eirwen’s grip with gloved hands. This could never have saved Katharine’s life. And it couldn’t help him bring her back. Tom felt suddenly old and tired, as if he was ready for a wind to blow him away, but the wind wouldn’t come.

      ”Who has the sprite?" he asked, holding Orlannu out for someone else to take. He had no interest in it. How to leave? That was all that mattered.

      There. A door behind the statue. No handles or hollows or signs of magic. Just a doorway. He leant against it and pushed, revealing a long dark tunnel.

      "Come on," he said to the others.

      "A moment," Emyr replied.

      "I don’t think I have a moment to spare.”

      "He was my friend!" Emyr was knelt beside Rimestenn, who gnashed and thrashed at his king. “Look at what he’s done to himself. For me.”

      Tom looked at Emyr, at Draig’s arm in a sling, at Dank’s now-flawless skin, at Six’s missing leg. Emyr was right. These sacrifices deserved honouring. But the world wavered, drifting out of focus. He didn’t have time. "Say goodbye,” he said.

      Emyr gave Tom a nod. "Go." He placed a hand on his friend’s ruined head and the remains of Rimestenn stilled. "Be at peace.”

      "Dank, with me," Tom demanded. He hefted the hammer as best he could. It was heavy, but he didn’t dare face Melwas without a weapon of some kind.

      The tunnel was long. He kept brushing against the walls, but it was like he had no thoughts left to snatch. He saw things, yes. He saw Regent talking to a shadowy figure, he saw Gwyllion at the gates of Cairnarim. But he also saw Degor and Rose running ahead of him. He heard Elaine’s voice muttering something to him that he couldn’t make out. He felt someone take his arm, heard Dank’s voice but couldn’t make out the words.

      The only light came from what little could squeeze past them from Eirwen’s statue, so they almost walked into the final door. Tom leant against it, but it was Dank that did most of the work, pushing it on ancient hinges that groaned as fresh air rushed over them and they staggered out of the mountain.

      The smell of salt in the air. The feel of sun on his face. Sand beneath his feet. And a rush, as if someone had been holding him down, and now he was released.

      “Tom?”

      He dropped the hammer. He couldn’t make his fingers work.

      “Tom!"

      His legs buckled and hands grabbed at him as he dropped to his knees. "No," he said, his lips numb, his tongue thick. He reached out, help me, but the world was too dark, he couldn’t see anyone there, he felt sand on his face, in his mouth, he couldn’t catch his breath, please, don’t let this be it, please, not yet, not yet, I don’t want to go.

      But his body rattled and failed him. And Tom died.
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      There was no pain. No thirst. No fever nor chill. He opened his eyes and there was light. He wore the simple clothes he’d taken with him when he’d left Cairnagan, but they were soft like silk. He looked down at his bare feet, over which swirled the fog of the Between. For a moment, he didn’t understand. Had the fay brought him here?

      No. He remembered now. He knew why he was here.

      "Hello, Tom." Glastyn wore a simple white robe, his dark hair unbound and spilling over his shoulders. His expression was tight, like he was in pain.

      “Hello, Glastyn.” Tom looked about, but there was no-one else. ”I was expecting torture."

      "What is there to torture?" Glastyn waved a hand at him. “This isn’t your body. You left that on that beach."

      Of course. But then, "What is it?" He looked down at himself, touched his chest, half-expecting his fingers to pass through his skin. But he felt solid. Real.

      "The same as all of this." Glastyn encompassed it all in a glance. "It’s whatever you think it is."

      Tom frowned, but the fog was already clearing, blowing away to reveal grass underfoot, grass richer and greener than any he’d ever seen. He looked up and saw a beautiful blue sky, not bright enough to dazzle, just clear and gorgeous. Glastyn took a place next to him as the hilltop revealed itself beneath them.

      "I died," Tom said, and a crushing disappointment almost dropped him to his knees. Thunder rumbled in the distance.

      "You did." Glastyn sighed. "It wasn’t what we hoped for."

      "I’m sure the fay can torture my spirit."

      "That isn’t what we meant." Glastyn’s words were so sombre, his manner so still. It unnerved Tom.

      "So what happens now?"

      "That is up to you."

      "Something tells me that isn’t true."

      Glastyn smiled and shrugged. "Shall we sit?" He lowered himself into a seat that wasn’t there, and a moment later he was encased in a glass chair, almost identical to Emyr’s throne in Cairnagan. Glastyn looked it over and nodded. "Interesting." He gestured for Tom to sit in the second throne that had appeared beside his.

      It felt like treachery to sit. To accept a comfort from the enemy. But what use was there in fighting now? It was over. He’d lost.

      "Winning a fight only means achieving the goal you set out with," Glastyn said. He waved a hand as if there was a glass in it, and one appeared a moment later. Glastyn grinned and raised it in a toast, sipped it, sighed his satisfaction. "And a fight isn’t lost if no-one achieved their goals."

      "A fight can be lost by all contestants."

      "In order to win, someone has to lose. In order to lose, someone has to win." Glastyn raised his glass again. "Shall we toast?"

      A glass appeared in Tom’s hand too, filled with an amber liquid. "I won’t drink Faerie food."

      "You’re not in Faerie, Tom. Not yet." Glastyn grinned and quaffed his drink. The liquid changed colour every time Tom looked at it.

      "Then where are we?"

      "You tell me."

      A breeze picked up, clear and pure, and Tom let his eyes follow the dirt track down the hill towards where he knew he’d see a hut. His hut. The one he’d lived in with Elaine, before he’d come to Faerie. A small affair, round with a conical roof, a single room inside, befitting a man of his modest means. But the hut he saw had no gaps in the roof, no patched walls. It was perfect, and smoke drifted from a chimney that simply hadn’t existed at the time. Children played outside. Degor. Rose. Others. He heard Elaine calling to them.

      "I’m home," Tom said.

      "Are you?"

      Elaine stepped out of the hut, looked up the hill and waved to him. She was dressed in a blue dress of rich cloth, jewels in her hair, and she was heavy with child.

      "No." As he said so, he saw Katharine step out of the forest in the distance, and she waved to everyone as she strode towards the hut. "None of this is real." He turned to Glastyn. "Are you real?"

      "We are a motley of thoughts and memories and mannerisms of a thousand dead mortals, Tom. Have we ever been real?" Glastyn drained his glass and held it out for more. Tom blinked and it was full again. "This is your final moment, Tom. The thinnest slice of time, before you leave your body entirely and the fay consume you."

      "So I’m imagining all of this?"

      "Yes."

      "And you?"

      "Not entirely."

      "I don’t understand."

      "You’re not meant to."

      "Why are you here?"

      "Because you know you need advice."

      "And I think you’re the person to give it to me?"

      Glastyn just shrugged and took a leisurely sip of his wine. “The fay know things long lost to mortal memory. And you suspect I can be trusted after I recruited Melusine to keep Rose safe while she is in Faerie.”

      Rose. Who he’d failed by dying. Tom’s chest grew tight and he dropped his head into his hands. “Is that what happened?” he asked, because it was better than thinking of how his daughter had been abandoned by a useless father.

      "For all of our frivolity, Tom, we do have a certain degree of foresight.”

      Foresight. It hadn’t prepared Tom for this. He straightened, took a deep breath, tried to push aside his failure and his pain. “So what is this place?” he asked. “My idea of paradise?”

      Glastyn waved his glass in an expansive gesture. "There are worse to imagine."

      Katharine and Elaine embraced like old friends. The children danced around them and begged for gifts from lands abroad. “I’m not sure what it says about me,” Tom said.

      “Really? It seems clear to me.” Glastyn gave Tom a smile given to a daft but endearing pet. “The two women in your life, happy and cared for. Your duties fulfilled. It’s rather predictable.”

      “I’m sorry if you find it dull.”

      Glastyn waved the apology aside. “You can’t help it. But I wouldn’t be surprised if your dead friends were down there too. Ah.” As if on cue, more figures appeared from the treeline. Siomi, Ambrose, Kunnustenn, all smiling and laughing as if they were all great friends.

      But it was a lie.

      "As someone so intimately acquainted with the truth, we should think you know how true a lie can be."

      It was tempting. Of course it was. He could walk down this hill and into the open arms of this strange, happy little family. "Could I stay here?"

      "No. But it could feel like you did."

      He could embrace them all, embrace the lie. But, “I couldn’t. I couldn’t be happy while Katharine and Rose needed me.”

      “They’re down there, aren’t they?”

      Fakes. Dreams. Lies. “Enough, Glastyn. I don’t want to be here."

      "So where do you want to go?"

      It was a good point. If it was a choice between this pleasant lie, or being consumed by the fay, then it wasn’t much choice at all.

      "Why not go back?"

      Go back. To Tir? "But I’m dead."

      "And you can’t think of a way around that?” Glastyn’s gaze seemed to look right through him to rest on that little black stone within, cold and hard and dead.

      Tom shook his head. "If Ambrose couldn’t use magic to heal himself, how could I?"

      "Ambrose had nothing left."

      "I don’t want to be like him."

      "Why do you think he was like that?" Glastyn looked at his empty glass, sighed and tossed it over his shoulder, rising out of his chair. Both disappeared a moment later. "He knew it was better than the alternative."

      Tom watched the figures at the bottom of the hill. Yes. If the alternative was leaving Katharine and Rose in Faerie, then he would burn himself up like Ambrose a hundred times over. “I need to get to Faerie," Tom said, rising out of his own chair. "I need to save my family."

      Glastyn clapped him on both shoulders. “Then it’s time to go back."

      To leave here. To go back to pain, and uncertainty, and failure. "I don’t know how to stop the fay," he admitted.

      "That is less of a problem than you think it is.”

      Tom forced a grin that he didn’t feel. ”You were never one for riddles, Glastyn."

      The fay shrugged. "After what happened to Fenoderee, can you blame us?”

      No. Perhaps not. Sudden honesty prompted Tom to say, “I’m scared, Glastyn.”

      “Scared? If we were you, we would be petrified.” But the fay’s grin took the edge from his words. “Remember what Melusine told you: strength comes from unity.”

      But Tom felt very alone on that hill.

      "We believe we sang a song for you when we parted in the Heel."

      "You did."

      "Then we shall do so again." The fay opened his arms and, before Tom knew what was happening, pulled him into an embrace. "Fare you well, Thomas Rymour."

      It was oddly comforting. The fay was warm, his robes soft, smelling faintly of lavender. It had been too long since he’d been embraced like this. "Fare you well, Glastyn."

      The fay stepped back, drew breath, then stopped and cocked his head. "We almost forgot."

      "Yes?" Tom asked, ashamed to be glad for the delay.

      "You died, Tom."

      "I know."

      "A Faerie gift does not extend beyond death." And before Tom could ask, the fay drew a great breath and began to sing, his voice surprisingly soft and gentle. "The tunnel was long and his nerves were sore tested, for a knight with no blade will fear to be tested."

      Tom’s audience, it seemed, was over. He reached for his body, and was frightened at how quickly his flesh grasped at him.

      “To Malvis’ door the tunnel did wend, and by Malvis’ hand would be the knight’s end."
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      Everything hurt.

      The pain went deeper than muscles and joints, deeper even than his bones. His entire body felt wrong. As if someone had crept in while he was away and reordered everything. It made him want to flee back to the comforting lie.

      But he knew he couldn’t. As Glastyn said, this was better than the alternative. So he allowed the scrabbling tendrils of his body to pull him under.

      There was something foul in his flesh. It festered in his shoulder, where Rimestenn had bitten him, and lurked in his very blood. And his body was already beginning to come apart, like the different parts of him had forgotten their neighbours and just let go.

      First things first. Balance the elements. He reached into his body and found it. There was too much fire, the infection burning his body. So he pulled at it. Out. Get out. And his blood began to move. It crawled around his body, pushing the corruption around and around until it passed the wound in his neck. And there Tom pushed it out. Over and over, until the final traces were gone, and his body was clean again.

      He’d thought he’d have to make his body remember itself. But he realised he’d been holding himself back for some time. As the elements had balanced, the grip his body had on him had grown stronger and stronger. So he simply let go.

      And now he realised his lungs were burning and without thinking he drew breath, a ragged, jagged breath. He opened his eyes, blinked away sand. The pain was unreal. And something stank. But he was alive.

      And the stone inside him had become a boulder.

      A voice. Then more. And hands touching him, tugging at him, faces staring into his eyes. Emyr’s bones he was tired. And hungry.

      He tried to speak, but nothing came out but a hoarse squeak. Someone put water to his lips and he drank until it was taken from him again.

      The voices and the faces were beginning to take form. He remembered how to move his eyes, focus them. There. Emyr, cradling his head. What was that expression on his face? Shock? Fear? Relief? He pulled Tom into an embrace.

      "My boy, my boy," he said. "My boy."

      Tom felt his fingers twitch, flex. How did he make his arms move to embrace him in return?

      "How?" Jarnstenn asked. "He’s been dead and cold for hours."

      Hours. Was that all? He tried to speak again, but he couldn’t remember the words. Even breathing was something he had to work at, as if he would forget to do it if he didn’t concentrate.

      "How touching."

      He knew that voice. Knew to expect a knot of fear and dread and wariness at the sound of it. But those waters lapped against the dark boulder and fell still. He couldn’t remember how to dread Melwas.

      Well. Perhaps that was for the best.

      Emyr said, "What do you want?" and spat venom and bile with those words.

      "It’s time for little Tom to fulfill his end of the bargain." Melwas’ words dripped with anticipation. "We promised to keep his woman and his child. In return, he promised to fight us.”

      “Yes,” Emyr said. “And if loses, he bends the knee.”

      “Yes,” Melwas echoed. “And if he bests us, he wins our queen’s hand for himself. This is the bargain we struck.”

      Emyr grew very still. It was like being held by a stone. "Is this true?" he whispered.

      Tom tried to speak, but his lips still struggled to form the words. He had promised to challenge Melwas, yes. But not to win Maev’s hand. He growled his frustration and shook his head. Pushed himself away from the old king and crawled across sand, forced himself to sit up.

      They were on a beach. Beautiful clear waters stretched away to the horizon. Dunes rolled across the base of the mountains, the sand soft and fine. Strange trees offered shade, grass grew in little patches where it could. And Melwas stood amongst the tranquility, fully armoured in his guise as Malvis, the Black Knight. The enemy of all, so the poem named him. He carried the two sister swords, Caledyr and Emyllt, both bronze blades shining in the bright sunlight. Tom couldn’t see the fay’s expression beneath his horned helm, but somehow he knew the Faerie King was smiling.

      Tom forced words past numb lips and a befuddled tongue. "Time to fight?"

      Melwas’ laugh echoed in his helm. "Oh yes, little Tom."

      Tom’s legs shook like a newborn calf. "He can barely stand," Six said.

      “That isn’t our concern,” Melwas replied. "No-one asked him to die.”

      Emyr stood, stepped forward. Ignored Tom’s mumbled, "No," and stood before Melwas. "Face me instead," the old king demanded.

      "We are not here for you."

      "I deserve a chance to regain my honour."

      "Your cries of honour and morality are like the buzzing of a gnat." Melwas tossed his head, like a great beast. "We bested you centuries past.”

      "You’re not done with me yet."

      Emyr was unarmed. Melwas could cut him down again in an instant. Tom took a shaky step. And another. He was growing stronger. His body was remembering what to do. But it was taking too long. His knee buckled and he tumbled to the ground.

      But Dank hooked an arm under his and helped him to his feet. "I am not done with you either, Faerie King,” Dank said.

      “Ah. The traitor." Melwas turned his gaze onto the man who had once been his puppet. "You are so much bolder than when we last saw you. Tell me, did you enjoy cracking open the sorcerer’s skull like an egg?"

      "I am not your slave anymore."

      "You are all slaves." Melwas’ satisfied sigh seemed to leak from every plate and joint in his armour. "You dance to our tune."

      "Well I’m certainly not doing much dancing these days." Six had pulled himself to the sled and propped himself up beside it. His grin was a baring of his teeth.

      Melwas grunted his amusement and hefted his blades, taking them all in with a sweep of his swords. "So you refuse to face us alone, little Tom? You let braver mortals fight your battles for you?"

      Tom’s lips were more certain, his words clearer when he said, "We’ll face you together." Though he had no plan. No idea how to win this fight. "I will stand with my friends. They will stand with me.” Or he hoped they would. Because it would be the only way he’d win this fight.

      Melwas lifted Emyllt to point at Dank. "That one belongs to us. He won’t stand with you, will you, Dank?"

      Tom looked at the other man. Watched him quail, watched the rage boil beneath the surface of icy terror. “Look at yourself,” Tom told him. “You’re free of them.”

      "Come and kneel before us, Dank, and all will be forgiven." Melwas’ voice was deep with assurance and trust. "You have provided much diversion and amusement. We thank you for that."

      The terror didn’t subside. Not at all. But the rage found a crack in the ice. Dank stood a little straighter, and when he spoke his voice didn’t quaver. "The armour is a part of him," he said, loud and clear. "Cut it, and you’ll hurt him."

      Melwas lowered his sword and growled. "You betray us."

      Dank shook his head. "I stand with my friends.” And when Draig offered him an iron sword, he accepted it without flinching. “I stand with you, Sir Tom.”

      Tom couldn’t help but smile. ”And I with you, Dank." Tom took a blade too, hefted it. It was short, far shorter than Emyllt. But perhaps a sword was less important than who you bore it with. Draig stood on his other side, blade in hand. Jarnstenn stood with them too, hefting Rimestenn’s hammer. And Mennvinn too, with iron knives in both hands.

      "You will all suffer our eternal wrath!"

      Tom turned to face Melwas. So imposing in his black armour, but it was just another show. Just another ruse, a trick, a diversion. An entertainment. "You came to us bearing arms," Tom pointed out. "You threaten us."

      "We do.” Melwas reached up and removed his helm so Tom could see the vicious glee in his eyes. "Your women will suffer, little Tom, twice as much as you will."

      Tom imagined Katharine stretched out on a rack, Puck turning the handles, Mab laughing and clapping over the sound of cracking and popping joints. Rose held over a fire. Rose thrown into ice water. Rose cut and sliced and divided, unable to die, unable to escape the pain. "You swore they would go unharmed," he growled.

      "We swore such an oath," Melwas agreed with a slow, smug, perfect grin. "But eternity is time enough to learn ways to inflict suffering without causing harm."

      A Faerie boon. Always binding, always cutting the hand that shook on it.

      Tom’s gut tightened, but a strange calm settled over him even as terror made his limbs shake. "They aren’t safe, are they? No matter what I do?"

      Melwas dipped his head in the smallest of bows. "You are slow to learn, little Tom. But learn you do.” And the Faerie King grinned with unbridled joy. He stood in his black armour, with Caledyr in his hand and a grip around the most important people in Tom’s world. For a moment, it felt like all Tom could do was surrender. But that wouldn’t keep Katharine and Rose safe. There was only one thing to do in the face of a monster like Melwas, and Tom didn’t need Caledyr to tell him what it was: fight.

      The arrow whistled past Tom’s ear, embedded itself in Melwas’ eye, and the fay clapped a hand to his face and let out an almighty roar.

      Six lifted his bow in salute. "Together," he said.

      Tom touched his sword to his forehead. "Together," he agreed.

      Those that could charged.

      But if Tom had held any secret hope they could win, it died in the first moment. He wasn’t just tired; his body felt wrong. His sword was heavy, his step was leaden, his swings were slow and his mind was dull. And Melwas was strong, powered by a royal rage, faster with one eye than any mortal was with two. He seemed to dodge and parry every blow with ease, and Caledyr and Emyllt nicked and notched Tom’s sword into a misshapen mess, and the Faerie King laughed as he lopped off the tip with a flourish.

      Then Jarnstenn swung Rimestenn’s hammer and landed a crushing blow on Melwas’ knee.

      The fay roared, his leg bent in a way it shouldn’t be, he lashed out, cutting a nasty gash across Jarnstenn’s face and the dwarf fell.

      But Melwas was wounded; his knee wasn’t healing, and now he was struggling to dodge blows, and Dank sliced away a piece of armour, Emyr stabbed at Melwas’ face, Draig’s blade cut armour from the fay’s arm, and Tom drove his ruined iron blade towards the Faerie King’s chest.

      “Enough,” Melwas growled, dropped Caledyr and caught Tom’s blow in his hand. The iron blade buried itself into his palm, all the way to the hilt but no further. Tom looked up into Melwas’ grinning eyes before the fay delivered a back-handed blow that send him down onto his back.

      Tom blinked, shook his head. A moment later he felt warmth on his lip, his cheeks. He rolled onto his elbows, dumbly watched blood drip from his nose onto the sand.

      Melwas pulled Tom’s sword free of his palm, twisted his grip on Emyllt and flicked the tip of the blade across Draig’s leg, splitting flesh and dropping the elf to the ground. Dank and Emyr fought side by side. But they were no match for Melwas. None of them were.

      "Tom!"

      It was Six. Crawling across the sand towards him, with the bow over his shoulder and a few arrows in his hands. Tom waved him away. “Get back," he told the elf. His voice sounded muffled, as if he was holding his nose. “It isn’t safe.” But where was? He shook his head and struggled to get to his hands and knees. He had to get back to the fight. But he was so tired. And he couldn’t win. He wasn’t a fighter. He wasn’t a warrior. He wasn’t a Knight of Tir.

      “The hammer.” Six was pointing, excited, urgent. “Rimestenn’s hammer. Look what it did to Melwas’ knee.” There was grim satisfaction in the elf’s voice. “That’s how we beat him.”

      The Faerie King’s leg was still bent at an awkward angle; the hammer had delivered a grievous wound. But it had fallen at the fay’s feet. There was no reaching it. Tom felt a wave of despair threaten to break over him, only for it to be sucked in and swallowed by the dark boulder he’d burned by healing himself.

      “Magic,” he muttered. Spat blood on the sand and reached into his pocket.

      The shard of Ambrose’s old stone prison was still there. Still threatened to tug Tom’s thoughts elsewhere. But either Tom was too tired to be distracted, or he had learnt to resist the stone’s efforts. He pulled it from his pocket and held it out for Six to see.

      The elf nodded. “Not all weapons have an edge," he said.

      And if Rimestenn’s hammer could break Melwas’ knee, what would happen if Tom pushed this little stone down Melwas’ cursed throat? Tom’s lips stretched over bloody teeth in a humourless grin. “Distract him,” he told the elf.

      "I’ve got three arrows left," Six replied. "But he won’t even notice them in that armour."

      Tom shook his head. "He’ll feel it."

      Six hefted the bow, notched an arrow. Tom shook his head again, spattering the sand with blood. "Not yet," he told the elf.

      "They don’t have long."

      He was right. Dank was on the ground, leaving only Emyr standing. And Melwas was still too fast. It was just a matter of time.

      "Wait," he told Six. "You’ll know when." And he pushed himself to his feet. Staggered towards the fight with no sword, no blade with which to defend himself. "I yield!" he cried. "I yield to King Melwas of Faerie!"

      The whirl of blades slowed and stopped. Everyone stared at him in disbelief. "No, Tom," Emyr said. Melwas merely grinned. He’d pulled Six’s arrow free and his eye was already healed. Immortal. Invulnerable. But, perhaps, not invincible.

      "We swore an oath to each other, King Melwas," Tom said. "You would keep Katharine and Rose safe in Faerie. In return, you and I would duel." He dropped to his knees. It was a battle not to follow his knees, lie down in the sand and close his eyes. “I cannot best you in battle. I yield. I surrender myself to you."

      Melwas cocked his head like a hound.

      "You have won." Tom gestured at the others. “We fought together, and you kept us all at bay. What else can I do?"

      "This is not how we thought we would win." Melwas sounded disappointed. "We thought we would have to drag you into Faerie."

      "It is as I was told many years ago," Tom replied. "Once you eat of Faerie food, you will never be free of it." Which was not what he had been told. But it was true all the same.

      Melwas nodded. "Swear your allegiance to us." He pointed his blade, like an accusation. "Bind yourself to us, your true king."

      Tom glanced to Emyr. The man who had knighted him. Who had named him his champion, his guide, his protector.

      Judged nobler in deed than in what we say. Tom hoped that was true.

      "I, Thomas Rymour, the last knight of Tir, hereby swear that King Melwas of Faerie shall command my loyalty until my dying breath."

      Melwas sighed, like a satisfied lover. The smile he turned on Emyr was almost dreamy. "It seems we take all of your knights, Emyr." He took a step forward, and Tom palmed the black stone into his hand. "Perhaps we should command him to take up his sword against you?" The stone tugged at his thoughts, tried to pull his mind into the maelstrom. Melwas took another step. "To kill you all, perhaps?" Tom held himself back from it, as the sprite had shown him, as Melwas took another step. "Even if his loyalty falters, we fancy he would do it. For his women."

      For his women. "As you say, my king." Come closer. Just a little closer.

      Melwas knelt, brought his face to Tom’s. It was a gift. "You belong to us now. Don’t you, little Tom?"

      The arrow sliced through Tom’s ear, across Melwas’ cheek, and as the Faerie King cried out in pain, Tom wrapped a hand in his hair and pushed the black stone into his open mouth.

      Melwas didn’t buck or thrash. He didn’t move at all. Instead it seemed like the world shook. The beach, the sea, the sky, the others, Tom lost them all, there was nothing but Melwas’ limp form and the effort of keeping a hold on it. Don’t let go, don’t let go. One moment the body seemed to be nothing but smoke, the next it was solid and real, then it was peeling away, skin from flesh from bone, then wrapping around his hand, then around his wrists and face like tendrils, like tentacles, clawing at his face. Don’t let go, don’t let go. There was a sound, a painful, constant note that stabbed at him, a scream of pain and rage and treachery. Tom’s fingers were on fire, his face was flayed, his body was burnt and he was being pulled piece from piece. Don’t let go, don’t let go.

      Melwas fell to pieces. His skin and flesh dissolved, his bones tumbled from Tom’s grip, and they dissolved into ash. But still the world shook, and Melwas’ voice echoed all around him, filled with fury and hate and delight. "You and yours will suffer like no mortal ever has."

      With nothing to hold onto, Tom was at the mercy of whatever force buffeted him to and fro, and he could do nothing as the black stone tumbled from his grip and the maelstrom tossed him to the winds of magic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      When his thoughts came back to him, his mouth was filled with the sour taste of old vomit. Dried blood cracked as he opened his eyes, but the world refused to come into focus. There was light. A thousand smells and sounds, all meaningless. But everything felt solid. Real. He was in Tir. He felt hard stone beneath him. Loose strands of hay. He tried to push himself upright, but he couldn’t. He was too weak. He closed his eyes again.

      Voices. Footsteps. A shadow fell across his face and he opened his eyes to see two figures standing over him.

      "As we promised, Your Grace. Thomas Rymour. In the somewhat battered flesh." Glastyn wore a blue and yellow tunic.

      "Eirwen’s grace." Duke Regent’s satisfaction was grim, his expression cold and hard. He was thinner and greyer since Tom had fled his court. "I had almost given up on seeing you again, Rymour."

      Tom knew he had to stand, to run, to escape before Regent could throw him in his dungeons. He tried to rise, but Glastyn put a boot on his chest and it took no force at all to push Tom back down to the ground.

      "Very good, Glastyn." Regent nodded. "The Heel owes you a debt."

      Tom’s mouth was filling with blood. He turned his head, spat. Some of his teeth were loose. "You said you were my friend.”

      Glastyn gave Regent an easy smile. "All part of the plan, Your Grace."

      But Regent didn’t seem to be listening. Instead he bent at the waist, looming over Tom. “Welcome back to the Heel, Oathbreaker. We have a cell ready and waiting for you." The duke stepped back so armed guards could pick Tom up and haul him away. "Prepare yourself for a long stay."
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        * * *

      

      The story concludes in the fourth installment of the Realm Rift Saga; sign up for updates at jamestkelly.com/readersgroup!
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