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WATER IN THE BLOOD
There came the morning, while on the journey, when they could not wake Karyl from his sleep.
“Is he still breathing?”
Irae stood up and eyed Thorn, her brow sternly furrowed.
“If he wasn’t breathing,” she said, “I probably wouldn’t be trying to wake him.”
Thorn shrugged helplessly, hands spread wide. “It seemed like a logical question,” he said, reasonably enough, in his opinion. “At least, to me it did.”
“Keep your thoughts to yourself, next time,” said Irae shortly, but her anger wasn’t truly directed at him. She was worried, and when Irae got worried, she got angry. When she got sad, she got angry, too. The same thing tended to occur when she was frustrated, irritated, tired, and hungry. Thorn thought this was probably a side effect of having been raised a princess and given everything you ever wanted as soon as you wanted it. Then suddenly there was no one at your beck and call anymore, no one to hand you what you asked for. He supposed he should be grateful for small mercies, that her anger did have breaks in it and that he could wait through it for the lulls.
The big lump that was Karyl appeared to be sleeping, nothing else more sinister than that. He lay on his side, his hands tucked up under his chin. There was dirt on his cheek, but that was probably from lying on the ground. None of them were too clean, anyway. He had gone to sleep in a position that saved his left side, Thorn noticed. The bandages were also becoming increasingly grimy as they covered the arrow wound he’d received on a misadventure in the recent past.
Thorn didn’t like thinking of that night. It wasn’t just Karyl, of course; it was also Lully, the young, innocent-looking kitchen maid who had had her arm broken because they’d been led into a fight almost none of them were prepared for. Karyl was a big man, thickset and rough, and he had taken his wound with scarcely a grunt. The sound of Lully’s keening and whimpers, on the other hand, would linger in Thorn’s mind and nightmares for years to come. He was sure of it.
Irae pressed a hand to the dressings that protected Karyl’s injured side. In response, the former guard shifted and groaned slightly in his sleep. He sounded like a very old dog, Thorn thought, who was feeling the pain of an imminent end without knowing what it meant. His breathing, too, was shallower than it should have been; shallower than Thorn would have liked.
“It’s badly infected,” said Irae tightly.
Her face was pale. She was naturally a little wan, her skin quite sallow even after all the living out of doors over the last month or so. Her dirty blonde hair gave her no color to draw from.
“I thought he was able to clean it out,” said Thorn. “It’s been five days.”
“I know. I thought so too. He said that he had taken care of the problem.”
“It looks more like he took care of it by ignoring it,” objected Thorn.
“I wish I had known,” said Irae. She rubbed the back of her wrist across her forehead, wiping away sweat and trying to avoid dirtying her face with her fingers, which had picked up some of the grime from Karyl’s bandages. Her efforts were in vain, as her wrist was just as dirty as any other part of her. She left a swath of dirt just above her eyebrows. “I’ll try to clean it myself, but I don’t know that I’ll be able to do much.” She pressed a hand to the former guard’s forehead. Irae wasn’t an overly small woman, but her hand looked quite tiny against Karyl’s broad face. “It may already have gone too far.”
“Too far?” said Ruben from behind her. He crouched over her shoulder to look at Karyl, his long pointy face looking quite worried. His own thatch of straw-colored hair had been dampened by rain and mud over the last few days, and he was looking a bit worse for wear. As were all of them, Thorn reminded himself; it was only that Ruben looked like a scarecrow at the best of times, so now that the best of times were well gone, he had come off a little worse than the rest of them. Arguably. Ruben would almost certainly argue it, for one. “What do you mean, too far?”
Irae did not even have it in herself to grace this with an answer, as upset as she was, and left it to Thorn to draw the bard a little ways away from the rest of the group huddled around the prone Karyl.
“Listen,” he said, brow furrowed in consternation, “do you think the three of us could get Karyl onto his horse?”
“The three of us?”
“Jelen, you, and me.”
“You would ask the queen to do something like that?”
Thorn rolled his eyes. Jelen — Irae, that was, he still couldn’t seem to stop himself from calling her by the name she had given him — wasn’t really the queen — officially, she had never been crowned — and she hadn’t yet regained her throne. He didn’t feel much closer to helping her get back her crown than he had at the beginning of this woebegone adventure, and he was already heartily sick of the whole royalty aspect.
“I would ask anyone with two working arms to help,” he said. “She isn’t less capable because she turned out to be royalty, you know. I’d ask Lully, too, if her arm wasn’t in a sling, and Graic if she —” He turned to glance behind him at the elderly woman who never seemed to be on entirely the same plane of reality as the rest of them. “— wasn’t Graic,” he finished. “Anyway. We will have to make do, because it doesn’t look like Karyl is going to be able to help us.”
“His wound is infected?”
“The arrow went deep.”
“Probably the tip wasn’t cleaned before it was shot into him, either,” said the bard helpfully.
Thorn eyed him for a moment, trying to judge for himself whether this was a poorly-timed joke or not. He was unable to reach a consensus in his own mind, and finally settled for a cautious, “Probably not.”
“What will we do with him, if we can get him on his horse?”
“Jelen — the princess is going to have to decide that. I know nothing of these parts, and she seems to be familiar with them. She’s leading this expedition, after all; I’m just here for the end of the plan.”
“We have a plan, then?” said the bard eagerly.
Not for the first time, Thorn wondered why, precisely, the bard was still with them. He didn’t need to be, not really — he had been hired for the first part of the adventure, in order to guide them to achieve the Anvil of the Soul. After helping them fight against some angry monks, his purpose had been fulfilled. Of course, he had helped them and seemed rather attached to them all, Lully especially. And now he would want to be paid the rest of his fee for what he had done. So, on the whole, perhaps it was less surprising that he had thought that the hapless bard would be tagging along with them yet. Though, it would be nice if he could keep up a little more.
But maybe it wasn’t stupidity. The bard knew stories, after all; he read, he had books in his pack. The man couldn’t be as stupid as he presented himself to be. Could he?
Thorn decided not to judge hastily. Who was he to say whether someone could be so terminally stupid, or not?
Perhaps he hadn’t been paying enough attention. Maybe he had been distracted by what he had seen.
Thorn flinched at the thought, automatically, unable to help himself or catch himself in the act. He closed his eyes for a brief moment, and measured his voice out, note by note.
“Yes,” he said, “we have a plan. I’m certain that the princess is the best person to lay out the details for you. I play only a small part in the fulfillment of her purpose.”
“The turning things into other things part,” said the bard.
Thorn opened his eyes quickly and squinted at him.
“Yes,” he said, “that part.”
“I think we can get Karyl on the horse,” said Ruben. “If we coordinate our efforts. If not, perhaps we can rig a sort of sleigh from branches — nothing fancy, just enough to hold him — and tie it to the harness of two of the horses. They can pull him. We will have to walk alongside, of course, but we will get there in the end. Wherever there is. Perhaps I had better find out.”
“Perhaps you should,” said Thorn. He stood aside to let the bard rejoin the others and took a moment to stare into the surrounding woods. In the bright morning light, the sight he was looking for was out of place enough that he almost missed it the first time around. When he looked again, however, there was no denying it.
There was a fox watching them, head lowered, alert and wary. The eyes were golden, but there was something strange about them.
Thorn swallowed hard past something in his throat. It stayed, persistent and painful, a spike of emotion rather than something physical: regret, perhaps. Chagrin.
Shame.
He felt the strong urge to cry.
The palms of his hands itched fiercely, and he rubbed them together. He could feel the roughness beneath them, as though there were hairs growing inside his skin. The ghost of a memory surfaced, of something warm and human turning into something wild and woodland beneath his touch.
“I told you I was sorry,” he said but not quite loud enough to be heard by the others behind him. The fox gave no indication of having heard, either, not a raise of the head, not a twitch of an ear. Nothing. But in the silence, there was a rebuke.
Thorn was embarrassed by the anger in his own tone. He wrapped his arms around himself and turned away.
He made his way the few steps back to the rest of his companions. Graic was now crouched over the prone Karyl, muttering while Lully and the erstwhile queen were having the closest thing to an argument that Thorn had ever seen between the two of them. Goodness knew that Irae would have argued with a rock if she thought it had looked at her funny.
Usually Thorn found her bull-headedness somewhat endearing, but not this time.
Neither of them were paying him any mind even though he practically stood between them, and so he said quite loudly, “What seems to be the problem?” Upon the look he received in response from Irae, he amended, “Well, apart from the obvious.”
“He shouldn’t be moved!” said Lully. “If we try to make him travel over these rough roads, he will die for sure.”
“He’s stronger than he looks,” countered Irae.
“Leaving that aside,” said Thorn, “what do you suggest we do instead, Lully?”
The young woman’s face was red with crying. She clutched at her broken arm with her free one, as though embracing herself for comfort. Karyl’s devotion to the diminutive kitchen maid was second only to his devotion to his queen and her cause; the two presumably had some history, though Thorn knew nothing of it. There had not been much time for casual conversation since they had met on this strange journey.
“Find a healer,” she said. “Find one and bring them back here. I will stay with him while you and Queen Irae go look.”
“We’re days away from anyone or anything,” said Irae, twining her fingers together. “By the time we’ve located and returned with someone who could help, Karyl would be dead.”
“Simply trying to get him onto a horse might kill him!”
“Not trying to get him onto a horse would kill him as well!”
“What is Graic doing?” asked Thorn, who was distracted and fascinated despite himself.
What Graic was doing was behaving strangely, or, at least, behaving more oddly than she usually behaved, which was bizarre enough. She had found a small twig with a few leaves at the end of it, twisted it from its tree, and was patting Karyl down with it, still muttering to herself. Irae scoffed loudly, went to her, and took the branch.
“That’s enough of that nonsense,” she said, and flung it into the bushes. Her hands were shaking.
“What nonsense, exactly? What was she doing?” Thorn looked curiously at Graic, who was shaking her head with brow fiercely furrowed.
“Death dowsing,” said Irae. “She thinks she can sense when someone is going to die. It’s a lot of foolishness.”
She turned away from him, but not before he saw that her face was suddenly pale.
“He is going to die,” said the queen’s former nanny, unperturbed, “whether you think it is nonsense or not, young lady.”
“He is not going to die! He can’t!”
“He is if you make him ride a horse and travel,” said Lully.
“He is not!”
“Well,” said Thorn, “one of you is right, and one of you is wrong.”
“Both of them,” said Graic. “It doesn’t matter what they do. It doesn’t matter what you do. It doesn’t matter what I do. Set your feet on the path and walk to the end. He is going to sleep the long sleep, without dreaming or waking, and the only thing that will save him —” She paused, and the rest turned towards her expectantly.
“What?” said Irae, and it sounded surprisingly like begging. Thorn cast a glance at her and saw that though her eyes were set and hard and determined, her mouth was soft and given to a slight tremble. She was trying so hard to be a queen, and after the difficulties of the journey, it was proving to be harder than expected. His heart gave a twinge of sympathy, and he looked away quickly; sympathy would get him nowhere. What he needed now was to be strong. “What can save him?”
Graic turned and looked at Thorn.
It felt like a blow, like a stab. Her gaze went straight through him and probed at his heart; with difficulty, he met her eyes and realized that they were perfectly clear, sane, and rational for the first time in his experience with the apparently ancient woman. There was something familiar, too, something half buried in there. He thought of looking up, in the days before his parents had driven him into the woods — looking up, on the street in the village of his childhood, and seeing these same eyes, old even then, looking down at a strange cursed child, and knowing far too much.
But she lowered her lids over those strange clear eyes, suddenly, and turned away from him.
“Nothing,” she said. “Nothing can save him now.”
Lully made a noise that sounded like more choked tears, and Irae shook her head.
“Of all the times for your wisdom to fail, granny,” she said. “Never mind. We’ll get him on the horse.”
“But —” said Thorn.
Irae fixed him with her firm stare and swallowed hard.
“We will get him on the horse,” she said.
It was even harder than Thorn thought to lift and move the unconscious man. Karyl outweighed them all, being a few inches taller than Thorn himself and nearly two feet taller than Irae. There were a great many tense moments as they pushed him upwards. Then once Karyl was slumped forward over his steed’s neck, Thorn had to steady him to keep him from falling off. Breathing hard from the exertion, he shook his head at Irae.
“This isn’t going to work. We will have to tie him on.”
“Then do it,” gasped Irae. Her face was ruddy now from the hard work of lifting the weight, and likely, Thorn thought, from the worried embarrassment over Karyl’s pained noises as they had moved him. All the blood had drained from the big man’s face, and though still unconscious, he seemed to be speaking to someone that none of them could see. But his words were fuzzy and slurred. Thorn could not understand them. It was evident to all of them, even the bard, who seemed relatively unaware of things in general, that Karyl was desperately ill.
Thorn bit his tongue and went to find a rope.
It wasn’t in his pack where it should have been. After a few moments of fruitless searching, practically turning the entire thing upside down, he flung it onto the ground with a quiet, wordless cry, and turned to see Graic holding the missing rope out to him. She had bundled it neatly but loosely, so as he took it from her it snaked through his hands, pooling onto the ground. He caught at it and snatched the end before he lost it entirely and looked at her.
She snapped her fingers at him and squinted her eyes.
“You’re something new,” she said.
“I’m nothing at all,” said Thorn, not sure how to react.
“You’re exactly what you say you are,” said Graic and snapped her fingers again. “Something new. I remember you.”
Thorn swallowed, feeling a sharp spike of anger surge through him.
“I remember you, too,” he said. “You were just like the rest. You knew that my parents drove me out into the forest, and you did nothing.”
He waited for a precious moment, knowing that Jelen was waiting for him to return, but unable to look away waiting for a reply from Graic.
After a breath, and another, she veiled her eyes with her dusky lids and lashes, so darkened and deeply lined that her eyes looked like holes under her hairless brows.
“I don’t remember that,” she said.
Thorn heaved a sigh and turned away from her.
He was expecting the princess to snap at him for taking so long when he returned — surely, she must have observed that he was speaking with her former nurse, not hastening back — but she only caught eyes with him briefly. The look in her eyes was pity or worry, not anger, and she said nothing but reached for the rope to help him wrap it securely around Karyl.
Even with the rope wrapped as many times around him as possible and tied in different spots on the saddle, the big man still looked precariously perched on the horse, who was pawing nervously at the ground. Ruben caught at the bridle and smoothed his hand over the horse’s nose.
“I will lead him,” he said, “if someone will tell me where we are going.”
“Put Lully on her horse, please,” Irae instructed Thorn. “And Graic on as well. We will go slowly.”
“We will go slowly where?” said Thorn, putting his things back in his pack hastily.
Irae paused for a moment. Her face was drawn taut.
“The nearest healer is two days from here, by my reckoning,” she said. “I don’t believe he will make it that far.”
“As I said,” said Lully, her voice hoarse.
“But if we go north a little, and then to the west,” said Irae, speaking a little more loudly so as to be heard over the young maid, “we will come across the haunt of Braeve.”
“No, we cannot!” said Graic. It was the most coherent thing that Thorn had ever heard from her. The old woman desperately clutched at her former charge with both hands.
“We must,” said Irae.
“Braeve will kill you,” said Lully.
“She will do no such thing.” Irae spoke sharply. It was clear that she was not through with being angry with Lully for arguing with her. “She has taken a vow of good.”
Graic snorted, and Lully said, “As though anyone ever stuck to a promise like that!”
“Is there such a thing as a vow of good?” said Ruben, feeling in his pocket for an apple to give the horse. “I’ve never heard of it, and I’ve heard of a great many things in my time.”
“A vow of good is as lasting and meaningful as a vow of silence from the nuns at Bel Keep,” said Lully. “She’ll see you coming and be unable to stop herself.”
“We must go to Braeve.” Irae’s tone would allow no further argument. She swung herself up onto her horse and tugged impatiently at the reins. “She has sworn to do good, and I am going to trust it. If she can save Karyl, we have to take the chance.”
Lully clearly intended to say more, regardless of the princess’s firm tone, but Thorn had hoisted her up into the saddle. She had to grasp tightly onto the pommel with her good hand to keep from falling off. He helped Graic up behind her despite his hesitance to touch the old woman, feeling as though pieces of his memories were going to rub off and transfer to her. The sideways look she gave him was not helping, either.
Everyone was mounted and ready. Last of all, Thorn swung onto his own saddle, steadied his pack, and settled in. He moved closer to one side of Karyl while Irae took the other to steady him in every direction against the move and sway of the horse on the rough road.
Thorn couldn’t avoid looking at Karyl’s white, blood-drained face. He also couldn’t help but think that Lully was probably right. The former guard was more than likely not going to survive this next part of their misbegotten adventure.
As desperate as Irae was to save him, he didn’t like to think how she was going to react if it proved impossible.
Irae clicked her tongue at her horse and nudged him gently with her boot.
“North,” she said determinedly, “and then west.”
Thorn held off on his questioning until they had been traveling for a little time, wanting to assemble the best words to get his desired information without putting the princess on edge. But she appeared on edge enough already, what with the sick and pained man on the horse between them. At last, finally screwing up his courage and choosing his words carefully, he said, “Who is this Braeve, then?”
He kept his face turned away from her to avoid her feeling pierced by his direct gaze, but he could sense her swift, stern glance in his direction.
“I wish it hadn’t turned out this way,” she said. “I wish — I should have done something, anything, sooner. I wish I wasn’t so stupid!”
He kept quiet, deeming this the wisest course of action. After a moment more, she carried on in a rush.
“Lully needn’t be so concerned about it. It was all some time ago that it happened.”
“That what happened?”
“Braeve,” said Irae, her tone somewhat bitter, “is a very clever woman. She was trained by alchemists from Maritrea, and some claim that her understanding of science and medicine and the inner workings of things — mostly things that should not be played with in my opinion — is surpassed by none. I cannot vouch for her, other than knowing her reputation, except for two things. One, she is the one who bestowed the gift of immortality on my uncle the traitor. No one knows how. But it has indeed proven to be effective.”
“Thus far, anyway,” said Thorn.
“Thus far is far enough. He has survived at least ten assassination attempts.”
Thorn thought about this. He was not a violent person by nature, though he understood the rage that drove people to fight. With the adventures that they had been having recently, he felt that he understood it more clearly than ever before. But the thought of coolly, calmly undertaking the murder of someone in cold blood, on behalf of another person’s convictions, was entirely foreign to him. It made him shiver to think of it, and quake again to think that at least one of the attempts to murder the current king was rumored to be on behalf of the young woman who rode at his side.
She hadn’t ordered it — he needed to believe that — but still, it stunned him sometimes to think of what royalty was willing to do in efforts to achieve power. At times, he felt as though he didn’t know her at all.
But dwelling on that didn’t help, not when he was actively engaged in her cause and fighting on her side. So, he put it aside to worry about later — probably in the dead of night when he needed to be sleeping. That was usually how it worked.
“What is second, if that is first?” he said.
“Secondly,” said Irae, heaving a sigh, “as she was clearly on the side of my uncle the traitor, it was only a matter of time until she took action against me. The time came shortly after she gifted my uncle the traitor with his greatest blessing — after my father had died, and I was still beholden to my uncle for training, for guidance. Before I knew — what he really was. She disguised herself as an old woman and managed to make her way into my home as a beggar, looking for food to stay alive. She was so desperate, so thin, so haggard and wild. I was frightened, but I let her in. I had been warned not to do so, not to let anyone in, but I didn’t like being told what to do.” A trait that she still held to this day, but Thorn chose not to comment on it. “And she looked so sad, so in need, so — desperate,” said Irae again, quietly.
They rode in silence for a moment. Irae seemed lost in the memory of her own pity.
“How old were you?” Thorn asked at last.
“Not quite thirteen,” said the queen. “Scarcely more than a child, though I would have objected if you had told me so at the time. My father had died not even a year before.”
“So young.” Thorn could picture Irae at thirteen, orphaned and dependent on the guidance of others who were seeking great things for themselves, watched over only by a few loyal servants, with every day bringing a new danger until could protect herself. And where had he been at the same age? Roaming the woods, entirely alone.
Leaving aside the castle, the kingship, the royals and the riches, was her life so much better than his had been, after all?
He didn’t want to think about this, either.
“What did she do?”
“She took a knife to me,” said Irae bluntly. “She would have done something more complicated, fancy, I think — something with poison, judging by what we found on her — but I conned to her too quickly, even being as young and stupid as I was. I screamed bloody murder, which is what it would have been if Karyl had not come to find me so quickly. I fought her off as best as I could, of course, but she was so much bigger than me. When he came, he caught her by the shoulders and flung her across the room so hard that she hit the wall and slid down to the floor, unconscious. I tried to run at her — for what, I don’t know. I can’t remember — but I slipped on the blood and fell, and I woke up three days later with a head like death and four newly carved scars. Like claws, raking down.” She curved her own fingers and mimed the motion, sideways and down across her torso. Thorn flinched. “Well,” said Irae, with a strange and brittle brightness, “of course my uncle the traitor disavowed any knowledge of what she had done, and I believed him. He had never been anything but good to me at that point. Now — I don’t know. Perhaps he asked or suggested to her that I would be better out of the way. She was unhinged, poor woman — and after she spent a few years in the dungeons, she was released. She went to a convent for a time and took a vow of good. Now she lives in the woods scarcely a day from here, which makes her the best chance that we have to save Karyl.”
“But she might still want to kill you,” said Thorn.
She shook her head. “No.”
“How do you know? She might want to kill Karyl, if he hurt her when he was saving you. She could carry a grudge —”
“No!” said Irae. She met his eyes with her own filled with distress. “Hells, Thorn, do you think I would take us into this situation if I thought there was a chance that it would destroy everything?”
“Do I think you would take that chance if you might save Karyl?” said Thorn. “Yes, I do. I do think that. Don’t be angry with me, Jelen — I’m not trying to talk you out of anything. I’m only trying to make sure that we are ready for whatever might happen. Can’t you see that this is the best way to preserve all of us, if we are prepared beforehand?”
She lapsed into silence again, both hands tightening on the reins as she rode. Between the two of them, Karyl let out a soft sigh as they reached a particularly rough part of the road and he was shifted painfully.
“Keep your eyes open,” she said.
This was a clear admission that he was correct to be worried. Taking Irae’s usual way of operating into account, Thorn sat up a little straighter.
“She likes to use knives?” he said.
He wasn’t imagining the pain and worry in the look she sent him.
“She likes to cause pain,” she said, briefly. “But things are different now. Things should be different now. They have to be.”
Thorn cast a glance back over his shoulder. He did not think that Lully could have been in earshot of them, but she was looking at him. As he met her gaze, she shook her head slowly and solemnly.
He turned to face forward again, worried and uncomfortable. He wanted to trust Irae’s judgment — she had gotten them this far after all. But in one sense they had come this far in spite of the things she and others had done. For instance, the decision to battle with the highwaymen led to the wounds sustained by both Karyl and Lull. Therefore, he wasn’t entirely sure that trusting her judgment was the wisest course of action.
Well, she had told him to keep his eyes open, and for now, that was what he would do. He wasn’t sure how much time he had to put a plan together, though.
“We have perhaps a few hours to go yet,” said Irae, as though she could hear his thoughts. “We will be near her before nightfall, and then it will simply be a matter of attracting her attention.”
Thorn desperately wanted to ask what, exactly, that entailed, but he could tell that he had questioned her enough for one day. He settled down into the ride, one hand on Karyl’s shoulder to keep him steady and remind himself of why they were doing this to begin with.
He only hoped it would be worth it.



2

A NEW ASSIGNMENT
The December King was finding his responsibilities a bit vexing. Perhaps it was because this was the season for contentions, for rivalries, for attempted assassinations. Or maybe the cause was that this wasn’t his responsibility at all, and what he really needed was to learn to delegate. That was what being king was all about, was it not? If someone told him to do something he didn’t want to, he should be able to tell them that and to do it themselves. Otherwise — what was the point?
Of course, he couldn’t do anything about the attempted assassinations. There was always going to be someone out there who wanted to scale every mountain they came across. If that meant trying to murder the un-murderable, then so be it. The king wasn’t unhappy that the story of his immortality had gotten around. Ultimately, however, it was one of the more tiresome things he had ever been required to deal with. No matter how many times he came through with flying colors and a complete lack of death, someone else seemed to be waiting to try their hand at it. And, after all, he was immortal. That didn’t mean that being stabbed, poisoned, set on fire, and viciously seduced didn’t hurt.
That last one, of course, had only happened once.
More’s the pity, was the king’s opinion. It would help if the assassins had at least a little imagination about their task. It would disturb the bloody monotony.
Each failed attempt added to his legend. Each failed attempt resigned him a little more to his own future: something that stretched out in front of him, endless, like a pathway through the Badlands with nothing on the horizon and everything important left somewhere distantly behind him. And here he was, expected to carry that weight at the back of his mind while sitting here listening to some nobleman or other who claimed to have lost his daughter.
He knew Batrek Felcin well, in point of fact. Lord Felcin had helped him innumerable times, over the years. He was loyal to a fault, and to the right people, which was almost more important. He was also a little boring. That was why it was so difficult to pay attention to him, especially since the king had gotten so little sleep recently.
Signaling to Merkin to send in tea, the king shifted his weight and leaned forward. He put his elbows on his knees and gave Batrek Felcin his best impersonation of keen attention and interest that he could manage at three in the afternoon on a Thursday.
“Your panic renders you difficult to understand,” he said, though that was far from true. Yes, Batrek Felcin was likely panicked; after all, from what the king could remember, he was a devoted father with only one child. That in itself, of course, was rare; most of the nobles in this area seemed eager to spread their progeny far and wide. But the challenge in tracking what the man was saying actually stemmed from the boredom. “Please, begin at the beginning once more. Your daughter has been kidnapped?”
“She was on the road to Bertam’s Port,” said Felcin. He took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. If the December King hadn’t known better, he would have said that the nobleman was exasperated. “She had a young guard for company, but he claims that she said she recognized someone and then disappeared into the crowd before he could follow her.”
“Crowd? On the road to Bertam’s Port?”
“It was a market day. It’s been an entire week, Your Majesty, and I’m so terribly afraid of what may have befallen her.”
“Hmm.” The king rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I presume you’ve thoroughly interrogated the guard?”
“I questioned him quite strongly.” Felcin shifted uncomfortably. “He has always been entirely trustworthy.”
“Servants do tend to be,” agreed the king, “until suddenly they are not.” He gave a little half-wince at the thought. There had been a few uproars among his own household recently; he didn’t like hangings, but at times there was just no way to avoid them. Even with the delegation from Elgodon just arrived and feasting going on in celebration of peace negotiations, there were always a few bad apples trying to upset the cart. “I would suggest that you do a little more than question him strongly, Lord Felcin. That seems the reasonable place to start.”
“I have kept him under lock and key since then,” said Felcin stubbornly. “If he were to have taken her, it would have been for nothing other than a ransom. No ransom note has shown up, and no one has heard any such rumors. I don’t believe it is the boy’s fault at all. He should perhaps have been more cautious, but my daughter has always been headstrong, even from the time she was a small child.”
The king sighed and laced his fingers together in front of him.
“Well,” he said, “if you don’t want to take my advice, that is your decision, of course. It is up to you. However, you did ask for this audience, and I granted it to you out of consideration for your parental worry, which does you credit, of course. Therefore — what precisely is it that you would like me to do for you?”
Felcin looked up at him, his eyes heavy and wounded.
“I have done you many favors over the years,” he said. “I know, my king, that you have your ways; and you know, in your heart, that I am loyal. Please. Please, whatever it takes, find my little girl and bring her home.”
The plea was touching, the king had to admit. It was a difficult thing to look away from the nobleman, broken and humbled as he was. But the doors to the great throne room had opened, and Serhiy had entered. The king’s back straightened, his shoulders tensed — he couldn’t help it. It just happened these days when Serhiy was around.
The young man wasn’t frightening to look at, by any means. If anything, he was rather sharply good looking with a thin face, all led by the nose, and piercing dark blue eyes. But he moved like violence wrapped in a human body, coiled and ready for action. The king couldn’t help feeling, every time he looked at him, that if someone innocent and helpless happened to come by, Serhiy would chase them down and show no mercy.
It was a blessing, really, the king reflected, that innocence was so difficult to come by in Castle Balfour.
He raised his chin towards Serhiy with a faint smile. Rudeness would be ill-advised, especially to someone like that.
Serhiy responded with his usual overjoyed smile, a smile so wide and stretched that it pressed his dark blue eyes into slits. If nothing else, the king thought, Serhiy always seemed so pleased by everything that it was easy to believe that he was really as pleasant and average as he presented himself.
The king knew better.
He returned his gaze and his attention to Batrek Felcin.
“My dear man,” he said, “I do hope that you know I appreciate all the service that you have given me, and the many occasions of faithfulness and loyalty that I’m sure both of us are reflecting on even as we speak. Of course, I will do everything in my power to assist you in finding your missing darling. I remember her, of course — a very sweet and proper young woman, though, as you say, headstrong as a horse. Lisan, is her name, if my memory does not fail me.”
“It does,” said the girl’s father. “Her name is Lisca.”
“Lisca,” said the king, clapping a hand melodramatically to his forehead. “Of course, how could I forget. Lisca of the honey blonde hair and the sweet blue eyes, blue as a cornflower.”
Batrek Felcin looked as though he were about to object to this description but opened and closed his mouth without saying anything at all. That was really how the king preferred it, anyway. He stood up decisively and nodded at Merkin to signal the end of the interview.
“I will be in touch with you as soon as I get any sort of result,” he informed Felcin. “There is no need to request another audience. I will send a messenger.”
“As a matter of fact,” said Felcin, “as one of your council, I would have thought that there was no need for me to request an audience to begin with.” His tone was gently chiding, which made the king’s eyelashes itch.
He stretched his lips into a smile.
“These are interesting times, indeed,” he said. “Please, make your way home to your household and inform them that your daughter will be returned very soon. After all, the most powerful man in the kingdom is going to see to it. With my help at your disposal, how can any villain hope to hold out against our combined might?”
Again, Felcin looked very much as though he wanted to say something, but his better judgment counseled him against it just in time. He made a deep bow to the December King, pressed his lips to the royal ring when it was lifted to him, and left the throne room at what seemed to the king to be a slow crawl, much the same as he had entered it.
When at last he had gone, and the king had thanked the maid who showed up, dishes rattling, with his tea, Serhiy advanced to the throne. He gave an elegant bow to the king, the sort of bow that noble men spent years in training to master; but somehow, the king thought, it always came across as vaguely insulting.
He wouldn’t think about that now. When Serhiy was smiling like that, it was very important to keep his wits about him and pay close attention. It also often meant that someone had just died recently.
“What news of Elgodon’s finest, my dear Serhiy? How are the ambassadors settling in?”
“Very well, I think,” said Serhiy. His voice was as smooth and florid as rancid butter; it did not match his face, seeming to come from someone much older, much more jaded. “At least, that is what the maids tell me. I am inclined to believe them.”
The king would much rather that his news had come first hand from the ambassadors themselves, but as this wasn’t what he had asked Serhiy to ascertain to begin with, he couldn’t really fault him the indirect method. He leaned forward, and gestured Serhiy a little bit closer. Obediently, Serhiy came far too close for comfort. The king leaned backward again, settling fully into the throne.
He’d played this game before.
“And what of Vieve, then?” he said, affecting nonchalance that fooled no one, not even him. “I suppose you’ve heard what happened?”
“The Lady Vieve was left behind,” said Serhiy. “Though invited to our fair Ainsea, she pleaded seasickness and would not embark from her home.”
“I see.” The king put an elbow on the arm of the throne and leaned his chin into his hand. He sighed deeply. “What do you suppose the odds are of that being true, Serhiy?”
“I am not a gambling man, nor a betting one,” said Serhiy.
“But if you were?”
Serhiy shrugged. “The odor of them strikes me as being very slim, my lord.”
“Slim?”
“Wispily so.”
“That’s what I was afraid of.” The king heaved another sigh, that followed the last so closely as to almost be one continuous exhalation of tiresome regret. “I do so hate it when I have to hunt someone down.”
“I quite enjoy it, myself, my lord.”
The king eyed him sharply.
“Ah, yes,” he said. “Well, leaving my problems aside for the moment — how good are you exactly at hunting people down?”
Serhiy stood up straight. “Everyone always tells me I have a nose like a bloodhound, my lord.”
“Well, that isn’t very kind of them, is it? How well does it work?”
Serhiy gave another of his slit-eyed smiles at His Majesty’s witticism. Call the young man what you would, he was not vain. Not about his looks, at any rate. Perhaps about his abilities to cause people pain or to chop heads clean off at the very first attempt. But then, that was understandable. He had started his career at Castle Balfour as the king’s own pet executioner after all. And he was incredibly skilled his job.
“Quite as well as I should hope, Your Majesty.”
“Oh, indeed?”
“Oh, indeed,” Serhiy assured him fervently. “I do make certain to practice regularly, you see.”
The king decided swiftly, with hardly any reflection at all, that this was not something that he needed to question at this juncture.
“Very well, then,” he said. “I have a new assignment for you, if you would care to take it on. You may put your current one on hold, if you like — there have been enough assassination attempts without your assistance. I believe I have a good idea who may be responsible.”
“Oh, yes, sir? Who might that be?”
“I dearly hope it was the one that hanged the day before yesterday,” said the king, pressing his hands to his heart. “But only time will tell. In the meantime, allow me to redirect your efforts to a new job. It does involve traveling outside of Balfour.”
“Oh!” said Serhiy again, and all but licked his lips. He pressed his hands together in front of him in an attitude that was very nearly but not quite prayerful. “I should — I should like it above all things, Your Majesty! I have scarcely left the town in the last year. I would like very much to have a chance to run after things in new fields and territories. Perhaps even climb a tree — I —” He appeared almost incoherent with excitement. His voice lowered to a harsh whisper, quite different from his normal overly-dulcet tone. “I have never climbed a tree before, Your Majesty.”
The king realized that he was staring and that perhaps to do so would not be the wisest move.
“Ah,” he said. “Indeed. Tree climbing. Well, I won’t make any guarantees, my lad, but I would venture to say that it is a distinct possibility. Now, there is a slight difference in this case from other assignments that I have given you in the past.”
“Very well,” said Serhiy. “I am quite ready to do anything for the chance to run after things in new fields and territories and to possibly even climb trees.”
The king leveled a finger at him. He had at last become accustomed to the way his servant spoke — for the most part. But occasionally conversations like this happened.
“You are to find a young girl,” he said, “who may possibly have met with an ill end. You are to find her, alive if at all possible. If you can return her — if anyone could return her, rather —” he hastily clarified. Serhiy’s estimation of his ability to perform tasks and of the necessary steps to carry out his assignment, were at times quite different from what most people found themselves capable of. In fact, he could occasionally be called ‘unhinged.’ “If anyone would be able to bring her back alive and unharmed, then please, do so. You may use a scrier, if you like, though remember that they are unreliable at best.”
“To use a scrier reeks of cheating,” said Serhiy.
“I will leave that to your discretion. At any rate, that is your assignment.” He eyed him. “Are you up to that?”
Serhiy considered, deliberating for a long silent moment.
“I can do it,” he said at last. “Who is she, where might she be? What has she done?”
“She has done nothing, that I am aware of, other than simply go missing, and possibly through no fault of her own,” replied the king, relieved. “Her name is Lisca Felcin, she is somewhere in the vicinity of fifteen years old and was last seen on the Deen Road, on the way to Bertam’s Port. Her father is very keen to have her home again. And —” He hesitated for a moment, and his intent wavered briefly before it grew strong again. “She is quite young and innocent,” he said, firmly. “Please, find her.”
Serhiy gave him another deep and vaguely insulting bow.
“Rest easy, Your Majesty,” he said, smiling his slit-eyed smile. “Nobody escapes me for long.”
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REVENGE FROM A FOX
A few more hours of trekking led them into the more heavily wooded territory. The rocks and plains faded into the golden light of the afternoon, replaced by scrubs and sparse lands. Further on, a forest suddenly sprung up around them. It appeared as if by magic at the beginning of the evening, as the sun was going down. Shafts of light glittered through the woods, around the tree trunks, as fast and unpredictable as will o’ the wisps. Thorn knew — from living long years in the woods, he knew it in his bones — that the light would be gone before the sun was. The woods would swallow them up, and whether the forest became the mouth of a monster or the embracing arms of a friend remained to be seen.
“Where are we, anyway?” he said.
“Near the western edge of the Badlands,” said Irae. “We will skirt them after we find Braeve and continue south on the Lonely Road.”
“If we can continue anywhere,” he said.
Irae paused on the outer edges of the forest and looked back over her shoulder at the path they had taken to this point. As close as he was, just one horse-width away, Thorn could see the muscles in the smooth, pale column of her throat tense and tighten.
“You’re certain about this?” he said.
“Of course,” said Irae immediately before turning away.
“This is a terrible idea,” said Lully from behind them, but their leader was paying no heed. She nudged her horse forward into the woods proper letting the rest of them follow.
They could not go far with all three of them wedged together the way they were. So, when they reached the first narrowing of the trees, Irae called a halt and swung down from her horse, leaving Thorn to steady Karyl on his own. Irae tied her horse to a low branch, took Lully’s steed by the reins, and drew her towards it as well.
“You can stay here,” she said, “as you think this is such a horrible idea anyway.”
“I said terrible, not horrible,” said Lully sulkily.
Irae flicked her gaze to Ruben, who was working his mouth nervously.
“You as well, please,” she said. “Stay with them.”
“Are you certain you won’t need me?”
“Absolutely positive,” said the princess, firmly. “They, on the other hand, need you for protection.”
“Alright then,” said the bard. He was clearly relieved and wiped sweat from his brow. He swung easily down from his horse and went to take Lully’s reins from Irae. “I will stay here and do what I can to protect them. How long shall we wait?”
Irae looked at him with obvious patience, as though she thought he was a little bit stupid.
“As long as it takes,” she said. “We will be back as soon as we can, but there’s no way to know what will need to be done in order to save Karyl.”
The bard nodded vigorously. “Ah, of course, of course. Whatever it takes.” He tied Lully’s horse up and began to assist her down, still muttering under his breath. The kitchen maid sent a look to Irae that was half anger and half worried fear.
“Will you not listen to reason?” she begged. “I’m afraid you will never return, if Braeve catches up to you.”
“She isn’t going to catch up to me,” said Irae. She was clearly still irritated with the former kitchen maid, but she took a moment to reach out and pat her knee. “I am going to catch up to her. Don’t worry so much.”
She reached up to hold Karyl steady and allow Thorn to dismount from his own horse. The former guard was pale and still. He had stopped making any noise more than an hour ago, other than the ragged effort of his breathing. Thorn had checked his pulse a few times along the way, as best as he could. Even with the roughness of the road, it had been easy to tell that it was thready and weak.
Thorn left his horse with Irae’s and caught eyes with Lully as he made to turn away. Her eyes were luminous with fear and unshed tears. He hadn’t had much to do with Lully, other than trying his best to assist with a broken arm. Not having had much experience with women, he felt a little on edge around her.
But she looked absolutely miserable.
He bit his lip and reached out to pat her hand carefully.
She moved her hand away from his touch, but only to swipe at her eyes with the heel of her palm. She straightened up, lifting her chin, and he could see her steel herself in front of him. He was ready for her to ask him to take care of Irae, her mistress — beloved, no matter how much they disagreed. After all, Lully had followed her away from everything she knew, that kept her safe, and that her life had always been. There was a devotion there, from both Karyl and Lully — and from Graic, if it came to that — that Thorn couldn’t begin to fathom. He could feel the edges of it in the way they looked at Jelen — at their Queen Irae, disgraced and deposed and betrayed as she was — and he could make out the dim shape of it. But the feeling was beyond his grasp.
The idea of Lully taking that depth of emotion and entrusting him with it was frankly terrifying.
But all she said was, “Keep your eyes open. Don’t be a liability if you can help it.”
There seemed so much that he could have said to that, but he swallowed it and nodded brusquely instead.
“I will do my best,” he said, which was as much confidence as he felt comfortable promising.
He took his place at Karyl’s side again, catching a glimpse or two of Irae on the other side of the horse. She was facing forward, one hand twined in the reins and the other on Karyl’s shoulder.
He mimicked her position, taking up a fistful of Karyl’s shirt and seeking to prepare himself as much as he could.
Who knew what lay ahead?
He tried to ignore it, but after everything they had gone through, the sense of impending doom was so familiar that it felt like a constant companion.
Irae led them carefully through the forest, stepping cautiously on the loamy floor and avoiding tighter spaces between the trees where the horse could not fit. There was no path through the woods, as such, though there was something winding that seemed a little more well-traveled, trail-like and dim. The woods were tall and dark, but clean. There seemed to be no wildlife around at all – no small furry creatures that were typical in forests like this, no insects or spiders. The trees themselves were some species of pine that Thorn wasn’t familiar with. They stood tall above them with scarcely a limb to be seen until several feet above their heads.
He took a deep breath, knowing that he had to break the silence.
“How are we meant to attract the attention of this person?”
His voice came out a great deal louder than he had intended, and he jumped a little. Over the neck of the horse, he caught a glimpse of Irae, just her eyes and the upper part of her face; she looked amused, despite herself.
He cleared his throat.
“I thought you were much more at home in the woods,” she said.
“I am.” Did he sound defensive? He thought he sounded defensive. “But I don’t know these woods, and there is someone in them who may or may not want to kill you. And if she decides to kill you, there is little that would stand in the way of her aiming to kill me as well. And she has the ability to bestow immortality on others — who knows what other mysterious gifts she might possess that will enable her to kill us all in fascinating and innovative ways? Never trust a woman who chooses to extend a man’s lifespan. It goes against nature.”
If nothing else, even with the hurry and the worry, he succeeded in making her laugh. It was a weak laugh, quiet and short and in spite of herself, but a laugh nonetheless. It didn’t make him any less worried, but it brightened him for a moment.
“May I remind you,” she said, “that you have the ability to turn things into other things? If we’re going to talk about not trusting those with gifts beyond what most mortals possess, perhaps I shouldn’t be putting all my eggs in one forged basket.” He had to admit that this was logical, but he chose not to speak out loud, maintaining what he hoped was a dignified silence. They walked on for a few steps before she said, “And I do trust you.”
The bright spark that her laughter had brought into life glowed a little brighter, and he felt something which had been tightly wound within him begin to loosen. They were in a ludicrously terrible situation — walking through mysterious woods with a fatally wounded companion, moving towards a murderous mystery woman — but it made him think of early days, before he knew quite what was going to happen. Back when Irae had initially come for him, back before she was Queen Anything; when she was just Jelen Woodborne, prideful and flawed but looking for him to help her. To save her.
With a jolt, he realized that it had been just scarcely shy of two weeks. How was that even possible?
He was so distracted by the changes his life had recently taken, both rapid and extreme, that he nearly walked into the woman before he saw her.
She was standing with her back pressed up against a tree trunk. Since the woods were so dim and she was dressed in dark clothing, she seemed to be a part of the tree itself. In fact, he only realized she was there because she had reached out to him. Her arm was like a slim branch with fingers like twigs, but they grasped at Thorn’s cloak and twisted into the cloth. He stopped suddenly, caught more by fear than by force. He nearly lost his grip on Karyl and the horse as they moved past him. But he clutched onto Karyl’s cloak in turn and managed to haul them up short.
On the other side of the horse and unable to see what had happened, Irae said, “What? What is it?”
Thorn’s eyes were drawn upwards until they met those of the stranger. He was not conscious of much about her, as in the scarce light she wasn’t much more than a shape. He could see that her eyes were something different, something other. They were vivid in the unclear face and transfixed him like lightning.
He tugged ineffectually at the fistful of cloak because words were not coming readily to his tongue. They were not coming at all, and there was a dry patch forming in his throat that made him think of weeks alone in the wilderness.
“You’re making strange noises,” said Irae from behind him, and he heard a rustling as she made her way awkwardly around the front of the horse, still trying to hold on to Karyl. “What’s going on? Oh.”
The oh was soft and involuntary. It sounded as though something hurt. Thorn wanted to look back at her but found that he could not. The stranger had him stuck, trapped. He didn’t like it.
“You,” said the stranger.
Her voice was as dark as the woods, and there were creatures scuttling around her that did not live in the forest.
Thorn could hear Irae swallow hard.
“Me,” she said.
The stranger looked away from Thorn and he found that he could move again, without her gaze directly on him, weighing him down. He stepped back, standing close against the horse. His arm looped around Karyl’s ankle as much for his own protection as the ill man’s. He wished that there was more space, or light, so that he could undo his snare from its place wrapped around his left hand and arm. Then it might do some good as a sling. The most he could possibly do would be to trip her up if she came toward him, and even that was a distant hope rather than any sort of strategic plan.
His sudden freedom of movement had disastrous consequences for Irae.
The stranger stepped away from the tree. On her own she turned out to be even taller than Thorn had seen at first — had she been that tall to begin with? Surely not! No one could be that tall. She took a step, then two, and she was taller still. She was rivaling the trees themselves. He could not even make out her features in the face far above him, except her eyes, still glittering and vivid. She reached out to Irae, who was so far below the stranger that she had to bow down in a farce, a pastiche of the respect that the young queen should have commanded from any one of her subjects.
Thorn assumed it was unlikely that the stranger, who must be Braeve, considered herself one of Queen Irae’s subjects.
Irae was as transfixed as Thorn himself had been, mere seconds ago. All she could do as the impossibly tall stranger reached for her was watch. Her eyes were wide, the whites of them clear in the darkness. The fingertips of the stranger were nearly as white, a pale, unhealthy white of a fish belly, like something found underneath a rock.
He thought, she must not touch her.
In some desperation, he blurted out, “You took a vow of good!”
The stranger stopped and stood still, her fingertips just short of Irae’s throat.
She turned to look at him, and with her gaze removed from Irae, the young woman could move again. She took a quick step back, and another, nearly tripping over a root, and put her hand to her sword. But now Thorn was trapped in her gaze once again and could not move as the strange woman stepped toward him.
It was not a trick of the light; she was less tall, somehow, as she came up to him. Still taller than he, but she could bend down only a little and look into his eyes. He flinched as she did so; it was like having a candle held up to his gaze and being forced to stare deeply into it.
“Who are you, though?” she said. Her voice was the same and her eyes were the same, even as everything else about her seemed to be in a constant state of change. There was a questioning, wondering tone in her voice, now. “Where have you come from, and what do you know?”
He swallowed ineffectually past the cotton-dry patch in his throat, tongue-less and mute, and she veiled her eyes quickly with her eyelids, in something more than a blink; something deliberate, to let him speak again.
“Don’t hurt her,” he said. “You’ve taken a vow of good.”
“Yes, so you reminded me.” Sharp teeth appeared, like a shark’s smile. He wasn’t entirely certain that they belonged to her mouth. “But who is it that decides what is good, and what is not? Perhaps hurting her would be good, in the truest of senses. Perhaps it could do more than you expect, funny little woodman.”
Thorn swallowed. The desert in his throat was no less parched, but it was becoming easier to speak past it, with her allowance.
“You tried to kill her before,” he managed, “and were prevented. You promised to alter your ways. If you try to kill her again, you can only end up being disappointed in what you promised yourself.”
“Oh yes? And what is it that you think I have promised to myself?”
The word fell out of his mouth before he could quite think about it.
“Change,” he said.
Braeve blinked rapidly and tipped her chin down, eyes searching him once again. If he was not mistaken, she looked somewhat taken aback.
“How would you know,” she murmured. “That’s an easy guess. It’s something that everyone wants, isn’t it? To change oneself, to change others.” As she spoke, she grew impossibly tall for only an instant, then plunged downward again, impossibly small, a child next to a giant, a giant turned into a child, and she looked up at Thorn with those same star-lit eyes, trusting, but knowing.
He opened his mouth.
“Some want everything to always stay the same,” he said.
The woman looked up at him, and suddenly she grew once more, until she was not much more than half a foot taller than he. This seemed to be the form and the height that she preferred, as she stayed put in it for more than five minutes altogether, much unlike any other form she had taken thus far.
“You are very smart,” she said, “and I don’t just mean your outfit.”
Thorn blinked at her, and she smiled at him. Her teeth looked a little bit more appropriately placed, this time. She put a hand on his shoulder, and though he tried to flinch away, he did nothing but move towards her involuntarily.
“There, there,” she soothed him, and before he knew it she had put an arm around him. She spared a passing glance at the man on the horse, incuriously and without comment, and led Thorn to stand in front of Irae, who was watching them both with her eyes still wide.
“Now, before I resume trying to kill you, how do you two know each other?” she said, practically beaming. “It’s clear that you’re here together — at least, it seems highly unlikely that you would both be walking into my forest, separated only by a dead man on a horse, and not be previously acquainted. Now, I know little Irae here — know her quite well, though she has grown somewhat since last we saw each other — and I must confess to being quite — er — impressed. Yes, impressed must be the word that I want. For, though it is true, as this strange young man has said, that I have taken a vow of good —” She shrugged eloquently. “Promises have been broken before. That is nothing new, and I am only human.”
Thorn had his own doubts on this subject but decided that the course of wisdom would be to keep them to himself. Instead, still fighting to push his voice past the dryness in his throat, he said, “My name is Thorn.”
The strange woman threw her head back and pealed with laughter.
“No!” she said. “It can’t possibly be. That is a ridiculous name. What are you, the hero of your own novel? No one names a child Thorn.” She shook her head. “No, no, my darling, you must have been named for your father, bless him, wherever he may be.” Thorn’s shoulders stiffened under her arm, but she didn’t seem to realize it. He knew it must be a shot in the dark — she couldn’t possibly have known — but it connected all the same. His father’s face appeared in the darkness of the woods, floating ghostly and pale, weaker than memory. He caught his breath.
Irae threw him a swift glance, and the care in her eyes cut through the tension of the air and helped him draw a little hope.
“But I will allow you to be called Thorn,” the stranger went on. “That is something quite different. And your throat must be quite sore — isn’t it? That’s one of the side effects of my illusions. In about half an hour you will have a headache, too, but there’s no avoiding it, I’m afraid. You will just have to come with me to my home and let me take care of you.” She stopped chatting cheerily and turned a darker glance on Irae. “You may bring her, I suppose,” she said. “As you came here together it is unlikely that you will leave her behind without some theatrics. Especially considering the name you call yourself by. Anyway, it will amuse me to consider how I could kill her, if I decided to.”
“We didn’t come here for any of this,” said Irae stiffly. Thorn suspected she was trying desperately to hide her own fear; he could see it in her eyes. “We came here for help. For my friend.”
She nodded at Karyl, still and silent on the horse, who was shifting uncomfortably from side to side. Perhaps the horse’s throat was parched and dry too, Thorn thought. Personally, he wanted to plunge into a running woodland brook and drink from it, right now, more than anything. Well, more than almost anything — getting out of this odd situation alive and intact was high up on his list as well.
“Your friend, the dead man,” said the stranger, casting Karyl a cursory glance and dismissing him. “I’m an illusionist, not a miracle worker.”
“He is not dead.”
“He might as well be. Look.” She released Thorn and stepped away from him, to his great relief, but only to take Karyl’s wrist, raise it, and let it fall again, which it did with no resistance whatsoever. It was true; it did look as though he were dead.
“I know that you can help him,” said Irae tightly. “You have gifts beyond what most do — you’ve done so much for —”
Braeve watched her avidly.
“For,” she prompted. “Go on. Go on with what you were saying. For whom?”
“My uncle the traitor,” said Irae. It spilled out of her, as though she couldn’t help herself. She braced herself immediately afterward— Thorn could see her square her shoulders, raise her chin, get herself ready— but Braeve only gave her another smile.
“Yes,” she said softly, “your uncle. And what makes you begin to think that I might turn and help out someone from your cause?”
“Because you took a vow of good,” said Irae, swallowing hard, “and because my uncle never loved you.”
The smile faltered — Thorn could see it as clearly as he could see her eyes, which were the clearest thing in the woods. The smile faltered and tottered and then turned and re-steadied itself, regained its confidence, re-aligned to where it was meant to be, and she was smiling as though she had not a care in the world once more.
“My dear,” she said, “I do pity you. As that is not how love works. But since you clearly have never felt love for anyone, nor had it truly offered to you, I can only allow you the space in which to believe your own wrong ideas and learn. That is the greatest help that I can give to you.”
“Karyl,” said Irae firmly. “I don’t care what you want to do to me. But you must help Karyl. Plot to kill me — fine — plan all you like, if it amuses you, but you must, you must follow through on your vow.”
If her throat was anywhere near as dry as Thorn’s was, speaking so much must have been hurting her. Braeve tilted her head to one side, and for a moment Thorn thought that she was rethinking her assessment; but the princess was still pushing, and Braeve didn’t have a moment to consider the situation at all.
“Fine,” said the strange woman, cutting Irae off as she continued in her exhortation. “If only to keep you quiet, child. Take hold of the reins and lead him on. I’ll see what I can do.” She turned away from Irae abruptly and slung her arm around Thorn’s shoulders once more. Her embrace was cold rather than warm, and he felt shivers all the way down his spine. “Your man here and I will walk on ahead.”
Thorn was reasonably certain that he heard Irae mutter something about him not being her man, but the ever-changing Braeve had towed him along in her wake and was not letting him assist Irae with Karyl and the horse. He cast a glance over his shoulder, but Irae would not meet his eyes.
“Thorn,” said Braeve. “Thorn, the strange woodman.”
He stumbled over a root, but she caught him as though he weighed nothing, and set him back on his feet.
“Why do you call me that?”
“Thorn, your chosen name,” Brave recited. She dropped her arm from him, and he felt the comparative warmth of the woods seep back in, taking up residence under his shoulder blades. “Strange, because —” She trailed off, but flipped his hair back away from the side of his face and his neck, revealing the scar-ridged holes where his ears should have been. He tried to sidestep her, but she moved too swiftly, and he was not expecting it. He turned away from her, embarrassed even in front of this strangeling. He had myriad flaws and he was keenly aware of them all, but his deformity was the most easily seen; that was why he wore his hair long to try and hide it.
How had she known?
“And a woodman,” Braeve went on, walking a little more quickly now, “because I have rarely seen someone so comfortable in my forest. Tell me truly, Thorn — you’ve spent a great deal of time in the woods, have you not?”
“Not these woods,” said Thorn heavily.
“Of course not!” Braeve snorted. “These woods are mine. No one stays here unless I allow them to; and I do not allow many. Practically none, so you may as well forget about it. Who else is with you?”
Thorn cast her a swift glance in consternation.
“How did you know that there are others with us?”
“I didn’t, until just now,” said Braeve. “But it seemed a reasonable thing to conclude.”
She seemed mightily pleased with herself but didn’t press him for an answer. Instead, she led him on all the more swiftly. They passed through the woods so quickly that it seemed like they were standing still, and the trees were running lithely past on either side.
“You followed her here,” she said, when they had gone a bit further. Thorn looked forward again, away from Irae and Karyl behind him, and assented. He had, in fact, followed her here. “I don’t suppose she’s told you who I am.”
“Braeve,” he said. “At least, I have guessed that this is who you are. Not that we have been formally introduced, but that is who we came here to find.”
“And has she told you what I’ve done?”
“Yes.”
“Ah. And you followed her still?”
He swallowed. “Yes.”
“Ah,” said Braeve, and she seemed to grow a little taller, a little thinner, until he had the distinct feeling that he was walking with one of the trees themselves.
“Do you still want to kill her?” he asked.
“Yes,” said Braeve. “Oh, yes.”
“Why?”
“You’ve met her, haven’t you?”
This, Thorn thought, was a non-answer.
Suddenly she came to a halt, and they were at the edge of a small clearing. The trees around the edges of it were smaller than those they had been passing through, but apart from that it was as though the woods had just given up abruptly — or been stopped along their growth by something stronger than they were.
In the center of the clearing was a small hut made out of rough-cut branches.
She led them towards it without a moment’s hesitation, utterly the mistress of her domain. Thorn examined it thoroughly, finding that it triggered acute memories of his own little hut in the woods. Home seemed long ago and far away at the moment, but he found some comfort in the idea that he was not the only one who lived alone in the woods. It was cold comfort but there nonetheless.
There was an opening with no door. She stopped at it at last and turned to nod at Irae. Her features in the brighter light were still strangely vague and blurred, as though caught halfway between a change in emotions: a smile to a sob, a scream to a laugh. But she did not display any trace of the anger with which she had initially greeted the princess.
“You can bring him in here, and I’ll take a look at him.”
She disappeared inside, leaving Thorn and Irae to look at each other and Karyl. It seemed unlikely in the extreme that they would be able to get him down unassisted. They had scarcely been able to manage it even with Ruben to help. Irae shook her head and wrapped her hands around Karyl’s wrist.
“He isn’t dead,” she said. “She is wrong.”
“But he will be if she doesn’t help soon. How are we going to get him down?”
“Down will be easier than up,” said Irae.
“But we can’t hope to get him down gently.”
“We’ll have to do our best won’t we.” Her tone was brief, and he knew that she was not as cool as she was trying to pretend to be. She tugged at Karyl’s arm, and Thorn leaped forward to try and take as much of his weight into his arms as he could.
But the weight lifted from him, suddenly, and when he looked up he saw that Braeve was between them, as large as Karyl himself — larger. She wrapped her arms around him, tall and broad and strong, and lifted him as easily as though he were a child.
“If I have to do everything,” she said, and carried him into the little hut.
Irae and Thorn hastened after her.
The inside of the hut was sparse, as Thorn would have expected. It did truly remind him strongly of his own home, far away. There was a stuffed straw mattress on the floor, and a cooking pot in the corner, and a trunk, closed and locked, just beside the doorway. Braeve deposited Karyl onto the mattress, quite gently, and shrank down to her more regular size, almost as an afterthought. She pressed a hand to his forehead, briefly, and shook her head.
“I don’t know what you expect me to do,” she said. “I don’t know why you expect me to do anything. What kind of foolhardy are you, girl, to come here and ask this of me?”
“You took a vow of good,” said Irae, sounding sulky.
“You’re as innocent and round-headed as a pollywog,” said Braeve. “Well. I will tell you what. If you have trusted me thus far, you can trust me a little further, and step outside while I work.”
Thorn could see Irae open her mouth and straighten up, ready to protest. He clapped a hand on her shoulder and pulled her gently towards him.
“We will go,” he said. “Let us know when we can see him, please.”
Braeve wagged a finger at them.
“You wanted me to do whatever I could, mind,” she said.
“Yes,” said Thorn, pushing Irae towards the door. “Whatever you can.”
“Have a drink from the well,” Braeve called after them. “It will do you good.”
He got both of them out the opening of the house successfully and pulled her around the corner to lean against the wall, breathing a sigh of relief.
“I have an idea,” he said.
“What?” said Irae, shortly. She was clearly disgruntled with him, unless he was reading her signals wrong. If she wasn’t disgruntled, then she was downright angry. She was angry and upset, and he had seen this before. He didn’t like it. He looked about for something to distract her and spied the well. It was stone in the old style, before the invention of pumps, and had a small wooden windlass that had seen better days. It wasn’t far from them, and he made his way over to it even as he spoke.
“Well, she’s a mysterious woman. And can become as big as a house when she wants to. And already very much wants to kill you.”
“Yes,” said Irae, guardedly.
“Well, it’s only a thought, but — perhaps we could not go out of our way to make her angry.” The windlass creaked in protest as he drew up a bucket, and he found a dipper on the other side. He filled it and took it to her solicitously. “Here. Take a drink.”
Irae folded her arms and leaned against the wall, frowning.
“Is that an order, Thorn?”
“I would hardly presume,” he said. “If you don’t take a drink, then I will.”
She took a drink, with a murmured thanks that he could scarcely hear, and handed the dipper back to him. He sipped off the other side of it, briefly at first, then a long pull, a few swallows. The water was cold without being frigid, and fresh. It had a taste of iron faint and far away. It soothed the ache in his throat but made his ears ring. He could feel the prophesied headache coming on, a little bit ahead of the schedule.
“You took my arm,” she said. “Don’t pull me about. I’m not yours to do as you like with.”
“I know that,” said Thorn, stung. He turned away from her to return the dipper to its place, a little hurt that she would see the need to point out something so obvious. What gave her the idea that he didn’t know his place?
“You shouldn’t step in and take over like that,” Irae carried on lecturing him. She rubbed her hands through her hair, abstractedly: a worried motion. “She knows who I am, she knows what I’m entitled to and what I’ve come from. What I’m capable of. With you acting so familiar, it’s a wonder she would have any respect for me at all.”
“I don’t think that her having any respect for you is an issue you will have to deal with,” said Thorn, possibly unwisely, as he returned to the wall. Irae turned her frown on him, a little puzzled now, and he looked away from her quickly. It was her worry that was making her like this — he could understand that much. But he wasn’t about to let her mistreat him simply because she felt guilty and ashamed over a foolish decision she had made.
“Anyway,” he said quickly, before she could take him to task, “we’ve come this far, and we’ve done what we set out to do. Now it just remains to wait.”
He sat down, stretching out his long legs in front of him and crossing one over the other. There seemed nothing else to do. He could have gone back and found his way to the others to let them know that they were successful but leaving Irae alone with Braeve did not seem the wisest course of action.
“What would you do if you were home in your own woods?” said Irae, settling down beside him cross-legged. She seemed to have relinquished her anger, in her quick and changeable way, and was breathing deeply as though trying to keep herself calm. “What if you had a similar injury yourself, and you had to treat it. What would you do?”
Thorn thought about this.
“Die, probably,” he said. Irae scoffed at him. “No, I would, more than likely. I do mean it. It’s a wonder that I made it through my childhood, really. I think that was why I used a sling and a snare instead of a bow and arrow; I was never too confident of my ability to kill something else without deadly wounding myself in the same blow.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Irae, nudging him hard with her elbow, but Thorn sensed that she was secretly rather amused by the thought. Strangely encouraged, he went on.
“I did break my leg once. Fell out of a tree. I was trying to snare a squirrel and I went about it the wrong way.”
“Oh, really? And what did you do?”
“Strapped myself up to a branch and hobbled around for a good long while. It’s a wonder I don’t have a limp. Never have much-liked squirrels since then.”
She chuckled and shook her head.
“That’s terrible. How old were you?”
“Seven, I think, or eight.”
“Oh.” She sobered a little. “That’s quite young for learning to heal a bone. I don’t think I’ve ever broken anything; though I did have to learn to sew up my own cuts. Not till I was twelve, though.”
“And you had someone to teach you.”
“Yes, my uncle.” Her voice dropped suddenly, and she looked away and swallowed hard. Thorn put his hands in his lap and looked at them, empty and useless.
“I don’t think I’ve ever spoken to anyone about that before,” he said.
“No?”
“No. Although, to be fair, up until a few weeks ago, I’d hardly spoken to anyone at all.”
Irae nudged him again, a bit more gently this time.
“We’re a sad pair,” she said, her anger seeming to have dissipated as quickly as it had arrived, and the light that she had kindled in Thorn’s heart trembled and glowed. He had never been part of a pair before, either; he’d never been part of a group. He’d always been alone, as long as he could remember.
It seemed a terrible responsibility.
He looked out to the forest and saw the fox sitting there.
She was at the very edge among the small trees, and she was sitting straight-backed and alert, her head lifted, her ears perked. In the shadow of the trees, it was hard to see much about her other than her outline, and the eyes in the dark, reflecting the light from the sinking sun.
Though he wasn’t aware of it, he must have made a noise, or a movement, that alerted Irae to the fact that something was there. She sat up straight.
“What is it? What’s wrong?”
He looked away as quickly as he could, but it was too late. She had followed his line of sight and seen the fox for herself. She sucked in a deep breath.
“No,” she breathed. “Is that —”
“Don’t.” He put a hand on her arm as she started to get up, but she shook him off and stood anyway.
“Can it be?” she said. Her voice walked a fine line somewhere between awestruck and horrified; she sounded like someone who had finally seen the aftermath of a hurricane after having heard about the possibility of a deadly disaster. “It can’t, can it?”
He knew that she wanted to be reassured, and there was only one way in which he knew how to do it.
“Of course not,” he said, wiping the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. “How could she have possibly found us here?”
“She followed us.” Irae took a few steps towards the fox, inadvertently, as though she couldn’t help herself. “How can she have followed us all this way without us even noticing? It’s been days.”
“It’s a fox. Foxes blend in.”
She wasn’t even listening.
“Does she know what we did?” she said. “Does she remember? Why else would she have followed us here?” He reached out again, more tentatively this time, to touch her shoulder, and she turned to him, eyes wounded. “Can they do that, Thorn? Can the things you have Forged — the people — can they remember?”
He couldn’t meet her eyes, and after a moment she gave a slight scoff.
“You’ve known this whole time, haven’t you?”
There seemed to be no point in lying again, not about this. She was already as hurt as she was going to get. He swallowed, and cleared his throat, and opened his mouth, and Braeve said from behind them, “Is that a fox?”
Irae, startled, said, “Oh, hells,” and stepped away.
“It’s a fox, isn’t it?” said Braeve. She sounded almost angry; something she had in common with Irae at the moment, oddly enough. “Explain that to me, young man. Who are you to bring a fox here?”
Thorn couldn’t quite put his finger on why the strange woman was so upset and was none too sure of how to reply. Self-defense seemed the wisest course, upon reflection, and so he said, “I didn’t bring her here. She’s not my fox.” He turned to the princess, earnestly. “I don’t know why she’s following us.”
“Dreams of revenge, no doubt,” said Irae, but she was sad, rather than bitter. He recognized that look, that tone of voice — like him, he realized with a shock, she believed that they deserved it for what they had done. Irae had turned towards them again but was not looking at them.
“Revenge?” repeated Braeve. She gave a slightly strangled laugh. “Indeed? Are you that terrible of a queen that even woodland creatures conspire against you, my lady?”
That did earn her a look from Irae, but it was not a kindly one. It didn’t faze Braeve at all, of course; the tall woman was eyeing the fox again, thoughtfully.
“Revenge from a fox,” she said. “Unless it isn’t a fox. Is it more than a fox? Or less than a fox? When is a fox not a fox?” She slid her eyes sideways towards Thorn. “When it’s something else, of course,” she said, as though he had answered her with something both incorrect and utterly stupid. “Now, who was she? What was she? Why does she want revenge?”
Without waiting for a reply, she stalked forward across the little clearing.
“No, leave her alone!” said Thorn, quick stepping after her.
“No fox comes into my domain without my permission,” said Braeve sternly. “Only the creatures that I allow can live in my woods — and I do not allow any at all.”
It was true, of course, and now that it was pointed out to him it was obvious. It had been bothering him from the start, dancing around the edges of his distracted mind. Nothing lived in her forest. No birds sang in the trees, no creatures darted amongst the undergrowth, not even any spiders spun their webs in the crooks and crannies of the branches. There was a silence there that was more than the silence of the wild; it was the silence of the absence of hearts, of breaths, of brains, of life. This was what had given Thorn such a strange and melancholy feeling upon entering the woods.
Apart from themselves, and the fox, there was nothing.
The thought sent a sudden dart of fear into Thorn, and he put on a turn of speed that surprised even himself and came to stand between Braeve and the fox.
“Don’t hurt her! It isn’t her fault.”
“Oh, no?” said Braeve, growing a little taller and looking over the top of his head easily. “And who’s fault is it, then, exactly?”
“My own, more than likely,” said Thorn. “At least, it’s my fault that she is — what she is. As to where she is, I’m not entirely sure, but if Jelen is right and her motive is revenge, well. That is my fault too.”
“Jelen,” said Braeve. She swung a casually interested glance backward at the former queen. “Ah. Irae. The princess of your heart is the young doe of your eyes. I see.”
To his shame and embarrassment at this ridiculous moment, Thorn felt himself blushing.
“No,” he said. “Jelen is — that’s how she introduced herself. That’s what I call her — what she is, to me.”
“I see. And the fox? What is she, to you?”
He turned halfway, still on edge and alert to protect the fox — though that, as well, was ridiculous, after everything he had done to her — but he could see her now, too. His back wasn’t to her anymore.
She was looking at him.
She stood, and padded forwards. In this light, he could see more clearly that she was actually a strange color, unusual for a fox; almost a golden orange, rather than the more normal rusty red that he had seen on foxes back in his own wood, or the clean red that he thought he remembered from — from before. There was something else odd about her, as well, and it was something to do with her eyes, which looked at him as though the fox knew things, suspected things, doubted things —
Had seen things —
The fox stepped neatly past him and up to Braeve, who shrank down in response until she was almost the size of a child, nearly eye to eye with the fox. The fox sat down once more, curling her tail around her feet. They looked at each other face to face for a moment, and then the fox looked away and blinked.
“Not a fox, then,” said Braeve.
Thorn swallowed past his throat; the dryness of it was renewed. Braeve looked at him with something clear and certain dawning in her eyes.
“I see who you are,” she said, “you are something different.”
“No,” said Thorn, “I’m nothing and no one.”
“A nothing and no one who keeps the company of a fox that is not a fox. Of a fox that was once a girl.”
Irae gave a slight gasp, and as Thorn turned to look at her, he could plainly see that, while she had suspected the truth, she was still hoping that it was all a bad dream. That this could not be the girl who she had ordered turned into a fox, fearful that she would turn on her. That this was not the ghosts of her recent past come back already to haunt her.
But the hope was gone now.
“Now,” said Braeve, in her curious voice, which was now full and satisfied, as though she had had a rumor confirmed, “I will not ask questions. But if I were you — either one of you — I would be asking myself who this little fox will be telling stories to. I don’t know who she is, but surely someone must be looking for her — and when they find her, she will have a few things to tell, won’t she? What it’s like, sleeping under the stars. Catching fleas. Going on four legs like an animal.” The strangeling reached out to the fox, who stood up and backed away by a few steps. “Perhaps she doesn’t mind it,” said Braeve, “but I wouldn’t place any bets.”
“We must be going,” said Irae abruptly, as though she couldn’t help herself. “I must — I have to get out of here.”
Braeve eyed her for a moment, and then gave a little chuckle that sounded as though it had broken free from a full-on belly laugh.
“Must you,” she said, “so soon? You can take your friend with you, if you’re ready for him. I can’t make any guarantees; no one can, though, and so I will not carry any guilt for what happens, either. I’ve warned you that my specialty is illusions. And so, I see that illusions are something of a specialty for you, as well.” She addressed this last bit to Thorn and nodded deeply at him. “I always respect any member of the trade.”
“I belong to no trade,” said Thorn, “I’m no one.”
“Ah well, no one,” said Braeve, shaking her head. “The fox says otherwise. Methinks that you’re in for more than what you suspected, with these little tricks you can pull.”
“It wasn’t my fault,” said Thorn, but he said it mostly under his breath, and even as he spoke, he did not believe it. The fox was looking at him, again, then turning her head away and blinking, sleepy-eyed, like a cat. She seemed perfectly content to sit there, and not at all inclined to move.
Thorn thought he would almost rather have preferred it if the fox was acting more like — well, like a fox. Like a wild animal. Like the only feral creature in all of Braeve’s woods.
Given the circumstances, it probably would not have been polite to request it.
Irae turned from them and went into the house. When she returned she was leading a pale, ashen-faced Karyl, who was walking as though half-blind, as though he didn’t really believe anything of the world around him but needed to learn the feel of it once more, like a child. He took each step as though feeling it out, as though not at all certain that the earth beneath his feet would hold him. Irae had him by the hand, and she took him to the horse and helped him take the bridle. He required a little assistance to mount but was able to do so mostly under his own power, much to the relief of Thorn, who was not at all certain about their ability to get Karyl back on the horse without the help of Braeve herself.
Irae approached Braeve, who watched her with amusement in her eyes. Thorn could see that she was warring between her diplomatic upbringing as a queen and her own innate forthright strong-headedness, which did not at all want to offer any gratitude to someone who had once tried to kill her.
The diplomatic upbringing seemed to win out.
“My thanks for saving the life of my friend,” she said, biting her lip, and after a moment she went so far as to extend her hand.
Braeve took it and held it. She had grown to her normal size once more, and her own hand swamped that of the younger woman.
“Don’t thank me till you see the outcome,” she said. “It is not a sign of weakness to be wrong, you know.”
“I’m not wrong,” said Irae, brows fiercely furrowed, and the innate strong headedness was fighting for dominance.
Thorn watched her, a bit nervously. He felt that he knew her quite well, considering it had been just under two weeks, but there were times, like this, when her mood could go either way. It was impossible to tell exactly what she might say.
“I may have been,” said Braeve frankly. “They tell me I was — not for what I wanted, but for how I tried to go about getting it. They tell me I was wrong — but no one has ever told me that I was weak. You should remember the difference, young one.”
Irae tried to pull her hand free, but Braeve held onto it a little longer.
“The road ahead is paved with dangers,” she said.
“Is that a warning?” said Irae.
“It is a statement of fact,” said Braeve. “You may expect cobblestones, but don’t be surprised if you step from the head of a serpent to the maw of a crocodile.”
“Poor road maintenance is one of the things I intend to rectify once I regain my throne,” said Irae, with dignity. It took Thorn so strongly by surprise that he had to turn his head away and attempt to disguise his laughter with a cough. He wasn’t sure how successful he was at this.
Not very, judging by the look Braeve gave him.
She heaved a sigh and dropped Irae’s hand at last.
“Very well,” she said, “if you refuse to be told, then you refuse to be told. Perhaps it will all turn out alright in the end, after all — perhaps you’ll die along the way. That would certainly relieve my feelings.” She turned to Thorn and took his hand without waiting for him to offer it. “You, though,” she said, “you are awkward and uncertain, and that I like. Preserve yourself. Come back to me, when you’re in need of a guiding hand, or a drink of water from my well.” She released him and waved him towards the horse.
Thorn turned away from her, thoughtfully, and stepped towards the horse and his two companions.
“Let’s leave this behind,” said Irae somewhat fiercely.
“Yes,” intoned Karyl from atop the horse, “let’s.”
He made a movement that was likely intended to urge the horse onwards, but it was awkward, aborted, and the horse ignored him completely until Irae took the bridle and yanked on it. They made their slow and ponderous way towards the outer edge of the clearing, leaving Braeve standing and watching them. The fox had disappeared while they were not looking.
Before they stepped from the circle of the clearing into the first stand of young trees, Thorn stopped as a thought struck him.
“Wait,” he said.
“What is it?” said Irae. Karyl said nothing; he was staring straight forward between the horse’s ears.
Thorn held up a finger, chewing his lower lip thoughtfully. He tugged the ends of his hair down over his ears.
“I must —- I must ask her a question. Will you wait for me?”
Irae looked up at Karyl, doubtfully.
“If not,” said Thorn slowly, “then at least don’t move too quickly. I have a feeling you’ll get lost if I’m not there to guide you.”
“Think much of yourself, do you,” snorted Irae, but she didn’t contradict him. “Very well, then, but be quick about it.”
“Have no concern on that account.” Thorn didn’t really want to spend any more time in Braeve’s presence than was absolutely necessary, no matter that she claimed to like him. He turned and approached the little hut again, twisting his fingers together.
Braeve watched him come towards her, and got smaller and smaller as he did, rather than larger as would normally have happened; she made herself small for him, but he did not think it was out of respect or a desire to make him more comfortable. When she looked up at him from Irae’s height, he could have sworn that she was laughing at him.
“Yes?” she said. “Did you forget to kiss me goodbye?”
“The fox,” said Thorn.
“She has gone, it seems.”
“Yes.” He had no doubt that she would find them again, regardless of how easy it was to get lost in the woods. “That isn’t the question. My question is — you said she would tell stories.”
Braeve nodded once, deeply.
“How?” said Thorn. “She cannot speak. How can something that cannot speak tell stories?”
Braeve held a finger up to correct him.
“She has not found her voice,” she said. “That isn’t quite the same thing, now, is it? I am not the only one who has the gift of seeing things for what they really are. I see that that fox was once a girl as clearly as I see the guilt you carry for that girl now being a fox.” Thorn lowered his head, but she chuckled again, that deep earth-chuckle that came from something far bigger than Braeve herself. “You may protest, but your blush is as tell-tale as a written confession. Are you more concerned that she will tell about what you’ve done? Or about who ordered you to do so?”
“I want,” said Thorn, and he had to pause for a moment. To think about what he did want, and to think about how to say it. Braeve seemed to take all his words and twist them around as she liked, doing what she pleased with them until they meant what she wanted them to mean. It made him feel like a liar every time he opened his mouth. “I want to know if she is all right. That’s all.”
“Or how to change it, if she isn’t,” said Braeve. “How to make it better. How to fix her. Is that what you mean?”
Seven years will set her straight again, Thorn thought, but he didn’t dare say it. Braeve might have a certain suspicion of who he was, she might begin to believe that he was Forged — but it had not yet been said, and he was not at all inclined to confirm her growing belief.
All for naught, it seemed.
“A fascinating field of study, the Forged,” said Braeve casually. “I hear they are doing amazing things with the power in Keler. Just on the other side of the Badlands, and you of course know that everything interesting happens in the Badlands. So, few rules and regulations. Studying how to Forge and un-Forge. The family connection — the bloodline ties. Whether you can give someone the ability to Forge, and if you can take it away. Indeed, if I had such a power — which, I am grateful to say, I do not — I would take myself off there and find out more about it. It must be a terribly lonely life, living with such an ability.”
She trailed off, and when he looked up, he realized that she was smiling at him; a different smile than before. A sad smile, pitying, but something that recognized in him a part of herself.
“It takes a brave man to live such a life,” she said.
Thorn found his tongue.
“Or a brave woman,” he said.
He bowed to her, and she waved him away once more. He went gratefully, and he left her standing in the knee-high grass surrounding her little hut, once more the only heartbeat in her entire domain.
Irae was waiting for him just outside the circle of the clearing.
“What did you have to ask her?”
Thorn took a deep breath.
“We may have a problem,” he said.
Irae scowled at him.
“Oh, hells,” she said. “I hate it when you say that. You’re always right.”
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THE VALLEY OF ROGUES
Far above a nameless valley, unseen by anything beyond a passing eagle or two, Serhiy sat and waited and watched.
It probably wasn’t actually a nameless valley. One thing that he had observed about humans was that they liked to name things. He couldn’t account for it, himself, not having that particular strange urge — not that he was a stranger to his own brand of strange urges — but it definitely seemed to be a fact. So likely the valley had at least one name, and possibly more depending on the language of the person whom you asked about it.
He hadn’t asked anyone about it. He had no particular desire to know.
He had, however, found a tree to climb.
It was a good tree, as far as he deemed it: tall and broad and strong, with branches close enough to the ground that he was able to get to them but high enough off the ground that he would notice, should anyone else attempt to do the same. He didn’t know what kind it was, though he suspected it had a name as well. But he did know that it smelled wonderful, the kind of smell that made him think of his youth in the deep, dry forests so far away. The smell was that of a wooden box, clean and empty.
He sat on one of the upper branches, leaning sideways against the trunk with his arm slung casually around it. He sat for long enough that he felt curious ants tickling the back of his neck, and a spider or two cautiously investigating the area between his fingers for web-making possibilities. He took in a deep, open-mouthed breath and let it out in a long sigh. He could sit here forever, high above the world, watching for the next thing; he wouldn’t have minded it at all.
Things may not have gone as well as he had expected, or hoped, but at least they seemed to be swimming along now.
He had followed his nose through Balfour, picking up information and bits and pieces as he went — and had also liberated a loaf of good brown bread, which he had eaten in the tree, casting the crumbs to the birds that gathered around him. The missing girl was a good child, loyal to the king, raised right, unlikely to have taken off on her own for any nefarious purposes; although, if Serhiy had been pressed for his opinion, nefarious purposes were much more enjoyable, on the whole, than any other types of purposes. But presumably she was too young for that. No, she must have seen someone she knew, as she had claimed. How she had ended up caught — and where she had ended up caught — was another issue entirely. But there was hardly any information about what might have happened, and he was left to form his own suppositions. Everything that came to mind, from a wanton murder to accidentally having been set on fire, was equally intriguing, but in the absence of direct proof, he was forced to suspend his imagination for a little while and focus on the scent of the trail.
Once he had left Balfour town proper, things had started to pick up a little.
She had been on the Deen Road, according to the young man who went with her as a guard. They were on their way to visit the girl’s grandmother. The girl was the type of person who not only had a grandmother, but also traveled for two days in order to visit her, and Serhiy began seriously to view the girl with distaste. But his own opinion did not matter. His own opinion was not the deciding factor in finding the girl and rescuing her from the difficulties she got herself into, regardless of whether she was respectful and thoughtful and other things of that abhorrent nature.
There had also, he discovered to his secret delight, been talk of highwaymen and rogues in the same region. The activity of the rogues, always a source of conversation, had undoubtedly been picking up of late. There were reports of them having foreign accents as well, which seemed to indicate an influx of strangers to swell the ranks. Serhiy could imagine the tales going around in other countries, in Elgodon, in Henschot — places he had never been, but he had heard stories, and that was almost as good — as the local good-for-nothings were invited to come to the little country of Ainsea, flush with minor nobles ripe for the kidnapping, full of poorly maintained roads, ready for the rogueing.
This, he thought, was probably a clue.
And so he was waiting, perched in his tree, waiting for night to fall and for the rogues and highwaymen to show themselves. They traveled by night, of course. He would have done the same.
The birds flurried around him, fluttered one by one to their perches, picked and pecked at the last few bits of bread that were left. He let them grow more used to him, watching them from the corners of his eyes. He couldn’t begrudge them the tree, not when he himself was getting so much enjoyment out of it.
He was so far off the ground!
But the dark was approaching; the sun was going down. He watched it avidly as it sank over the horizon. Another day went; the girl had been missing for a full week now, and though privately he thought the likelihood of her being recovered without any harm was faint and far off — well. His opinion was not what mattered.
One day, he promised himself, his opinion would be the important thing.
But this day was not it.
The birds settled down, with a last few chirps as though they were saying goodnight. Serhiy held on to the trunk of the tree with both hands, and swayed himself back and forth a little, just to get a little spurt of vertigo. One of the birds fluttered to a rest quite near him, almost on his knee. He watched it without appearing to watch it, not wanting to startle it unduly.
It was dark, and the rogues were coming.
This particular band called themselves Flicek, but that was largely because they were led by Flicek himself, who had a bit of a superiority complex.
He wasn’t the boss, of course, he wasn’t the leader of all the bands of rogues; that title, undisputedly, belonged to Raff, who led the Damn Rogues themselves in their home territory to the North. But Raff was apparently content to let each band rule themselves, with only the occasional movement to step in and direct if a conflict seemed to be getting out of control. He led more by hints than by clear direction, and that worked well for everyone, especially people like Flicek.
Flicek didn’t do very well with confrontation.
It tended to make him upset, and when he got upset, his feelings got hurt and he often gave way to tears. Although he blamed it on everything from dust in his eye to overactive tear ducts. Flicek crying was good for no one, as crying made him angry, and when he got angry, other people’s feelings were usually hurt as well. Their feelings, and their body parts. The end result was often that there were conflicts that got out of control more than they should have, and so Raff would patiently come and set things straight. He seemed to have a vested interest in Flicek and his band. Whether this was, in fact, because the rumors of them being cousins were true or not, had not yet been settled, nor was it likely to be. No one expected Raff to admit to being related to Flicek. It was generally thought that Flicek had started the rumor himself to give himself an extra air of credibility, likely to counteract all the crying, dust or no.
Tonight, though, something unusual had happened.
They were winding their way on the road. Some bands liked to take the paths instead, keeping to the shadows, but Flicek thought they were highwaymen, weren’t they, and so nothing but the main road would do for him. They moved towards Bertam’s Port, taking their time as they had nothing in particular to go there for. That was one of the problems with Flicek’s command, the general thought was. He so rarely had an objective, unless Raff gave him one specifically.
But for the most part, Flicek’s little band was made up of rogues who were both slow and unsteady on their feet, due to nature, inclination, drink, or all three. So, for the most part they were all content for him to set the pace.
Their progress, such as it was, was abruptly halted by the appearance of a stranger.
Compared to the rogues, he was neatly, almost impeccably dressed. He wore black trousers and a loose-weave shirt of dirt-brown dye, and apart from his red hair, he would almost have blended into the night. As it was, they did not see him until he presented himself to them. At first it appeared that he was empty-handed, but after a moment they realized that he held the remains of a large black bird, which he would occasionally lift and take a bite from, spitting feathers out indecorously.
“Good evening!” he said, smiling a smile that was nonetheless pleasant for all the feathers. “Are you all highwaymen?”
The members of the band exchanged glances with each other.
This was not a question they often heard; in fact, with the reputation they enjoyed, it was generally assumed. Flicek stepped up, eyes narrowed. He was a large man, broad-shouldered and big-bellied. He wore a thick beard as someone had kindly told him once at a young age that his face shape was perfect for it.
“Who’s asking?” he said.
“Oh!” said the stranger, as though he would never have considered this question to be a possibility. “Me, of course. I should have clarified. I suppose it could appear that I’m asking for a friend, but I’m not. I don’t have any.”
“Who are you?” pushed Flicek.
“Serhiy,” said the stranger, and gave an elegant bow. “Unacknowledged chief advisor to the December King, and his best executioner. I’m the only one who really knows what they’re doing, you see. I can’t take all the credit. I seem to have a knack.”
Flicek grunted a little, and exchanged glances with his righthand man, Mesher. Mesher was a little quicker on the uptake than the other rogues in this particular band, and he nodded intently.
“Chief advisor to the December King, eh?” Flicek said. “Someone important to him, no doubt?”
The stranger gave a smile that positively gleamed.
“So kind of you to say so,” he said.
Flicek made a motion with his chin, and Mesher moved towards Serhiy, arms loosely out at his sides as though he were about to attempt to herd a chicken.
“We like important people,” said Flicek. “They so often are valuable.”
“Oh, I’m very valuable,” Serhiy assured him. He was watching Mesher with a kind of distant curiosity.
“That’s what I hoped,” said Flicek. “You see, we haven’t had such a take in quite a while. So, for someone to walk up and present themselves, well — that’s almost unheard of, really. And we appreciate it. We are rogues, Lord Serhiy, we are highwaymen. We are very bad men.”
“So pleased,” said Serhiy, with absolute earnestness, and as Mesher finally stepped within reach of him, he casually reached out a hand and tapped him on the chest. The hand turned out to have a knife in it, and the tap was more of a stab, and Mesher collapsed in a heap on the ground, where he made a gurgling noise.
Serhiy waved the bloody knife at them in a friendly sort of way.
“I don’t think,” he began, but another of the rogues — Gildan, who was always on the impulsive side and foolishly seemed to think he was completely impervious to harm — ran at him with a shout of rage. Serhiy broke off to throw the knife at him. It lodged in his windpipe, dropping him nearly at Serhiy’s feet, and the young man bent and recovered the knife before he went on.
“As I was saying,” he went on, “I don’t think that you quite understand what I mean when I say that I was the only executioner who knew what he was doing.”
Two more rushed him. One received the knife and the other, improbably but effectively, was dispatched with the remains of the bird.
Flicek’s band had never been flush with members even during its heyday. If he lost many more, it wouldn’t really have qualified as a band anymore. It would have been more like a sprinkling. He threw both arms out at his sides, signaling to the few men left that they should hold off.
“You must want something,” he said, guardedly. “Apart from practicing your skill with a knife.”
“Oh, certainly,” said Serhiy. “Everyone wants something. Myself, I have always yearned for a life in the open air. But I recently was able to climb a tree, so that has satisfied my urges somewhat.”
Flicek was clearly nervous. Serhiy was clearly unhinged. Things were so obvious that it was a wonder he hadn’t seen it before.
“Why are you here?” he managed. “What do you want?”
“Oh, that,” said Serhiy. He crouched down and wiped his knife off on the grass at his feet. “I only wanted a little bit of information. I promise not to take up too much of your time.”
“What information?” said Flicek cautiously.
“I came in search of a girl,” said Serhiy, “a young woman by the name of — well, I don’t remember her name. Honestly, I’ve never been good with names as a general rule. I remember faces a bit more, but I’ve never seen her. Nonetheless she was a noble, and her father is a very important man to the king. I’ve been tasked with finding her. Rumor has it that she was last seen in this vicinity. Now, I’m not much for vilifying an entire subset of people solely based on rumor, but it does seem somewhat likely that rogues and highwaymen may have had something to do with her disappearance.”
“Oh, yes?” Flicek raised his chin defiantly. “And how exactly are we meant to help you find her when you don’t even know the name of the chit?”
Serhiy heaved a sigh.
“Think outside the box,” he advised the rogue. “It’s been only a week. Surely you haven’t stolen so many young female nobles in the last week that you can’t at least begin to pinpoint who it might have been?”
On Flicek’s face, the brief and bloody struggle between compliance and defiance was apparent. It took a brief reminder of Serhiy’s knife to settle the war, and Serhiy was more than happy to oblige. Flicek’s band was one step closer to being a club with only one member.
He held up his hands in surrender.
“All right, all right,” he said. “Look, I don’t know much about it. The orders came down. I’m not the head of the snake, I’m just the first coil. We heard there was a young noblewoman traveling through the area alone, and we were to pick her up and deliver her to the Damn Rogues.”
Serhiy cocked his head.
“The who?” he said.
“The Damn — Raff’s band. The Damn Rogues. We don’t often get orders, but when we do, it comes through them.”
Serhiy’s eyebrows lifted. “Why, pray tell, are they called the Damn Rogues?”
“Way I hear it, Raff figures they’ll get called something along those lines regardless, so he might as well make it official.”
The corner of Serhiy’s mouth twitched. Whether it was amusement or irritation was not easy to tell, since he smiled so frequently and with no apparent provocation.
“I sense that I am getting off track,” he said. “Who sent the order down to take the young noble, whoever she is?”
Flicek shrugged.
“Whoever sends the orders most of the time,” he said. “We get them from one of Raff’s men. He gets it from Raff himself.”
“And Raff, as you call him, got it from someone who knew she would be traveling on her own.”
“Yes, I suppose so.”
“That’s very interesting.” Serhiy nodded, as much to himself as to anyone. “Except she wasn’t traveling on her own, not at first. She had a guard. She was protected until she disappeared. Someone knew that she was going to disappear. She said she left because she saw someone she knew—”
Flicek felt that the danger was approaching its end and started to relax somewhat.
“Sounds fishy to me, my lord,” he said.
“Fishy,” repeated Serhiy somewhat hazily, but after the sound of it, the taste of it in his own mouth, his blue eyes cleared up, and he began again to smile. “Someone she knew. Well, who does she know apart from those at Balfour?”
“The castle, sir?”
“Yes, indeed. The castle. The town. Someone she knew well enough to follow away from her guard.”
“Sounds like it must have been someone in the castle, sir.”
“Indeed, it does. But who would have done such a thing? Someone who had to benefit from her abduction.” He scratched his head and began to pace a little, not far, just a few steps to either side, repeatedly to and from. “But no ransom was ever requested. Perhaps something else happened and she could not be ransomed? Perhaps she is dead.”
“Er — yes,” said Flicek, eagerly. “Perhaps she’s dead.”
Serhiy looked up at him swiftly, his eyes piercing.
“Did you kill her?” he said. His rich, dulcet tones were suddenly grating.
“No!” said Flicek, struck with panic. “I turned her over to Raff as nice as you please. Nothing was wrong with her at all. She couldn’t have been in better health.”
“Perhaps she escaped,” said Serhiy.
This seemed a safer option to Flicek, and he leaped on it.
“Indeed, it seems to me, now that I think about it, that I heard of something along those lines,” he said. He furrowed his brow to think a little harder, since that always seemed to help. “Yes, I’m almost sure of it. No one ever escapes Raff— he’s notorious for it, the Damn Rogues all are — no one ever leaves him without there being a ransom paid for them. But it seems that there were rumors of an entire cargo slipping through his fingers. The girl might very well have been part of that.”
“Only rumors, eh?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I am heartily sick of rumors,” murmured Serhiy to himself.
“But they would only be that, no more,” Flicek assured him. “The last thing Raff would allow is for his reputation to be damaged by such a thing. You can be sure that if it did happen, no one would ever find out the truth about it.”
“Indeed,” said Serhiy, reflectively, and he seemed to ponder for a moment. Then he straightened up, as though having reached a conclusion which he liked. He smiled, and his eyes began to shine.
“Do you know what else I am heartily sick of?” he said.
“What?” asked Flicek, nervously.
“Your company. It’s been too long since I’ve been alone. I have many trees to climb. I thank you for your help, but now the time has come for us to part.”
“Oh, of course,” said Flicek, sensing his relief approaching as though from a long way off. “Don’t mention it!”
Serhiy eyed the last few members of Flicek’s band, speculatively.
“Oh, don’t worry,” he said, “I won’t.”
He found himself another tree to sit in, with the same wild, intoxicating smell, and climbed up with joyous stretches and bloody fingertips.
“Now, Serhiy,” he instructed himself, “sit yourself down, and let’s have a serious conversation.”
He put his back against the trunk and leaned his head against the bark. He wriggled a little to let the rough bark scratch his back for him. He had so many itchy spots and never could get them scratched properly. But the bark did wonders, so he settled down after a moment of puppyish wriggling, doubled up his knees in front of him, and put his elbows on his knees.
“Well,” he said, “one thing is clear. Something is going on at the castle that I am not privy to.” He cocked his head thoughtfully. “And how do I feel about that?” he said. “Not as well as might be hoped,” he answered himself. “After all, I am the king’s most trusted advisor, whether he says so outright or not. If he’s sending down orders for the kidnapping and ransoming of nobles throughout the country, simply to fund his ailing government, he should be turning to me, not to bands of rogues.” He shook his head sternly. “Now, Serhiy,” he said, “can that possibly be what is really happening? Does the king have it in him to cause the suffering and destruction of family and fortune simply for his own benefit? Yes, of course,” he answered, “or else we would not get along nearly so well. But ought we to get along well? Or am I merely being used, until he comes up with another tool that works more effectively for him?”
He thought about this in silence for a few moments, then heaved a sigh.
“Either way,” he said, “I suppose I still have a job to do, and my work is cut out for me. If she isn’t with Flicek, she may be with Raff. If she isn’t with Raff, she may be dead. If she isn’t dead, who knows where she is? Only the good God himself.”
He thought about this, too, and his slit-eyed smile appeared once more.
“He needs me,” he said, and whether he was referring to God, or the king, it was not clear. But it was all the same to him. “No one else can do what I can do. I’ll only have to prove it to him in case he has forgotten.”
Thus, settled in his own mind, if unsettling to other people’s, he decided it was high time to get a little sleep. The sun was not far off from rising.
Below him, the charred remains of what was once a small band of rogues sent off smoke signals to no one.
In a small encampment outside Braeve’s woods, Thorn slept fitfully and dreamed.
Lisca was herself again, and not herself at the same time; she sat at his feet, child-size, ears pointed and with a tail that did not belong to her curled around her feet. She looked up at him with such trust in her eyes that it nearly broke his heart.
He put a hand on her head, as he had done before.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“I’m still here,” she said, softly. “Karyl is dead, Lully is broken, your queen is destined for failure, but I’m still here.”
“I wish you weren’t,” he told her, desperately. “I wish you weren’t following us around, reminding me of what I’ve done.”
She closed her eyes. “Selfish,” she chided him gently. Thorn bit his lip and shook his head.
“I know it,” he said, “but I can’t help wishing it all the same.”
She took his hand, but her fingers were all of a piece. Her touch was warm, soft, and pawlike. He could feel claws.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
He huffed out a breath. “It’s not your fault.”
“I’m sorry for you,” said Lisca. “This is not going to be pleasant.”
He could feel the claws curl around him, growing and unsheathed, and she was more like a cat than a fox or a girl. The claws pierced his skin, and she held him fast while he cried out, caught by the hand, trapped in a cage of his own design. Then she was neither fox nor girl nor cat, but a bird, wild-eyed and far from sanity, wings beating in a steady, powerful thump, dragging him from the surface of the earth. He knew his end was near.
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PARTING OF THE WAYS
“If we’re going to go through the Badlands,” said Ruben nervously, “I’m going to need a bigger stick.”
“We are not going through the Badlands,” said Irae, sternly, turning to look at Thorn, “and someone in particular might as well forget about it. Your stick is fine, Ruben.”
“I don’t see why this is a problem,” argued Thorn. He wasn’t about to forget about it, just because she said so. Ever since they had rejoined their companions — no, ever since Braeve had mentioned the alchemists in Keler — he had been unable to get the idea out of his head. Maybe there was a way to find out more about himself, about his family. All those questions he had been asked, by the monks, and then the things hinted at by Braeve, the total lack of information he had, everything was swirling around in his head till he felt as though he were swimming in a sea of uncertainty. It had never bothered him, but then, he had never been around people who asked him questions like this before. The questions were scattered before him, his ignorance thrown into sharp relief.
“We can’t afford to take any more time,” said Irae. “It’s been too long as it is — any longer and it will be that much harder to regain my throne.”
“Are you worried about your people losing their loyalty?”
She looked away from him, biting her lip.
“Because if so,” said Thorn, “do you really want subjects that are so fickle? Absence makes the heart grow fonder, I hear. But no one can miss you if you don’t stay away.”
The look she turned on him was wounded, and he thought perhaps his joking had gone a little too far. He was desperate to convince her, determined to go to Keler — but perhaps this was not the best way.
This suspicion was confirmed when even Ruben, who Thorn considered terminally unaware of social nuances, took him by the elbow and turned him aside.
“Perhaps,” suggested the legendarian, “this is not the best way.”
“If you have a better one —”
“— you’re all ears?” The bard wilted immediately at the look Thorn turned on him. “I’m sorry. Perhaps that was in bad taste.”
“— I am open to suggestions,” said Thorn. “Closed to bad jokes, but open to suggestions.”
“I don’t know anything about the alchemists in Keler,” said Ruben. “I can’t tell you whether they will be of help to you or no. But I can tell you that, from what Lully has been filling me in on — we had a long, intimate conversation whilst you were flirting with death in the woods — the concern is that Princess Irae will lose what little foothold she has left if she is gone too long. Perhaps the king is corrupt — I don’t know anything about politics. But he evidently has enough loyal subjects to support him within the castle itself. So, she must turn to the people for allies.” He stopped and cleared his throat. “Or so Lully tells me.”
Thorn turned his gaze in the direction of Irae. She was tying her bedroll to the back of her saddle, straight black brows lowered over her nose as she concentrated. He watched her hands, sure and strong, and pictured them curved over the arms of a throne, pictured them stretched out to some poor subject asking for clemency.
He swallowed.
“I don’t know what to do,” he said. “What’s more important, what she wants or what I want?”
“That,” said Ruben, “is a very loaded question. I’m simply a legendarian, trained in stories and lore. I don’t feel qualified to discuss this.”
“Very well,” said Thorn, nodding briefly to himself. “That’s fine. I’ll do it myself, then.”
He advanced on Irae, determinedly.
“I want to go to Keler, to find the alchemists,” he said. “It could be important — it could be vital, in fact. If you want me to Forge your uncle, I need to know more about what I’m dealing with. I’ve told you already that my power fluctuates, that it doesn’t always work as I want it to. If they can help me, we should go there.”
Irae sighed and shook her head.
“The time it would take —”
“You took the time to go to Braeve!”
“To save Karyl! That’s a little different, don’t you think?”
“The reason is beside the point,” said Thorn, who didn’t want to discuss it since he knew she was right. “The point is, this could make all the difference as to whether you are successful or not in overtaking the throne.”
She folded her arms. “Thorn. Let us look at this logically. First you said you could Forge my uncle, even though you didn’t know whether you could or not. Then you needed the Anvil of the Soul in order to do it. Very well, we went and got the Anvil. Now it’s this, without even knowing whether it will make a difference or not. Will you ever actually do what you say you will? Or is this all one big game to you, seeing how long you can string me along?” He opened his mouth and she held up her hand. “No, don’t protest. Don’t play the loyal, wounded friend. You have given me many reasons not to trust you. I need something solid to base my faith on. Do you see?”
He opened his mouth again, then closed it. Why was he doing this, after all? It was possible it would help her — it was possible, indeed, that it would make all the difference in her quest to reclaim what was rightfully hers. But did her need outweigh his, his desire to find out more about who he was, about who his family might have been? Did it outweigh his need to get rid of the dreams, to save Lisca from what he had done, or what might happen?
Their aims were the same, regardless of why he was doing it. That would have to be enough.
He said, “Have you considered the fact that you will have to get rid of at least most of the council?”
She looked startled, taken aback. She said nothing.
“They’ve had the chance to support you,” he said, “and did nothing. Perhaps some of them have been taken in by your uncle’s lies, but not all of them can possibly be entirely innocent. You want to get rid of your uncle by Forging, because he is immortal. It’s going to be much cleaner and simpler to kill off the others.”
She turned away from him abruptly, and he had a sneaking suspicion that she was fighting back tears. He went on regardless. If she wanted to be queen, to reign over an entire country, she was going to have to face these sorts of decisions.
“If you want to Forge them,” he said, “you’ll need more than me on your side. Take me to Keler. Let me learn about my family, who they are, who might have the same power that I do. You could gather an army more quickly than you know.”
“I don’t want an army,” said Irae quietly. “I want the loyalty of my subjects.”
“It doesn’t matter what you want,” said Thorn. “I may not know much about much, but I do know that you’re not going to succeed without a fight. If you’re going to fight, you should make sure you at least stand a chance of winning.”
He watched her breathe, watched her think; he listened to her heartbeat, and heard it quicken.
She marched quickly over to Lully, who stood by Graic, who was knitting something green with her long, knobby fingers. The little kitchen-maid looked up at her princess, eyes narrowing.
“Something’s going on,” she said. “I recognize that look.”
“I will not take you into the Badlands,” Irae told her. “You or Graic. You must carry on without me.”
“Why?”
“Why? Have you not heard stories of the Badlands? You must have.”
“Of course, I have,” said Lully, putting her hands on her hips, clearly aggrieved, “but I don’t know that it could be much worse than we’ve already been through. You’ve taken me through bands of rogues and highwaymen, to fight with giants, and allied me to a stranger with eldritch powers. How can wastelands be so much more terrifying or dangerous?”
Thorn could see Irae smile, as though despite herself.
“It isn’t so much more terrifying or dangerous,” she said, “but you are right — I have put you in enough danger. You and Graic both. I need you to do something else for me if you will allow me to give you an assignment. Please, Lully.”
In the face of a simple plea for help, the fiery maid melted.
“Oh, all right,” she said. “I suppose so. What is it that you want me to do?”
“You’ve gone to your own people,” said Irae. “You’ve tried to rally supporters for me there with no great success. But Graic may have a better chance.”
“What? Graic?”
The old woman in question looked up from her busy work but avoided eye contact with any of them. Rather, instead she looked up at the sky, squinting as though someone up there was talking loudly at her.
“I can hear you,” she called upwards, “stop shouting!”
“You must be joking,” said Lully.
“She’s wool-gathering, to be sure,” said Irae, “but she has an extensive family. Her sister, I believe, lives in a little village just outside the Pluron Woods. She knows the way, and it is quite close. If you leave now, you can reach it tomorrow.”
Thorn gave an involuntary start, and came towards them, his feet moving without having been given any orders to do so.
“You’re sending her to my old village?” he said.
“To her village,” Irae corrected him. “If I understand right, you have not lived there in quite some time.”
“Yes, but —”
“And for that matter, they can gather information on your family at the same time, if that’s what you desire. Graic has family all over the kingdom, and given her connection to me, it’s likely that there will be some loyal subjects among them.”
“Yes, but —”
“And, as they live in a smaller village in a more rural area, they may be even more affected by the faults and lacks of my uncle’s reign. Where there are unrest and injustice, there will be those easily rallied for a chance.”
“Yes, but —”
“If we send them on the Malpas route, they can stick to the larger town areas and avoid most of the rogue activity. I have a little money left — they can stay in inns, so long as they are careful to keep to their assumed identities.”
“Yes, but —”
“Thorn,” said Irae, as aggrieved as Lully had been a moment ago, “I am organizing it so that you can go to Keler as you so avidly desire. Why do you keep objecting?”
He hardly knew himself. Her about-face in the decision was so sudden that it felt as though he had been leaning against a rock, only to have it give way beneath him. It was a wonderful feeling, though, that sudden fall — she was giving in to him. She was making it so he could do what he dearly wanted to do. Her concern for him, if that was indeed what it was, was enough to make his heart jump inside his chest.
“But,” he blathered distractedly, “you’re sending them off on their own?”
“They will be alright, if they stick to the plan and don’t attempt any heroics.” She gave them a stern look, stern enough to seem slightly out of place since it was to a waifishly slight maid and a studiously knitting old woman. Something caught her glance, and she turned her head. “Yes, Ruben? Why do you have your hand up?”
“I can go with them,” said the bard rapidly. “If they need someone to accompany them. I am more than happy to oblige. It isn’t that I’m afraid to go through the Badlands, of course, but there is the issue of finding a stick big enough.”
“Your obsession with a bigger stick is troubling,” said Thorn. “What do you know that I don’t know?”
Ruben smiled nervously at him.
“Nothing at all,” he said. “I do have a small compendium on the Badlands. Just a little light reading material.”
“If you don’t want to go with us,” said Irae, “then leave your books with Thorn. He can read, after all, and he can give us direction as we go.”
“Not this language, he can’t,” Ruben declared. “Even I have my troubles. The compendium was brought out of Henschot and written in one of their older tongues. There are —” He dropped his pack to the ground and squatted beside it, rummaging so deeply into it that he nearly disappeared. “There are illuminations in it,” he said, voice muffled, “so that may be of some assistance.”
Thorn made a face, which Irae caught, and she laughed at him.
“Don’t look so disappointed,” she said.
“I can’t help it. What’s the point in knowing how to read if there are just going to be pictures?”
“Would you give it up?”
He hesitated, thinking of the time when he had learned and of the girl who had taught him. Coming to see him out in the woods, forging a friendship. He flinched.
“No,” he said. “Not for anything.”
“Then that is the point.” She took the little book that Ruben held out to her. It was bound in brown leather, quite beaten up, and one of the covers looked as though someone or something had taken a bite out of it. Thorn could readily believe that it had traveled through multiple kingdoms. She thumbed through it as she spoke. “Keler is a day’s journey away, from the start of the Badlands. I suppose it might be considered Henschot’s territory if anyone was eager to claim it. As it is, the only difficulties we should have will be from the Badlands themselves, not from any other kingdom. I will conceal my identity of course, as I have done. Just to be on the safe side.”
“On the safe side,” repeated Ruben, with a slightly strangled laugh. “This side of the Badlands, that would be.”
Thorn shot him a sharp look, but Irae only went to Karyl who had been standing silently by the whole time. He had scarcely said a word since they returned from Braeve’s woods with him traveling under his own steam again but instead watched everything with hollow eyes. He may have been standing upright, Thorn thought, but he was far from healed.
There was something unnerving in his fixed stare.
Thorn thought of his dream, and how the dream-Lisca had told him that Karyl was dead, and he shuddered. The big man wasn’t dead, of course — Thorn had seen dead people, he was reasonably certain that none of them were able to stand straight up after being deceased. But he wasn’t entirely right, either. Whatever it was that Braeve had done, it didn’t feel like a healing.
Thorn wondered what the wound from the arrow looked like, under the dingy bandages that were wrapped around Karyl’s torso. But he was a too afraid to ask.
Irae did not seem to think too much about the situation, though Thorn had caught her watching Karyl with worried eyes once or twice as the night had gone on. Now, she directed him gently towards his horse.
“Is he coming with us?”
She glanced over her shoulder at him.
“Of course, he’s coming with us. We may need him.”
“I just thought,” said Thorn, swallowing hard, “it may be a good idea, while he’s moving on his own, to send him to a physician, someone who can do something more than what Braeve did.”
“I don’t know that any doctor could have done what Braeve did,” said Irae, though it looked as though the words pained her to say. “He is standing up, he is moving, he is talking and breathing, he is alive. Perhaps he isn’t quite back to himself, but that’s only to be expected.” She looked up at Karyl, who had pulled himself up onto his horse with absolute silence. “Are you all right?” she said. “Should you go with us?”
“I am fine,” said Karyl, “and I will go with you.”
She hesitated for a moment, peering up at him, seeking out his gaze, then seemed to steel herself and come to a decision.
“Very well, then,” she said. “You heard him. He’s perfectly all right.”
“That isn’t at all what he said,” Thorn objected. “I think you are in denial.”
“We may need him,” she said. “Ruben can go with Lully and Graic, and the three of us can go through the Badlands till we reach Keler and find the answers we need. Stop arguing with me, Thorn, I’m doing this because you want to.”
Which was perfectly true, and he couldn’t fault that. It was positively bizarre to have someone do something for his sake — bizarre but lovely. Delightful, even. He wondered nervously if he would ever have the chance to get used to such a thing.
He decided that it was safer not to tempt fate.
“Page fifty-one,” Ruben told Thorn. “The maws. Pay particular attention.”
“I will.”
“Perhaps you should take a stick with you.”
Thorn patted the walking stick strapped to the side of his horse. “I’ve got one.”
“Oh, good,” said Ruben. He hesitated for a moment, then seemed to compel himself to speak. “Stick together. The facts in the book may not be entirely true — they are based on legends, after all — but you stand the best chance if you stay close. Other than that —” He shook his head, as though shaking something off. “No, you’ll be fine. I think.”
“Thank you for the encouragement,” said Thorn, somewhat amused by the bard. He had no great love of danger himself, but Ruben seemed to err heavily on the cautious side, even by his own standards. It was true, he didn’t know what the Badlands held — but he was with Irae, and he had a horse and a stick and a book. For the moment he was confident that he could handle whatever the adventure might throw at him.
For the moment.
The second interview with the rogues was not going as well as the first had.
The trouble was that the first had been nearly an unmitigated success. With that as his background, with the surprising ineptitude of the first little band of rogues — now, sadly, deceased and nothing more than a pleasant memory — he would have expected something better. From his perspective, of course, not from theirs.
But the Damn Rogues were something different.
They had seen him coming. They had scouts — well, the other group had scouts, too, but the Damn Rogues had competent scouts. Perhaps the scouts had scouts. And all of the scouts were armed.
So here he was, hands tied behind his back, bleeding from the right side of his chest. It wasn’t much more than a scratch, and it was the only opportunity they had to land a blow. There were at least three rogues on the ground now, one clutching a broken nose and the two more not moving very much. All in all, he considered that he had acquitted himself very nicely, and he could be proud of what he had done.
Nonetheless, that didn’t change the fact that he was all tied up with nowhere to go.
Still, they hadn’t killed him. Which was odd in itself. He turned to the black-haired rogue who had him by the left arm.
“Excuse me,” he said pleasantly, “why haven’t you tried to kill me yet?”
The rogue gave him a look that spoke volumes, mostly about his bleeding right pectoral.
“Ah, yes,” said Serhiy, “that. Still. You didn’t try very hard, did you?”
“You should ask Gerick about that,” said the rogue, “only you can’t, because he’s dead now.”
“Gerick was the unfortunate one with the black mask?”
The rogue at his side said nothing.
“Oh, that’s right,” said Serhiy, snapping the fingers of one hand behind his back. “You all wear black masks. How do you tell each other apart? I mean, when you get up in the morning and look in the mirror, how do you know that it’s you?” The only response to this was a more strenuous twist of his arm. But it was more of a response than he had gotten thus far, so he took heart from it. “You raid people for money and valuables,” he went on, “of which I have neither, apart from what was in my purse, which wasn’t much, and which you took. Apart from that, you take rich people for ransom, from their family or friends. I am not rich, obviously, assure you I have no family, and having spoken with me you can’t possibly still think that I have friends. So why are you taking me to your leader, as I assume you are doing?”
“You killed two of our number.”
“Yes, that’s so, I did.”
“You deserve to die.”
“For so many reasons,” said Serhiy, still pleasantly, “but we’re all sinful, aren’t we? Don’t tell me that your leader doesn’t allow you to make decisions on such things without his input.” He tsked. “That seems like very bad management, to not have more trust in your underlings. Now, see, my superior gives me a task and then allows me to carry it out exactly as I see fit, with only minimal intervention afterward. He understands that the ends justify the means, you see? Your leader seems to be lacking in confidence in those who follow him. His name is Raff, isn’t it?”
He didn’t think he was imagining the sharpness of the look this earned him, or the sudden jerk of his other arm from the opposite side. Everyone was listening, suddenly on the alert. Serhiy smiled to himself, and to other people. He knew perfectly well that there was always enough of his smile to go around.
“On the other hand,” he said, gently, “I would be absolutely delighted to meet him.”
The Damn Rogues lived in the sort of forest that made Serhiy regret that he had not taken more time to investigate the trees for their climbing potential. It was cool and dry with enormously tall trees. In a kingdom that was heavily wooded, the forest of the rogues stood out as a jewel in Serhiy’s mind.
“I would very much like to spend more time here,” he said, as he was conducted into the camp. “Who should I see about that?”
But the black-haired rogue on the left had had enough of Serhiy’s conversation, stimulating as he no doubt found it. He caught the young man a crack on the head with the knuckles of his fist, knocking Serhiy sideways into his other companion. Serhiy did his best to take this in good grace and fought off the urge to bite.
They were with the leader, at any rate. He had been brought to the middle of the camp, surrounded by canvas lean-tos and cooking fires, the rogues going about their business but watching him curiously. It was newly evening time, and everyone was stirring. The man in front of him, standing in front of his own canvas lean-to with arms folded and a forbidding brow, was clearly the one he wanted to see. Serhiy could tell by the way others were looking at the man; they looked at him with much the same reverence that Serhiy felt when looking at the December King. The king had done much to inspire such reverence in Serhiy — taking control of the kingdom as he had done, taking Serhiy under his wing, giving him a job that he was so very good at, being kind to him, and not kicking at him as had happened so often in Serhiy’s life — and he could not help but wonder what this rogue, this Raff, had done to deserve such expressions of admiration from his followers.
He was handicapped by the fact that his hands were bound, he was bleeding, and he had so recently sustained a blow to the head. Nevertheless, he managed an elegant bow. He was good at those, he knew.
“Your servants did not cover my head when they brought me here,” he said, just as a start. “That tells me a few things.”
“They are not my servants,” said Raff. He was a tall, spare, rangy man with a shock of pale-yellow hair. Despite the black clothing he wore and the black mask that covered his face from chin to just below his eyes, the impression he gave to Serhiy was one of paleness. He looked as though he scarcely saw the sun, and knowing what he knew about the rogues, Serhiy could well believe it.
“That tells me a few things too. Either you intend to kill me, or rather have one of your men kill me, or you have a sneaking suspicion that I am more important than I may seem.”
“I am told that you killed two of my friends,” said Raff. He stepped back into his lean-to and gestured to Serhiy’s captors to bring him in as well. The early autumn night air was chilling down as the sun dipped below the horizon. There wasn’t much in the little tent — apparently Raff’s takings, however he got them, were spent elsewhere. Serhiy appreciated this; a man who could concentrate on the important things in life and kept it simple was someone that he could understand. “If Azur hadn’t suspected that there was something different about you, your corpse would be cooling in the woods. So.” He sat down and gestured companionably to another little wooden chair. Serhiy was settled onto it abruptly, trapping his hands between his back and the chair, and his two companions loomed over him with their arms folded. “Tell me what it is, that is different, and then I will decide whether it is enough to let you live.”
Serhiy gave a little cough.
“I came here only for information,” he said. “I didn’t intend to kill anyone.” He hadn’t intended to actively avoid it, either, but that didn’t seem like a relevant point at the moment. “If I seem different, I imagine it’s because of who sent me.” He watched Raff very closely, waiting for any movement of his eyes that might give his thoughts away. “Perhaps an air of regal authority has been transferred to me, though I am but a humble servant and chief executioner.”
A telltale flicker and a slow, deliberate exhalation.
“I see,” said Raff. “In that case, I have only to ascertain what you would be worth.”
“Very little,” said Serhiy, humbly.
“Then you are of no use to me if I can’t ransom you. You should be killed immediately.” Raff snapped his fingers at Azur, the black-haired rogue to Serhiy’s left. Serhiy jabbed an elbow into Azur’s side, followed it up with a kick to the kneecap, and stood to fend off the rogue on the right as he moved to attack. Azur slipped to the ground with a groan. Serhiy stomped on the other rogue’s foot, swiped at his ankle, and disentangled himself as the other man went down as well, leaving the executioner standing between the two men, hands still tied behind his back. He put one foot on each of the two, standing quite heavily on their chests, keeping his balance easily even as they writhed and wriggled.
“I beg you to reconsider,” he said smoothly. “The December King would be so very disappointed, were his chosen messenger to be interfered with. And I know that you work so very closely with royal representatives. It would be a shame for any such friendship to end.”
Raff, who did not appear to be in the least bit concerned about what he had done to Azur and the other, eyed him for a moment.
Eventually, in response to the gurgling noises coming from the ground, he said, “Get off my men.”
Serhiy obligingly stepped down to the ground.
“I don’t believe that you know anything you claim to,” said Raff. “Anyone with information like that would not come looking for another kind of knowledge, not if they could prove it, and not if they were against it.”
Serhiy pressed his hand to his heart.
“Me, against a friendship with the king?” he gasped. “Never! The more the merrier, I say. Just so long as everyone remembers that I am his chief executioner — I am the one he calls upon for jobs like this.” He kicked briefly with the toe of his pointed boot at Azur, who whimpered. “He can order you to kidnap or rob any whom he likes. But keep out of my job, and I’ll keep out of yours.”
Raff watched him for a long moment, then seemed to reach a decision. He clapped his hands together and stood up.
“If you’ve come to ask about the girl,” he said, “as you did with my recently deceased cousin, I can be of little help to you. I did have her, for about two days, before I picked up another little motley crew. They were in the cart together, and apparently one of them knew how to pick locks. One of the scouts was dead drunk, the other ended up with a lump on his head the size of a mouse, and a lot less soft. The girl was gone.”
“And you have no idea where she went?”
“None. Should I keep track of my former ransoms? She’s no good to me now, though I suppose if she happened across my way again I would try my luck with her father to see what I could get. I suppose that’s what’s motivating you and your — superior.”
“Nonsense,” said Serhiy, affronted, “we are motivated purely by faith and loyalty. Her father has been a great help, and we wish to reward his service by finding his daughter, wherever she has got to.” He sniffed, nose twitching. “And now the scent has gone cold.”
“If I ever catch her again, I’ll keep her to myself,” said Raff. “It was when the other group was put in that the trouble started. A great deal of them, all determined to get themselves into trouble. A tall skinny lad with bad skin, a bard, a bull, a young woman and an old one, like one woman at both ends of her life — and something that will interest you.” He chuckled, a dry sound like leaves rustling, and folded his arms again. “A certain princess, running from her own exile, straight into the arms of the Damn Rogues.”
“No!” said Serhiy. “Really?”
“Of course. I never joke about such things as these.”
“You might try,” said Serhiy, helpfully. “I find that keeping a sense of levity assists me with coping in life.” He twisted his bound wrists together, thoughtfully, and took a deep breath, looking up to the close ceiling of the canvas tent. “Well, well, well. The princess. Indeed. This is even more interesting than I had initially thought.”
“Thought you’d like that.”
“The trouble now is how to go about finding her trail again.”
“Use a scrier,” advised Raff. “I don’t like them, myself, but they’ve come in handy more than a few times that I have heard of. There’s one in the nearest town to here, and you can throw your name around, easy, and get the help you need without paying. People are more afraid of your December King than you might expect.”
“Interesting,” murmured Serhiy, distracted by the fact that his wrist was beginning to bleed as the rope had cut rather deeply into it. He felt the slick warmth of his own blood on his palms. “After I’ve come this far, I hate to turn to such a thing.”
“It’s better than coming this far and getting nowhere,” Raff pointed out. Serhiy shrugged one elegant shoulder, and first bent, then knelt beside Azur. He fished the man’s knife from his belt and cut his bonds after a few experimental passes. “My thanks for your help. Sorry about all the death.”
“It is an accepted part of my profession,” said Raff. “I’d be a fool to take it personally.”
“A question, then, before I go. I left none alive.” Serhiy spread his bloody hands, flexing his fingers. “Where, then, did you hear of my little adventure with your cousin?”
Raff’s eyes narrowed above the mask, though whether it was with anger or amusement, Serhiy could not be certain.
“A little bird,” he said.
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THE BADLANDS
It was with great reluctance that Ruben the legendarian handed over his books to Thorn the Forged one. Oddly, he had previously seemed quite eager to do so when it meant that he could get out of traveling across the Badlands. There was the one on the Badlands themselves, which would undoubtedly come in very handy. But he also, after some convincing and wheedling, handed over the book that discussed the Forged, or at least what was known of the Forged.
“This is very precious to me,” he said. “If you get to Keler and they take it from you —”
Thorn held it to him. “They won’t take it from me,” he vowed.
“But if they do,” insisted the bard, “I’m going to — I’m going to be —” He hesitated and looked Thorn up and down for a moment, then seemed to think better of whatever he was going to originally say. “I’m going to be very upset,” he said.
So now Thorn rode towards the Badlands, following Karyl, who was following their intrepid if slightly foolish princess. They were taking a relatively slow pace, through the unknown terrain. The woodlands and tall forests of Braeve’s part of the kingdom gave way quickly to flat, open land. They forded a river that was up to the bridles of the horses. On the far side, the green of the grass faded away to a dull, dark color, and there were patches of sand here and there that turned rapidly into the beginnings of dunes.
“Is this why they’re called the Badlands?” Thorn called forward. “Because they’re desert-like and no one lives in them?”
“They are desert-like, and no one lives in them,” Irae called back, “but I think it’s a bit more than that. They’re the Badlands, not the Ugly, Lonely Lands.” She shot a glance to Karyl, probably to gauge what, if any, reaction this garnered. There wasn’t much. Practically nothing, really, Thorn thought. Perhaps the corners of the former guard’s mouth twitched up a little, but other than that —
“Perhaps it’s a matter of no one ever really investigating them,” he said. “Legends grow when the truth is set aside.”
“I know that to be true,” said Irae, eyes forward. “There’s a legend here with me, after all, and he’s nothing like what I expected him to be.”
Thorn opened his mouth, and then closed it again. He seemed to be doing that a great deal lately.
“Well, anyway,” he said, clearing his throat, and turning pages, “it looks as though there are several things to watch out for in the Badlands. Are we in them, yet?”
“We entered them when we crossed the River Marr,” said Irae. “From here they stretch into Henschot to the east and down along the rim of Ainsea to less than an hour from the Elgodon border.”
“Hmmph,” said Thorn. “They should put up a sign.”
“I’m sure many an unwary traveler has met his end here, it’s true.”
“That’s why they should put up a sign. Even a simple ‘go away’ would suffice. In the meantime, it looks to me like the main things we need to be cautious of are the usual — wolves, manuars —”
“Well, those aren’t real,” said Irae, with a laugh. “I mean, wolves, yes, but manuars. Really.”
“Well, that’s what they look like to me. I don’t know, how many gigantic horned cats are there in real life? It also looks like there are dragons, and I know those aren’t real, either, so perhaps the whole Badlands are a bust and nothing is what it seems after all.”
“If wolves are all we need to watch out for, then we should be fine,” said Irae. She cast another glance at Karyl. “Don’t you think, Karyl?”
“Fine,” said Karyl, faintly. “Just — watch out.”
“We will,” she assured him. Thorn looked at her closely; he couldn’t see much more than the tense set of her shoulders, but he could picture the little, worried line that she must have between her eyebrows just now. This wasn’t like Karyl at all. Perhaps his recovery was taking longer than usual, but it was unnerving to see the big, strong, capable former guard be so meek and mild and uncertain. And his stare — that was another issue entirely.
There would be time to sort that out once they got through the Badlands and to Keler, Thorn told himself.
“Is that all that the book says?” asked Irae.
Thorn paged through it a little further. “I don’t know what it says,” he reminded her, “I only know what things look like. Now, this, for example. I don’t know what this is. It looks like a circle, only the shading on it is funny, and I can’t tell how large or small it is supposed to be.” A thought occurred to him and he checked the number of the page. “Page fifty-one. I suppose it’s what Ruben called a maw.”
“A what?”
“A maw. I don’t know what it means. He said we needed to have a stick.”
Irae shook her head. “Him and his bigger sticks. The man is obsessed.”
“Still.” Thorn reached down his left hand to make sure that his walking stick was still securely strapped to his horse. “There are worse ideas than to have some sort of weapon with you.”
“I have a weapon. It’s like a stick, except it has a sharp point to it and it’s called a sword.”
“I’m very happy for you, Jelen.”
At the sound of the name, Karyl made a small noise. It was difficult to understand, but it sounded like a protest. Thorn glanced up at the big man, who otherwise had not moved. He frowned, puzzled. Karyl had never objected to his use of Irae’s assumed name before — and it wasn’t as though they were traveling under their real names, anyway. But they heard the sound of wolves out in the distance, nearly at the same moment, and that was a distraction.
Irae said, “We will travel through the evening, and stop only briefly.”
“Fine by me. The sooner we get out of this, the better.”
“I’m so glad when we agree, Thorn.”
It was on the tip of his tongue to say something sarcastic, but another glance at Karyl, who looked distressed, made him change his mind. Instead, he contented himself with muttering wordlessly to his horse.
The evening settled in with relatively few concerns. Apart from the howling of the wolves, which was drawing gradually closer, and the roar of something large in the sparse underbrush that Thorn was certain was a manuar, no matter what Irae said about their supposed inexistence, there was nothing. Not even the hint of a dragon, which was almost disappointing. When Irae called a temporary halt to rest the horses and eat a little something, he said so.
She shot him a look.
“Haven’t we faced enough dangerous things for your tempestuous blood, Thorn?”
The idea of his blood being tempestuous was somewhat enticing. He did not consider himself an adventurer, but he liked the thought.
“It’s only because they’re called the Badlands,” he said. “I was expecting something a bit more badland-y.”
“Not everything is what it seems to be,” she said, and took her pack from her horse. She carried it towards a set of scrub brush that would give them a little cover, though they had seen no tracks or any other hints that the wildlands were inhabited or had even been traveled anytime recently.
“Maybe a lot of hermits live here,” said Thorn, “and they’ve started the rumors so as to keep people away.”
“A lot of hermits. Thorn. Consider what you’re suggesting. A lot of hermits.”
“No, I mean — you know what I mean. Like with the monks and the giants. Perhaps all the dangers of the Badlands are just rumors.” He turned to Karyl and looked up at him. The guard had not got down from his horse, nor did he look as though he was about to. “Are you ready to stretch your legs?” Thorn asked him.
There was a slight yelp behind him, followed almost immediately by a terrified scream.
He whirled around, to see Irae buried to the hips in the ground. She scrabbled at the earth around her with both hands, and he could hear her breath coming in fits and gasps.
“Don’t move!” he yelled.
“I can’t!”
He took a few steps toward her, and she sank another foot and a half into the ground. He could see the whites of her eyes, so wide and terrified, and his stomach jumped and yawed.
“The stick,” he said, and leaped backward to his horse.
The stick resisted his efforts to dislodge it for a few precious seconds, and by the time he had started towards her again, there was nothing there but her arms and the top half of her face, turning a frightened, beseeched gaze on him. The opening in the ground was wider now, the ground swallowing itself, falling in behind her and leaving open space, space that led to nothing. He didn’t dare to think of how deep it might have opened.
“Hold on,” he said, changing his steps as he approached.
“Hurry,” she whispered.
“I’m afraid to disturb the ground —”
“Please, Thorn!”
He took a deep breath562 and darted forward.
In the next second, she had been pulled all the way under, and in desperation he hurled the stick immediately after her. It sailed vertically down into the pit in her wake, and he waited for a breathless, sickening moment for a sound, any sound, even that of something hitting the bottom of the hole. But there was nothing.
Then, as though from far away, a faint, “I’m caught.”
“Jelen!”
He scrambled on all fours to the edge of the hole, catching himself just before momentum took him over. He could see nothing, but more of the sandy earth fell into the hole, and he stumbled back a few paces.
“I’m hanging from the stick. Both — both hands wrapped around it, but my grip is not the best.” He could hear her swallow, hear her trying to control her own fear. Her fear was a yellow-grey sound, thick and ugly, oozing around the edges of her words and trying to take over. “Can you get a rope down to me?”
“I’m not sure we have one long enough.”
“Tie them together, Thorn!”
“All right, all right,” he said, lurching to his feet and putting his hands to his head to tug at his hair. “Stupid, stupid, stupid. Tie two together. Of course.” He ripped the rope from where it was tied around his own saddle, then went to Karyl’s. He had nearly forgotten about him, and when he looked up, it was to be met with the same blank, silent stare.
“She’s fallen down a sinkhole!” he said. “We need to get her out.”
“She needs to be saved,” said Karyl, quietly.
“I know that! Come and help me!”
But Karyl did not move. Thorn left him and got the last rope from Irae’s horse. With shaking hands, he tied them together, stepped on one end and pulled them tight. It still looked terribly short for how far away her voice had sounded, but there didn’t seem anything else that he could do. He approached the edge of the hole again, cautiously, noticing out of the corner of his eye that Karyl had begun haltingly to get down from his horse at last.
He held his breath and threw one end of the rope over the edge, letting it down slowly.
“Can you see it?”
Her voice was fainter than before. “No — not yet — keep trying, Thorn.”
He was nearing the end of the last tied piece of rope when she called, “I see it! I see it! I have it!”
“Can you wrap it around yourself?”
There was a moment, and then a startled shriek. Thorn leaped forward.
“Irae!”
“I’m all right! I’m all right, I just — there was a moment. I almost — I have the rope, Thorn, it’s wrapped around my wrists. I can’t get it around my waist, and I can’t pull myself up any higher.”
Around her wrists, he thought. This is going to hurt.
Aloud, he said, “Good, good, that’s good, I’m going to get you out. Have you let go of the stick?”
“No —”
“When I tell you to, then you need to let go.”
“Thorn, I don’t —”
He sighed and closed his eyes. “I know you don’t want to, but you need to. I’ll have you. I have you now. Don’t worry, just trust me.” He thought for a moment, then stepped a little closer still to the edge of the hole, turning to wrap the rope about his waist. It was a close fit, but he could just about manage to get it securely tightened. He doubled it up around his wrists, as well. The rope was now taut, leading down into the ground. The hole looked smaller than it had been, as though it were closing up again, though there was no apparent disturbance of the ground or any noise. The maw, if that was what it was, was absolutely silent, with no warning sign that he could tell at all.
Well, at least they could watch out for it now, once he got her out and they went on their way.
He said, trying to keep his voice steady, “Karyl, I could use another pair of hands over here.”
There was silence from behind him, a creeping kind of silence that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up, and he was suddenly and utterly convinced that Karyl was standing over him with a knife in his hand, just waiting for the opportune moment. He didn’t look back. It was an irrational thought. There was nothing he could do about it, anyway.
“All right, Irae,” he called. “Let go of the stick.”
There was a silent, tense moment, and then he felt her weight on the rope. It staggered him and pulled him forwards, more than he had bargained for. Irae was not a large woman, but she was compact and muscular, and she was dangling on the end of a very long rope. Thorn staggered a step or two forward before he caught himself and recovered his place.
“We have to go slowly,” he called to her. “Just hold on.”
“The rope is not as tight as I would like,” she said.
“That’s probably better, in the long run. Keep your hands from getting cut off.”
“Keeping my hands attached won’t help me if I fall down a hole and die, though.”
“Keep your shirt on. I’ll get you up.” He steeled himself and took another step, then another. Then something in the ground roiled underneath him, his foot slipped, and he fell all the way to the ground. The weight at the end of the rope dragged him forward a few feet.
“Karyl! I can’t pull her up on my own!”
Still that same silence. He looked over, quickly, and saw that he was standing not too far away, hands by his sides, head down and eyes on the ground. Thorn panted, his breath not cooperating.
“Panic, panic,” he said. “I’m quite sure I’m panicking right now. Karyl!”
A few more feet forward.
“The rope,” said Irae from the depths of the hole. “Thorn, the rope is coming undone!”
“Karyl, help!”
“Thorn! I’m slipping!”
Thorn cast a last glance up at Karyl and saw that the man’s eyes were wounded and watering; his hands were shaking as though he were possessed. But still he did not move, and Thorn slipped ever closer to the edge of the maw. The pull of the weight spun him around headfirst and yanked him ever further.
His head went over the edge. He saw nothing but darkness below him, around him, everywhere, nothing —
He heard Irae’s ragged breath somewhere deep below him, and he thought, if she dies, I die.
That isn’t good. Poetic. But I don’t want to die.
Something had him by the ankle.
Something with great strength and great force, something that hauled him bodily backward and wrapped two mighty arms around him as though he were nothing. Karyl had managed to move at last. He tossed Thorn away from him and caught at the rope, hauling on it with short, powerful strokes. Irae fairly sailed over the edge of the maw, so black with dirt and what looked like coal that it was difficult to make out her features. Karyl pulled her well away from the maw, which closed up behind her as though it had only been waiting for the intruder to be removed.
Thorn crawled over to her and collapsed at her side. They laid still for a time, while Karyl stood over them, silently, not even out of breath.
After a moment, having somewhat regained her breath, Irae managed, “Sinkholes. He says — page fifty-one — and sticks — but he couldn’t manage — to tell us — sinkholes.”
“I’ll kill him,” wheezed Thorn.
“Not if I kill him first.”
Thorn looked up. The sun had slipped over the edge of the horizon at last, a longer task than normal in these low, flat lands. Karyl was a dark shape in the dusky twilight of the Badlands; only his eyes showed, glinting a little in the fading light. He looked as though he could not help what he was. His hands hung down at his sides, empty and open.
Thorn swallowed hard.
“Thank you,” he said.
Karyl shifted a little. “She’s safe now?” he said.
“Yes,” said Irae. “I’m safe.”
Thorn thought this was overstating things a bit, given that they were only part way through the Badlands, but he decided against saying anything. It didn’t seem good for morale.
He pushed himself up, struggled to his feet, then offered a hand to Irae. Somewhat to his surprise, she took it, and was standing beside him once more. She was incredibly dirty, which seemed to distress her a little as she wiped at her face with both hands.
“It was very dark in there,” she said.
Thorn shook his head helplessly. “How are we supposed to avoid them? We may not be so lucky next time. And now we don’t even have a stick.”
Irae squared her shoulders. For being on the small side, absolutely filthy, having narrowly escaping death, and a princess on the run from her own exile, she suddenly looked regal and knowing. Thorn marveled at his own confidence in her, after all this time.
“We will just have to be cautious, and trust our gut instinct,” she said. “It’s a shame we can’t read the letters in the book. But at least we know what the chief danger of the Badlands really is.” She went to her horse, smoothing a hand down his nose. “Take a few minutes, eat, drink. We will leave again soon.”
But how do we know that the maw won’t open up as we travel? Thorn wanted to ask. How do we know that it won’t swallow all three of us, along with our horses? He wanted to suggest to her that Karyl go first, but it probably didn’t matter what order they were in. If the maws were absolutely unpredictable, as he suspected, any one of them could be eaten just as easily as the others, regardless of where they were in the line.
But they couldn’t say where they were.
And they couldn’t turn back.
She was right. There was nothing for it but to press on, and to do their best. In the meantime, the wolves were howling ever closer. He felt so tired suddenly that he didn’t even care.
“In a little while, the moon will be up,” said Irae. “That will be a good time to travel, so we can see where we’re going.”
She sounded quite alert. In that case, Thorn thought, perhaps a little nap wouldn’t hurt.
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Thorn sleeping was a sight to see.
He tucked himself up like a child, far smaller than when he was awake. His arms doubled up, his hands curled into fists beneath his chin, his long legs drew up like a spider’s. For someone so tall and lanky when awake, he looked a third of himself in slumber. Irae found herself looking at him, again and again, and though time crept on with the need to be leaving once more, she could not bring herself to wake him up just yet.
He so rarely let her, or anyone, see him like this.
She suspected that he didn’t entirely trust her. That he didn’t entirely trust any of them, despite the fact that he was the one who had lied, he was the one who had concealed the facts from them — perhaps it was because of that. He only knew to say what would keep himself safe, and though she didn’t like the duplicitousness of it, it broke her heart to think that he should still see the need to do that, after all that they had been through.
But she saw again the wild panic in his eyes, as he had reached for her to save her from the maw, heard again the raggedness of his breath, the thump and slide of his body as he nearly killed himself trying to save her. Though he might still not trust her as much as she would like, he did care about her, nonetheless.
It warmed her heart like a fire.
The moon was well up, and the night getting along. Despite her distress, worry, and narrow escape, she did not feel tired. What she did feel was unclean — traveling wasn’t the cleanest of occupations even at the best of times, but she was usually able to at least wash her face and hands each night. In the Badlands, surrounded by desert with no certain idea of when she would come across water again, her water containers were far too precious to use in such a way.
She sighed and put it out of her mind.
Karyl sat at her side, back straight and strong enough for her to lean on if she wished; she knew that he was still not well, but his ability to help at last gave her hope that he would continue to improve. He still was not speaking much, but then, he had never been particularly verbose — so that was nothing new.
No, he would be all right in the end, she knew. She did not like to be beholden to one such as Braeve, but there was nothing to be done about it now.
In the silence and stillness of the night, there came a slithering sound, like a snake winding its way across the sand.
Serpents had not been in the book of dangers of the Badlands, but that didn’t mean that they didn’t exist here. It was the perfect environment for them; it would be quite astonishing if they didn’t. She knew all this, and told it to herself quite firmly and rationally, but still, something at the back of her brains whispered, Dragons.
That was ridiculous. She refused to countenance such a thought. She leaped to her feet.
“Please stay here,” she asked Karyl. “Keep — keep an eye out.” And on Thorn, she did not add. “I’ll go and see what the noise is and return at once.”
“Noise?” said Karyl.
She hesitated — but then, she told herself, Karyl’s hearing had never been all that acute. It was probably a casualty of the fighting he had seen.
“Nothing to worry about,” she said. “I only thought I might have heard something, and it will do me good to stretch my legs a little.”
“Stay safe,” murmured Karyl, and she smiled, and patted his shoulder. Her hand looked tiny next to his massive arm, and she wondered how she could possibly hope to save him.
“I will,” she said, “I promise.”
She set off into the night without a backward glance and caught herself humming in nervous excitement. Each step that she took could give way beneath her. No one would be there to save her. But she needed to know what the noise was, what the danger was — for she was certain it could only mean danger.
What else was there, in the Badlands?
It wasn’t long before she located the source of the sound. It grew louder gradually as she drew nearer to having it in sight, until it was something close to a hiss. In the bright moonlight, far off in the distance back the way they had come, there was something black moving slowly. She crouched as soon as she saw it, covering herself with her cloak, in case it was as watchful as she herself. It was clearly bulky and large, even at this distance; far too large to be a lone horse. She watched it approach for a moment, eyes narrowed.
A covered cart, or a carriage, painted in black and with all lights extinguished. It was made to travel without being seen or heard in the darkness — there must be something wrapped around the wheels, for she could not even see the wood showing in the light of the moon. But such precautions were confounded on the sand, as the wheels made the hissing noise she had heard, even wrapped as they must be in muffling cloth.
This seemed like poor foresight, given the precautions they had clearly taken to avoid being noticed as they traveled; then again, she reasoned, perhaps it didn’t matter at all, given that they were in the Badlands, where no one went. Perhaps they were lost — but it seemed unlikely, as they were traveling swiftly and surely in a definite line. It wasn’t a straight line, by any means, but it wended its way forward in a definite direction — the direction in which she herself wanted to go.
She straightened up, quickly, and scuttled back to where she had left the others. Karyl was seated in the same position in which she had left him, still gazing straight ahead. She doubted that he had so much as even blinked. She touched his shoulder.
“We should go,” she said, and moved immediately to Thorn, letting the information sink into Karyl’s mind. She bent over Thorn, hesitating only very briefly, a second or two, before putting a cautious hand on his shoulder. He leaped awake at her touch, eyes wide, and she just barely resisted the urge to clap a hand over his mouth before he shouted. He reined himself in, thankfully, and was on his feet in a blur of movement.
“What is it?”
“Other travelers,” she whispered. “They’re close now and moving quickly. They’re going our way.”
“Should we avoid them? Do we need to hide?”
“We should follow them.”
He looked at her as though he didn’t quite believe that the words had come from her mouth. She hastened to explain.
“They’re not the least bit cautious about how they go. I think they know how to get out of here without getting caught in the maws, Thorn. They seem to follow a path.”
“How are we supposed to follow them without them seeing us?” asked Thorn. This was a reasonable question.
She shook her head. “We’ll have to keep well back and travel as quietly as possible. It’s not going to be easy, but I think it is our best chance of getting out of the Badlands.”
He hesitated for a long moment, then nodded.
“All right,” he said. “If that’s what you think we must do.”
She moved away from him to ready her horse and assist Karyl, and he stopped for a moment to stare up at the sky.
“The moon’s well up.”
“You’ve been asleep for hours.”
“I wasn’t asleep,” he said, defensively, and she cast a glance at him over her shoulder as she strapped on her pack.
“Very well,” she said, “you weren’t asleep for hours. Get on your horse, Thorn. We need to move.”
He got on his horse. They moved.
They came within sight of the black carriage quite quickly, and Irae heard him suck in a startled breath.
“What is it?”
“It’s familiar,” he said, quietly. They sat for a moment, still in the shelter of the little patch of brush, watching the cart draw a little further out of sight and earshot. “I saw it, or one quite like it, the day that you came and asked me to follow you. The day I left my woods.”
“You never said.”
He gave an awkward shrug, tugging at his hair with one hand and fiddling with the reins with the other. It was such a conglomeration of nervous tics that it made her itchy.
“I didn’t know how to say it,” he said. “You were sleeping, the cart came, it threw a rabbit out onto the road, it left. I turned the rabbit into a weasel.”
“You did what?”
“Not on purpose,” he said, on the defensive again. He seemed to be on the defensive most of the time, and she wondered if there would ever come a time when he did not see everything she said as an attack. “My power is unpredictable. That’s why we’re going to see the alchemists at Keler, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” she murmured. She was still uncertain as to what his main motivation was; but she trusted him enough to believe that it wasn’t entirely selfish. She wished he would give the same trust to her. “I wish you would have mentioned what you saw, though.”
“I didn’t know it was important. I just knew it was strange.”
“Perhaps we will say that all strange things are important, then.”
She saw him glance at Karyl, but he said nothing. She shook her head.
“They stopped and threw a rabbit out onto the road? Really?”
“Really.”
“And that was all.”
“Then they left. They were headed towards Deen, and I thought I might find out more about them there, but then —” He shrugged. Both shoulders this time. “Then things happened, and I forgot.”
“Well,” said Irae, as gently as she knew how, “if you want to find out more, perhaps this is your great chance.”
She nudged her horse with her heels, and the three of them fell in line, traveling once more, through the midnight moonlit plains of the Badlands.
Lully found that the traveling was easier, somehow, without Irae and Thorn with them. She didn’t know why this was, and she would of course never admit to it — but it was true. Perhaps it was because there wasn’t so much talking.
It was also going more quickly than they had thought. She and Graic, with the bard in tow — for reasons she still did not quite understand — were approaching the little village by early the next morning, even with a decent amount of sleep. She had taken the first watch, which gave her a little bit of an edge of Ruben, who was obviously suffering from his own lack of sleep. Perhaps it was the fact that they could only break the night up into two shifts, since Graic wasn’t exactly the most alert of night watchers. Whatever the cause, he was subdued as they came towards the village, perhaps even a little bit grumpy.
Lully decided to be diplomatic about it.
“What is your problem?” she said.
Ruben heaved a sigh then replied, “Lack of information. I like to be well educated about where I’m going.”
“You’ve scarcely ever gone anywhere,” objected Lully.
“If I ever did go anywhere, I would like to be well educated about it. I don’t even know what the name of this place is, everyone simply keeps calling it the little village near the Pluron Woods!”
Lully looked over her shoulder to Graic, behind her on the horse.
“Graic,” she whispered, as a prompt.
“Lovesick,” said Graic, immediately.
“Really?” said Ruben.
Lully shrugged. “It’s as likely to be true as anything else, isn’t it?”
They could see the outline of a few small houses through the woods as they approached, and smell the smoke of cook fires, but the village was curiously silent from this distance. They passed through a small glade, barely more than ten feet long, and the silence here was even more pronounced, as though they were in a little bubble that kept all the noise outside, away. The trees arched over them, silver-barked and old, though not as ancient and impressive as some that she had seen, in the travels she had gone on over the last month and a half, following her queen loyally. It still staggered her a little, to think of the enormity of what she had done — and so she didn’t think about it. She didn’t like to be staggered.
Here in this silent little glade, there was a young tree. It stood on its own as though the rest of the forest had drawn away from it, as though it were something strange or frightening — or, perhaps, she thought, it was more a mark of respect. Lully was not given to flights of fancy, and the thought took her by surprise. But there was no doubting that it was odd for the tree to be on its own like that. It was a pretty little tree, well-formed, and she thought maybe it was an oak. She didn’t know a great deal about trees.
“How strange,” said Ruben. “This must have been planted on purpose, here — I wonder what the purpose was.”
She lifted a hand to touch the leaves as her horse walked by. They were cool and rough and made her think of cats’ tongues.
“You shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Anyway, I don’t suppose it matters,” she said. “We have a mission to get on with, you know.”
“I know,” said Ruben, “I wasn’t going to get distracted.” He sounded defensive, but she was reasonably sure that he would, indeed, get distracted if she didn’t keep an eye on him. She didn’t know what it was about men, sometimes, but they needed such care and keeping! There was a reason why she had never chosen to marry; the last thing she needed was someone hanging on her and depending on her for direction. The legendarian’s next words proved her right. “What exactly is our first move, here?”
“This is Graic’s village, and she has a number of family members still here. Her family has long been sympathetic to the November King and his daughter, especially since Graic worked for them and viewed Princess Irae as her own responsibility. We may find a sympathetic ear here.”
They emerged from the trees at last into the little village — Lovesick, or whatever it was called. Lully wasn’t clear, and it didn’t much matter; all that mattered was that she knew where she was and what she needed to do.
It proved more difficult than she thought, however.
The peculiar silence of the village continued even as they entered it. It was not at all the bustle of everyday life that she would have expected — even for a small village. With perhaps not much more than fifty or sixty inhabitants, it was terribly silent. They saw faces peeking and peering out at them, from doors and window openings, but no one spoke to them or emerged from the safety of their houses. There were a few people going about their business outdoors, and even they rushed inside as soon as they saw the strangers.
“What’s going on?” said Lully. “Why is everyone behaving so strangely?”
Ruben made a doubtful face. “I wonder what can have happened. Here, let’s get down from the horses, at least, and be on the same level. Perhaps that will help.”
He dismounted, and assisted first Graic, and then Lully down from their horses. His hands lingered a little longer on Lully than she would have liked, and she brushed them off briskly with her good arm.
“I cannot wait until my arm is healed at last,” she declared. “I’m so tired of having to rely on others for getting on and off the horse.”
“Are you a horsewoman, when you’re whole?” said Ruben, grinning at her. “I wouldn’t have taken you for such.”
“Well, no,” said Lully, “I’d never been on a horse until the last month. Not much call for riding, when you live as a kitchen maid in the royal castle. But I’m quite sure that I can get good at it, given the chance.” She lifted her broken arm in its sling. “I wish I could find a healer, someone with the touch. I’m done being broken. I want to get back to work.”
“You’re more of a force with one arm than many women are with two,” declared Ruben. “I shall try to stay off your bad side.”
She spared a smile for him, since he seemed to be wanting one, and turned to the crooked little street with its haphazard cobblestones. It was the only street in the village that was not simply dirt, and the houses here had signs outside — the sign of a pig, clearly the butcher, and a poorly-painted sign of a loaf of bread that must denote the baker. She took the reins of her horse and led them all down the street.
“Where do we go, Graic? Where does your family live?”
But Graic was staring with a faint and distant frown into the windows as they passed the houses and the businesses as though nothing was the least bit familiar. Lully sighed.
“I should have known that this would not be as easy as it seemed.”
“Did it seem easy, to you?” said Ruben.
“No,” said Lully, “not at all.”
But they kept on.
The first person that they had seen out and about, the first person who did not hurry to get away from them, was a middle-aged man in a dirty white shirt, sporting a sparse beard, with a wide-brimmed farmer’s hat and a shepherd’s crook. He was not prepossessing, but in the absence of any other body, he was a welcome sight to see.
“Excuse me,” said Lully, who had been increasingly agitated as she could find no one to speak to her. She hurried to catch up with him, tugging the horse behind her. Ruben, an arm through Graic’s to help her and keep her from falling or wandering off, hastened behind her. “Excuse me!”
The man stopped and glanced at her quickly, then again, a little more carefully this time. “Yes, miss?” he said, but added immediately, “I can’t help you.”
“I didn’t ask for your help,” said Lully, frowning, then backtracked, realizing she was going to have to. “I didn’t ask for your help yet. I’m looking for anyone in the family of Graic or Grennic — Grennic is long dead, I am told, but her family is from this village.”
“Grennic has been gone five years or more,” said the man, looking at her even more closely. “What do you want with that family?”
Lully opened her mouth to answer, but his gaze had drifted sideways to find Graic, and his eyes widened in recognition.
“Well, then!” he said, and removed his hat. Underneath it he had a surprisingly luxurious crop of thick black hair which sprung out as though glad to be freed. “After all this time! Auntie Graic!”
Graic’s eyes widened as well, though whether it was recognition or simply being addressed was unclear. She focused on him, tilted her head first to one side and then the other, and finally said, “Bastard.”
“Graic!” said Lully, sternly, but the man only laughed.
“Don’t be afraid, I’ll take no offense,” he said. “It’s true, anyway. I’m the bastard son of her brother-in-law, who was married to Grennic for all his life practically. And now that you know the most important thing about me, I suppose you might as well know that I’m called Berren, son of no one who will acknowledge me.” He smiled at Graic rather fondly, considering. “It’s been some time since I’ve seen Graic, here. Would have known her anywhere, though. Quite pleased that she remembers me, actually!”
“That’s fine,” said Lully, who did not much care about long-anticipated family reunions. “Where is the rest of her family? We have come in search of them.”
“Oh yes?” He eyed her for a moment. “And who are you, may I ask?”
She introduced herself, quickly, and Ruben as an afterthought.
“Ruben, as she said, but my friends call me Ben. Bard and legendarian, at your service,” said Ruben, bowing deeply.
“Bard?” said Berren. “What’s a bard doing here?”
“He’s traditional,” said Lully. “Can you help us? We need to find Graic’s family. It’s very important.”
Berren shook his head. “You won’t find any of them around here, anymore. They’ve been gone for a few weeks now. As to where you can find them, I might be able to help, but there’s no guarantee of it.”
“Gone for weeks? What happened to them?”
He narrowed his eyes, looking at her speculatively for a bit, sounding her out. Then, finally, he said, “Come with me, if you want to know.”
He led them down the street and around the corner where there was a blacksmith’s shop almost entirely open to the air. The blacksmith himself was hard at work at the forge and cast them a worried glance. When he saw a nod from Berren, he put his head down and went back to the bellows. Berren led them to the side of the structure where there was a plain wooden bench set against the single outer wall of the shop. He gestured with one open palm for Graic and Lully to seat themselves, and stood over them, holding on to his crook.
“You want to know what happened to Auntie Graic’s family, here. Well, it’s not a good story, but I’ll tell you.”
“Yes, please,” said Lully.
“A rally,” said Berren. “A rally, quickly followed by a rout.”
Ruben frowned, puzzled. “What do you mean?”
“They were loyal to the Princess Irae,” the farmer explained. “The news of her exile reached us not long after it happened, perhaps a week or so, and they decided to march on the castle and try to overthrow the December King’s reign.” He shook his head. “It was utterly foolish, of course. There was no way a little pack of nobodies from a tiny village near the Badlands could hope to make a difference. But they tried, because they believed they should.”
Lully winced, thinking of them — perhaps armed with nothing more than pitchforks and spades, going to fight for a young woman who had disappeared, against a king and his advisors that had seized power that didn’t belong to them.
“What happened then?”
“Soldiers met them, before they got more than a day’s journey towards the castle. News can travel fast, when it wants to. There must have been some who were disloyal to the princess, here, and they sent their messenger immediately. There were enough who were in favor of the December King — there were enough who just didn’t care, one way or another. When power changes hands, it takes passion to fight it, and perhaps there just isn’t enough passion to go around.”
“That can’t be true,” said Lully, fists clenching of their own volition. “Not when there is so much at stake.”
“What’s at stake?” said the farmer reasonably. “The world is in a terrible state, no matter who is on the throne. Does it impact whether I keep my sheep alive through the winter? No. No king or queen can control the weather, keep the snows away. Oh, I’m not saying that I agree with what King Lev has done. The fact that it doesn’t impact me doesn’t make it right. But it’s hard to dig up passion unless you see the difference it makes.”
Lully very much had a great deal more she wanted to say to this, but Ruben put a hand on hers. She moved her hand away, and he put it back on his lap with the other one, but it had served its purpose.
She swallowed hard and controlled herself. “Where are they now, these that rallied?”
Berren shrugged. “Scattered. Some killed. Some in the dungeons. That’s why the people here are so quiet, so frightened. They don’t know who you are, they don’t know what you want. It wasn’t long ago. The wounds are still fresh.”
“And many of them from Graic’s family,” said Ruben. He looked thoughtful. “I wonder if any of them belonged to Thorn’s family? We never did find out for certain what happened to his parents.”
“Thorn?” said Berren, alertly. “You’ve met Thorn?”
Lully frowned at Ruben, who looked appropriately embarrassed.
“Er,” he said, “maybe.”
“Strange lad,” said Berren. “Thin. Big eyes, dark hair. Giant holes instead of ears. That Thorn?”
“You know him yourself?” said Lully.
“Ancient history,” said Graic. “Burn the books.”
“I did know him,” Berren acknowledged. “When he was young, only a child, I was a young man myself, and I remember. Odd things happened, on account of he was Forged. At least, that was the rumor when he was an infant, and then it was proven later on.” He sighed and rubbed at his eyes. “The sort of story that a tiny village like this lives on for decades. It makes or breaks a village, having a Forged call it home.”
“How was it proven?” asked Lully. “What did he do?”
“Turned a dead dog into a plant.”
She gaped at him. “He did what?”
“Didn’t do the dog any good, though.” Berren sniffed and rubbed at his nose. “He was already dead.”
“And when seven years went by,” said Lully, fascinated despite herself, “it turned into a dead dog again?”
“Oh, no. He planted it in the middle of the house. His parents uprooted it well before it even had a chance to establish, let alone seven years go by.”
“Fascinating,” murmured Ruben, who was positively starry-eyed at the sudden change in subject.
Lully eyed him askance. “How so?”
“Well, I never heard of a Forged who could change nonliving matter. It’s only been living creatures that can be changed as far as I know. As to what it does for them, I suppose that remains to be seen. There are very few verified reports as to what happens after the seven years are up and the Forged creature changes back to its original form.”
“This is the problem with legends,” said Lully, “the details are all muddy.” She turned back to Berren. “What was the point of him changing the dog, then, if it couldn’t save him?”
“Don’t suppose he knew what he was doing,” said Berren, heavily. “He was just a child. An odd, strange, unnerving one, from the first, from what I recall. But a child nonetheless, and I never did meet a child that I would put blame to for cruelty, the way I would an adult.”
“And that was how they knew he was Forged,” said Lully. “They chased him into the woods after that?”
Berren shrugged, but it was clear that he was unhappy to be discussing it. “Never sat right with me, but I wasn’t around much. When I did speak up, who would listen to a farmer who slept out with his sheep, not even a house to show for his name, with no family to speak of?” He diplomatically did not glance over at Graic. “I was barely a part of the village myself.”
“It’s terrible that they would do such a thing to someone so young,” said Lully.
“I took food to him, now and then. Whatever I could spare, whenever I could spare it.” He folded his arms. “I like to think I wasn’t the only one, that there were more scattered amongst the villagers who knew in their heart that it was wrong to set a young one loose on their own, Forged or no. He didn’t know it was me, I don’t think. I left it in the woods.”
“And then — what changed?”
“What changed?” He looked down at the ground, shook his head, smiled. “What changed was Thorn, and Elseth changed him. Local girl, daughter of our former baker. She turned sixteen. She was always a sickly girl, never very strong, but kind and good-hearted, and a pretty thing ever since she was a rosy-cheeked child. Always had a smile for others like her and would swing a stick at anyone who teased a dog or was cruel to another. She took in every unfortunate she came across. Somehow, she came across Thorn.” He shook his head again, heaving a sigh, and leaned on his stick. “I don’t know what happened. She took him under her wing, but then her sickness grew — bad. She was like to die. He came for her and took her out of her bed to the woods, maybe thinking to heal her, if he could. Though I don’t know how he expected to make it happen. In the end, all he had was this.” He held up his right hand. “The glow.”
“The Forge,” murmured Graic.
“Turned her into a sapling, out in the woods.” He gestured with a thumb towards the way they had come.
“We saw her,” blurted out Ruben. “We saw her in the woods.” He tugged at Lully’s arm, excitedly. “It must be getting close to seven years. Are you watching? Who is keeping track of her time?”
“No one,” said Berren. “I know — it’s sad. It’s getting close, but she will wake up to no one, if she wakes up at all. Her mother died years ago, of an illness unlike any I’ve seen. Her father was killed by highwaymen last winter. She has no other family, and the villagers as a whole have tried to forget what happened.” He gave a half smile and raised his shoulders in a shrug. “After all, the Forged are cursed. How much more so are those who are changed by a cursed one? How can you escape the golden touch?”
Lully shook her head and leaned back against the bench. “It’s horrible,” she said. “Wouldn’t it almost be better just to be asleep, or a tree — alive, at least, growing and happy, and not caring whether anyone cared for you?”
She looked up to catch eyes with Ruben, who was looking at her kindly. She turned away from him and caught the same glance from Berren.
“Well,” she said, slapping a hand on her knee, “I suppose we will have to decide what to tell Thorn about that, when next we see him. Perhaps he would like to be here when she wakes, if he remembers the date.”
“Maybe,” said Ruben, making a slight face, “maybe not. If he doesn’t know whether she will return to life in her original shape —”
“I don’t want to think about that,” said Lully decisively. “I want to think about good things. Now.” She turned to Berren. “Perhaps it’s time that I told you our story.”
Behind the sparsely growing beard, there was a definite gleam of a toothy smile, and he looked suddenly much younger.
“Please,” he said. “I haven’t heard a good story in years.”
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THE ALCHEMISTS
The sunrise over the Badlands saw them waiting just outside of a curious settlement, a handful of buildings huddled together in a little pocket, backed by sheer desert cliffs. The houses themselves looked to be hewn out of a tawny yellow stone, much like gale stone. The path that the black carriage had taken rose up a slope towards the buildings, so the inhabitants could see all who approached. The obvious caution that had been taken in the placement of the settlement, the black carriage swathed in silencing cloth, the traveling at night — all of it added up to something alarming to Thorn. And to Irae, apparently exhilarating.
She was wearing a smile that put him on edge. Usually it gave him a secret pleasure to see her look so happy, but at this point, it seemed almost unnerving.
“What?” he said. “What is it?”
“Keler lies just on the other side of the cliffs,” she said. “This must be the alchemists. We have ended up exactly where we needed to go! And without another close escape.”
He understood then that the smile was one of relief — she had brought them through, led them to where they wanted to go, and no one had gotten hurt or killed.
This was a novelty, he suspected, after the events of the last few weeks.
He rubbed at his chin. “And now that we know,” he said, “what is our next plan of attack?
I don’t mean literally,” he hastened to add. “Just — so we’re on the same page.”
“I will remain in my disguise as Jelen Woodborne, as that is probably the safest. They’ll have to know that you are Forged, though. And if you want to learn more about your family, you will probably have to tell them who you actually are. Keep the details as limited as possible, if you can.” She looked at Karyl. “He is — he’s my father, traveling with us for my protection.”
Thorn smiled despite himself.
“For your protection? From the dangers of the Badlands, or from me?”
This appeared to fluster her, somewhat to his surprise.
“We are childhood friends,” she said, “and my father and I travel with you as your family is lost.”
“Childhood friends will not save you or excuse you. The Forged are still outlawed, and so is helping them. It’s safest if you stay here and let me go on my own.”
“I will do no such thing. These people are on the edge themselves,” she argued, “and they won’t try to turn me into the powers that be. Besides, we’re between Ainsea and Henschot. There are no laws against the Forged in Henschot.”
“Simply because there are no Forged in Henschot, none that have ever been discovered at any rate.”
“The reason doesn’t matter. You’re not leaving me here. I’m going with you. I’ve come this far, I’m not about to let you go in on your own.”
He smiled again, and he meant it this time.
“Good,” he said, “I didn’t want to.”
They approached the alchemists’ settlement cautiously, Thorn going first and the other two following. He swallowed hard to try and get rid of his over dry throat, which hurt as badly as it had when it had been affected by the proximity of Braeve. It had never really recovered, as a matter of fact, though the water of her well had soothed it a great deal.
Perhaps it was the alchemy, the changing and refining of things, that tasted so much like metal and dried out his mouth so that he wasn’t entirely sure he could speak. Or maybe it was something simple and uncomplicated, like abject fear.
No. He wanted to come here. This was his choice.
He led his horse the last few hundred feet and stopped shortly out of range of the buildings. There was a space for a cooking fire in the middle of the buildings, which were arranged in a rough circle, but it was out and long dead. Instead, the fires seemed to be going on inside some of the buildings. There were holes hewn out at the top of each, and out of three of them was a small stream of smoke. There were doors on the buildings, made of a dark wood that Thorn did not recognize, but no windows. The doors were closed. The buildings were quiet. The carriage was nowhere to be seen.
He took a deep breath.
“Hello!”
Absolute silence was all that greeted him, though if he concentrated he thought he could hear breathing, breaths that did not belong to himself or his companions. Perhaps a heartbeat or two or three, too. Heartbeats were difficult to get an accurate number on. Someone was here — they just weren’t saying anything. He looked back at Karyl and Irae, who shrugged at him. Well — Irae shrugged at him. Karyl didn’t do anything at all.
“Hello?” he tried again. “Good day?” He felt a little foolish standing there and shouting. After all the caution they had taken not to be seen, it seemed quite anticlimactic, to say the least. He looked from building to building for any sign of life, but all that happened was, eventually, his horse nudged him from behind. “All right,” he told it, “I’m doing my best.”
He heard a whispered voice say, “He speaks to animals!”
“He must be a wizard.”
“Perhaps he’s a changeling?”
“Maybe he’s insane.”
The voices were muffled, but there was a strange accent to them that was easy to discern. There was still no one to be seen, try though he might, and he turned again to Irae in some bafflement. She shrugged at him again, and he shrugged back. They appeared to have reached a standstill, which, at this point, was a surprise. He had been so geared for fighting, for scary things happening, for conflict, that he scarcely knew where to turn.
“I can hear you!” he called, on the off chance that this would trigger something different.
The voices were quiet for a few seconds, and then he distinctly heard one mutter, “Oh, all the hells and damns.”
It came from above, he could hear it now, and he looked up, squinting. The roofs of the buildings were mounded, each one large and made of heavy rock. There was nowhere for anyone to hide — except for the smoke openings, and now that he knew what he was looking for, he could see a head in each of the openings in the buildings. The bodies, presumably, were what was blocking most of the smoke. As he watched, one of them embarked on a coughing fit.
“Hello,” said Thorn, somewhat mystified, “are you the alchemists who are studying the Forged?”
“Who wants to know?” said one of the heads.
Thorn lifted a hand. “One of the Forged,” he said.
“All the damns and hells,” said the voice.
The heads disappeared, one by one, and there was a series of groans and even a yelp, and then the doors of the little stone buildings opened. Five men made their way out into the early morning sunlight, all equally difficult to put specifics to, apart from the fact that one walked with the aid of a carved wooden cane. They were all a little hunched, all a little smoky, all a little smudged from the fires. Above them, relieved of any obstructions, the smoke billowed out freely once more from the openings in the roofs.
One of them — Thorn recognized the voice as the swearing one — said, “And we’re supposed to just believe that you are Forged?”
Thorn hesitated for a moment, then swept his hair back, showing the holes where his ears should have been but were not. “I can offer further proof, if necessary,” he assured them, “but I’d rather not, at the moment.”
This seemed to be enough, anyway; four of the men broke out in excited muttering, but the fifth, the spokesman, only sniffed dubiously.
“And them?” he said, jerking his chin at Irae and Karyl behind Thorn. “Who are they when they’re at home?”
“My friends,” said Thorn.
“The Forged have no friends.”
“Not by choice — only by necessity.”
“No one would be friends with a Forged,” said one of the others from behind him. “For their own protection.”
“Well, they are my friends, no matter what you believe,” said Thorn. “They’ve come with me all this way, to help me find out more about who I am, and who my family is. They’ve trusted me, and I’ve trusted them. For my protection. And that, too, is by necessity, as well as choice.”
He waited while they kicked his speech around between themselves, like a ball.
Finally, another of them, a little smaller than the others, stepped forward and said, in a voice like a timid crow, “It’s a wonder you made it here safely. We were followed by strangers all night long.”
Thorn smiled, in spite of himself.
“It’s very dangerous here,” he said. “Why are you living in the Badlands, anyway?”
The smaller one gestured him forwards, turning to his little building and opening the door. “Come in, come in.”
Thorn wasn’t sure there would be enough room for all of them in the building, but he was surprised to see that it opened up after an anteroom through which they entered — the building must have backed into the cliff itself, and part of it hewn out for a much larger space than he had anticipated. It was strangely wonderous to see, actually — the sandy yellow stone of the walls let off a soft glow that rendered the candles and torches nearly moot. Everywhere, tiny pieces of mica glinted and glittered in the reflected light. The anteroom was the stone-roofed part of the building that he had seen from outside and held the fire pit with the opening for the smoke, the only opening to the building apart from the door. The realization of this gave him a little bit of fright, like claustrophobia. But he twisted his fingers together and held his breath. That helped his heart to ease its sudden furious thumping.
Behind the initial space, the walls of the room curved out and away, a large, rough circle that was far more spacious than he expected. There were tunnels at the back of the room, somewhat hidden in the darkness, and four other openings at the front — two in the wall, two that sloped down into the ground, and from them, eventually, the other alchemists poured. The buildings were all joined together, with tunnels built into the rock, and Thorn shook his head in wonder.
“How did you manage all of this?” said Irae, open-mouthed, staring upwards at the ceiling. “Tunnels in the rock? I’ve never seen anything like it. How did you do it?”
“Moles,” snapped the spokesman, tartly.
“This place has been here for many years,” said the gentle one with the voice like a crow. “We didn’t build it ourselves, we just moved in when we found it.”
The room was full of strange things, most of them unlike anything Thorn had ever seen before. There were several small fires burning, none of which seemed to let off any smoke, some with pots and pans on them with things bubbling away — there was a creature in a cage that he did not recognize, but which gave him a knowing look as though they had been intimate friends in a past life — there was, oddly enough, what looked like a family portrait with all five of the alchemists, painted in still life, but with eyes that seemed to move and follow him as he walked about. He tried to avoid eye contact.
“How did you find it?” he said. “Why are you here? What are you doing? I hear you are studying the Forged — what have you found?”
They shared a glance amongst themselves.
“Walk in, look around, start to ask questions without even introducing yourself,” said one with a slightly less raucous voice than the crow — a voice more like that of a chicken, if it could speak, Thorn thought. “Are you always this rude?”
“Yes,” said Thorn. “I’ve never really seen a reason not to be.”
They stared at him and he stared back, puzzled, until Irae clapped her hands together briskly.
“Well, then,” she said, “introductions all around, shall we? I am Jelen Woodborne, and this is my father, Rario. Thorn here you have met, somewhat in spite of yourselves. Might we know your names?”
The alchemists, it turned out, did not have given names, or at least, not given names that had been given to them by someone else. Thorn thought this was unlikely, as even he, who had spent most of his life in the woods, had been named something — but there was no way to fault or question it without seeming even ruder. The spokesman for the alchemists, who called himself Wayfare, was the oldest of them, though Thorn suspected he wasn’t as old as he had initially thought. Once in the main room with enough space to stand up straight, he did so, and turned out to be only a few inches shorter than Thorn himself. The one with the voice like a crow was, appropriately, named Crau. He was shorter than the others, and slighter, and had large blue eyes that stared wildly from his sooty face. It was Crau who relied on the cane to walk, hunched over it almost protectively. The other three were, respectively, Freg — nearly as wide as he was tall — Cammel — a long dark face, made to appear even longer by the unkempt goatee he wore — and finally the alchemist with a voice like a chicken, who turned out, upon further review, to be a woman. She wore the same plain tunic and trousers that the rest of them did, and her hair was caught up behind her head in a thin grey knot. Her name was Path, she told them, and she was the one who had founded the entire outfit.
“Just not the loudest of us,” she said, casting a glance at Wayfare, who ignored her.
“The science of the Forged,” he said, “has a long and complicated history. It is wrapped in mystery and shrouded in obscurity, and the laws against aiding and abetting any of the Forged have kept many from investigating its ins and outs. What are the rules of the Forged? We don’t know the rules. If we don’t know the rules, there might as well be no rules. There are no books on the Forged, no stories that can be verified, only legends and myths and lies and tales told by old, old women with too much time on their hands.” He fielded a glare from Path, at this, and added, “Present company most definitely excepted.”
“I should hope so,” said Path.
“If you want to learn more about yourself, about where you came from, I would encourage you to interrogate your parents.”
“My parents are no longer around,” said Thorn.
Wayfare turned a keen glance on him. “Dead?”
Thorn nodded, hesitantly.
“They weren’t too communicative when they were alive,” he said, “and being dead has not improved matters.”
Path sighed and shook her head, but it was Crau who came to Thorn and reached up to put a hand on his shoulder. Thorn edged slightly away from it, looking askance at the touch, but could not go so far as to fling his hand from him entirely.
“I’ve known Forged in the past,” he said, “and I’ve met several since we have been working here. It is never easy. They say that the Forged are cursed, because of their uncanny power and their deformities. But it is the family that abandons them that is the true curse — and no one brings that on themselves. Any cruelty will catch up with them, somewhere and somehow.”
Thorn could not think of what to say. Kindness from a stranger was unexpected and almost entirely unknown in his life — he swallowed past the lump in his dry throat.
“Perhaps you can help me,” he said. “I’ve come so far to learn. Will you teach me what you know?”
Crau did not even look back at Wayfare for confirmation before he answered.
“No,” he said, “but we will let you teach us.”
Freg bustled them into a corner of the large room and settled them on wooden chairs at a little wooden table. Karyl did not take well to being bustled, and it took a bit more effort to get him to go with them, but eventually it was managed.
“Now, just relax,” Freg ordered them. “I’ll have stew in a moment. Crau has taken care of your horses. There’s nothing to worry about.”
“It doesn’t seem as though there’s nothing to worry about,” said Irae. “You’re refusing to help us, you’ve taken our horses where we don’t know, and you took my sword.”
“We aren’t refusing to help you,” said Freg, frowning so deeply that lines appeared in his forehead that crops could have been planted in. “We’re only saying that we would like you to help us.”
“You can’t study the science of the Forged without a Forged participating,” pointed out Path, settling herself at the table along with them, and distributing mugs of what smelled like cider.
“I understand that,” said Irae, “but we haven’t much time. He must —” She glanced quickly at Thorn. “He is needed in the castle. The king —”
“The king will have to wait,” said Path. “What do we care for the king and what he wants? Science is our master here.” She reached out and took Thorn’s right hand in both of hers, turning it over and examining it closely. With finger and thumb she pressed the skin between his fingers, palpating it and pulling it. Thorn snatched his hand away from her, and she took it back with only a look of mild reproach. He pulled away again, and that was when he felt the sharp point at his neck.
“These are scissors,” Cammel informed him helpfully, “as we do not typically resort to weapons, but I think they will do the trick of helping you to willingly comply just as well as a sword might.”
“Why aren’t you using her sword?” Path asked him. Cammel frowned.
“That seems a bit rude,” he said.
“As rude as threatening him with scissors and touching him without his permission?” said Irae.
“Ah, well, that’s for science.”
Science seemed to be the excuse and the reason for everything. They were given stew, as promised, and then the five alchemists sat closely around them at the table and fired questions at Thorn. Many of them he did not know the answers to, and finally, growing tired of his lack of knowledge and his continuing unwillingness to be touched, Path sat back on her little wooden chair and folded her arms.
“The only thing to do, as I see it,” she said, “is to put him to work so we can observe him.”
The rest of the alchemists straightened up, cheerfully, and Cammel clapped his hands and rubbed them together like a storybook villain.
“What should we have him do?” he said.
“It’s helpful that he came with his own experimental subjects,” said Wayfare, nodding at Karyl and Irae.
Thorn started out of his chair, nearly knocking it over. He was pushed back into it, but he held a hand out as though he could protect Irae and Karyl from the very idea.
“No,” he said, shaking his head vigorously. “I won’t lay a hand on them.”
“You will if we make you,” said Wayfare.
“Now, I don’t think it will come to that,” said Path. “The boy wants to learn more about his family — if we observe his style, we may very well be able to tell which bloodline he has inherited his powers from. That’s one of the fascinating things about the Forged,” she informed Thorn. “The abilities seem to be passed down, usually from the maternal line, and they skip at least one generation. There are no instances, that we have found, of a father sharing abilities with their child. Of course, the fact that the Forged have for so long been reviled and misunderstood means it is rather difficult to trace them through the family lines. But still, we have managed to do our own small part, I think. The odds are that it’s likely to be your grandmother, or your great-grandmother, who passed the ability down to you, and your ability will be similar to hers. There.” She beamed at him. “How’s that for sharing information? And after we said we wouldn’t, too. I’m nothing if not generous.”
“Even if you threaten me,” said Thorn, stubbornly sticking to the issue at hand, “I won’t give in. You can’t make me Forge my friends, changing them into who knows what for seven years. I’ll tell you, my powers are not reliable. They are not predictable. I cannot be forced to do anything that will put them in danger.”
“You brought them here,” pointed out Path.
“Anything else that will put them in danger,” said Thorn.
Path dipped her chin down and smiled at him coyly.
“Ah,” she said, “such loyalty does you credit. I knew you were a soft touch when I saw you.”
“If you won’t do us the favor of working with the tools you brought,” said Wayfare, grumpily, “then we will make a sacrifice and find something else for you to work with.” He cast a glance around at the rest of the alchemists, all of whom studiously avoided his gaze, apart from Cammel, who looked as though he were about to raise his hand until Path kicked him under the table. Wayfare looked around the room thoughtfully.
“What is your history?” he said. “What have you Forged in the past? Or don’t you know the answer to that, either?”
Thorn swallowed. “A girl — a young woman. I turned her into a fox. And a rabbit into a weasel. Neither of those were what I really wanted. It just sort of happened.”
“You need practice,” said Freg confidently.
“I’d rather not.”
“You’ll never learn to control your powers without it.”
Thorn put his right hand down on the table, splaying his fingers deliberately. He watched them as their eyes all followed it immediately, seemingly unconsciously, drawn to the movement of his fingers. He pushed the table enough so that it tilted slightly off balance on its three legs.
“I want to learn how,” he said, “without endangering anyone or anything. I want to Forge without harming.” He hesitated for a moment, but kept himself from looking at Irae, sensing that his gaze would betray him. “I want to know how to choose the Forge, and how to reverse it.”
It was no use trying to hide it; he could feel how she stiffened, lifting her chin. He kept his eyes away from hers nonetheless.
“Yes, well,” said Path, “that’s why you’re here, isn’t it? So, we can help each other.”
Still looking down at the table, at his own hand, Thorn nodded.
“Which is even more reason why we need to see what you can do.”
“But I’ve told you what I’ve done!”
Wayfare leaned forward, staring at him fixedly. “That can’t be all. You’re a young man, I’ll wager you discovered your power when you were a child. Well, you’re an adult now, and if there’s one thing I’m sure of, it’s that the passage from child to adult involves finding your boundaries. You can’t tell me you’ve gone all these years and only Forged twice.”
Thorn steeled himself and looked up. He met his eyes, steadily.
“No,” he said. “There have been more.”
“Well?” pressed Path. “What was your first Forge, boy?”
Thorn did not let his gaze drop from Wayfare’s for a second.
“My first Forge,” he said, “was when I was five, or six, I don’t recall. My dog had died, and I made him into a briskplant.”
For some reason, this made them all sit up straight and put their elbows on the table. Under the collective gaze of all five of the alchemists, Thorn felt uncomfortably like a butterfly being pinned to a sheet as a specimen.
“Are you certain he was dead already?” said Wayfare.
Even now, all these years on, when Thorn uncovered the memory and blew the dust from it, it still stung. The dog had been the first creature he could remember who ever showed him love, and he had sat with him as he died, feeling the heartbeat jump erratically and then slow, catching the last gasp of breath, the last unconscious stretch of the leg. Moments had passed, before Thorn had put his small hand on the dog’s side, unsure of just why, knowing only that he wanted things to change.
“Yes,” he said, “I am certain.” The alchemists exchanged wordless glances, eyebrows raised, mouths drawing down in surprise. “What? You say you won’t tell me things, but you can’t really expect me to just accept that. Why are you acting as though this is such a shock to you? What does it mean?”
“We need tell you nothing,” said Wayfare heavily, and Thorn could not tell whether he was more pleased or dismayed. “We owe you nothing, boy, and you have nothing with which to bargain. Let us draw our own conclusions, and we will tell you what to do and what to think.”
Thorn drew his right hand up into a fist and banged it on the table. It was a great deal louder than he thought it would be; everyone jumped, including Thorn himself, and he fought the desire to apologize.
“You may owe me nothing,” he said, “but I will be damned if I will let you make me hurt my friends.”
“You are probably damned anyway,” said Wayfare, “and I don’t know exactly what you think will stop us.”
The word bargain was circling around in Thorn’s mind, unable to connect with anything meaningful. But suddenly, like a burst of light, the memory of what he had in his bag jumped out at him. He leaped up with the thought of it.
“Knowledge!” he said. “You say there are no books on the Forged. But I have access to one. I will give it to you if you help me with my questions and keep my friends safe and unchanged.”
“A book on the Forged?” said Path. “Where have you come by that?”
“A friend of mine is a legendarian.”
Path looked to Wayfare, who looked thoughtful. They seemed to be considering the proposition.
“It’s likely to be in your belongings,” said Wayfare, “and we have those.” He nodded to the bags where they were piled in the corner, Thorn’s pack on top. “I appreciate your informing us of what you have, but we would have found it sooner or later. I don’t know quite what you think you are bargaining with.”
Quick, Thorn, quick!
A voice in his head, screaming at him. He leaped away from the table, knocking over his chair again, and to the pile of belongings. Untying his bag one-handed as he backed away from them, he plucked the book from within. The alchemists had scarcely had the time to react to his movement, swift as it was, but Path and Crau were on their feet and moving towards him. He was bigger than they were, but there were more of them all together — he didn’t have much time. He caught a sideways glimpse of Irae rising to her feet, arms up, hands empty; Karyl did not move at all.
The fire, Thorn!
It was but the matter of a few short steps. He held the book out, close over the reaching flames of the nearest fire, and waited.
“Can I bargain now?”
“You wouldn’t do such a wicked thing,” breathed Path.
“I would,” said Thorn, affecting an air of nonchalance though the threat to the book seemed like sacrilege. “It isn’t my book.”
He heard a faint echo of Ruben begging him to return the books unharmed, and clenched his grip on it a little tighter, inching it closer to the flames.
He could see Wayfare chewing on his lower lip. Suddenly the head alchemist held up a hand.
“Very well!” he said. “We promise to help you and cause no harm or change, if you give me that book right now and work along with us.”
Thorn looked to Irae, who was waiting in a kind of crouch for something to happen, to be needed, to move and to act. He swallowed and brought the book down to his side.
“All right,” he said. “Just so we understand each other.”
He returned to the table, and the others moved with him, warily, watching him closely to see what else he might do. He set the book down in front of Wayfare, who did not touch it but nodded at Path. She reached across, snatched it up greedily, and began to page through.
“Be careful!” said Thorn.
Wayfare eyed him. “You wouldn’t have burned it, would you? No — you’re far too careful with books.”
“No, I wouldn’t have,” Thorn agreed, “but you didn’t know that. If you push me, I will do what I need to.”
“All this over just a little bit of Forging,” sighed Cammel, shaking his head. “All we wanted was for you to change your friends. You might have easily changed them back again, once you had the skill.”
Thorn opened his mouth to pursue that, but the alchemists were still discussing it and cut him off.
“Perhaps he hasn’t got the knack,” said Freg.
“Perhaps he’s an idiot,” said Path, to the book.
“I know! It’s because of the girl,” said Cammel, looking up brightly as though the thought had just occurred to him. “He’s afraid he might hurt the girl.”
“And if he hurts the girl’s father, the girl will be mad,” said Freg. “We know how that goes.”
“But you’ve already done something with this one, haven’t you?” said Crau reasonably, gesturing at Karyl, who did not even look at him but kept his gaze on the ground.
“What do you mean?” said Irae sharply.
“Well, he isn’t really human, is he?” He turned and appealed to the rest of the alchemists. “He can’t be, can he? They turned a cow into a human, or a plant, or something. I know something’s off about him, because he puts my mouth all dry.”
“He was healed,” said Irae, putting a hand on Karyl’s shoulder protectively.
“Mm,” said Wayfare, sounding unconvinced, and squinting upwards at Karyl. “Healed by whom?”
“By a healer,” said Irae, defensively.
“Braeve,” said Thorn. “Braeve in the woods. An illusionist.”
Path snorted with laughter, and Wayfare nudged her with his elbow. He shook his heavy head and turned still squinted eyes back to Irae.
“I’d keep an eye on him, if I were you,” he said.
Irae looked as though she were holding herself back, and Thorn put his hands on the table, palms down, one in front of Wayfare, one in front of Path.
“Leave her be,” he said. “You said you would help us now. So help.”
“Mm, and what is it you want me to help you with?” It was Wayfare who answered. Path was still staring at the book. “You’re unwilling to Forge. If you want to learn, you must practice.”
Thorn nodded.
“I will practice,” he said, “if you will teach me what I need to know.”
“Well, then,” said Crau, rubbing his hands together, “enough of this nonsense.”
“Not nonsense,” objected Freg, “we were eating dinner.”
Crau shoved his bowl of soup away from himself.
“Enough of this dinner,” he said. “Let’s get to work.”
“Now?” said Thorn.
“Now.”
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MEMORIES IN THE DESERT
Five days passed by, and Thorn learned, practiced, and Forged.
The Forging turned out to be the easy part.
Learning was something else — the alchemists were divided in how they taught. What he learned from Path would be disagreed with by Cammel, and what Cammel repeated over and over would be scoffed at by Crau. Wayfare alone did not participate in the continuing education of Thorn.
Thorn thought about asking him why, exactly, but decided he was perfectly fine with things as they were.
The alchemists, of course, were not of the Forged themselves, and so they could only teach him what they had researched and investigated and studied. They did have an extensive catalog of Forged who had passed through the Badlands and stayed with them a while, practicing their skills and answering questions. Each of the alchemists had taken notes on each Forged, and so not all of the notations quite matched up, but it made for interesting reading. Some of the notes ended with the Forged going on their way — others ended rather more abruptly, leading Thorn to wonder what happened to the subject, but conclude that it was perhaps better not to know.
He screwed up his courage and asked Path, anyway.
She regarded him for a moment.
“It is perhaps better not to know,” she said.
“That’s what I thought,” said Thorn, almost gratefully.
His practicing was as difficult as piecing together the notes on past experiences. They did not want him to Forge right away, despite their request at the outset. No, he needed to practice the feeling of Forging, the action, without actually summoning the glow.
“For control,” Path told him. “You reach deep within now, to find the strength to Forge. With practice, with control, you can have it all the time just beneath your skin, waiting to be called on.” She picked up his hand and turned it upwards, palm toward the cavernous ceiling of the great room. “A line of living gold, just below the surface,” she said, tracing his lifelines with a reverent finger.
Thorn let her touch him for a second more, then removed his hand from her grasp, politely.
“I’ll work on that,” he said.
“Here, you can learn all you need to know. To Forge as you want, to Forge permanently, irrevocably —”
“Oh,” said Thorn, and he blushed, though he wasn’t entirely sure why. “I know how to do that. It needs the Anvil of the Soul.”
“Indeed,” said Path, eyeing him. “And do you have such a thing?”
“I do, as a matter of fact. We borrowed it from some monks.”
Stolen was perhaps a better word. But the alchemists were close enough to outlaws themselves that they did not question it.
No, the alchemists were not Forged — but they were alchemists, nonetheless, and they knew a great deal about turning things into other things. Alchemical geniuses all, they refined their knowledge, asked him questions about his process, about his learning, about his practice, about his temperature and the quickness of his heartbeat and his thoughts and his dreams, and they turned the knowledge into more notes, more scribbled papers.
He also was quite sure, on the second day, that he caught Cammel and Crau in the middle of turning lead into gold. But they shooed him away before he could see it well enough to make certain.
“For taxation purposes,” said Crau, which was ridiculous, Thorn thought. They would no more pay taxes here in the Badlands than he would have lived in the woods his entire life. What for, road maintenance? he wanted to ask. But things were going so well. He didn’t want to put this all at risk.
Irae was clearly antsy but was just as clearly putting it aside in favor of allowing him to learn at his own pace without interference. Whenever he saw her — they did let her enter the main cave sometimes, mostly at mealtimes but even sometimes to say goodnight before she retired to sleep outside — she favored him with a slightly grim smile and told him to keep his chin up. Thorn didn’t know what that meant. No one had ever said it to him before, and he thought about it and thought about it when he should have been reading the notes and practicing reaching for the feel of the Forge without needing to dig deep. Keep your chin up, he whispered to himself at night, and was strangely comforted. Jelen, I don’t know what that means.
It sounded like something good, though.
The alchemists fed him regularly and let him wander freely around the inside of the main room. They took it in turns to teach and to watch him practice, evidently not wanting to overwhelm him, but they all gathered together at the little table when it was time to eat. After the first day, Karyl took his meals outside. He made Crau nervous, was the explanation. No one ever asked any more questions about what had happened to him, for which Thorn was secretly grateful.
He read so much tiny written, hastily scrawled inkprint that the words swam before his eyes at night and he started to get headaches. He spent so many hours crouched over nothing, hand hovering in the air, biting his lip, reaching without wanting to reach for the glow, that his hand developed a tremble whenever he flexed his fingers. He dreamed at night of trying to Forge — of trying to Forge Irae, of all people, and in his dream she pushed his hand aside and sat up and put her hands on her hips.
In his dream, she said, “Now, really. If I wanted you to touch me, Thorn, I would have asked you.”
And then he woke up blushing like a schoolboy.
On the third day they asked him to Forge.
They kept him inside for it, still, and brought him a mouse. It was a small specimen, even for a mouse, and as he held it in his left palm, fingers curled lightly around it, he could feel the heart beating, could hear it like a steady thrum, like a moth fluttering around what should have been his ears. He looked down at the soft gray fur and stroked it quietly with the index finger of his right hand.
“Into what?” he said.
It was Path who was with him, Path who had brought him the mouse.
“What does it feel like?” she said quietly. “What shape should it take?”
He concentrated.
“It’s like a maze,” he said. “There are all these lines, all bright green, and they fork and jag and dodge, and I have to —” He fluttered his hand briefly in the air over the mouse, twisted his fingers and snapped them. “I have to bring them together before it can change. I have to unite them.”
“It’s all about potential,” said the alchemist. “You can’t Forge something into something it doesn’t want to be.”
“Right,” muttered Thorn, but there was an image of an orange-colored fox at the back of his mind. He shook his head pushed it away. “It can be — it wants to be — something larger. Nothing green, nothing growing — something that can move and dart around and —” He looked up. “Do we have any water?”
She brought him a basin, and he held his left hand over it, turning it palm up. When he put his right hand to meet it, cupping it over the little ball of fur in his palm, the mouse stayed surprisingly still. Thorn held his breath, until Path reached out and touched his shoulder.
“You need to breathe, or the glow will take too long,” she said.
He breathed, though it wasn’t easy. His breath caught with a stab in his throat, and he pushed through it, closing his eyes briefly.
“Live and breathe,” he whispered to the creature in his hands. “Breathe —”
Differently.
He heard Path, at his side, catch her breath.
He cracked an eye open just enough to catch the glimpse of light coming from his hands, turning the spaces between his fingers a deep heart-throb red. Then the slight warm weight on his left hand was different, moving and wriggling and cold and hard, and he opened his hands in surprise and a little silver fish dropped from his palms into the waiting water, where it zipped this way and that for a few startled seconds before it settled down near the bottom of the basin.
When he could tear his fascinated gaze away from the fish — the fish that he had made — Path was not even looking at him. She had her nose buried in her notes, and her hands were moving so quickly it made Thorn’s fingers ache in sympathy.
“Fascinating,” was all she said, when he asked her plaintively if he was done for the day.
On the fifth day, they took him out into the desert as the sun was setting and showed him a dead rabbit.
“We didn’t kill it,” said Path defensively, in response to the look he gave.
“As if we would,” said Crau.
“Well, we would,” said Freg, “let’s just face it. But in this case, we didn’t. We found it earlier, and we thought, now, here’s an opportunity.”
Thorn looked down at the rabbit. It was a jack, a mottled light brown so it nearly blended in with the desert floor around it. It looked so old that it was near ancient, eyes sunken into its skull, fur flea-bitten and mangy, paws ragged. It must have died of old age, or at least a disease that had not killed it quickly. Its mouth was open slightly and there were flies settled on its body.
Thorn swallowed thickly.
“I can’t do this,” he said.
“Of course, you can,” said Crau, earnestly, “you just have to believe in yourself.”
“No, I mean I can’t. I can’t touch it, I can’t — this isn’t how this works.”
“Who are you to tell us how it works?” said Wayfare. All of the alchemists were clustered tightly around Thorn and the rabbit corpse, Crau leaning on his cane, and Wayfare was directly across from Thorn in the little circle. If Thorn looked up, he would see nothing but Wayfare’s eyes, large enough to eat the moon. “We’re the alchemists, we’re the scientists, we’ve been studying this from before you were born. We know how this works. You’re the student, and you have a skill that you don’t even know you have. Forge the thing.”
Thorn shook his head tightly, jaw firmly clenched, but Path elbowed him in the ribs.
“You made a deal,” she said. “You help us, we’ll help you. You don’t want to Forge if it might hurt someone — well, here you are. The bunny is dead. Can’t hurt him. But think of it this way. You might be able to help — give him a second chance, as it were. Breathe life into him, even in some other form. If he goes on as a sapling, at least he goes on.”
Thorn flinched at the mention of the sapling, but her words had hit home.
“I’ll try,” he managed. “I — I make no promises.”
“No one ever does,” said Path. “That’s not what we’re asking.”
He took a deep breath — then let it out again, mindful of Path telling him to breathe — and got to his knees beside the rabbit. He reached out a trembling right hand and put it on the belly of the pitiful creature. It was cold, as he had expected, and surprisingly hard. The rabbit had been dead for longer than it looked, and he wondered why no scavenger had disturbed it.
Probably, he realized, because the alchemists had set up a watch over it.
He closed his eyes and looked for the lines that would tell him what the rabbit had wanted to be or could have been. There was only the faintest hint of green, which did not come as a surprise to him. It was rather more of a surprise that there was any green at all. He knew he had done this once before, but it had been just after the creature had died, not however long this was — and he hadn’t known what he was looking for. Which was almost a help, when he thought back over the years. As he pulled the memory to mind, the verdant lines that hovered over and around the rabbit seemed to strengthen. He plunged more readily into his memory — just a child, on his knees by the dog that had been his only friend, feeling the warmth begin to dissipate, or rather to travel, to spread — taking the warmth into himself, and sensing just on the edge of his tongue the taste of something living and green —
He had had no idea what he was going to do. But the body of the dog had disappeared, while he wasn’t looking, and in its place a small green plant grew up from the dirt floor, nudging at his fingers till he cracked them and let it through, reaching for the sunlight —
Until his mother came in.
The taste of green disappeared from the memory, leaving a burnt brown flavor, and he
flinched away from it suddenly. His eyes flew open, still fixed on the rabbit. Nothing had changed. The alchemists were still there, crouched over him, watching him eagerly.
He looked up at them and shook his head.
There was a series of collective sighs and groans.
“Ah well,” said Wayfare, grumpily accepting the reality of the situation. “No doubt it won’t be the first time he disappoints us.”
He was glad when they let him go back into the cave. It was warm there, after the chill of the desert night, and the rock walls offered no reflections, no memories, just a comforting blankness.
It was the morning of the sixth day that it happened.
Crau’s turn had come again to teach him, and he was doing what was probably his best. It was a little bit difficult to tell, with Crau. He was terribly excited about everything that they discussed, regardless of whether or not it was centered on the art of Forging or no. He was the one who had filled Thorn in a little more on the possibilities of reversing a Forge—
“Although I don’t know why anyone would want to,” he burbled. “There’s so much work that goes into it, so much skill to begin with, I can’t even fathom why you would want to render the whole thing moot.”
“Suppose it had been done in error,” said Thorn, hesitantly. “Suppose it seemed the thing to do at the time, but you thought better of it later.”
“That, my boy, sounds like a conscience, and I never heard of any of the Forged having any such thing.” Crau shook his head. “No, I don’t think you would ever need to worry about such a thing, but on the off chance that it happens, for some reason — look for the lines, and remember that you cannot Forge anything into something it does not want to be Forged into. The lines won’t let you. That’s when things go wrong, you see. You may think that your little mouse wants to be a fish all the time, of course it does, but if it had wanted to be something else — a rat, say, or suppose it wanted to be a bird and fly away, or suppose it wanted to be a human. Then the lines would—” He pulled his clenched fists away from each other, quickly. “Snap. No more mouse. No more anything.”
Thorn had thought about the botched jobs he’d done of Forging, when he was younger, and felt stabs of guilt. Whatever records there were that suggested no Forged ever had a conscience were definitely not one hundred percent accurate.
Today, though, they were discussing how to vary the approach to Forging, to make it easier to Forge on the fly, as it were.
“Not just a case of having it just under your skin, oh no,” said Crau, shaking his head emphatically. “I know that sounds very poetic and nice, but it’s so much more than that. To Forge freely, you have to live with it in your head at all times. The more present it is, the faster it will be. Here, stop a moment and put it just —” He stamped over to Thorn with his cane and held one hand up in front of Thorn’s nose, nearly touching it. “Right there,” he said, cheerfully. “That’s where it belongs.”
“If it stays there,” said Thorn, “I’ll just go around cross-eyed all the time trying to see it.”
“One must make sacrifices for one’s art,” said Crau.
There was a muffled bang from behind them, as though someone had slammed one of the doors that led to the outside.
“It’s my turn!” said Crau, not looking around, and keeping his hand where it was. “You can do your bit tomorrow to brainwash him, Freg.”
“Has anyone seen a runaway girl?” said a strange, plummy voice. “One of a set of two. I do have specific ones in mind, I’m not accepting applications.”
Crau turned to look, and Thorn uncrossed his eyes.
There was a stranger in the room. The strange, plummy voice belonged to him, though it was an odd match, to be sure. He was tall, rangy, and handsome in an unnerving sort of way, with a shock of reddish hair and a wide, thin mouth. His eyes were a golden brown, but as he smiled, they nearly disappeared. His smile was so earnest, so truthful, so honest and pure, that it set Thorn’s teeth on edge.
“How did you get in here?” said Crau, stomping towards him, waving his cane every other step. “This room is strictly off limits.”
“The door was open,” said the stranger, still smiling. “I didn’t see any signs.”
“You didn’t think to knock?”
“I’m on a rather urgent mission. If I had knocked, and no one had answered, I would have come in any way, so there seemed no point in wasting my time.” The stranger looked bemusedly down at Crau, who came up to him — only to just past his waist, and no further. Crau put one hand on his hip.
“We are in the middle of something very important,” he said, “and your interference could have set my student back by decades.” He poked at the stranger with his cane. The stranger calmly pulled a sharp silver blade from his pocket and made one quick slash.
Thorn felt the world turn abruptly upside down as Crau crumpled to the ground. There was redness everywhere, Thorn thought, detached — what could it be? It had gone very quiet in here, for a cavernous room that echoed everything back at you three or four times.
Then the reality rushed in on him as though from a great distance, and he knew he was looking at Crau, dead on the ground, and the stranger was stepping over his body and moving towards Thorn with a singular purpose. He still held the knife.
“Perhaps you’ll be a bit more reasonable,” he said, with that odd voice like overripe velvet. “There’s no call to be rude just because I am, you know.”
Thorn choked on his own cry of alarm. The stranger came closer.
“I don’t think either of you quite understands,” he said, “that what I really came here for —”
Thorn kicked at him, all in a panic, and his legs were long enough, his actions swift enough, to catch the stranger off guard. His kick was inexpert, to say the least, and should have been directed elsewhere; he lashed out flat-footed and caught the other man just below the kneecap. But his legs were strong, and the stranger yelped like a dog and crashed to one knee on the ground. Thorn kicked again, haphazard and only half aware of what he was doing, even less well placed this time, and caught him on the shoulder. The stranger’s grip on the knife was too firm to loosen, however, and he hefted it as if to throw. Thorn dodged away and around a corner into a tunnel leading towards the interior of the mountain. His heart pounded away like a mad thing in his chest, and he fell back against the wall.
“Out,” he muttered to himself, a feeble command, but the door was back the other way, past the madman with the knife and his victim. Thorn felt as much horror over the thought of passing Crau as he did over trying to get by the stranger. His stomach surged, and he tried to talk himself past it. He looked up, sideways, back down again. “Never been in here before. They don’t like me to go exploring. Thorn,” he said, sternly, to make himself pay attention, though the th was lost somewhat. “If you don’t go out there... he will come... in here. If he comes in … here —”
“Bad news for you, I must admit,” said the stranger.
Thorn, startled, lost his tenuous balance and fell completely to the ground, and that was probably the only thing that saved him. The stranger’s swipe with the knife went far west of where it was intended to go, and Thorn rolled across the sandy floor, desperately trying to avoid the next blow. He fetched up against the opposite wall, which was not as far away as he would have liked and scrambled up in time to avoid the knife flung at him. It hit a crevice in the rock wall of the tunnel, and quivered.
“I’ll have to sharpen that one,” said the stranger ruefully. Another one appeared in his hand as if by magic; Thorn couldn’t even quite tell where it might have come from. The stranger waved it at him. “I’m called Serhiy, by the by,” he said cheerfully. “I don’t know who you are, but you’ve somehow — by dint of being quite awkward, apparently — lasted longer than most. For this reason, I feel compelled to tell you that I didn’t come here to kill anyone. I just came to find a girl from Castle Balfour who has gone missing, and who also seems to have met up with a certain wayward princess. Honestly, I was hoping to have a simple outing and I’m feeling quite put upon at the moment, as I’ve had to kill one person already and I may as well be talking to a corpse.” He coughed a little. “My throat is terribly dry. Must be all this conversation. Don’t you have anything to say?”
“No,” said Thorn, or at least he tried to say it, but there was something stuck in his own throat so that it felt as dry as though he were back in Braeve’s woods, and the word wouldn’t quite make it all the way out into the open air.
“Ah well,” said the man called Serhiy, and he shrugged an elegant, eloquent shrug. “Hope for a good conversation and prepare for no conversation. I suppose you can’t win them all.”
He hefted the knife and threw it, but somewhere in between the two actions something seemed to go wrong; he slowed down, his hand dropped, and an expression of extreme stupidity crossed over his handsome face. The second knife hit the bottom of the wall just where it met the floor, and clattered to a standstill without sticking, and Serhiy collapsed into a heap in much the same way. Thorn sagged back against the wall near it, and heaved such an enormous sigh that he felt as though his rib cage were about to cave in.
Irae stood over the jumble of limbs that was Serhiy, holding a length of wood that Thorn only vaguely recognized as Crau’s cane. The curved end of it, which Crau had held onto as he walked, was bloody and there were a few hairs sticking to it.
“For a villain, he isn’t very bright,” said Irae, dazedly. “He ought to have known not to keep talking.”
“But I’m glad he did,” wheezed Thorn. He clutched at his chest, where his heart was still trying to catch up to everything that had happened.
“So am I,” said Irae, and burst into tears. “Thorn,” she said, fighting the words out through sobs and obviously trying desperately to pretend that nothing unusual was happening, “I know who he is. He works for my uncle, he was the executioner at the time of my exile. He must have been tasked to find me and — he would have killed us all.” She sank to the ground, still holding the cane, and Thorn shuffled himself over towards her. After a moment of hesitation, he put an arm around her shoulders. “Poor Crau,” said Irae, looking miserably at the cane. “He didn’t mean any real harm, really. None of them do.”
“No, no,” Thorn said, though privately he had his doubts about that. “He said he was looking for a girl who had gone missing from the castle, and only came upon you by accident. So, it may not have been what you think at all.”
“But if it was —”
Thorn hesitated, looking over at Serhiy’s body. He wanted to check for a heartbeat, but he also dearly did not want to get close enough to the body to do so. Well, the blood seeping out of his head in a slow pool would have to serve as confirmation enough.
“We need to leave,” he said. “Who knows who else might follow him? We need to regroup, find the others, and see what they have managed to do without us.” He managed a weak smile. “Likely to be more than they had done with us.”
“But your training,” said Irae.
“I’ve learned enough for now,” he told her, though he wasn’t sure about that, either. “I can do what I need to do. And after we get your uncle off the throne and you back on it, I can come back and pick up where I left off.”
“Leaving me behind,” said Irae. She was curled into him now, one hand seeming to have unconsciously found its way to be fisted around a handful of his shirt.
“Leaving you behind at the castle, on the throne, where you want to be,” said Thorn. “Isn’t that the whole point of this exercise?” He took her fingers away from his shirt, but gently. “This has enough holes in it without you picking more.”
He pressed against the seams of her four fingers, and she curled her hand around his thumb instead, like a child needing comfort. She drew her hand and his together up to her chest and held it close. Her eyes were fixed on the bleeding waste of space that was Serhiy.
“We should go,” she said.
Thorn nodded, and sighed, and took her hand fully in his, but only briefly.
“That’s what I’ve been telling you,” he said.
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THE PATH TO REBELLION
“Keep in mind,” said Berren, “I am not doing this for you.”
“Yes, I know,” said Lully. “You’ve said so, several times.”
She did wonder at his insistence, and was secretly curious as to why, exactly, he was doing this. This wasn’t a normal thing to do, nor a safe thing — he had told them himself what had happened to the last group he knew of that had started to rebel — but here he was, doing it regardless. She couldn’t help but wonder why.
Why would he put himself in such immediate danger, unless he was loyal to the princess and had been so all along?
She shook her head, mystified by the whole thing, and continued with her task.
Berren, bastard son of Graic’s brother-in-law, unacknowledged by anyone, had listened to her story, asking questions when appropriate, nodding slowly at her impassioned answers. He seemed to take everything she said at face value, which she also didn’t quite understand. Didn’t he want proof, verification, that what she told him was true? No, it appeared not; on the strength of what she told him, he had come up with an idea.
“If you want to raise an army of those who will support your princess,” he had said, “the thing to do is have them meet.”
“But we don’t know where they are,” she had objected, and he had favored her with a smile that was surprisingly white and clean from behind his beard.
“You may not,” he said, “but I know everything. No one ever bothers with what the sheep farmer overhears. No one ever takes care to hush when he walks by. Besides which. The blood of the rebels is the blood in my veins, too, no matter whether anyone will admit it or not.”
And so, they were sending messages.
Neither of them could write — Ruben could, of course, but he was not consulted — but that was perfectly fine, Berren said, as none of the rebels who would get the messages could read. Instead, he had taken several moments, nearly half an hour really, putting together a few symbols that would lead them to the meeting place.
“Which ought to be on the way to the castle, if you’re planning on meeting your lady there,” he had said.
“Outside the castle town, the nearest settlement is Victory’s Blight,” said Lully. “I’m to wait for the Princess Irae just outside of it, in the thickets to the west.”
Berren nodded and made a few more marks on the paper. Lully stretched upwards to look over his shoulder and saw that he had drawn a very crude rendering of the castle — a few blocks on top of each other, really, with a pennant flying from the top — and an arrow pointed to the left, on the other side of which was a little jumble of houses, and a few scrawled X shapes next to it, all circled around with dotted lines. Above it all, on each one, he drew something circular and jagged, which at first, she thought was the sun, and meant to ask about it; but then she realized it was the crown, and kept her mouth shut.
“It isn’t much of a message,” said Berren, apologetically.
“Will they understand it?”
“I reckon that they will.”
“Then that’s all that matters.”
The pieces of paper were small, ripped into even tinier shreds as he mentally counted up how many families needed to be notified. She helped him with that part, tearing the thick nap carefully, and twisting the finished messages up in little screws of paper that wouldn’t attract much notice. When he had finished the last, he tucked them all together in his satchel and reached for his hat.
She clutched at his arm on a whim.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
He smiled at her and reminded her, gently, “I am not doing this for you.”
He left them alone in his little shed, alone apart from each other and his sheep. It was sparsely furnished, with only a narrow bench with a blanket on it on which he normally slept, and the rest of it was open for the sheep to huddle closely together in the chill of the autumn evening. With the amount of close-packed little furry bodies and the smell of wet wool, Lully had to fight to stay awake. Finally, having nearly fallen over onto Ruben several times — he sat next to her on one side of the bench, and Graic sat on the other — she shook her head vigorously.
“Why not sleep for a while?” advised Ruben. “I’ll alert you as soon as he returns. But he had some ways to go, so it may not be till morning.”
“No, no,” said Lully, “I am perfectly all right, and I’ve never been more awake in my life.”
Then she was opening her eyes to the opening of the door, and Ruben was curled up on the floor snorting in his sleep, Graic had her head back and her mouth yawned open in a snore as well, and Berren was smiling that curiously clean smile at her, hat in hand, hair tumbled by the wind.
“I’m sorry it took all night,” he said, hanging his hat on the hook on the wall. “I hope you didn’t all starve to death.”
“No, we brought food with us, of course,” said Lully.
“Good,” said Berren, “then you can share some of it with me, while I tell you what befell me on my journey.”
He had borrowed a horse, he told them — a more or less useless horse, but a horse nonetheless — and that was the only way in which he was able to achieve his aim of alerting the remaining rebels from the little town.
“They’ve scattered far and wide,” he said, chewing animatedly at the bread Lully had handed him, “or at least, it seems like far and wide to me. I don’t much leave the village, of course. A distance of a few miles feels like a lifetime. They’re in the woods, in the little hamlets, in disguise, incognito, no one knows them, and they know no one. But I know them, whether they want to admit to knowing me or not.” He shook his head like a wet dog and his hair flew every which way.
“Did they take the message?” asked Lully, half breathless with it all.
He peered at her from underneath his hair, which had fallen into his eyes.
“Each and every one of them,” he said. “No one turned me down.”
She sat up straight and had to restrain herself from clapping her hands, though her feet drummed briefly on the floor beneath the bench before she could stop them.
“Look at you,” said Berren, smiling at her, “anyone would think I’d told you I’d bought you the moon for your birthday. Look at your eyes sparkle.”
“Never mind that,” said Lully, though she was practically giddy and didn’t, in fact, mind that, very much. “I only want to know if they will come, if they will rally to their queen once more.”
“The only way to know that for certain is to go there ourselves,” said Berren. Lully tapped her feet again.
“And when will we do that?”
“Right after I finish my dinner.” He lifted his bread to demonstrate. “And put the sheep out to pasture, of course.”
She hesitated for a moment; the first thing she had the urge to do was to snatch his bread and demand that he eat as they moved. But he had been terribly kind to them — unexpectedly, unreasonably kind, really, considering he didn’t know them from any other stranger — well, apart from Graic — and also. he was much bigger than she was, and his shoulders were wide, and his mouth was stern when it was not smiling. She thought better of it and went instead to the door to open it.
“Come on, sheep!” she cried. “Out with you!”
She set to trying to make them move, making shooing motions with both arms spread wide, making clucking noises to try and scare them. The sheep milled around, uncertain, and she swatted a few of them on the rump to try and put the fear of herself into them.
She thought she may have heard the sound of someone chuckling, or of someone trying to hide the fact that they were chuckling, but when she looked back at Ruben he was only watching her soundlessly, and Berren’s mouth was full of bread.
Eventually — in rather more time than she had hoped, but rather less than it could have taken — Berren was finished, the sheep were seen to, and Graic had been lifted onto her horse. Berren looked up at her, looked over at Ruben and his horse, and smiled. Perhaps Irae was right and she did need to work on developing patience
“I don’t have a horse,” he said.
“What happened to the one you borrowed?” said Ruben, with a perturbed smile.
“It was borrowed,” said Berren, “and it went back to its owner with a satisfying sense of a
job well done.” He turned to Lully. “I suppose I could run alongside you, if need be.”
Lully looked at Graic, looked at Ruben, and frowned.
“Well, that’s just silly,” she said. “You can ride with me, if you like.”
“But,” said Ruben.
“And Ruben can take Graic.”
“But!” said Ruben, slightly more urgently.
“Come along, legendarian,” said Lully, “there’s no time to waste, you know.” She clapped
her hands briskly. “Time and tide, and rebel souls, wait for no man who doesn’t want to get on a horse with an old woman. I can handle your horse just as well as I could handle mine. I suspect you will be able to manage just the same.” She advanced on Ruben’s horse, which was a great deal taller than the one she had been riding all this time. Berren helped her up, and his hands did not linger at all. That was much more satisfactory. “I suppose you know the best way to get there, don’t you?”
“I’ve never been myself,” said Berren, “but I’m told I have an unerring sense of direction.”
“Good,” said Lully, “now, let’s be off. We’re burning daylight.”
She nudged the horse into motion, only checking once to ensure that Ruben had at last
mounted the other horse with Graic and that the two were following closely behind. Ruben did not look happy, but Lully supposed that was only to be expected. Graic was seated behind him, arms around his middle, and she had a curiously strong squeeze for such an old woman.
“How long till we reach Victory’s Blight?” she asked Berren, turning her head to the side.
“If we ride swiftly, we should be there tomorrow afternoon.”
She nodded, facing forwards again, and took a firmer grip on the reins.
“Then let’s ride swiftly,” she said, and gave the horse another nudge, more firmly this time. Against the wind, exhilarated at finally moving towards their destination, feeling her heart pound against her chest and his arms discreetly, cautiously wrapped around her waist, she shouted, “Thank you, Berren!”
He leaned forward to speak into her ear.
“Didn’t do it for you!”
She made a mental note to ask him later what, exactly, he had done it for. But for now, there was only the wind and the ride.
They did not stop until that evening, and even then, they rested only for a few hours before getting ready to leave and be on the journey again.
It was Lully who had made the decision. Ruben, she was quite sure, would have been perfectly fine with sleeping forever; Berren, being older, she suspected of being more tired than he would admit to, and therefore resting would not have gone amiss with him, either. But he had more of a reason than the rest of them, she thought, somewhat indulgently. Besides, he wasn’t born to this fight. Whatever his reasons were for doing this, surely, they were not as deep-seated as those she herself had.
And as far as Ruben’s reasons for being here, she decided, she was entirely baffled by them.
She had never seen him so grumpy before. The legendarian was legendary for his incessant smile, which he wore even during the dark times they had gone through on this adventure. But now, repacking bags after their brief rest, taking off feed bags from the horses, re-saddling, preparing for the ride — now, he wore a faint frown even as he went about his business, and she couldn’t quite fathom it.
“What is it?” she said at last, when she could take it no longer. Berren was occupied with putting out the little fire they had started to warm themselves; Graic was snoring away nearby, leaning against a tree trunk. Ruben looked up at her, brow a little furrowed, and his mouth twitched as though he were trying to smile but couldn’t quite manage it.
“What is what?”
“Why so glum?”
“Oh.” He looked down at his horse’s saddle again. “Do not the circumstances call for glumness? Or glumnity, whichever the word is that should be used? We are in the middle of a journey to put together a rebel army, and I am riding a horse that doesn’t like me and which gives me an itch, with an ancient crone behind me who seems determined to squeeze my guts into a one-inch square. It’s getting on towards the middle of the night, and we are riding through nowhere, following the direction of a bastard sheep farmer who can’t even grow a beard correctly, on our way to join a group of strangers who may or may not be planning to betray us, to fight against a government about which I feel no particular compulsion to do so, using the powers of a cursed outlaw, which may or may not work, depending on the way the wind is blowing, and all of this is certain to end in blood and death.” He paused for a moment, working a strap in through a buckle. “You’re right. Why on earth am I so very glum?”
Halfway through his laconic tirade, Lully had flushed hotly, her hand stilling on the tack of her own horse, which was difficult enough to handle without the distraction. She looked away from him.
“Is it really that bad, do you think?” she said. “Do you see doom for us everywhere you turn, legendarian?”
He dropped his hands away from the horse and took a step toward her.
“I know how stories like these go,” he said, heavily. “There is so rarely a happy ending for anyone.”
“Why don’t you go ahead and leave, then?” she asked him, reasonably enough. Though the words were a little bitter on her tongue. She didn’t understand why, and so she decided to ignore it. “You’ve finished what you were hired to do, and you’ve been paid.”
“Paid indeed.” He scoffed. “Not enough to keep putting my life on the line!”
“Well, then, all the more reason why you should leave while you’re still able!”
He sputtered and muttered, a few false starts to sentences, a word here and there, and finally he managed to get out, “Lully.”
“What is it?”
“Do you really not know why I don’t want to leave you?”
She had an inkling, but it was preposterous, so she folded her arms and frowned at him.
“No,” she said, “I really don’t. Pray tell.”
“Because,” said Ruben, “I don’t want to leave you.” He twisted his fingers together and looked uncomfortable and awkward. She stared at him. “If this were a story, I’d take you in my arms and kiss you and show you what I mean.”
“This is no story,” said Lully. “Do not touch me.”
“I know, I know.” He turned back to his horse, and she turned back to hers. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat. “You have nothing to say to me about it, I suppose.”
“Only that you have read too many fairy tales, legendarian.”
“Yes,” said Ruben, and at the sight of how low he hung his head, her heart pained her, and she opened her mouth to speak — but could not quite bring herself to contradict what she had said. “Yes, of course.”
She pulled the last strap through its buckle, abruptly, and turned away from him, pulling her horse along with her.
“We’re burning moonlight,” she said. “Let’s be on our way.”
Perhaps the ride would clear his head, she thought. Perhaps when they stopped again, at their destination, he would have returned to himself.
It was a vain hope, of course, but by the point that they reached Victory’s Blight, she was far too distracted to even pay much attention to poor Ruben. They arrived as the light from the evening was dimming in the far east of the sky; the town lights of Victory’s Blight played against the low hanging clouds, showing bruised purple and a sickly yellow. But in the thickets to the west, people had gathered.
There were not, perhaps, as many as Lully had hoped. And they were, perhaps, less stalwart, less heroic looking, than she expected. But unlike Ruben, she had not been raised on fairy tales and stories; to watch the men and women come out from the thorn trees, to watch them gather in the little meadow in the midst of the brambles, made her heart rise into her throat.
Some were old, some were young. Some were injured, or maimed, or carried the heartbreak and the horror of murdered hopes in their eyes; all were wary, and weary. They had traveled from far to be here, with the prospect of fighting for their queen. They were loyal. They were exhausted. They were the men and women of the rebel army, here to carry the rebel queen back to her rightful castle, her rightful throne, her rightful place at the head of the kingdom.
They stood and watched as Berren slid from the horse and helped Lully down after him. He stood at her side, and she caught her breath.
“They’re all looking at me,” she whispered.
“They came because you asked them,” whispered Berren back to her. “The princess has not arrived yet — you’re the one in charge, till she does.”
She shook her head slowly, looking out over the rough men, the few women among them with squared shoulders and lifted chins.
“What do I say to them?” she said, voice scarcely loud enough to be heard.
Berren put a hand on her shoulder.
“A thank you is always a good start,” he said.
She nodded and moved away from him. She spread her arms, hoping the movement, the gesture, would stir a little more blood into her heart and give her some courage. She opened her mouth to speak, and her voice was too low to be heard. She took a deep breath and tried again.
“I am here for the same reason you are here,” she said. “The king is an imposter — the rightful heir to the throne needs our support, to take back what belongs to her. I am here for loyalty to the throne, to the royal bloodline, to the November King and the rule he has passed down. I am here to fight against dishonesty, against the imposter’s wicked rule, against the pain and the neglect that he has caused. I am here because I love this kingdom, because of love for my family and my friends, because I want to fight for your future and my own. I am here for my faith.” She stopped and swallowed. “If you are here for the same, then I thank you. The princess Irae is on her way, and I know your presence will prove her faith in her kingdom, in her people. She has never given up on you. I thank God, and I thank you, that you have never given up on her.”
She lifted a hand, fingers curled around in a fist, and silently, one by one, they did the same, till their hands were all towards the overarching, wheeling sky above, the ancient stars.
She pulled Berren aside afterward. She was still shaking from her nerves.
“There are so many here. You didn’t send out this many messages,” she said.
He inclined his head, acknowledging this to be true.
She shook her head in wonderment. “Where did they come from?”
“The news spread, I believe.” He shrugged. “It happens. News tends to do that. Many of those who are loyal to the princess have family members who feel the same way — even those who did not fight in the beginning have come to see how it all plays out. They may not all be as willing to get into a fight as you might like, but they are here, at least, out of loyalty.”
“It’s amazing,” she said, simply, and she smiled at him with pure joy. “Thank you.”
He laughed. “Remember, young woman, I did not do it for you.”
“Yes, so you keep saying,” she said, and put her hands on her hips. “Why did you do it, then?”
He smiled at her, and she thought the look in his eyes was almost like that of fondness, the way those who knew her well looked at her. It made her straighten up to see it.
“For the sparkle in your eyes,” he said, and left it at that.
She didn’t believe it for a moment, but it made her smile.
“And in the morning,” he said, “the queen will be here.”
“How do you know?”
“Scouts,” he said. “We’re more organized than you think. The rebellion that was quashed recently was not the only one — we’re getting good at it, you see.” He smiled at her again, a little more faintly, a bit more distantly. She folded her arms.
“You play at being outside of all of this,” she said. “But you’re loyal to the throne, aren’t you?”
“I am loyal to what deserves loyalty,” he said. “I am not innocent in all of the rebellion, I must admit. But I cannot claim the same high loyalties that drive you. Don’t mistake me, Lully — I’m here for my own reasons.”
She looked at him for a moment, searching through his face, which had so quickly become so familiar, and yet the man behind it was still unknown. After a moment, she nodded.
“All right,” she said. “Just so long as you are here.”
In the morning, the Princess Irae came to the camp, as was promised, and with her a silent former guard, and a tall, nervy Forged; and behind them, following far in the distance, a small orange fox.
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GO OFT AWRY
There were too many people for Thorn’s taste, but as it was a rebellion and theoretically the more people the better, he didn’t feel he could complain.
The actual count, he was told, was only somewhere around a hundred and fifty. This had Irae understandably worried. Though one hundred and fifty people seemed like a rather vast amount to Thorn, who had grown up in the woods and had scarcely spent any time at all around large groups of people, he knew that it was far too few to take the castle by storm.
He joined Irae as she sat on a large tree stump, puzzling through the problem and making complicated marks in the sandy dirt with a stick.
“Where do we go from here?” he asked her quietly.
Her brow was furrowed, and she frowned thoughtfully at her marks for a moment before she answered.
“Well,” she said, “my loyal people are both more than I had dreaded and less than I had hoped. I had not really counted on taking over the castle, of course, but it would have been an easy answer had thousands rallied to my side.”
“Perhaps, given more time,” he suggested. “There are bound to be disgruntled, angry settlements all over the kingdom. If you sent messages to all —”
“I have sent messages. But I cannot afford to wait much longer. Each day draws closer to a permanent hold on the kingdom for my uncle the traitor. Each day, Thorn —” She sat up, waving the stick to illustrate her point. “Each day, another of my people languishes in prison, or is set upon by highwaymen, or has his livelihood taken away because he cannot pay the tax. You haven’t heard the stories, the tales I’ve been told. In the name of law and order, innocents are arrested so crimes may be announced to be solved. My uncle has annexed good farmland and declared it a part of the royal grounds, even hundreds of miles away so that he can get the produce from it, no matter that it belongs to someone who needs it for himself. Accused criminals are held in the jail without a hearing, innocent and guilty alike. My uncle has spread a trail of misery and oppression, while the rich sing his praises for establishing an environment of wealth and prosperity.” She ran out of words, at last, and only shook her head.
“Let’s not wait, then,” said Thorn, who couldn’t think of anything else to say — he had no particular liking for the king, but then, he had no particular liking for people in general, and even with the list of things gone wrong, he couldn’t quite bring himself to feel a great passion for attacking the castle. Still, Irae was upset, and that made him feel a spark deep within, an angry sort of discomfort. “What are we doing?”
She pointed her stick in the direction of Karyl, who sat close by, patiently nodding at someone who was asking him simple questions.
“Karyl knows those in the castle who will still be loyal, given the chance. We will send him in — Lully can get us in the back way, under the guise of visiting her friends she left behind, and no one pays any attention to those in the kitchens. Once inside, we can make our way to the throne room, and if he is alone, you can do your work. If not, we will hold anyone else necessary off until you have Forged him. Either way, that’s how today ends.”
“Er,” said Thorn, doubtfully, “are you quite certain that depending on Karyl for this plan is such a wise thing?”
“He is absolutely trustworthy, Thorn. He’s been with me through thick and thin, and you’ve seen it yourself to be true!”
“Don’t get excited,” he said, “I’m not attacking his loyalty. Just his ability to do what you want him to. He’s not exactly acting normal ever since Braeve got her hands on him.”
She hesitated and looked to Karyl again. There was a faint smile visible on his face, but his eyes were shadowed. Irae’s mouth firmed, and she gave a short, decisive nod.
“We can trust in him,” she said. “He may be running slow, and still healing, but I believe that he will come through for us.”
Thorn clapped his hands on his knees.
“Your belief is what drives us,” he said, somewhat facetiously. “Very well, then, what are we waiting for?”
He had his own thoughts about this. But they had come this far, and he couldn’t stop her, not at this point. He had too much invested. Besides which, he couldn’t quite deny that there was a little spark, a tiny flame of excitement in the pit of his stomach at the great plan they were about to embark on — the turning of the world’s stage, and himself a player on it.
Irae spoke to the assembled crowd and explained the plan. She thanked them in a few simple words, as well, looking nearly as embarrassed as Lully had apparently done when addressing them — but her voice carried well, and her shoulders were square, her arms outstretched, and Thorn could feel the people respond to her. They moved forward almost as a body, swaying towards her, and Thorn was so concentrated and focused on the beats of their hearts, the sound of their breath, the aura of their captivation, that he missed out entirely on what Princess Irae actually said.
He thought he could imagine it, though, what she must have told them.
She would have said thank you.
She would have spoken about faith, and loyalty.
She would have wished them all courage, luck, and joy.
He could feel the warmth in her voice, even without hearing the words that were spoken.
As timing was everything — at least, that’s what Thorn had been told — they left the thickets an hour after dark, in order to make their way to the castle walls before the moon was fully up. They left the burning lights of Victory’s Blight in the distance, and traveled in groups, ranged apart in the fields and staying clear of the roads. Irae had appointed a leader for each group — Lully, the one called Berren, and even Ruben had a group to head up, though he looked vividly nervous at the very thought of it all. The legendarian was strangely nervy about everything, Thorn thought — his ever-present smile seemed to have been misplaced. Still, he was steady enough on his feet, and they believed in his loyalty even though they didn’t quite understand it.
A two- hour walk to the outer town walls of Balfour. Two hours in the dark, with only the sound of tramping feet and the occasional cough or sneeze, a few quiet conversations as they went. Thorn could hear each and every one of them. The men and women of the rebel army, here to support their ousted queen, were as nervous as the bard was. Most of them had never fought anything like this before, and they were afraid because they did not know what would happen. Some had fought like this not long before, and they were afraid because they did.
He was so caught up in listening to them all, feeling them swirl around him like points of light in the darkness, that he stumbled over his own two feet. The weight of his pack, including the Anvil of the Soul which was wrapped up well within it, did not help, and Irae, who had been humming unconsciously at his side, caught at his arm to steady him and keep him moving on. He flashed her a smile of gratitude in the darkness — which she couldn’t see, of course, so that was silly — and she let him go as soon as he was steady again, though he wouldn’t really have minded much if she hadn’t.
“Are you certain about this?” he whispered to her. “I mean — about me?”
“A bit too late if it turns out I’m not,” she said, and as he had hoped, she put her hand on his arm again and squeezed, just for a reassurance. It worked, too — he felt very much reassured.
They assembled in two large groups just out of the sight of the castle, in a very convenient stand of trees that made Thorn’s heart heave a great sigh of relief. He felt that he had been far too long out in the open, and the shelter of the growths, small though they were, was very welcome. The first group was to enter into the city of Balfour in smaller groups and range themselves near the castle, waiting for the call to action. The second group, not wanting to call too much attention by such a large number entering the city walls this late at night, was to wait to be needed as reinforcements. Ruben would wait with them.
“Though I’m not sure what to do,” he said to Irae, “I mean, if it comes down to it. How am I to know if we are needed? What should I look for?”
“Look for people running about like madmen,” advised Irae, “and listen for a lot of shouting and screaming. The signals of battle should not be vague, if you’re doing it properly. If things are quiet and you hear nothing unusual, it is probably safe to assume that you are not needed.”
“Oh, good,” said Ruben, smiling a little at last and seeming to relax.
“Silence means that either we have been astoundingly successful,” said Irae, “or we have been astoundingly unsuccessful, and are already dead.”
His smile faded again.
Irae reached up to clap him on the shoulder.
“Let us hope for the first, and prepare for the worst,” she said. She nodded past him at Thorn, who waited. “Let’s go.”
The little group of them went first — Irae, Thorn, Karyl between them, and Lully at the last. Berren, since Lully seemed to trust him so implicitly, would lead the rest of the group into the city once they had entered the castle proper. Though the three were scarcely enough to protect Thorn once they achieved the throne room, Irae had evidently hung her hopes on Karyl’s ability to reach out to the guards who were still loyal, and thus they would have all the protection they needed.
That was the hope, at least.
Thorn had never been in Balfour, and as they made their way through the sleeping city streets, he looked about himself in awe. He had been in villages, and he had visited towns — but never had he seen so many buildings in one place, especially not clustered so close together. Not everyone was sleeping, either, though it was the middle of the night now. There were lighted windows and open doors with music spilling out — gambling and drinking could be seen within. Thorn’s experience with public houses was very limited, and he gawked at more than a few of them until Irae pulled him along.
Behind him, Karyl was moving steadily, though his heart was beating in a slow and irregular way that made Thorn worried to hear it. But he was moving, and perhaps everything would be all right in the end.
For Irae’s sake, he hoped so.
Lully behind him, he could only identify by the stifled gasps and starts of her breathing as she hurried along; her legs were much shorter than the rest of them, even Irae’s, and keeping up was a difficulty.
Irae led them through the city, which stretched out like a maze in Thorn’s mind — he tried to pay attention, to count turns, but there were alleyways and left turns when he least expected them, and once they actually went through a building. Soon he realized that, should he have to traverse the route they took back through the city, he would utterly fail, and be just as utterly lost. He tried to think of the buildings as trees, which helped him to feel a little less overwhelmed, but there were far more stones and bricks than wooden panels here in Balfour, and it didn’t really help that much.
The castle loomed up over them in the dark. A great number of its windows still showed light, even at this late hour.
“The castle never sleeps,” said Irae, stopping to let Lully catch up, and looking up at the sheer face of the castle walls. “There is always someone up, to see to my uncle’s requirements. That’s how I’m quite certain that my uncle will still be in the throne room, being entertained or accepting audiences — he’s always awake.”
“That’s an unfortunate side effect of being immortal,” said Thorn. Irae shrugged a little and took up the path again.
“I suppose he sees it as a worthwhile price to pay,” she said over her shoulder.
Thorn thought about that as they rounded the final portion of the castle wall and found themselves next to a small back door. Even this small back door was impressive, made with heavy, weathered wood panels and iron bracing. There was a small bell nailed to a wooden panel outside on the wall, and Lully hurried forward between them, and reached for it.
She stopped a moment before she rang it, and looked at Irae, who nodded at her, breathing deeply and slowly.
“For the December Queen,” said Lully, quietly.
She rang the bell.
There were a few moments of silence while they stood and fidgeted; waiting was almost unbearable, after everything they had done to get this far. But at last Thorn heard the sound of footsteps coming rapidly towards them on cobblestones, and the door creaked open. A lean elderly footman peered out.
Lully gave him a quick curtsey.
“Hullo, Tom!” she said. “I’m sorry about how late it is. I’ve only just got into the city this moment, and Calara promised she would put us up for the night.”
Tom the footman eyed her.
“Who are you?”
“Don’t you remember me, Tom? I’m Micera, Calara’s cousin. I worked in the kitchens for over a year, I did!” Lully pouted at him. “I can’t believe you don’t remember me, Tom.”
Tom clearly did not remember her, but he also clearly did not want to make her sad. Shifting uncomfortably, he opened the door a little wider.
“Well,” he said, “if you’re going to stay with Calara, I suppose that’s all well and good. But I can’t very well let all of you in. There’s no room in the dormitory.” He gave Thorn a piercing glare, which rather hurt Thorn’s feelings.
“No, no, no need for that,” said Lully dismissively, waving her hand. “The rest have a place to stay and need only to say hello and then be on their way. Calara is expecting me, I believe, unless — did I tell her I was coming tomorrow?” She put a finger to her lips, thoughtfully. “I may have done. So perhaps that’s why she didn’t warn you that I would be here late. Silly me, I forget the days of the week something terrible. I’d forget my own head if it wasn’t nailed on, it’s ridiculous, you know. I can scarcely stand myself. Still, here we are, and Calara will vouch for me if need be, since you can’t remember who I am.” She gave him a smile, which still somehow managed to look like a pout. Tom wavered.
“Well,” he said, “I’ll take you and your sister there in to see, and we can sort the other two out later. I can’t say any fairer than that.”
“Oh, surely not,” Lully enthused. “Thanks ever so much, Tom, you truly are a treasure. Wasn’t I just saying so the other day, Sussie?” she said to Irae, who nodded emphatically but did not speak. “I said that Tom is a treasure. Well, come along, then, let’s go and see Calara.” She bustled off through the door, following Tom the footman, and Irae followed her, turning only to mouth, “We will be right back for you!” at Thorn. The door closed, but not entirely — Thorn wasn’t sure whose foot it was that caught it, so it stayed ajar, but he had a fairly good idea. He rubbed his hands together against the chill of the night, feeling suddenly both hot and cold simultaneously, and began to pace back and forth. He felt like nothing more than a bundle of nerves and said so.
Karyl said nothing in reply, but Thorn thought he saw his massive head go up and down, once, in acknowledgment.
“It’s ridiculous,” Thorn went on, “it isn’t as though we haven’t been doing things just as dangerous as this, or perhaps even more so, regularly for the last few weeks. In fact, ever since I met Jelen, this has been happening.” He shook his head and tugged at the ends of his hair with both hands. “Perhaps that’s the problem. Perhaps it’s just such a sudden change from the nothing of my life previously that I can’t quite wrap my brain around it all.”
Karyl continued saying nothing, and Thorn continued to pace.
Another few moments went by, and he folded his arms, rubbing at them.
“After all, it’s only our lives on the line,” he said eventually. “What have we got to lose? Apart from everything, of course.”
Karyl still said nothing, and Thorn stopped next to him, at last, and managed to smile upwards at him.
“And if you have everything to lose, then you conversely must have everything to win. Irae believes in us. That’s got to be worth something, hasn’t it?” He nodded to himself. “Worth everything. Yes, indeed. We can do this.” He had the oddest, most exhilarating feeling that for once what he was saying was the truth, and on the strength of it he clapped Karyl heartily on the back. With a strange little sigh, the big man folded up into little pieces, like paper, and slipped to the ground.
Thorn looked down at him.
“Karyl?”
Karyl still said nothing. Thorn listened and heard only a vague stuttering in the space in the air where his heartbeat should have been, like an echo.
He wondered how long he had been hearing only that — an echo.
He got to his knees, feeling panic jump and pull at his innards, and with difficulty managed to roll Karyl over onto his side. His own breath was shallow, and Karyl’s was almost nonexistent. He chanced a glance upwards at the door, which was still ajar, but he could hear nothing beyond a few distant footsteps. He could not tell, with his own pulse roaring in his ears, if anyone was heading his way.
“Karyl!”
The big man let out a small sigh like a child who has fallen at last to sleep in his illness and was still.
Thorn dropped his head and closed his eyes.
“Karyl —”
No response. Karyl’s eyes were still open, still unclouded, but they stared at nothing.
Thorn crouched over him, held his breath, and peeled the bandage away from the weeks-old arrow wound at his side.
At first, he thought it was thread, holding the edges of the skin a little closer together, though nothing could make them join — too much was missing. But there was a clump of twisted black, like a large knot, in the middle of the sewing, and as he watched, it moved, and one of the threads lifted, twisted, felt for the edge of the skin like something blind, and curved in again, latching itself to the torn edge of the wound and pulling it taut. It was a spider, all eight legs ending in curved, barbed hooks, holding the wound as closed as it would go. As Thorn watched, the head bobbed again, up and down a little, side to side like a serpent, and then down towards the exposed flesh, like something drinking from a pool.
It did not even seem to realize that it was uncovered. He dropped the bandage, scrambled to his feet, and backed away.
“Thorn? What is it?” said Irae, appearing from the inner courtyard of the castle and hurrying to his side, and then she got a good look at what, exactly, it was, and a startled cry wrenched from her. Karyl moved slightly at the sound, but he made no noise of his own, only continued to stare at nothing with dull eyes.
“She warned us,” said Thorn, rubbing at his mouth with the back of his hand. His throat was achingly, fiercely dry. “Braeve warned us that her specialty was illusions.”
For it was clear, despite the fact that the spider was holding him together, that Karyl was not healed at all, but had only been dying a little more slowly. The flesh of the wound was discolored and exsanguinated, and there were faint purple streaks running up his back and around to his chest, which must once have been red. His skin everywhere, now, was pale.
In Thorn’s head, he heard the dream-Lisca say, clearly, Karyl is dead, but I am still here.
Through numb lips, he managed, “Is his heart still beating?”
Irae’s eyes were wet and streaming, her tears as ready as a waterfall, and her hands were trembling.
“I’m afraid to touch him,” she whispered, but she went to him nonetheless. He continued to stare straight ahead as she bent over him and placed a hand on his heart.
After a moment, she said, “Yes, but only just.” Her voice was weak and shaky, and she was moving like a young child woken from a dream.
Thorn clenched his hands into fists, felt the tug of the snare wrapped around his left.
“Then,” he said, “I can save him.”
Slowly he bent down again next to the prone man, dying the slowest of deaths, and put his right hand on Karyl’s barrel-like rib cage. The flesh beneath Thorn’s hand was soft and spongy to the touch, not at all like it should have been on a man as clearly muscular and strong as the former guard had always been.
“Wasting away,” whispered Thorn.
Beside him, Irae fumbled for Karyl’s hand, wrapping both of hers around it. She bowed her head and closed her eyes.
Thorn said, so low that it was almost impossible to hear, “You’ve always taken orders, Karyl. So here are some more. Live, change, and grow.”
The glow came more easily, more quickly than it ever had before. The lines of the body’s potential rose and twisted and twined, and Thorn snatched his hand away almost before it was over, because there was more heat than he had ever felt. Between him and Irae, there lay the body of an eagle, enormous, half the size of a full-grown man; still, but with the wings already starting to move, to start to beat.
There were a few awkward movements, and then the eagle was standing, stretched up on his legs, claws digging into the cracks between the cobblestones, head lifted; a moment to regain himself, to learn himself, and then the wings were beating, with a powerful downdraft. The eagle lifted himself from the ground and was gone before they knew it.
Thorn looked at Irae, who was still weeping. She was crouched down low, and her hands were flat on the ground in front of her, palms down.
She looked at him.
“You’re probably cold,” he said. “You’re getting all muddy.”
“Thorn,” she whispered, “Karyl was the next step. He was to protect us when we got in the castle. What do we do now?”
He chewed on his lower lip for a moment.
“Where is the one they call Berren?” he said.
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HIS MAJESTY WILL SEE YOU NOW
Berren ran through the streets. Somewhere within, he found the strength to sing.
“Oy oy oy!” he called. “All the boy oy oys! Mairie in the meadow singing oy oy oy!”
It was late, even for the city of Balfour. And his singing was terrible, calculated to annoy. He was counting on it. He continued on, cupping his hands around his mouth to sound even louder.
“In the meadow, Mairie asked me plain as day — whoever shall I sing for, when you’ve gone away?”
It had been years since he had done anything like this. He was nearing forty-five — he had thought he would never do anything quite like this again. Well, he had been wrong.
“Away I go from Mairie, leave her with the boys — leave the boys with Mairie, and all of Mairie’s noise!”
The streets fairly rang with it. He was in a corner, and the echoes were fantastic, if he did say so himself. Windows crashed up and open, and there were shouts from up and down the street.
“Take yourself off home and sleep it off!”
“Ought not to be allowed!”
“Go home, mate, your wife’s waiting for you!”
Berren stood in the middle of the street, flung his arms out at his sides, and screamed, “Chorus!”
Far off in the distance he heard a man’s voice answer.
“Oy oy oy!”
In the other direction, a series of violent hoots and an off-key holler. “Mairie in the meadow singing oy oy oy!”
Berren allowed himself a grin from behind his beard, which he thought was finally coming in nicely. If this didn’t get the attention of the guards in the castle, he didn’t know what would.
He fancied he could hear the tramp of their feet now.
“Whose idea was that, anyway?” panted Lully.
“Your friend Berren came up with it,” said Irae. She had wiped her tears away with the back of her hand, two or three times, and they were finally starting to slow. Thorn could understand it — the last thing she wanted was to appear crying before her traitorous uncle. She must not appear weak. She must appear every inch the queen she was meant to be.
He had the strangest urge to take her in his arms and hold her, but he thought that was probably due to not eating any supper.
Lully had managed to wrangle them in, sneaking them past an unsuspecting Tom, who was also understandably distracted by all the noise that was going on just on the other side of the castle walls. In the distance, there was also the noise of the guards being raised along with the alarm; it wouldn’t account for all of them by any means, but it would account for enough.
Or so Irae claimed to believe.
She was pushing past the sadness and the horror of Karyl’s near death and Forging — she must have taken it and put it on the shelf, was all that Thorn could think. He knew, simply from the last few weeks, how close Irae had been with Karyl, how much she had relied on him. Now she was in desperate need, and he was not there. It was just the three of them, and Lully was still injured and healing.
He stopped her where she stood, before they reached the door that led out of the kitchens.
“Are we sure this is wise?” he said. “Even with some of the guards out of the way. Even with the distractions —”
“Wisdom is a bit beside the point now,” said Lully, “it isn’t as though we have any other choice.”
“Wisdom is never beside the point when you can end up getting killed,” said Thorn, who objected strenuously to that point of view.
“She’s right, though,” said Irae. “Even if it is just us. There are seventy men running around outside causing a ruckus, and we are in the castle with only a few floors and a lot of doors between us and my uncle the traitor. We will never be in this position again.”
“We could wait,” tried Thorn, “and sneak up and hide somewhere, and wait till the opportune moment arrives —” He could see from the expressions on both of their faces that this was not going to work and trailed off. “Oh well,” he said unhappily, “I suppose death is like anything else that happens. It will make me uncomfortable, until it is over.”
Irae managed a watery smile at him, and reached to pat his arm, but apparently thought better of it and withdrew her hand at the last moment.
“That’s the spirit,” she said.
“No, not yet,” said Thorn.
“But,” Irae went on, ignoring this, “I do have one thing to request.” She turned to Lully, who was fairly vibrating with her eagerness to get on with the plan. “Karyl would have known who was loyal to me within the ranks of the guards. But only you will know who is loyal among the servants.” Her eyes were soft, her voice pleading. “Please, Lully. Please, find them, rally them. Carefully, quietly. We need all the support we can get.”
Lully stared at her.
“But,” she said, “the throne room. You’ll need help in the throne room.”
“Indeed, I will,” said Irae. “All the help that is offered. But we won’t know unless we ask for it, and I cannot take the time to wait. Even now, our loyal friends outside the castle walls may be being rounded up and taken to sleep their drunken routs off in the dungeons.” She shook her head and was only moderately successful at hiding a small smile. “We can’t let them down after such a splendid performance.”
Lully hesitated, and Thorn could see her uncertainty. She didn’t know whether to believe what Irae said, or not.
Finally, after what seemed like hours but was only a moment or two, she closed her mouth firmly and nodded. She gave a deep curtsey to Irae.
“As my queen commands,” she said. “You want the left door. I’ll take the right.” Another curtsey, as though she couldn’t help herself, and then lastly, she bobbed forward of a sudden and leaned up to kiss Irae on the cheek. “Take care,” she murmured hastily, and then she was gone.
Thorn looked at Irae, who had to swipe at her eyes again with the back of her hand to get rid of the tears.
“You sent her away on purpose, to keep her out of harm’s way,” he said.
“Perhaps I did, perhaps I didn’t.”
“But now there are only two of us.”
Irae smiled at him. “Yes, Thorn. Just you and me now.”
“But I’ll be busy Forging! You’ll have to fend off any guards he has with him!”
“I know it, don’t shout.”
“You can’t do this on your own!”
She raised her eyebrows at him archly. “I’m going to have to, aren’t I?”
What he wanted was for her to be angry, for her to shout, for her to find the passion she needed to do what needed to be done. What he got was a strange and terrible calm, which gave him an equally strange and terrible feeling in the pit of his stomach. He swallowed hard and tugged once at his hair.
“Jelen,” he said, “are you sure about this?”
She smiled at him, wordlessly, and pushed open the door.
Outside the castle walls, things weren’t going too well.
Both the upside and the downside of pretending to be boisterous, rambunctious drunks was the unpredictability. Yes, Berren could run down the middle of the streets calling and shouting and laughing, and yes, he could lead the castle guards on a merry chase; but it was also astoundingly difficult to put together any particular plan and coordinate any of the efforts of his fellow drunks. Especially since hardly any of them had any knowledge of the city’s layout. They really should have done more research before they headed off on this foolhardy plan, he thought, but then it wouldn’t have really qualified as foolhardy anymore, would it?
A handful of his fellows, from what he could tell, had been caught, and he was grateful that it wasn’t more. There was an astronomical amount of guards out there on the streets. Used to a very tiny village, Berren couldn’t quite fathom the need to have this many to police the relatively small area. But then again, perhaps dozens of drunk men and women going on a rampage all at the same time was not an unexpected occurrence. Perhaps the guards were specifically trained for exactly this time of need.
Whatever the case, they weren’t as bumbling as he had hoped.
With patience and perseverance, and a superior knowledge of the city streets, they had caught a number of the rebel army between the ranks, and were closing in. At one end of the street, twenty guards. At the other end of the street, thirty or forty. Between them, caught in the middle, a large group of the rebels, all milling about, some still pretending to be drunk, others realizing that the game might well be up. There was nowhere to go. There was no one to help them.
The mission was doomed to fail.
Except —
He cracked a smile before he could quite catch himself, and before he could think too long and hard on his chosen course of action, he caught the two rebels nearest him by the arm, threw back his head, and shouted wordlessly at the top of his voice.
They looked at him for a moment, somewhat befuddled. Then one caught on, then the other, and gradually it spread from man to man to woman to man, until all of them were making a tremendous noise, as loudly as they could. One of the men had a particularly impressive scream.
Their throats were raw by the time that they heard running footsteps. The guards, who had been advancing — but warily now, confused by what seemed to be going on — were suddenly set upon by newcomers, attackers in the dark, who rushed in blindly and just kept going.
Berren breathed a sigh of relief.
Ruben, no doubt from long practice and many performances, had recognized a disaster when he heard one.
The halls of the castle were eerily silent, apart from some far-off echoes. They were so familiar to Irae, had once been so dear — and she still had to fight against the tendency to crumble into an emotional heap of reminiscing over her childhood, even under these circumstances — that she would have tiptoed through them even had they not been trying to avoid attracting attention. These were the halls she had grown up in, her home for nearly all her life. Through these halls, she had followed her father as he went about the business of being king. She had been led by her uncle, as he trained her to one day follow in his footsteps —
Through these halls she had run, blinded by tears, escaping into the night while her betrayers settled comfortably into the life she had been born to live.
She tread carefully, afraid of waking up the ghosts of her childhood. She drifted a hand
along beside her, almost but not quite touching the cold stone of the walls, stirring the heavy tapestries that hung there only a little.
“How far —” began Thorn.
“Not long now,” she whispered back at him.
His voice brought her back from the brink. He had no place here, not with the dusty hallows of her memories, not among the echoes of her father’s voice. He did not belong in her home; and thus, she did not either. It was not her home any longer.
Not yet.
They reached the giant double doors of the throne room, and she hesitated a moment longer, her hand just drifting over the grain of the golden wood.
“Whatever happens, whatever awaits us in there,” she whispered, “I need to you to know, Thorn — I don’t know how you feel, but I am glad that I met you.”
She didn’t look at him. She didn’t want to see him smile, or cry, or do anything, really. She was afraid of her reaction, no matter what he was doing.
But all he said, mildly, was, “I’m not entirely sure yet how I feel. I’d like the chance to find out. Let’s not die, shall we?”
She took a deep breath and pushed open the doors.
She wanted to walk into the throne room like a queen. She wanted courtiers, an escort, soldiers and guards, but what she had was her own sword and the strange man at her side with a snare that he sometimes used as a slingshot, and which he had not even unwrapped from his wrist. Well. It was what she had, and so it would have to be enough.
And the throne room, the throne room! So dear and so hated, at the same time. The room in which she had last seen her father, the room in which her uncle had turned from someone she loved and trusted to someone who had taken everything from her. The room was just as she remembered, enormous and stately. And there was hardly anyone in it.
A few guards, barely standing up straight, clearly not too pleased with being up so late, and not as rigorously trained as they should be. An advisor whom she recognized as Sir Merundi, seated near the throne at the end of the room with his legs crossed and his chin on his hand. And her uncle, her uncle the traitor, slouched on the throne, looking for all the world as though he had never lost any sleep at night, as though nothing he had ever done had stung his conscience even a little.
She gritted her teeth.
“Run!” she shouted.
She charged hastily forward, forgetting the door in her haste. Thorn slammed it behind her, startling her, but by the time she whirled around with eyes wide, he had already bound the heavy handles together with his snare.
“Won’t keep it long,” he said. “Go.”
“You go!” she yelled at him and turned back to what she had been doing.
The guards were the first order of business. She attacked the first one rather hastily, so eager was she to get the deed done. He was startled by the suddenness of her appearance, but not as poorly trained as she had thought, and put up a good fight. She was able to disarm him only after a few minutes, and when she turned to the next one, she was surprised to find that Sir Merundi was holding him at sword point already.
The older man, whom she knew very little, gave her a calm smile. He had a lived-in face that looked as though it needed to be shaken out and given a brisk airing, but it was friendly.
“Princess Irae,” he said, warmly. “How good to see you again.”
She looked from him to Thorn, who shook his head and shrugged.
“Karyl was in charge of finding out who was loyal,” he said. “Perhaps they weren’t all in the ranks of the guards.”
Her uncle, who had sat forward, arms resting on the sides of the throne, said, calmly, “I knew it.”
They turned to him at last.
“That is, I had a suspicion,” he said, unperturbed. “Serhiy said something about your scent being a little too clean. I never pay much attention to Serhiy when he says things like that, but I’m beginning to think I should start.”
Vibrating with anger, finding that her breath was coming only shakily, Irae came to stand before him.
“It is too late to start anything, now,” she said. She lifted her sword to point it at his throat. “Come down from my throne.”
“I don’t see why I should,” he said, lifting a laconic hand and examining his nails. “You may stab me, if you like, if it would make you feel better. You know that I can’t be killed.”
“I have no intention of killing you.”
He smiled, and it looked as genuine as the sun. It caught at her heart with curved fingers for a moment, till she shook her head to clear it.
“Oh, no?” he said, softly. “What then?”
“I’m going to take back my throne,” she said.
“But I’ve kept it in the family,” said her uncle, and he smiled again, as though he couldn’t help himself. “Look at what I’m doing. Making jokes at a time like this. It is good to see you, my dear.”
She frowned, taken aback, and risked a glance at Thorn. He looked bemused, and almost as flustered as she felt.
“Don’t say that,” she said. “Don’t say things like that.”
“But it’s true,” he said. “All I have is you, you know. It’s never a bad thing to lay eyes on family. When your father was here — well perhaps it’s better that he isn’t. Watching his only child, his dear daughter, racing in waving a sword. He was a classic royalist, you know. To see his daughter fighting against the crowned king?” He shook his head and tsk-tsked at her, as he had when she was a child.
Irae blushed a brilliant scarlet
“How dare you even mention him. My father—”
“Your father,” said her uncle, with an air of kindly benevolence, “whatever his strengths, was a hothead who didn’t know how to get out of a problem if the solution didn’t involve chopping people’s hands off.”
“He taught me everything I know!”
“Which is why,” said her uncle reasonably, “you would be such a terrible queen. It’s for the good of the country, really, that I step in and take over.” He turned to Thorn, to appeal to him. “I suppose she’s told you I’ve said and done terrible things to her. Well, the facts speak for themselves. Look around you. She grew up in this castle — the servants, the officials, all of them have known her since she was young. How many stood up for her, when I took the throne?” He shook his head sadly. “None but her old nanny, and a little kitchen maid, and a misguided guard. None of whom I see here. But you know what I do see?” He spread his arms and held out one to Irae; his eyes turned plaintive and pleading. “I see a girl who has come home to the only family she has left. Perhaps she doesn’t even understand her own reasons for doing so. Perhaps her own desire for power, her insistence on what she sees as rightfully hers, will interfere with her having the love of her family and her people. But it needn’t be this way, Irae. no one is stopping you from coming home, if that is what you really desire.” He gestured, beckoned with his hand, fingers curling upwards rhythmically. “All will be forgiven, dear heart. Come home to me.”
Irae found that she could not quite breathe — everything was wrapped up in the motion of her uncle’s fingers, in the open, empty palm that he offered her. Her heart twinged, thumped, and she fought the urge to burst into tears. Not here, not now. Not this close.
But it would be so easy. To come home, to take up the close bond she had once had with her uncle, to know her family again. This castle had been home. To sleep in her own bed — to put an end to the danger and the horror of fighting — to stop fighting —
There was a glint in her uncle’s eye that she could not read, and a glint on his finger. Her father’s signet ring. The sign of a royal, of a ruler.
It had belonged to the November King — it did belong, by rights, to the December Queen.
There was a cough from behind them, from the advisor Sir Merundi, but when she looked back at him he only offered her a weak smile.
She could breathe again, all of a sudden, and she turned to Thorn to see him watching her, a curiosity in his eyes. She met his gaze, this strange man, that familiar face which had grown strangely dear to her over the last few weeks. He was strong, but she could see his doubt.
“I don’t —” he began.
She put her hands on his arm, not clutching as she wanted to, but carefully, cautiously, not touching him below the sleeve, just a light weight on the cloth of his shirt.
“Do you trust me?” she asked him.
Thorn looked into her eyes, then, so deeply that she felt like a well, from which he pulled endless buckets of water. She thought she would be empty by the end of it, that he would have all of her, and she would be nothing, have nothing left. But finally, he nodded, slowly, and took a deep breath, and let it out.
“Yes,” he said, “I trust you.”
“Then don’t believe him. He has done nothing but lie to you since you walked in the door. He has lied to me my entire life. There is no good in him.”
Thorn hesitated, still, and his eyes drifted back to the king, who was waiting, with his eyebrows lifted.
“I don’t believe that,” he said.
Irae flinched.
“What?”
“I don’t believe that there’s no good in him at all. I don’t believe it of anyone. I just — I need you to know that I disagree with you.”
She blinked at him.
“Very well,” she said. “I — I don’t quite know why this has to be discussed now.”
“It doesn’t have to be discussed now. I just need you to know, so you will understand why I am not going to Forge him on this.”
From his pack he pulled the Anvil of the Soul, for which they had fought and stolen. She heard the intake of breath from the king, and from Merundi behind them — this was not the Anvil that had been stolen from the castle, but they looked enough alike that they probably would not have been able to tell without a closer examination. Which she was determined that they would not have.
“Thorn,” she said warningly.
“Irae,” he said. “No. No. I believe you that things have to change. I believe you that you have the right to the throne. But the last time you asked me to Forge, I did nothing afterward but regret. And I will not put myself in that position again.” He reached out to take hold of her arm, the arm that did not hold the sword, and she was surprised to feel him trembling. “This is what I need,” he said.
She hesitated, then nodded.
“What you need,” she said. “Only, be quick.”
He looked up at the king, who had started up from his throne at the sight of the Anvil and now was watching them both with dawning uncertainty in his eyes. Thorn cracked a ragged-edged smile at him.
“Hello,” he said. “I think you might become a goat.”
The king sat down again, very quickly, as Irae pressed forward with her sword still out. She cast a glance behind her, cautiously, at Merundi — an unknown factor. Very curious — but he was still holding the guards off with his sword and gave her an encouraging smile.
Thorn advanced up the few steps to the throne and stood over the king. He held out his hand.
The king lurched away from it, suddenly in a panic.
“I can’t be killed,” he warned him.
“I am not going to kill you,” said Thorn. “I want you to live. I just want you to change.”
He put his hand on the king’s chest and narrowed his eyes. Irae found herself watching him closely, watching his concentration; the edge of her sword wavered and drifted down to rest on the arm of the throne, but her uncle did not even struggle, even then. He was watching Thorn too and seemed to find it difficult to talk.
Finally, he managed it.
“Will it hurt?”
“No,” said Thorn. “It won’t. I promise.”
“How do you know?”
“I have it on good authority.”
He pressed his hand flat, and it began to glow.
“You will still be sorry,” said the December King, his voice faint.
Thorn closed his eyes.
“Very possibly, yes,” he said.
The glow lit the room.
They say that there are those who are cursed from birth, those who carry the marks and disfigurements of a disease they don’t have; those who bear abilities and powers beyond human comprehension. They say that these should be chased from human society, that they can only bring destruction and pain and despair; that they have no place with those of us who are healthy and normal and righteous in mind.
Thorn sat at the back of the crowd. He didn’t want to touch anyone. He didn’t want to be touched. There were too many people here. Why were so many people here?
Because people loved Irae.
He supposed he could understand that.
But those who are outlawed, those who spend their lives without human companionship, those who live alone in the woods — sometimes they understand more about being human than those of us who are surrounded by privilege and love.
These were her people; she called them her friends without even knowing them. This was astounding to Thorn, who wasn’t entirely sure about labeling people friends even when he had fought at their side, been rescued by them, and heard them snoring all through the night watch. But perhaps it was good. Perhaps he could learn from it.
He doubted it, but that didn’t mean it was impossible.
We are here because of those who fought for me, for the kingdom. We honor them — those who have fallen in death, and those who rise up, even now, and throw off the curse under which they have lived.
Honor, thought Thorn, was a strange thing. He had never been given it. He didn’t know what to do with it. He wore it uncomfortably, just like sitting here in the crowd. But as he watched the small figure on the dais, he knew that regardless of what honor actually was, or what it actually meant, he did not want to give it up.
People can be wicked, said Princess Irae, but they can also be good. The human conscience is an amazing thing. When my uncle, the so-called King Lev, took a look at what he had done, when he realized what had happened, he could not live with it, and so he put himself in exile, and sent the message for me to return.
She paused, and he could hear her quickened breath.
We honor the dishonorable, she went on, when they do what is right. And so, we remember the exiled, and give recognition to the cursed, and we rejoice at a new, bright chapter here in Ainsea.
There was a small nickering from the general vicinity of Thorn’s feet. He looked down and nudged at the goat with his boot, but gently.
“Quiet, you,” he said.
What were a few lies between friends, after all?Off in the distance, he heard the lonely cry of a fox, alone in the woods; and at the edge of his hearing, the thunderous beat of the wings of an eagle, rising into the rarified air.
Serhiy, against all his expectations, woke up.
Waking up was not easy. Or rather, it was easy, but he didn’t like it. And this was different, for him, because he usually attacked waking up with the same enthusiasm with which he embraced all aspects of life, especially the areas that involved making others feel pain. But today he was feeling pain, himself, and for some reason that wasn’t nearly as much fun.
His head hurt. Well, everything hurt. But his head was what he noticed immediately, and that was probably the biggest of his problems. The pain leaped out at him like a panther in the woods, wrapped both arms around him and dug into the back of his skull with all ten claws. Twenty claws. This panther had too many claws, and it wasn’t scientifically possible.
He was surrounded, too.
He was surrounded, he couldn’t help but notice, by people who looked absolutely harmless. They wore desert-stained clothing and had scruffy beards and long hair, except for one, who was evidently a woman. He thought there might have been three or four of them, except then he blinked and there were clearly fifteen or twenty-five.
Perhaps clearly was too strong of a word.
At any rate, they were having a discussion over whether he should live or die.
The woman was in favor of him dying.
“It’s only fair,” she argued. “He killed Crau, there’s no denying that. If someone kills, they deserve to die themselves. That’s justice for you.”
“May I remind you we live in the desert with no one to tell us what to do?” said one of the men. He was short and squat, but his voice was loud. He raised a hand. “Justice is what we say it is,” he said, and clenched his fist dramatically.
“Fine,” said the woman. “I say him dying is just.”
Serhiy wanted dearly to tell them to go and argue somewhere else so he could concentrate on his pain in peace, but he had a gag in his mouth. He was tied down, too, he realized, which he thought was a bit rich because there was absolutely no way that he could get up and move, the way he was feeling. They were safe from him; he was no danger to anyone Well. Perhaps he could have been a danger to someone, if he really tried. But he didn’t feel like trying. It hurt to try.
“Awake, now,” said another with a harsh, raw voice.
They crouched over him and peered down as though they could flay him with their eyeballs.
“What are you?” said one. “You’re strange. You’re odd. You look like a human, but —”
“Murderer,” said the one with the raw voice.
“No, it’s more than that.”
“Isn’t that enough?”
“He is different,” said the female, rubbing at her throat. “I can taste it.”
“It’s obvious, isn’t it?” said the loudest of the men. He glanced around the circle, and Serhiy could hear his distaste at his colleague’s slowness. “He is an animal, Forged into a human. You can trace his lines and see the original shape.” He fluttered his hand just over Serhiy’s profile. “Fox, most like. Common, ordinary, everyday garden variety fox. Just walks on two legs now.”
“Or he will, when he recovers,” said the woman.
“If he recovers.”
“If justice doesn’t prevail, and we don’t kill him.”
The loud man shook his head. “No. He’s a fox. No one blames a fox for killing, do they? It’s just their nature. Just like it’s our nature to experiment with change.” He put out a hand and touched the pad of his index finger to the tip of Serhiy’s long nose. He put a little pressure on it, and a fresh wave of pain surged through Serhiy. “I reckon we could get a great deal of information out of him,” he said thoughtfully. “I reckon — we could even write a book.”
This, improbably enough, sent a shimmer of excitement through the others, and one rushed off to get a sheaf of papers, while another located a bundle of writing utensils, which he came back bearing in one cactus-like fist. They crowded around Serhiy again. He could feel their enthusiasm lift him, waft him up as though into the air. Perhaps he was getting lightheaded, but he was almost excited about this, too. A book! They were going to write a book about him!
He couldn’t even read, he thought absurdly.
But the loudest of the strange little-bearded men was close to him again, and he was holding a pencil, with which he dabbed delicately at his tongue to wet.
“Now then,” he said, happily. “Where shall we begin?”
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