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PROLOGUE
It was a simple, uncomplicated life.
He woke with the dawn light, to the sounds of incautious birds, and arose from his boughery bed to stretch, yawn, and apprise the coming day. The days were much the same, and there was not usually much to appraise. There would be food left over from the night before, sometimes, or he could go out and hunt. Hunting required traveling; he couldn’t bring himself to hunt on his own grounds, and so he would walk as far away as he could manage in the daytime to snare birds and rabbits and squirrels; then take them home again, wiping dampness from his eyes. There was no one to tell him that hunting was perfectly normal and necessary; there was no one to tell him that weeping was not.
There was no one to tell him anything, much.
So, he listened to the birds, and the squirrels chittering in the trees. He listened to the howling of the wolves, often less distant than he wanted, and the yipping of the wood foxes. He thought, sometimes, that he heard the cry of banshees and haints, and there was no one to tell him that it was only his imagination. He didn’t know what an imagination was. He only knew what he could see, and what he couldn’t.
Sometimes a woman came to bring him food. He knew, on some level, that she pertained to him, that she was probably his mother, and he thought he remembered her bringing him here, to the woods. But he couldn’t be sure whether this was a true memory or a false one — he didn’t know about imagination, but he did know about his mind lying to him on occasion — and so he put it up on the dusty shelf that he had set up in his brains for things that did not matter to him anymore.
His mind could have been lying to him about that, too, but he wasn’t sure.
He was getting bigger — not older, he didn’t think, just bigger — and he was growing away from the few memories he had of when he was a small child. The memories centered around a hut, outside of which there were people. He didn’t know why the people were there, and he never saw their faces, but he knew that’s where they were. Coldly, outside of himself, he knew that once he had lived in a perfectly serviceable village, with a mother and a father, and a dog; but he knew that that was a false existence. That was how other people lived, not how he lived. He was wise enough to know that he was not meant for a life like that.
He was not meant for a life like others, because he was different.
He didn’t know if others could see it — there were no others to test out. He knew the woman who brought him food was afraid of him, and the longer the time between her visits, the more afraid she grew. He knew that fear was a thing that fed on absence, on the buildings of the brains — and so he knew a little about what imagination was, after all, without knowing what it was called. He knew that people were afraid of him, and he dreaded that the animals might someday be afraid too.
And so he traveled, to hunt, and wept over the things he did, and did his best to be kind.
His difference was not just in his being so fearsome, but in what he could do. What he could do and chose not to. He had a gift — he was cursed — he had a power and a golden touch. He could change things.
He knew that this was what made him so fearsome, what had driven him away from the life of a normal boy, and so he did not do it.
One day was the last time that his mother came to bring him food. He didn’t know it was the last time, of course; you never know that things are the last, because they just are; it is only later, looking back, that you realize. But after the last, there is always a first, and so the day after he watched the woman turn silently away from him and hurry back through the woods, it was the first day that he lived in a world with no human attachments, no one to belong to even tangentially; it was the day that he was, at last, truly alone.
It was also his thirteenth birthday, but he had no way of knowing that.
When he realized at last, sometime later, that he had not seen her in a very long time, he sat awake at night and wondered why. Perhaps she had finally grown too frightened of him to come anymore, he thought. Perhaps someone had told her not to.
Perhaps he should find out.
That, at last, was what sparked the occasion of his first visit to the village of his birth. After so long in the woods.
The months drifted on, and the years followed silently afterward like penitents behind the priest, hands folded, and heads bowed. He ran through the woods. He hunted in far fields. He was determined, stubbornly, not to lose his voice, but he spoke to himself in the darkness, as if ashamed, afraid of frightening the animals that he lived with; but still he spoke, and he was determined not to give it up. The earth shrank away as though he flew through the air; he was growing tall. Lean living shaped him into an awkward and ungainly bundle of limbs and sinews as he approached manhood. With the lack of human companionship, he found comfort in the trees, always there, always at his side and at his back — he became content, almost wildly so, and he put the idea of his long-ago village away, although it was perfectly serviceable; his hut in the middle of the woods was his home, and he felt that he had known no other.
It was a simple, uncomplicated life.
Until he heard the voice.
He thought at first it was the woman, his mother, having returned unexpectedly. But it was not, and he knew it almost immediately after his first thought of the possibility. The voice was sweet and lovely, and he’d never heard anything like it. It was low, quiet; not strong, but it carried. It curled around the rippled edges of rough-barked trees, flowing toward him as though it was sent like a dove. It came to his ears as clear as though the speaker were right at his side, speaking quietly to him, for his hearing only.
He stopped and listened.
“I have heard that there are ghosts and monsters in these woods, you know.”
He had heard the same thing himself; it was on the tip of his tongue to say so. But as he turned, he saw that of course there was no one there. Her voice was quiet, and still a way off. If he wanted to find the speaker, he would have to move.
He moved.
The voice carried on in a low monologue as he traveled towards her, feet quick in the loam and fallen leaves. There was something else there, too — he could hear the footsteps now, and the quick breathing. A large fox, watching the speaker with speculative eyes; she must be quite small and undefended if the fox was thinking of attacking. Thorn brushed past it, frightening it off with his approach, and looked eagerly to catch a glimpse of who, exactly, was speaking in the silent woods.
“I wonder how far it is to the edge of the woods from here?”
It was a girl. He knew about girls; rather, he knew that they existed. Rather, he had some vague memory of their existence, from what he thought of as his own previous life. She carried a basket, and she wore a cloak that looked as though it had been nut-dyed, the way his mother had dyed cloth, a yellowish-brown that blended in with the woods around her. She was quite thin, and looked frail, though her voice was strong.
It had been so long since he had seen another human that his breath caught in his throat and he saw spots in his vision. His heart thumped away like an escaping bird, and he thought of running away, fleeing back into the woods — but she continued to walk, and continued to speak, and he couldn’t bring himself to take the first steps in the opposite direction.
“I have to say, I am not really enjoying this walk,” she said, amusingly, in a tone of voice that suggested she wanted to confide in someone but only the trees were available.
Perhaps I should walk with her, he thought, wildly, though that was of course the last thing he should do. It would be ridiculous to put himself in such a situation. Suppose he startled her, and she shrieked. He didn’t think he could stand it if she shrieked at the sight of him. But he couldn’t very well just leave her here and go on with his business as though nothing had happened. Could he? He hadn’t the faintest idea of what to do.
He had no idea what to do.
“Perhaps Mother wasn’t entirely wrong. Perhaps I should have someone with me to go
to the market, instead of going on my own. But I’d hate to be untrue to Father’s faith in me, misplaced as it might be in actual fact. I’d like to show that I’m healthier than they think I am, and more capable too. I suppose I’ll have to wait and see how far I get, won’t I?”
Market! He had vague memories of a market. He had been, once or twice, he thought; at least, he thought he remembered it. People selling things. People rushing around and pushing and looking down at him with faint frowns, as though they knew he was wrong but weren’t quite sure why.
Someone like this girl should never be asked to go somewhere like that alone.
“Well,” he asked himself, conversationally but quiet, “what exactly are you going to do about it?”
The girl stepped around a tree trunk, and he stepped forward at the same moment, striving for poise, lifting his chin, squaring his shoulders. If only his heart would calm down!
She did not shriek. She did not even back away or drop her basket and run. She didn’t do much of anything, really; she went very still, and looked at him very closely.
He said, “Do you always speak to yourself when you’re alone?”
An issue of importance; after all, he did. He didn’t see anything wrong with it, and it was heartwarming to think that it was the sort of thing that normal people did; normal people who didn’t live in the woods.
But she didn’t answer one way or the other, only looked at him with those eyes that pierced straight through, like a thorn in the paw of a wolf.
He didn’t remember much after that. She spoke to him, she listened to him — that was all that mattered. And her eyes never left him; watchful, wary, but curious, too, curious and intrigued. Fascinated, almost. And when he walked beside her, she did not flinch away from him. When he took her elbow as she stumbled — he didn’t even think about it, which was unusual enough, he thought he could probably count on the fingers of both hands the times that he had touched another human — she allowed him to and leaned on him a little as she straightened herself out.
Just as though they were normal.
It thrilled him, and it frightened him more than a little.
She walked away from him eventually, that first day — not until after he had stolen a few loaves from her basket, of course — and he followed her through the woods. Just to keep an eye on her. Just to keep her safe. Foxes and wolves and catamounts in the woods. You never knew what would happen.
He crept back to his hut as the evening started to fall and drew his blanket around him as he tucked himself up in the corner. His little fire died down as he watched it, mesmerized by the embers, seeing nothing else but the intensity of her eyes.
He wondered, daringly, if he could find her, if he went to the village where he had been born. Or — so much the better — if she would ever come back on her own.
She did.
She came back, and she spoke with him and smiled at him, and she gave him a loaf of bread with something she called sultanas in it. He walked alongside her all through the woods, casting sideways glances at her hand where it wrapped around her walking stick — he had a vague suspicion that it meant something was wrong with her, though he couldn’t possibly imagine what. He had never seen someone so alive. He could hear her heart beat loudly, echoing in the cavern of her rib cage, but surely it was only bursting with the joy of who it belonged to.
He learned her name, that day — Elseth — and as she left, he opened his mouth before he was quite aware that it was happening, and his own spilled out.
“My name is Thorn,” he blurted, and had to clench his hands to keep from clapping them over his mouth. Too little, too late.
She smiled at him, though.
“I’m glad to meet you at last, Thorn,” she said. “My mother always told me that I should never talk to strangers in the woods.”
“Of course, she has a mother,” he told the woods around him after she was gone, warding off the time when he had re-wrapped himself in the silence of the twilight air. “She has a father too. I knew that. I knew that. Everyone has a mother and a father — even I do. Somewhere.” He couldn’t explain why it bothered him so much. “Mother, father, village,” he said, experimentally. “A place to belong. She doesn’t live in the woods. She speaks softly and carries a big stick. She’s normal without being normal. She’s a weak and weekly sun.”
Privately — just to himself, without sharing it with the woods at large — he had begun to think that if there were humans like Elseth out there, perhaps being human must not be so bad.
That night he dreamed that he awoke in a house in the village, and there were flowers growing everywhere, springing up from the dirt, pushing up from the depths of the earth. Flowers and greenery everywhere he looked, but the houses themselves were silent and empty, and though there were roofs and walls and doors, the people that made the village a village were nowhere to be found.
He awoke with melancholy sitting hunch-backed at the edge of his mat, and went for a run in the woods, barefoot and shirtless and cold, to keep from feeling too sorry for himself.
Elseth came every week, and though he always hesitated to approach her, she never made him sorry when he did. They spoke of things that were not important, and a few things that were. He told her of his mother, and of how she had apparently disappeared, to all intents and purposes. He told her of what he remembered of his own childhood, which was not much, and of how he had grown in the woods.
When he spoke to her of things that had gone by, she listened with her brow furrowed, a little crinkle right in between her eyebrows, and her eyes were deep and thoughtful in a way he had never seen. She looked as though his stories changed something in her, laced something up inside that had been loose. Encouraged by her interest, he embellished a little — the time he had found a fox cub turned into saving an entire litter from being eaten by a catamount, the occasion on which he had spied on hunters from the market town turned into being hunted down and narrowly escaping with his life. All of his stories brought the same concern, and he began to crave it. Sometimes, when he spoke, she reached out toward him, carefully, and always stopped just shy of touching his shoulder or his ragged sleeve.
He thought that if she touched him he might just break into pieces. He thought perhaps she thought that, too.
She began to need a rest, halfway through the walk, and although he would have happily sat with her forever, she seemed to fear that he would grow bored, and brought a book. The first time, she plopped it on his lap as he sat beside her on the fallen tree stump. He looked down at it askance.
“What’s this for?”
“What’s it for? It’s a book. What do you think it’s for?”
“Hitting people with?” he suggested, because she seemed to think he was funny sometimes. She gave him a look that suggested she did, indeed, find this slightly amusing, but that she didn’t want to encourage him.
“It’s for reading, silly. I’ve always read to my father, but no one has ever read to me. So. Read to me.”
He nudged at it with a knuckle. “I can’t do that.”
“Why not? Are you afraid of reading out loud?”
“No,” he said, though on reflection he supposed he probably was. But that wasn’t the problem. “I don’t know how to read. I was never taught.”
“Ah,” she said, and nodded thoughtfully. “I should have thought about that. I only — we have such a good school teacher in the village, everyone knows how to read at least a little. I know it’s rare, but — I’m sorry, Thorn.” She tapped at the tree trunk between them, as though she wanted to pat his knee reassuringly. “Don’t feel bad. It’s entirely my fault for assuming.”
He wanted to ask what, exactly, she had assumed — was it just that he could read? Or that he was from her home village? — but he wanted more to ask a favor of her.
“Teach me, then,” he said.
She looked quickly at him, and blushed, and then even more quickly away.
“Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly.”
“You could. I’m sure of it.”
She looked down at the book, and shook her head, but she was going to give in. He had never been so certain of anything in his life. She had a knowledge and she wanted — he could scarcely wrap his brains around it — she wanted to share it with him. He closed his fingers carefully over this fact, a fisted hand on either side of him. He could feel his heart in his wrists.
“Oh, very well,” she said. “I’m going to do a terrible job of it, but I’ll try.”
She did try. Thorn wasn’t in a position to tell whether or not she did actually do a terrible job of it — here it was only a few months of knowing her and he was quite sure that she could do nothing wrong, no matter what it was. She dizzied him. When she was around, he felt as though he did not own his own throat, but as though she could contract or expand it at will by careful application of a smile or a look. And so, he learned to read, almost in spite of himself — almost in spite of his teacher — over the course of the rapidly turning months, April to May to June. Around them, the woods changed, grew lazy and still with heat in the middle part of the afternoons. Above them, the birds huddled together, twittering, sensing in their bones what was coming around the corner.
Their only argument came about when she asked him to try again to live in a village, instead of the woods. The very thought of it made him ill, opened up a pocket of grim and yellowish darkness in the pit of his stomach and pumped it slowly into his veins. He shook his head, and sat down, legs weak.
“No.”
“Please,” she said. “This can’t be the way you live out the rest of your existence.”
“I have a place to sleep, food to eat, and you to talk to,” said Thorn, folding his arms and fighting a swallow past the lump in his throat. His voice was not as usual, but perhaps she wouldn’t notice him speaking past the fear. “I — I don’t see the problem here.”
“But this isn’t how human beings live, out here in the middle of nowhere on their own!”
He gave her a pointed glance, and to his surprise, she looked slightly ashamed. But she wasn’t going to let him stop her — he had already learned that she was not so easily deterred.
“You need companionship.”
“I have it.”
“More than just me,” she said. “Don’t you want to know anything about your family?”
Something inside him froze at the very mention. “I know enough already.”
“Suppose some of them are still alive, out there, waiting for you.”
This was a horrible thought. “All the more reason for me to stay here.”
She scowled at him, got to her feet with difficulty, and began to walk away. “You are very stubborn.”
“I would call it determined,” he called after her, and watched for a moment. The walking stick was carrying most of the burden, these days — perhaps there was something wrong with her feet. He didn’t like the idea of anything being wrong, and so he leaped up in her wake, and hurried after her in case the walking stick didn’t do a good enough job. He knew she wouldn’t let it go.
She didn’t let it go.
In the end, fighting his own fear, he followed her through a July afternoon into the village where she lived — the village where he had been born. He did his best to keep his eyes on her, and her alone, as they moved into the settlement, but it was no use. The houses surrounded him, the hard-packed dirt streets surged under his feet — he was swept up and dizzied by a surge of memories. Hurried along the street by a hand prodding at his back, looking up at strangers who looked back down at him, mouths twisted into sneers, brows furrowed with hate. Everyone was always so much bigger than him — he remembered thinking he would never catch up, he would never be able to defend himself against any one of them, let alone the joined-together mass.
The village looked smaller than he remembered, the people seemed more scarce. Good, he thought — perhaps there was a curse on it, now, the way there was a curse on him. Perhaps even having been the birthplace of someone who was Forged was enough to dim the future for them all.
They were gathering glances from the few that were out and about, and he returned them, eyes narrowed in something close to a glare. He kept his head down, his shoulders hunched, thought of what a fox would look like, stealing into the henhouse in the middle of the day, hoping against hope to avoid getting caught. But he was caught already. Elseth wasn’t touching him, but she led him as surely as though she had him by the hand, now, and she was leading him home.
To her home.
The home of the baker, where she had been born and raised, and to which she returned every night to lie on her little mattress and dream about running through the woods.
Thorn took in a last deep breath, momentarily convinced that he would never return, himself, to his own home — and she tugged him over the threshold.
“This is where I live,” she said.
It was the end of the day for the baker and his business, and Thorn was conscious of nothing more than the smell of warm bread that still permeated the air. He looked about the dim interior of the little house where Elseth lived and felt his back curve automatically at the sensation of a ceiling, a roof, over his head, which for so long had only known the open air and the arching canopy of trees. But this was where she lived — this was how normal people lived.
He wanted it for himself, with a fierceness that took him back, but it terrified him at the same time.
Then there was a tall man in the doorway, looking on them with piercing eyes much like Elseth’s. His mouth moved beneath his mustache and Thorn knew he must be speaking, but all he could hear was the sound of his frown, his furrowed brow, his disapproval.
He faltered — but only for a moment. Then the thought of this man, the thought of this village, sending him off to live in the woods as a child, completely on his own, without a second glance — yes, they were all part of it. They had all turned their backs.
He was only vaguely aware of Elseth, trying her best to stand between her father and her strange new friend.
“Let the boy speak for himself. How on earth did you come across my daughter?”
The baker’s hands were ready at his sides, fingers clenched into fists. Thorn weighed the likelihood of being tossed out for telling him, I followed her from a distance while she couldn’t see me and didn’t know I was there.
“She was walking through the woods,” he said instead, “and there was a wolf following her.”
It had looked like a fox, of course, but it was a large one. It might very well have been a wolf. The point, of course, was that she had been in danger, and he had saved her.
Elseth gasped, slightly, and the baker turned wide eyes on her, briefly, as though seeing all that he could have lost.
“What did you do?”
“I went after it, and killed it,” said Thorn, quickly. “I didn’t tell her about the wolf, because I didn’t want her to be afraid of the woods — it isn’t the fault of the woods, and I don’t want her to be afraid of them, because — the woods are my home.”
He put his head down, hoping that it would hide the sudden, unexpected flush of shame that heated both sides of his face.
In the silence, he could hear the baker swallow hard.
“I see,” he said, slowly. “Well, then. What’s your name, boy?”
Thorn told him, and answered the other rapid-fire questions that were put to him as well — where he had come from, how he came to be in the woods, how old he was, who he belonged to — and it wasn’t until the last bit of information had spilled from his lips that he looked up again to see the baker staring at him with true consternation; consternation, and more fear than Thorn had seen in quite some time.
“It is you,” he said. “It is — you’re that boy, the cursed one. Never had a name, no matter what you say. Less than human, that’s you. No family to belong to — no one wanted to claim you, not after they knew what you were.” He stood up abruptly, and his chair went over backward to clatter to the stone floor. “Get out. Get out of my house, and out of my village, and leave my daughter alone if you know what’s good for you.”
Thorn could feel his face burning under the sudden onslaught. Elseth — Elseth must have been saying something — was she apologizing? — but he couldn’t hear it past the roaring in his ears. He rushed out, leaving them both behind, and pushed his way past the few people out in the streets at the end of the day. There were yelps and calls and comments on his rudeness as he went, but he paid no heed to any of them. All he could think of was to be back in the woods, alone, just him and the trees, with no one to yell at him, no one to laugh, no one to speak of the family who did not want him once they had found out what he was.
He wandered aimlessly for what seemed like a long time. By the time he was aware again of who and where he was, his stomach was beginning to growl from hunger, and the night had surged past and brought the far-off horizon of the day. He was in the woods, still, and was startled to find himself near the path where she had so often met him, where she had given him bread and taught him to read.
He stepped onto the path and looked about himself and caught his breath.
She lay in between the roots of one of the largest of the trees, curled around herself and utterly still, not even shaking. In the darkness her skin had a glow to it, translucent and fairy-like. Thorn shrank back against a tree trunk, half afraid that he had been seen, but after a moment he ventured out again. Her eyes were closed.
He crouched down beside her and put out a hesitant hand, stopping just shy of touching her hair. In the dark he couldn’t see her breathing, but he could hear the painfully slow thud of her heartbeat.
“You’ll die out here, little bird,” he told her. “Unless they come and find you soon.” He looked around himself, huntedly, assessing where they were. “And they won’t find you here.”
It was but the work of a moment; he scarcely hesitated at all.
She was a slight but solid weight in his arms as he lifted her, completely unconscious and unable to help. He carried her back out onto the path and towards the village. Step after step brought him closer and closer, and as the dawn broke and he heard the dogs in the distance, his courage failed him as his strength waned. Just off the side of the path, there was another tree with roots spread wide, just the right size to slip her into and keep her off the cold ground. He settled her down gently, laid her head against the trunk of the tree, and withdrew his hand hurriedly as though his touch would wake her.
He said nothing as he left. There seemed nothing to say.
He went back to his hut and slept for hours, till the sound of the dogs had faded away, and then he ventured out again, wrapping his cloak around him and blending as silently into the woods as the mist that came on with the twilight. A voice came to him, from far away — he took several steps toward it, alert, listening for familiarity.
The baker — Elseth’s father.
“She’s dying,” the voice said faintly. Thorn curved in on himself, shoulders buckling and bowing, pouring all of himself into the listening. “She’s dying, and no one can save her. There isn’t a thing that I can do about it, nor her mother, nor any doctor in any village.” His voice caught on some jagged edge, and he cleared his throat. When he went on, his voice was a little stronger. “No one in the world can do anything to save her. Except for one. Except you.”
“You don’t know what you’re asking,” whispered Thorn aloud, though he knew the man had no chance of hearing him. “You don’t know what I can do. A savior who curses is no savior at all.”
But from the baker he heard nothing else, only the warm and echoing silence of the woods. Thorn held his breath; he shook his head tightly.
“They don’t know what they’re asking,” he said. “They’re a pack of fools. I’ll never change anyone else. They can’t ask me to do that.”
If he did it — if he changed her — whether they asked him to or not. No one would ever forgive him, he knew.
If he did it, where would they hunt him from next?
He couldn’t risk it. Not even for Elseth.
He would put it out of his mind.
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DIVIDE AND CONQUER
At the sharp left turn out of golden autumn into winter winds, the December Queen was crowned. It was terrifying. Her Majesty quietly complained of an uneasy stomach for days beforehand. Throughout the beginning of the ceremony, she kept up a steady, nervous humming.
Graic and Lully were nearby, she knew — they had been honored beyond honor for their assistance in regaining her throne. And Thorn and Ruben were out there in the crowd, somewhere — they had been honored as well, but had been somewhat less graceful about it. If it weren’t for their certain presence, she wasn’t entirely sure that she could have got through it. As it was, her stomach bucked and heaved, and it was all she could do to stand still and try to keep her hands from shaking. She didn’t quite manage it, but she did her best.
She knew she couldn’t be much of an imposing sight, even decked out in the full queenly regalia. She wore an emerald green underdress, a tunic with a deep blue pattern over it, and a nervous smile. All of this, when combined with the rusty reds and yellows of the robes of state, certainly must have made an impression, though she wasn’t entirely sure whether it was a good one or a bad one. If only she were taller, and the robes weren’t dragging quite so far on the ground!
That wasn’t the important bit, of course. The important bit to the whole day was that she had woken up as Princess Irae, and she would go to bed as the December Queen, Regess of Balfour, High Ruler of Ainsea. At long last —
Even as the priest intoned the ceremonial passages that would proclaim her queen before God and man, her mind drifted back to the last few months of chaos, trouble, and heartbreak. Her exile from the castle, running from those loyal to her traitorous uncle, racing from those who would hunt her down. She dreamed of those days, still, and woke up sweating even in her cold high-ceilinged bedchamber. She dreamed of running through the woods, pursued by all manner of creatures and men, hiding in the darkness —
But someone was always there for her. It warmed and comforted her heart. Someone was always there, even in the darkest of dreams — the ghost of her father, sometimes, cheering her on, or Graic, strangely lucid in that odd way that dreams have of reaching back to the past, or Karyl — whom she missed dreadfully — or, sometimes, Thorn —
She shivered a little, involuntarily, and the priest paused for a moment and put a hand on her shoulder.
“My child,” he whispered, so only she could hear, “don’t give in to fear.”
Irae straightened her back even further and squared her shoulders. She lifted her chin, and looked out on her people, all massed together and waiting to be presented with their new queen. Their rightful queen.
The December Queen, Irae.
“I’m not afraid,” she whispered, so that no one could hear but herself. “I’m fearless.”
The dues were done, the vows pronounced, the blessings given. Irae was presented to her people as a Queen in truth, and the applause was thunderous, resounding off the ancient stones of Castle Balfour and echoing off the clouded skies.
Afterward there ensued a series of rather tiresome hours in which she was asked to receive the majority of the major nobles and lords from the entirety of Ainsea, as well as a handful of ambassadors from Elgodon, Henschot, and Marwas. The ambassador from Elgodon, a somewhat harried young man with his eyes set too close together, caught Irae’s attention less from his regal bearing and more on account of his hair, which was so curly and frizzy that it looked as though it had been caught in a lightning storm. She couldn’t help but stare at it even as he made his apologies.
“I regret that His Highness the King Lehan of Elgodon could not be present for the ceremony,” he said. “He had so recently returned from his peace meeting with your predecessor, the late King Lev—” He stopped and peered at her. “It is ‘the late,’ is it not?”
“It is not, as I suspect you well know,” said Queen Irae, raising her eyebrows at him. “He has chosen exile as his punishment. For which one can hardly blame him. It’s much less painful to live your life out in another kingdom than it is to lose it violently in your own.”
“I see. Of course. That is only natural, eh? However — I suppose you have contingency plans in place, in case he attempts to do to you what was done to him?”
She frowned at him but did her best to keep it a regal sort of frown, rather than the outright glare she felt like giving.
“I beg your pardon, sir?”
“Lord,” someone reminded her from behind her left shoulder, and she cast a glance backward to see Sir Merundi, who had crept up to her aid without her noticing. “Lord Zedrik.”
“Lord Zedrik, indeed,” she said, and turned back to the man in question. “If I take your meaning correctly and you are in fear that my traitorous uncle will attempt to rise again, let me set your mind at ease. Your concern does you credit, but I have not the faintest suspicion that he will attempt any such thing.”
“It is when there is no suspicion that things often occur, Your Majesty,” Lord Zedrik suggested.
“Indeed.” She considered what else could be said to this, and settled on nothing, as that seemed safest. The ambassador had no way of knowing that the erstwhile December King was in no condition to attempt a takeover, as he was currently spending seven years as a goat. She inclined her head, and turned her eyes towards the next in line, indicating that the interview was over.
Zedrik seemed hesitant, however, and reached out almost as if to touch her. She turned back to him quickly, and his hand faltered and dropped.
“It is my greatest hope,” he said, his voice pitched low, “that the newfound peace between our countries will continue to flourish.”
She narrowed her eyes at him, attempting to divine whether there was any secret meaning behind this. But he seemed quite in earnest.
“It is mine, as well,” she said. “I have never wanted anything but peace for my people.”
He hesitated a moment longer, then nodded and at long last turned away. Irae had a feeling that Sir Merundi was at her side again and turned her head slightly to murmur to him.
“A curious choice of ambassador, isn’t he?”
“There was recently an — incident in the court of Elgodon. Things are shaken up, rather, and he may have been all they could get at short notice. He is quite young, isn’t he?”
“So am I,” said Irae, suppressing an unladylike shrug. “I hope no one judges me on it.”
“Of course not,” said her advisor, and she suspected by the warmth in his voice that he was hiding a smile.
“Do you suppose he rode in an open carriage to come here, or is that the fashion in hairstyles in Elgodon these days?”
“I’d advise seeking information from someone a bit younger on that,” said Sir Merundi, who kept his thinning hair short enough to not have to bother with it at all. “I’m always at least ten years behind in these things.”
Irae turned to the next lord and lady with a genuine smile.
All in all, things went quite smoothly. There were no demonstrations, there were no murmurers that she heard of, and as she called her captain of the guard to her for a briefing immediately after she had dispensed at last with the line, there were no disturbances reported, either.
Clement was a grizzled ex-soldier with truly impressive sideburns and mildly wounded-looking blue eyes. He made a perfunctory bow to her, not sweeping as low as she would possibly have liked, but still respectful. She suspected that he had a wooden leg, and perhaps that was the reason for his stiffness.
“Reasonably quiet, Your Majesty,” he said, almost as though he were grumbling about the situation. “A few drunkards in the taverns, but that’s only to be expected on a holiday such as today. Any excuse for a roustabout. Though I suppose I shouldn’t be speaking of such things to you.”
“Nonsense. I know all about roustabouts. That’s all well and good, and likely nothing to be concerned with — it’s other things I worry about. Are the people happy that they have a new queen?”
“My lady, I’m a guard, not a politician,” said Clement. “I don’t know when people are happy. I only know when they’re quiet or not quiet. That’s the extent of it, from my view.”
“I see. Well. Please keep an ear out,” she implored him. “I realize there are relatively few of you, and you are new at your post, but so am I, you know.”
He snorted a little. “New at my post. Old at my post, is what you should say — dragged out of retirement — but still as sharp as I ever was. Never you fear, my lady. I’ll do right by you and keep my ear to the ground. Karyl’d have my hide if I ever did anything else than my best for you.”
She smiled at him, and she knew it was a sad smile — she couldn’t help it — but he
didn’t seem to mind, or indeed even notice.
“Karyl always spoke very highly of you,” she said. “He told me once that you taught him everything he knew.”
“Hah, that’s a slander and a blasphemy,” muttered Clement, but he seemed rather pleased with it all the same. “Regardless of what that young pup thought of me, or didn’t, I know my duty, and I always have done. Loyalty to the throne is like loyalty to my mother. You couldn’t ask more than that.”
“I would not,” she assured him, and stood at last from her seat on the throne. “I suppose we’d better go into the banquet now. Everyone will be waiting on us.”
“On you, to be sure, Your Majesty.”
“Today is a day for everyone,” said Irae. “Today, everyone should be celebrated.”
She was going to take his arm, but he did not offer it.
The banquet was something truly splendorous to behold: The Great Hall full of long trestle tables, each one surrounded by guests in all sorts of finery, both exotic and domestic. Every available surface was covered to overflowing with rich dishes and meats and flagons of wines and cordials and ciders. They fairly groaned under the weight of the foods and drink and the pressure of the elbows that were planted on them as the guests leaned half across them to speak to their neighbors or reach for another dish. The kitchen and serving staff had evidently not been too badly impacted by the shakeup in regime; unlike the guard, and the advisors, which were still in a state of flux. Or, as Irae preferred to call it, controlled chaos.
Nothing about re-taking her rightful place on the throne had been quite as simple as she would have wished.
She wasn’t even able to make sure that Lully and Graic, let alone Thorn and Ruben, were seated at the high table with her. Graic she could see, holding a court all of her own on a table not too far away. But the rest of them were faces lost in the crowd, and in the meantime, she had to be a queen — she had to be regal and calm and serene, although she was almost entirely fed up with being surrounded by people at this point and was quite ready to be done and alone in her chambers. Or, at least, to escape outside and sit in the woods somewhere with Thorn and the rest of them, huddled around a campfire —
“Your Majesty, are you quite all right?” Sir Merundi again. He was so very helpful that sometimes she wanted to put a hand on his face and push.
“I’m fine, of course,” she said. “Perhaps a tad tired.”
“It has been a busy day for you.” He nodded sympathetically.
“It’s been a busy several months!”
“Indeed. And there are many more to come. Perhaps retiring to your bed after your
dinner is the best cure for your ills.”
“Perhaps,” she agreed. He sent a smile at her, a vague and impersonal smile that didn’t quite reach his blue-gray eyes, kind though they were, and turned back to his own plate. She looked down at her own, at the roasted pheasant, at the roasted potatoes and carrots, at the roasted roast, and pushed down her sudden, absurd longing for the campfire, for hardtack, for easy companionship. She set to pondering what her next steps were, for the good of the country and for the cementing of her own reign.
The rest of dinner passed in rather a blur, as her brain was somewhat more pleasantly occupied, and before she knew it the pudding had been passed and disposed of, and she was free to set the example for the rest of her people by leaving the table and retiring to her rooms. She did so without hesitation, though there were a handful of bards and minstrels setting up on the dais.
As she stood up, Sir Merundi stood with her, and began to clap his hands. The applause spread throughout the tables, and before too long the entire room rang with it to the rafters. Tired as she was, she stood a moment and couldn’t help but smile on all of them. Yes, it was worth it, the long months of fear and uncertainty. Yes, she would do it again.
For this. For all of them. For her people and her kingdom and her throne.
She swept them a low curtsey, head lowered, then stood again and lifted her hand in a wave as she moved away from the table. The sound of applause followed her from the Great Hall and to the stairs. She cast a glance over her shoulder to ascertain that no one was following her and nearly ran into the shadowy figure who lurked on the landing.
Two nearly identical shrieks echoed through the air. She fell back against the banister, a hand at her throat.
“Why do you do that sort of thing?” she gasped. “Can’t you announce yourself somehow?”
Thorn shoved his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders. “‘M sorry,” he muttered. “I can’t exactly have a bunch of pages going around with trumpets to let people know where I’m at at all times.”
She frowned at him. “No more do I.”
“Something like it.”
“Don’t exaggerate.”
“I didn’t think you were going to see me,” he said, somewhat petulantly. “So, I thought I’d wait near your rooms, but I got chased off by some maid or other.”
Irae raised her eyebrows. “Chased off? You?”
“She had a broom,” said Thorn. “Anyway, I haven’t seen you all day.” He seemed to shake off his funk, suddenly, and turned a surprisingly bright beam of a smile on her. His smiles were rare, and especially one filled with so much enthusiasm, and she couldn’t help but respond with a smile of her own. Thorn was not handsome — the term was perhaps unhandsome, as though it were a box that could have been checked but had not been — but his narrow, finely planed face had an engaging quality about it that she definitely liked.
“Well,” she said, “I’ve been a bit busy.”
“Yes, I know.” He nodded at her crown, and his long black hair fell in his eyes. “It’s very shiny.”
She touched it absently. “Thank you.”
“Suits you.”
Irae looked away from him, trying to will away an insistent blush. Why did she suddenly have nothing to say to him? He had followed her and fought for her, though he had no stake in any future for the country — he had done so much for her. So why was it so hard to look him in the eye all of a sudden?
She had only known him a very short time, in the scheme of things, but she had never felt so distant from him since the time that she first met him in the middle of the woods.
“I like your golden robe,” he said after a moment. “It looks very shiny from a distance.” He squinted at it. “Even shinier close-up, I suppose.”
She hitched it up and smiled at him. “It’s going to be the death of me one day, from tripping over it.”
“Oh, I hope not,” he said seriously.
“What have you been doing with yourself all day?”
“Watching. Watching from afar while you are anointed in glory, while the crowd fawns at your feet. And eating things, like meat on a stick, from a tray.”
“I see. A valuable use of your time. And how is my —” She stopped and thought about it for a second. “— goat?”
“Your goat is fine,” he said levelly. “Actually, more than fine. He is being kept in my quarters, and he has eaten three of my blankets already. I don’t envy the maid who is sent to clean up after him.”
“Have you seen the others?”
“The others, meaning Ruben and Lully? Ruben is even now in the Great Hall, preparing
to perform a song in your honor. A song which he has written, I believe, which makes it that much worse.”
“Oh dear,” she said, blanching a little. “Don’t — don’t tell him I missed it, will you? He’ll be so upset.”
“I won’t. I may not have the best grasp on what is socially acceptable and what isn’t, but I hope I know better than to crush a man’s spirits like that. Lully, you know, has been serving at the table all evening.”
“What? I thought she was placed at one of the lower tables!”
“Perhaps she would have been, had she not been a servant,” said Thorn, shrugging.
“She isn’t just a servant! She helped me — you know it, Thorn. You were there. We would have had no army to help us gain the castle if she had not gone to recruit them. I honored her!”
Thorn yawned a little, but she thought it seemed a bit affected. “Well, honor counts for little among men, these days. And possibly even less among kitchen maids. I don’t think she’s unhappy, if that makes a difference to you—”
“Lully? Sent back to serving after all she’s done for me? She’s bound to be furious!” Irae sighed and shook her head. “I will have to see to it, I suppose. Can you take a message to Sir Merundi for me and ask him that she is let off for the rest of the evening? And that Graic is settled well, she has an attendant now, I believe. I hope they haven’t called her off to serve. And don’t let on to Ruben, I pray you. And —” She had turned away from him to head back up the stairs, feeling her tiredness weigh heavily on her. She stopped now and turned back to him. “And where are you going? Why did you need to speak with me?”
His smile had faltered moments before, but it appeared now, just as a ghost of itself, and
looked strangely hopeful.
“I’m going into town,” he said, “as much as I would rather avoid it. I’m going in to speak with Lisca’s father, and I wondered if you would keep me in mind, should I — disappear suddenly, and not ever be found.”
“Oh.” She stepped toward him again. “Batrek Felcin won’t murder you, Thorn. He is a
peaceable man, or he wouldn’t be allowed to remain in Balfour. Even as loyal as he had been to my uncle, he has given no further trouble to my men.”
“Peaceable he may be, but no one has ever tested him to quite the extent of telling him that his only daughter has been turned into a fox,” said Thorn.
“If you’re in fear for your life, let me go to Clement, my new captain of the guard. He will send someone with you. An honor guard, to protect you against angry fathers.” She tried another smile on him, but she was well aware that it only presented itself half-heartedly.
Thorn shook his head. “It’s a thing that I need to do myself. I’m responsible for it. I have to own up. And — it’s been weeks, now, that he must have been wondering what happened to her. It’s time to set his mind at ease and let him know that I’m doing all I can.”
She hesitated, then nodded. “If that is what you feel you must do.”
“It is.”
“Very well, then. Make sure you let him know that it was at my orders that you Forged her. And that it was a question of loyalty and duty.”
Loyalty and duty and the orders of the queen — the motivations behind changing a normal human girl into another creature entirely. Thorn bowed his head but did not make any promises. She watched him go back down the steps and felt compelled to call to him once more.
“Thorn!”
“Yes, my lady?”
“Will you — tell me how it goes? Don’t just run away. Come back to me before you go anywhere.”
A brief nod was her answer, and his eyes flickered up to meet hers, quickly, creased in a hidden smile, before he was gone again, melting into the shadows of the hall below.
She could picture what he was going to — a noble residence, intimidating guards and footmen, a frantic, worried father. Thorn was quite capable of talking himself out of things, she thought, but that didn’t mean that he was immune to dangerous situations. Quite the contrary, in fact. He seemed to attract, or perhaps create, them.
And after the scene with the frantic, worried father?
Another scene awaited him. The woods. A small fox with strange orange-colored fur, waiting quiescently for him to come to her and do his best to transform her back into the young woman she truly was. The young woman who, not so long ago, had fought against Irae herself, out of loyalty to the traitorous December King.
She shook off the vision of what might have been, and turned to finish the long, exhausting slog up the stairs.
It was only after she had gained the top of them at last that she realized it had probably entirely slipped Thorn’s mind to take her message to Sir Merundi.
“Oh, hells,” she said, tiredly, and turned around again.
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INTERVIEW WITH A NOBLE
Castle Balfour was ancient. Poised on a hill, surrounded by a well-maintained stone wall that sloped down to the bay to the west, it was in a favored position for seeing any coming ambush, and keeping itself defended. The city that surrounded it, protected inside the wall, was nearly as ancient as the castle itself. Some of the oldest homes and shops in the kingdom were to be found there, having been kept intact by the vigilance of the reagents within the castle that loomed over everything. Balfour had the largest market in all of Ainsea; on any given day, dozens of languages and dialects could be heard hawking wares or haggling over prices. The city was hustling, bustling, loud, colorful, and never seemed to sleep.
The city was, in a word, terrifying.
Thorn had spent very little time in anything much larger than what would be termed a village; a group of people numbering higher than three was far beyond his comfort zone, and even then, he would rather have been in charge of choosing the three. Here there was no such comfort; here he had no control.
Here, even though he had been honored by the new Queen herself, he still caught suspicious glances being thrown his way. So, he pulled the hood of his new cloak up over his ears, against the chilling winds and chillier looks.
Batrek Felcin had not attended the banquet in honor of the new regent.
Perhaps that was only to be expected; he had campaigned hard to cement the December King’s hold on the throne and had been one of the more loyal of the nobles, which were not a bunch that were renowned for staying true, apparently. Now, of course, there was no going back. Queen Irae was in place, and King Lev had disappeared. But that didn’t mean he had to like it, of course.
Thorn was of the indignant opinion that he should have to like it, but Irae had been very clear on the subject. Anyone who truly had a dissenting opinion on the current regency was allowed to hold any opinion they liked, provided that it did not interfere with Queen Irae’s ability to carry out the responsibilities she held as queen, and provided that it didn’t infringe on anyone else’s rights or peace.
“But that’s ridiculous,” Thorn had said. “Everyone knows now that your uncle was a traitor, and those who continue to align themselves with him are just as bad! How can you just let them continue on believing that they are in the right?”
“I can do it because I am not my father, and I am not my uncle,” Irae had told him, with the quietly confident serenity with which she tended to end all arguments, these days, now that she was on the throne again. That quietly confident serenity which, frankly, drove Thorn crazy, since he was never anywhere near to being a match for it. “I don’t need everyone to agree with me, and I’m certainly not going to descend to the level of threatening them into saying that they do. People are going to believe what they want to believe, regardless of what the fact of the matter is. I can’t chain up their minds, can I?”
“You can’t chain them,” Thorn had to admit, “but you can perhaps change them.”
“And that is what I intend to do,” she told him smoothly. “But it will take some time, and each must move at their own pace. They’ll come around in the end, if they truly want what is best for Ainsea. They’ll see for themselves whether I make things better or not, and whether or not I truly am a queen.”
Thorn didn’t think that it was her being a queen that was in doubt; rather, there had clearly been a contingent of nobles and others who were quite set on Irae never returning alive to Balfour, and the idea that some of them might still be out there, biding their time and waiting for the right opportunity, made him wake up in cold sweats some nights. It hadn’t been long since they had retaken the throne — not more than three weeks, now that he thought about it — and it seemed that every day was just one step closer to a looming disaster.
He told Irae this, and she just gave him a look and told him not to be such a scaremonger.
He went to Lully with the suspicion, instead, but she laughed at him. “Go on with you. Take your dour face and your doom and gloom out of my kitchen. We’ve won, Thorn, don’t you know that? The side of right and good has won.”
He spoke to Ruben about it, but Ruben only turned a morose face of his own on him and shook his head. “So, you think we’re all still in danger and likely to die? Probably so. There’s no telling what might happen, one day to the next.”
Ruben never seemed to be in good spirits, these days, and Thorn wasn’t entirely sure of the reason for it. But he suspected that it had something to do with Lully, and the amount of time which she spent with Berren. Berren was bearded, but charming. He was also a sheep farmer, and one of the heroes of the hour on the night they had retaken the castle; of course, he had done this mainly by virtue of pretending to be outrageously drunk, but Lully always claimed that this was just heroism with style.
Regardless of what it was, or wasn’t, Thorn found himself wishing that he had thought to ask Berren, or indeed any of the rest of them, to come with him to Batrek Felcin as he went to ask forgiveness and explain what had happened. It wasn’t just the destination, of course; it was the journey, through the midst of the crush of people. Even now, as the sun had gone down, and the torches were being lit on every street corner, the joyful throng had not abated, and neither had the noise. Thorn could clearly feel a headache coming on, and he wasn’t even surprised. The last few months had been full of excitement and adventure and some truly terrifying things, but it was the fact that he couldn’t avoid being touched by all of these strangers surrounding him that really was playing havoc with his brains.
He knew the way to the house of Batrek Felcin because he had walked by it numerous times, each time trying to screw up the courage to go in and ask to see the man himself — and each time failing. Now, though, it had been going on far too long. It was time to take action and break his peace.
Even though he was so reluctant to do so that he would almost rather have stayed out here amongst the crowd.
The house of Lisca Felcin’s father shared a wall on only one side, which was a sign of their wealth and importance. The city was so small that all space had to be used most carefully; the fact that this house had a small yard on the western side, looking out towards the slope leading sea-ward, said a great deal about the influence that the Felcin name carried. Thorn paused in front of the yard and spent a moment looking into the sparse, trim greenery that was being cultivated there. Not just vegetables, herbs, and other edibles — there were flowers that he was quite sure were not meant for eating, as well. The luxury of it, using this small square of land to grow something that was purely for pleasure, touched the marrow of his bones with fear.
Batrek Felcin was a very important man, even now with his chosen regent out of power. Money meant power no matter who sat on the throne.
He wondered, vaguely, if anyone would notice very much if he simply disappeared and never came back.
But Irae knew where he was going, and if he did indeed disappear, she would come down to Batrek Felcin herself, demanding to know what he had done with her friend. The thought of her in full queenly regalia, small and belligerent like a short-legged dog, hands on her hips, made him smile inadvertently until he remembered what he was there for. Then he shook himself, slid the smile off his face and tucked it away for a more appropriate time, and turned his attention to the front door of the house.
It was a tall and imposing front door, which was perfectly in keeping with the house itself, which was also tall and imposing. In terms of picking a theme and sticking with it, they had indeed done quite well. Thorn was not small of stature by any means, but now that he stood at last just in front of Felcin’s door, he felt quite ludicrously overreached. What could he possibly say to this man that would actually set his mind at ease?
I’m sorry your daughter is missing, but I hope it helps that it’s only because I turned her into a fox for seven years and she’s out there in the woods somewhere.
He very much did not want to say that.
He very much did not want to say anything, though, was the problem, and it was while he was arguing with himself over the correct turn of phrase that would deflect maximum culpability while still delivering maximum consolation that he took himself by surprise and knocked on the tall, imposing front door. It wasn’t an imposing knock, he was embarrassed to recognize. It was rather tentative, a little rap and a tap. And so, he doubled up his fist and made to pound on the door, to the extent that everyone would know that it had been indeed pounded upon, and the door swung open, and Thorn nearly punched a footman in the nose.
The footman ducked, and Thorn drew his arm back swiftly, wrapping his other arm around it in case it escaped again.
“I’m — sorry,” he managed, fighting off the strange impulse to laugh in panic, “I’m here to see Batrek Felcin.”
The footman, aquiline of nose and far more majestic than any royalty that Thorn had ever actually known — though that was a decidedly limited pool — frowned at him. He was shorter than Thorn, but still managed to give the impression that he was looking down his nose at him, somehow.
“Do you have an appointment?”
“To see a minor noble who has fallen out of favor with the royal court?” prompted Thorn, who was irked by the footman’s manner. “I did not realize that his time would be quite so valuable as to require prior notice of my arrival.”
“It is a good deal later than the usual hours of business, of course, and I should dislike disturbing my lord without good reason.”
“He’s finished with his dinner, hasn’t he? I shouldn’t be disturbing much.”
“What you will or will not be disturbing is not the point.”
“I’m tired of talking to you,” said Thorn. “I have information about his daughter. Surely he would want to see anyone who can offer such a thing.”
It shocked Thorn rather to see how quickly and dramatically the footman’s demeanor changed. He went from insufferably superior to obsequious groveling in no time flat, and with a series of bows, he motioned Thorn into the foyer of the house.
“Of course, if my lord had only mentioned such news right at the beginning, there would have been no delay at all,” he remonstrated. “My lord must understand that we are all eager to see the young Lady Felcin at home once again. Oh, she is a kind and good mistress of the house! We all miss her dearly.”
“Indeed,” said Thorn, befuddled at the change in behavior. “Well. I’m not your lord, but if it means that you let me in to see Lord Felcin, then by all means, call me whatever you like.”
“Please follow me, my lord.”
He followed him.
The house was much larger than any he had ever been in, other than that which belonged to royalty — of course, spending the last few weeks living in Castle Balfour had spoiled him somewhat when it came to living spaces, even having spent most of his life living in a hut in the woods. Still, it was clearly opulent and had cost a great deal, and he found himself looking over it admiringly as he was hurried through the corridor. He had only ever stolen to keep himself fed or amused, and of course he had no excuse to steal now — but still, how easy it would be to lift one of the small knick-knacks or family heirlooms that liberally littered the shelves and tables of each room he passed! He found himself particularly fascinated by a pair of delicate china elephants on an ornate table in the hall. He could imagine young Lisca, waiting until no one was looking, then playing carefully with them —
He could imagine her running down the hall to find her father.
Racing up the stairs far more quickly than any ladylike little girl should.
Turning herself out in her finest to attend a dinner at the castle.
Curled in a small, furry orange ball before the fireplace, whispered the voice in his head, and he shook off the reverie suddenly. It was no secret, not even to himself, that the Forging of Lisca Felcin had meant nightmares and wayward thoughts verging on obsession — but that wasn’t what he was here for. He was here to do his best to comfort her father.
Despite the fact that he was probably the least qualified person in all of time to do such a thing.
The footman bowed him into a drawing room at the end of the hall and closed the door behind him. Thorn looked about himself and took stock. Suppose Batrek Felcin ended up getting dangerous when he heard the news? Suppose he should decide to take it upon himself to get revenge against Thorn for what he had done? Thorn had no real weapon with which to defend himself — the sling that he typically wore wrapped around his left hand and wrist was back in his chamber at the castle, since there seemed little call for such a thing here in the midst of civilization. He dithered for a moment and then settled on standing behind a chair, with his back to the wall. It wouldn’t be the most effective defensive position he had ever taken up, but it was better than nothing.
The door swung open, and a large middle-aged man with a high forehead and the same light, fine eyes as Lisca stepped over the threshold. He paused and stared at Thorn, eyebrows drawing down over the bridge of his nose.
“You aren’t Serhiy,” he said. Thorn flinched.
“Indeed, I’m not,” he said.
The man turned to the footman, who shied back a little.
“He isn’t Serhiy.”
“My lord said it would be a tall, thin, strange man with a singular manner who offered information about Lady Lisca. I took it upon myself to assume —”
“Well, you were wrong.” He took another step into the room and flung a fierce glare at Thorn the way he would throw a dagger. “Who are you? Did Serhiy send you?”
Thorn thought fleetingly of the last time he had seen that human abomination, prone on the ground with blood surrounding his head. If there were anything merciful about this life, Serhiy would surely be dead by now. No one who could kill that cold-bloodedly should be left to just run around and do as he pleased.
Then again, Serhiy had been one of the favorites of the former December King Lev, and the avidness of this man’s question and expression did not seem to suggest that he shared Thorn’s distaste for the former royal executioner.
“Er,” he said, “in a way.” Felcin’s suspicious expression did not alter. “Yes,” said Thorn, throwing himself all in. “Yes, he did.”
Felcin snapped his fingers, and the footman withdrew as if by magic, closing the door once again. Thorn gripped the back of the chair in front of him and watched for any signs of violence. If he was in favor of Serhiy, it seemed that much more likely to be on its way.
But, to his surprise, Batrek Felcin only came towards him and seated himself, gesturing for Thorn to join him. Thorn did so, a bit warily, and poised on the edge of his chair with his hands at the ready in his lap. Ready for what? He hadn’t the faintest idea.
Batrek Felcin heaved a world-weary sigh and rubbed at the bridge of his nose.
“I didn’t want to send Serhiy,” he said. “I wasn’t in favor of it, but the king — he said Serhiy was the best, that he could track my daughter down if anyone could. Frankly, I think that the — I think that Lev was out of his depth, with Serhiy, and wanted nothing more than to have him occupied on some task or other so he didn’t have to keep an eye on him. You never knew what that man was going to do. Just when you thought he had calmed down, he took off again.” Another sigh. “Still. No matter. What news do you have of my daughter?”
Thorn looked at him for a moment, wishing he had decided firmly on what he should say, how he should say it. Batrek Felcin had been an enemy of the rebel Princess Irae — he had fought in favor of the traitorous December King. But now it was clear that he was nothing more than a hollow-eyed, tired father, a father who loved his only child and who had searched for her long and hard; a father who had nothing left to give, no options left and nowhere to turn, beyond the outside hope that this strange man in front of him could give him some peace at last.
Well, he had to start somewhere.
“I,” he started, and thought briefly whether this was a good start or not — he couldn’t be certain, but as he had already begun there seemed nothing left for it but to continue in the same vein — “I came across Lis— I came across your daughter when I had by chance been captured by a band of highwaymen.”
Batrek Felcin looked up, clearly startled.
“She found him, then?”
“I,” said Thorn again, since that seemed to serve him well the first time around, but then realized there was nowhere to go with I apart from, “— beg your pardon?”
“She found her cousin. Rickerd, my sister’s boy. Oh, she thought she was being sneaky when she said she would go to Bertam’s Port to visit her grandmother — and of course she was perfectly fine to go with only one guard! I had set a quartet of them, of course, but she left early while I was still abed, and sweet-talked her way into getting what she wanted. She had a way of doing that.”
“Yes,” said Thorn. “I mean — I could tell, as soon as I met her, that she had — a way about her.”
“I love my daughter,” said Felcin, “but I’d be lying if I said she was always as good as gold. She had too much of her mother in her for that.”
“Mm-hmm,” murmured Thorn non-commitingly, since that seemed the safest option.
“But Rickerd had been gone for months, and some said he joined up with the army from Elgodon, and others that he had gone north to Marwas and been put under a spell by a selkie woman. That’s ridiculous, of course. Both rumors are ridiculous. But it’s true that Rickerd has always longed for a life of adventure, and so we knew he must have done something, if he wasn’t just a corpse in a river somewhere by now — which I couldn’t very well say to my sister, now, could I — or to Lisca, if it came to that, as she was always very fond of the boy. Not long before she left for Bertam’s Port, we heard that someone very like Rickerd had been seen riding along with the Damn Rogues. I assume that’s how you came across my daughter.”
“Well, yes,” allowed Thorn, and the amazing thing was that this was actually true. It was true, and he hadn’t even had to really say anything. Why had he never figured out how to do this before?
“And so,” said Batrek Felcin, leaning back in his chair suddenly, his hands loose in his lap, “she is all right, after all.”
Thorn looked up at him swiftly and saw that his eyes were closed.
“I can’t — can’t tell you what a relief it is,” said Felcin, and he shook his head a little. “I suppose it’s unseemly for a gentleman to let on how deep and powerful his love for his daughter is — well, I don’t much care, not at the moment. I’ve been waiting for so long to hear whether she is alive or dead, and while I will be furious with her for what she has put myself and my household through — all I can really require is that she returns to me, as soon as she can, safe and sound.” He opened his eyes and leaned forward to look keenly at Thorn.
The bottom of Thorn’s stomach dropped out. He should have known better than to think things would be so simple.
He wasn’t here to lie. He had come here to come clean, to set the record straight, to assure her father that he was doing all he could do — which wasn’t much, as he had been able to find neither the true key to un-Forging someone who was Forged, nor was he able to successfully do it in any other experiments — and to let him know where she was. He was here to assuage his conscience.
Selfish.
No. What was he really here for?
To comfort her father.
He was speaking before he was even quite aware of it.
“Indeed,” he was saying, and apparently some portion of him thought it prudent to adopt the same pompous voice with which he had spoken to the footman, though this was patently ridiculous, “when last I saw young Lisca, she was quite happily engaged in playing hide-and-seek with her cousin. A childish pursuit, I suppose, but in their joy at being together for the first time in so long, they were long past caring.”
He saw Batrek Felcin frown, just a little, and knew he was overselling it. He hastened on.
“She sent a message,” he said, “and that’s the real reason I am here. She said to tell you that she — that she is fine, and that she is happy in her pursuits. And that — she will return to you as soon as she is able.”
“Hmm,” said Felcin thoughtfully.
“I’m sure they’re still together, and they are safe, and she will return to you as soon as she is done sowing her wild oats.”
“You strike me as the type who truly tries to be honest, if not exactly the honest type,” said Felcin slowly. “With your knowledge of the Damn Rogues and of my daughter and my nephew, surely you would be the ideal person to take a message back to her, for me.”
Surely not.
“Of course,” said Thorn’s mouth, without the participation of his brain. Whoever it was who had that high-class voice that suddenly seemed to be spouting out of him was in charge, evidently. “You have only to ask, and your wish is my command.”
“Very good,” said Felcin. He stood and went to the small desk against the far wall. From the depths of the inside, he drew out paper and pen and ink. Crouched down over the desk to write, he looked like some strange and monstrous bird on a twig too small for him, but he wrote swiftly and without blotting or stopping to consider his words. Once done, he blew on the note to dry the ink, and folded it over, creasing it with his thumbnail. He held it out to Thorn and fixed him with another stern look as he came to take it from him.
“I don’t expect that you can read, can you, lad?”
Lie. Do you really want to have to explain it to him?
“No, I was never taught,” he started to say, but this lie got stuck in his throat before it was even properly started. A vision flashed across his memory, vivid and sunstruck: Elseth seated on a fallen log beside him, looking up at him with those fine light eyes of hers, a small smile escaping her as she listened to him say his letters over. He coughed and straightened his shoulders.
“Yes,” he said. “A kindly girl taught me, when I was young.”
“Good,” said Felcin, which was not at all the result that Thorn was expecting. “Then you can have a look at this note at your leisure, and see that in it, I tell my daughter that you are charged with taking care of her and ensuring that she gets home. It is a weighty responsibility — she has escaped one guard already. But you know her, now, and she must know you. Surely you will be able to reason with her and see that she is kept safe.”
Thorn looked down at the note in his hand, and nodded, not trusting himself to speak.
“Very good,” said Batrek Felcin, and he clapped Thorn on the shoulder. “I wish you a safe journey, and all the luck in the world. You may need it.”
Luck was not something that Thorn particularly wanted to have a need for, but it appeared to be with him as he left the noble’s house and re-entered the main part of the town. The crowds had at long last begun to disperse, and he was able to move a bit more freely, without being brushed up against or jostled. As he made his way back toward the castle, however, he was somewhat startled and a little alarmed to hear his name called.
“Thorn!”
A male voice. He turned around but saw no one whom he recognized. It took another few moments of squinting into the gathering dusk, lit only by the torches on every corner, before he saw the figures standing at the far end of the street. One tall, one quite small. He heard a slight, girlish giggle, and knew at last who it was.
“Lully,” he said, and started towards them, drawing his cloak a little tighter.
“I told you he could hear you just fine,” she said to her companion, who upon closer view turned out to be Berren. Berren grinned a sheepish grin at Thorn and shrugged.
“Well, we had a bet, the two of us,” he said, “and it turns out she has won. As she must have known she would, or she wouldn’t have bet in the first place.”
“Of course not,” said Lully, with a smug smile. “I’m not stupid.”
“What are you doing out here?” Thorn asked them. “Why aren’t you in the castle still, with Irae, celebrating?”
Lully’s face fell immediately, and Thorn caught a slight shake of the head from Berren. He frowned.
“They’ve finished with me for the night,” Lully said. “I’m just a serving maid, you know. My job is over once the nobles have had their plates passed around and got their pinches in.”
“Oh,” said Thorn, but that didn’t seem to be quite enough. “Irae did ask that you be seated at the table, not serving, you know,” he offered.
Lully’s face developed a brief scowl, but she was able to conquer it rather more quickly than Thorn would have expected and shook her head briskly.
“No, you don’t have to try and defend her,” she said. “I understand how it goes. It would be silly of me to think otherwise — I’m just a kitchen maid, after all, and she’s the queen of Ainsea.”
“That didn’t seem to go well,” said Thorn. “I’m just trying to point out —”
“At any rate,” said Berren, interrupting loudly and clapping Thorn on the shoulder, “since she’s won that bet, I owe this young woman a drink. You are welcome to come along and join us, if you like.”
Thorn opened his mouth, then closed it again. Lully eyed him.
“What is it?”
“I just — in a pub?”
“Indeed,” said Berren, “unless you know some back alley you’d rather.”
“I’ve never gone for a drink in a pub before, is all.”
“Then there’s no time to waste,” said Lully. “Follow me.”
They followed her. She led them through the remains of the crowd to a still-full pub several streets away from the entrance to the castle. She seemed to be familiar with it, wending her way through the patrons to a small table in the back corner. Berren disappeared for a moment and returned with three pints ranged artfully between his hands, seeming to hold the middle one poised on nothing but a hope and a prayer. He settled them down and settled himself next to Thorn, giving a wide grin to Lully across the table and shoving one of the pints in her direction.
She took it with a nod of thanks and turned her attention to Thorn.
“What were you doing out there in the rich sector, anyway? The last place I ever expected to see you.”
Thorn made a face, to which she laughed.
“I went to see Batrek Felcin,” he began, and she sobered up at once. He explained the rudiments of the tale to her, though he had to stop halfway through for her to tell Berren exactly why all of this had occurred. Berren was a newcomer to the continuing saga of Irae’s attempts to regain her throne, and Thorn hardly knew him at all. To the sheep farmer’s credit, he was clearly paying close heed, nodding as Lully explained— though that may have been only because it was Lully who was doing the explaining. Thorn doubted that he would have received such avid attention, himself.
“So, you can see why it was a problem,” she finished up at last. “Lisca Felcin is of noble birth, and even with Irae on the throne and her father no longer in favor, it’s a knotty issue.” She turned back to Thorn. “And now it is even more so.”
“Somehow,” said Thorn, “I have left his house in even greater trouble than I entered it.”
“Somehow,” echoed Lully, rolling her eyes. “And that was the extent of it? Really? He asked for no proof of what you were saying, nothing that would have backed up your story?”
“I think he knew I was lying, somehow,” said Thorn, slowly, “but he didn’t know how, and so he didn’t want to question me further.”
“Well, that makes perfect sense,” said Lully, swirling the remains of her ale around in the bottom of the glass. “If he already knew you were lying, then why would he bother?”
“Yes, I suppose so.”
“How can you have done that, anyway? How can you bring yourself to tell stories like that, when you went to come clean to him?”
“Well, it’s like this,” said Thorn, who had had a chance now to organize things in his head somewhat. “He came up with it on his own, really, but then once he said it, I thought — surely it wouldn’t reflect well on Jelen if the truth came out.”
“You mean Queen Irae,” said Lully, stiffly.
Thorn nodded, then shook his head, confusing everyone, including himself. “I mean what I said. She’s always still going to be Jelen to me. But imagine the fuss he could have kicked up if I told him that, in fact, the Queen had ordered Lisca to be Forged, and then I had actually done it. We’ve gone through such pains to keep the truth about her uncle secret. Why would I risk that just to make a clean breast of it?”
Berren snorted into his cup, and Lully kicked him.
“Don’t be so juvenile.”
“My nose itches,” said Berren.
“You’re wingy from ale.”
“That doesn’t stop my nose from itching.”
“I’m sorry,” said Thorn, aggrieved, “are my problems getting in the way of your drinking time?”
“Yes,” said Berren. Lully reached up to put a hand on his head and the other on Thorn’s hand, though he slid it out from underneath her grasp almost as soon as it was there.
“And so, you’re tasked with going to take a message to a group of highwaymen in order to pass it on to a girl who isn’t there and who you have turned into a fox, but you can’t reveal this to her father and save yourself the trouble because you’ve effectively lied your way into a corner.”
“Your grasp on the issue is remarkable,” said Thorn, with what he considered extraordinary politeness. As a matter of fact, it was remarkable, since Lully had downed her pint in record time, and he himself was still attempting to swim to shore in his own. At least it didn’t seem to affect him, he comforted himself, though it was true that her sentence was confusing.
“You have made some questionable decisions in the time in which I have known you,” said Lully, “and I suppose it is a testimony to the steadiness of your character that you continue to do so even now.”
And he was reasonably certain that that was an insult.
“That reminds me, though,” said Lully, “I had something that I wanted to tell you. It’s quite important, but it keeps slipping my mind.”
“If it’s quite important, I suppose it will come back to you eventually,” said Berren philosophically.
“I don’t want it to be eventually, I want it to be now,” said Lully.
There was a burst of raucous laughter from behind them, and she turned her head to look over her shoulder, frowning in that direction.
“They seem far to holiday-like for this time of day,” she said.
“It is a holiday,” pointed out Berren. “The queen was crowned, and she declared it so.”
“Still,” said Lully, her delicate mouth turning down even further. “Some people are trying to have serious conversations about serious subjects, and they’re over there causing needless noise for no reason.”
“Lully,” said Thorn, entranced by the ever-growing complexity of her sentences, “you are a poetess. Have you read Riskel?”
“I’ve half a mind to go and say something to them.”
“You’ve half a mind left, you mean,” said Berren, not unkindly. “Don’t start a fight when you’ve had a pint.”
She turned the frown on him and stood to her full height with a slow kind of majesty that was undone somewhat by the fact that she was so short.
“I may start a fight on one pint,” she said, “but I will finish it on two.” She flipped a hand at him carelessly. “If you have the second one waiting for me when I am done, then I will keep it short.”
She moved off towards the little knot of men and Berren turned to look at Thorn. “Has she always been like this?”
“You’re asking me?” said Thorn. “I never knew her till two months ago. Has she always been like this as long as I’ve known her?” He thought about it. “Yes.”
They sat and watched in a sort of strange fascination, as Lully drew closer to the raucous men until she was more or less obscured by others in between.
Berren stood up from the table. “I don’t like this. I can’t see her, I can’t hear her.”
“She’s asking them what they’re laughing about,” Thorn reported.
“Well, at least she’s being polite.”
“I didn’t tell you the exact words she used. We should, perhaps, go over there.”
Berren nodded his agreement, and Thorn thought that, as short a time as Lully and Berren had known each other, she had clearly made a lasting impact. Together, they reached the little group of men just in time to hear another burst of laughter.
“You think it’s on account of the Queen that we’re in our cups?” said one man. He was likely not much older than Thorn and was not a great deal taller than Lully. “Well, and you’d be right, I suppose — but not from celebration, my lassie, not by a long shot.”
Lully bristled.
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“That means that she’s no sort of queen,” he retorted, “and all sorts of child. What does she know about running a kingdom? Her father didn’t see fit to make sure she kept her throne, and so she lost it to the first man who whistled for it. She’s done nothing on her own.”
“Uh oh,” said Thorn.
“Lully,” said Berren, his voice a calm warning to which she paid no attention at all.
“You’ll watch your tongue when you speak about your queen,” she breathed, her voice low.
“I’ll say what I please, you mean,” said the slight man. “She doesn’t seem to mind — real men are protesting her coronation all over the place, and she tolerates it in the name of democracy and fairness. In the name of a peaceful reign. Hah!”
His companion spoke up now — he was a great deal taller and broader, Thorn was upset to see.
“What kind of a queen is she, anyway?” He spat on the ground, notwithstanding the shout of irritation from the man pulling pints behind the bar. “She wasn’t even able to depose the December King on her own. She had to have a ragtag crew of nobodies helping her, and no one knows what uncanny power she really relied on. And even then, Lev exiled himself. If she can’t punish the man who takes her throne away from her, how are we supposed to believe that she can follow through on anything she claims?”
“She couldn’t kill him,” said Lully. Her hands were fists at her sides. “He can’t die. He is immortal.”
The bigger man shrugged and downed the last of his pint. “So, they say. Maybe she just didn’t try hard enough. Anyway, any girl like that who decides she wants something — be it a kingdom or a trained pony — and is just given it can’t be much of a ruler. She’s not a queen, she’s a spoiled brat.” He snorted in disgust and shook his head. “Weak. Just you watch. The ambassador from Elgodon says something she doesn’t like, she’ll run crying to her nanny.”
“Worse,” said the first with a grim sort of satisfaction. “The barbarians from Henschot will be uncouth at her. Or the worthless prince of Marwas will marry her after all, and they’ll pass a law that everyone must be as peaceful as they are, and we’ll all turn into women.”
“Just you watch,” said the other. “The next step will be to embrace all sorts — foreigners, cursed ones, the Forged. We’ll all go to hell in the name of unity.”
“Lully,” said Berren, quietly.
Lully was facing both of the men down, fists still clenched, knuckles white.
“What,” she said through her teeth.
Berren smiled, very faintly.
“Do what you will, my darling.”
The first blow, considering that it had to be thrown from a much lower down position, carried a great deal of force behind it. Thorn was almost certain he heard the shorter man’s jaw crack, just a hairline, but enough to land him in pain for some time. The second followed almost immediately after, and the taller man bent over a little — not double, for Lully’s force was not as great as she might have intended, but any blow in that area would at least leave someone breathless. Lully herself was clearly biting back a shout — or a curse — likely of pain, as she shook out her fist. The men stepped back, groaning, and the rest of the pub went completely silent, a milky white absence of noise such as Thorn had rarely experienced, apart from the distant sound of some part of town still reveling.
“Would anyone else like to express an opinion?” inquired Berren.
There was a long, bated moment, and then several other men stood up, chins lifted, hands at the ready.
“Well,” said Berren, looking around at them. “Damn.”
Thorn had been in fights before, it was true, but they were not only few and far between, they also seemed to have rules. If you put yourself in the way of a weapon, you got hurt. If you kept yourself out of the way of a weapon, you might be preserved. The difference between fights such as the one in which Karyl had been mortally wounded, with the Damn Rogues what seemed like years ago, and the one which was ensuing at the moment, was that the rules he thought he knew did not apply. There were no rules. Everything was a weapon: stools and chair legs, entire chairs themselves, knives and full tankards and pint glasses and even other people. It was Berren who picked up the shorter man who Lully had already hit. He threw him at the crush of people who were coming at them, and then tucked Lully behind him. Lully ducked out again in time to kick someone squarely in the crotch, then dodged for the door.
Thorn had never punched anyone before, and he found that he did not like it. It seemed to be a requirement, however; with his brain fuzzed and fogged by the ale, the door seemed impossibly far away, with an impossibly thick sea of humanity in the way. He had always viewed touching people with a certain amount of distaste; the only good thing about punching was that it didn’t require him to touch others for very long. He made his way through part of the throng, dodging and ducking, before someone’s wild blow connected to his cheekbone and sent him reeling. He was on the floor before he knew it, and there were hobnailed boots everywhere, and more than a few of the brawlers tripped over his sprawled long legs.
In the distance, through the haze, he heard Berren give a triumphant sort of crow, and heard the loud thump of multiple bodies hitting the floor.
An answering crow came from Lully, ending in a startled shriek as someone lifted her; from the sound of things, she kicked her attacker in the face, and was deposited back on the ground more or less safely.
It was just then, as Thorn began to suspect that the two of them deserved each other, that something heavy came down upon his face, and the last thing he remembered was a vague notion of needing to swear off ale forever.
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TASKED
“I hope I don’t have to actually tell you how disappointed I am in all of you.”
The December Queen Irae, resplendent in if slightly overwhelmed by her robes of state, tucked her hands behind her back and fixed them all with a glare the likes of which Thorn had not seen since — well, since the last time Irae had been so disappointed in him. Really, it seemed to happen with depressing regularity. Perhaps he should try to do something to stop that from happening.
He had no idea what, however.
As a matter of fact, he was a little bit fuzzy on how he had managed to land the disappointed glare this time, though as he had woken in a jail cell with Berren snoring on the ground near him, he had an inkling that it wasn’t the most distinguished of evenings.
“And on the night of my coronation, of all the possible times and seasons!” She left off trying to seem impassive and flung her arms out at her sides, clearly frustrated beyond reason.
“That is why,” said Lully, who had her arms folded sullenly but seemed to have at least some idea of what they were doing there. In Thorn’s experience that probably meant that it was her fault.
“Why what?” demanded Irae, putting her hands on her hips.
“It was the night of your coronation, and those men in the pub were slandering your name,” the diminutive kitchen maid fired back, mimicking her queen. “Of all the times and seasons, indeed. We only fought them because of what they said.”
Irae took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I want to encourage the freedom of speech —”
“It was slander, Your Majesty,” said Berren. “Any of your guards, in the direct employ of the throne, would have done the same.”
“Be that as it may, I cannot have my friends — my closest and most trusted friends,” she clarified, sending another glare at Lully, “drunkenly attacking my citizens and starting brawls. That is no kind of precedent to set. You, Berren, have been honored along with the rest, and the public knows that you have been of great value to me. No one could doubt your loyalty and your sincerity. Just your judgment. And you, Lully.” She folded her arms again and shook her head. “I can’t even begin to imagine what you were thinking. I don’t know what you were doing out of the castle wandering around last night, to begin with!”
Lully maintained her silence and kept her eyes on the ground. Irae waited a moment, then heaved a sigh that sounded like a concession.
“You will have to make amends,” she said. “The crown orders that you make restitution to the public-house, in that you have broken a number of pieces of furniture, and further orders that you be fined for causing a disturbance. You are lucky that I don’t need to give you even more time in prison, just to make an example of you. But there are others who have created messes, some of them more pressing than yours, and so you will reap the benefits of your own bad deeds being outweighed by others.” She waved a hand at the royal treasurer, who waited with a few other men in charge on chairs ranged along the wall near the throne, which had been empty all day long. Irae was a pacer. “See to it, will you, Geffred?”
“My lady,” said Berren slowly, casting a sideways glance at Lully, “with all the respect due to your position, I don’t believe that it is wise to let slander such as we heard go without at least investigation, if not punishment. It is a dangerous attitude to allow to foment among the people.”
“I appreciate your concern,” said Irae. “If you will, please speak with Sir Merundi about the problem, and detail to him what you have heard. He watches my back in these and other matters, while I attempt,” she emphasized with yet another glare at Lully, albeit a softer one this time, “to establish and maintain healthy, respectful ties with my citizens.”
“Very well, Your Majesty,” murmured Berren, casting his eyes low as well. He touched Lully’s elbow, and she made an awkward, automatic sort of curtsey to Irae, before turning away without meeting her gaze again. The sheep farmer followed her to the door and out of it, while Geffred the treasurer hurried after them both, sticking his quill pen behind his ear.
“And me?” said Thorn, spreading his hands. “What about me?”
Irae paused and looked at him.
“Does your face hurt? It looks as though something heavy landed on it.”
He rubbed at it, gingerly. “A bit,” he said, “though I’m more worried about my head, which aches something fierce.”
She gave him a faint, fond smile.
“What punishment awaits me? I may as well get it over with. I haven’t any money to be fined, I’ll tell you that right now.”
“You,” she said, “have other things to be concerned with. You’ve spoken with Batrek Felcin?”
“I — I have.”
“Good. I expected no less. I have news for you.”
Thorn sagged a little.
“Nothing good ever comes out of ‘I have news for you.’”
“You might disagree once you hear what it is. Lully was meant to tell you, but as I understand from her intoxicated ranting last night, she has been so caught up with being wooed by Berren and starting drunken bar fights that she has completely forgotten. When she went to the village of your birth, she found out a few facts about your history which, I understand, you had wanted to keep as silent as possible.”
Thorn kept his hands loose at his sides and put his eyes on the ground. Almost dispassionately, he observed that his heart rate had sped up at the very mention of the village where he had been born.
Irae stepped close to him and put a hand on his shoulder.
“Any such hopes are misplaced,” she assured him. “You are not forgotten there, but there will soon be one who has the best of reasons to remember you fondly.”
Thorn lifted his head, shaking his dark hair out of his eyes and meeting her gaze. In his chest, his heart surged and boomed.
“Elseth,” said Queen Irae, and nodded to him. “The baker’s daughter. It is almost her time now, to wake up and see —” She laughed a little, obviously unsure as to what, exactly, would be seen by the baker’s daughter. “See whatever there is to be seen, I suppose.”
“Whether she will live,” breathed Thorn, though as it was difficult to force breath into his lungs, it was more difficult still to speak.
“Yes,” said Irae, and she dropped her hand from Thorn’s shoulder and looked away from him. Turning to one side, she began to pace. “Yes, that is of course the main concern. Her health, her general condition, how much of her memory of the past seven years she retains — and most importantly of all, if she comes back to herself as she was, before she was Forged.”
“Before I Forged her, you mean,” said Thorn, through lips that were nerveless and numb.
“Yes,” said Irae. “And so, you must travel back to your village, and be there when she awakens.”
Thorn twitched so violently that he actually fell back a half step. With both hands, he reached up to tug at the ends of his hair.
“N-no, wait,” he said, “no, wait.”
“Thorn —”
“You can’t — I understand that you want to — maybe you think this is kind to me, Jelen, but I can’t do that.”
She stepped in front of him again and lifted her hands, not touching him, but soothing him from afar. Her voice, too, was low and soothing.
“There is more to this than you might expect, Thorn. Perhaps it may be kind, and perhaps it may not, but either way, I need to you to be there when she wakes so that you may tell me how it happens.”
“Why?” he demanded, losing all tentativeness in the emotion of the moment. “Why must I be there for that? Why do you want to make me go back to the village I was run out of — twice! — to see the girl who may or may not die as soon as she wakes?”
“Because you didn’t use the Anvil of the Soul to Forge my uncle,” said Irae, maintaining her soft, even voice. “And I am afraid that seven years may not be enough to undo the harm he has done to my kingdom. I need to know how he is likely to return to himself.”
Thorn flung his arms in the air, nearly knocking himself over with the vehemence of it. Panic made his tongue run loose and illogical.
“He is likely to come back to himself with a craving for grassroots and wool blankets,” he said. “He is likely to be just as hard-headed and traitorous as he was when he was a human, before he became a farm animal with idiosyncratic eating habits. What does it matter, Irae, how he comes back?”
“I need to be prepared, Thorn.”
“Just because she comes back a certain way, does not mean that the rule applies to everyone who is Forged,” he objected. She nodded at him, serenely.
“I do understand. And I do sympathize. But you must be there when she wakes, and you must be my informant, my educator, my researcher. Take Ruben with you, if you like,” she offered. “I’m sure he would be delighted to be able to gather more research for his book on the Forged.”
“Ruben has left already,” said Thorn. “After you snubbed him last night, he departed for parts unknown.”
“Oh.” She wilted slightly. “I’m sorry to hear that. I truly didn’t mean to hurt his feelings.”
“Yes, well, you did,” said Thorn eagerly, pleased to have the conversation turn to other topics. “If I were you — not that I’m telling you what to do — I would have him brought back and make him the royal bard here in the castle. Well, no, I probably wouldn’t go that far,” he amended, thinking of the little he had heard of Ruben’s performance the evening before. “But I would at least try to lessen the sting a little.”
“Yes, that is very good advice, and I appreciate that you are so keen to look out for the feelings of your friends — but you can’t avoid the subject that easily. You shall take Berren with you. He’s likely to want to get back to his sheep farm, anyway. Take Berren by all means, but you must go.”
He spread his arms, hands empty.
“Please,” he said.
She shook her head.
“You must do this.”
“I can’t.”
“It is an order,” she said simply. “You will go. And that is all.” She turned away from him again and nodded to another of the men who awaited the queen’s pleasure. “See that he is equipped for the journey, and that Berren is instructed as to what is expected.”
Thorn removed his arm from the grasp of the other man, who seemed to be quite eager to please, and turned once more to plead with Irae.
“Please, Jelen,” he said. “Please — don’t ask me to do this.”
She was facing the throne and would not look at him.
“I thank you for your service to the crown, Thorn,” she said. “You may leave the goat here, if you like.”
“She wants me to leave,” Thorn told the man who conducted him outside the throne room and to his own chambers, there to be prodded inside for the gradual orchestration of his traveling affairs. The man only nodded at him, more or less sympathetically, and began to roll the pack Thorn kept in the corner, as a memorial to the journey he had taken. Thorn had scarcely expected to be called upon to need it again.
Though, what was he expecting? He considered the facts morosely. He was in no greater standing than Lully or Graic; less, if it came to that, for his history with the queen was only recent and he had no real title in the castle. No one even knew what it was he had done; with the story being spread that the former king had exiled himself, there was no room for Thorn in the legend. He wasn’t sure how that was going to contribute, in the end, to the Forged having less of a stigma attached to them, but he had chosen not to think about it.
Now, though, it rather jumped out at him. After all, if Lully, who had known the Queen for a great deal longer and been close friends with her, had no position beyond her usual one of serving maid, what use could Irae have for a Forged who could not even be acknowledged as such? No wonder he was being packed off like a third cousin.
“She wants me to leave,” he told the horse which he was given, an hour later. He could still hardly believe it. “I help her to get back her throne, regain the kingdom and take back what was hers by birthright. And she tells me to slip off and go home.” He shook his head, touching gently at the edges of the horse’s ears. “Not even home. Just where I’m from. That isn’t even the same thing, not when you’ve been run out of town more than once. It’s bad enough when it happens when you’re a child, but when it happens multiple times —”
“Believe me, I am not entirely pleased with how this is turning out, either,” grumbled Berren from beside him. “Do you reckon that she isn’t in favor of my attentions to Lully? Suppose she had her heart set on her marrying that strange bard, Ruben.” He shook his head and gave a mirthless chuckle. “The very idea of it is ludicrous, of course.”
“She wants me to leave,” whispered Thorn to himself. “I can scarcely fathom it.”
“You’d best get to fathoming,” advised Berren. “We’re nearly to Victory’s Blight as it is, and I’d hate to think that you’ll reach your home village tomorrow without ever believing that you’ve been headed there in the first place. I have a certain reputation to uphold. I can’t be carting imbeciles around with me willy-nilly.”
“Which path shall we take?”
Berren cast him a surprised glance.
“The Northern road. Victory’s Blight to Ainsea’s Delight, as the saying goes. Passing Lovesick on the way; should reach there by tomorrow evening if all goes well. It’s too bad we didn’t get an earlier start this morning, but not much to be done about that, as the Queen was so dead set on making us see the error of our ways.”
“Northern road,” muttered Thorn. “I haven’t gone back to — I haven’t gone back since I left, you see.”
“Ah.” Berren nodded. “Yes. I quite understand. Well, I should have been back before now, you know. My sheep are probably wondering what’s kept me. Losing sleep over it, I shouldn’t be surprised. They’ll have to stay up and count themselves at night to drift off.” He smiled to himself.
“I doubt it,” said Thorn. “Do you think we’ll pass by any bands of rogues?”
Berren sputtered at him. “What? Why would you ask such a thing?”
“Because I have a message for them.”
“Don’t speak such things out loud, boy! Do you want to curse us?”
“I’m cursed already,” said Thorn gloomily. “What does one more or less matter?”
“What sort of message could you possibly have for the likes of them, anyway?”
“Well, it’s an interesting story,” Thorn began, tugging at his hair. “But I’ve changed my mind, and I’m not going to tell you. Nothing against you personally, of course, it’s just that I neither know you nor like you and even when I do know and like people I still have trouble trusting them to the point of telling them stories, especially interesting ones.”
Berren looked at him for a moment, then threw his head back and guffawed.
“At least you’re honest!”
“Er — of course I am,” said Thorn untruthfully.
“Then I’ll be honest in return. I hope nothing more than to have an uneventful trip to Lovesick, tend to my sheep, and get back to Balfour town as soon as ere I can. I would be sorely disappointed if I was forced to fight off a band of rogues just to satisfy your quest to deliver a message, no matter how interesting the story is.”
“To get back to Balfour town,” said Thorn. “Because of Lully? It doesn’t matter much to me, I’m asking only because I want to know.”
Berren sobered at the question.
“Truth be told, no, that isn’t my only reason. I’m not settled in my mind over what happened last night. I’m not loyal to a fault, by any means, and I can understand why some might have doubts over how Queen Irae managed to come by her throne, without knowing the true and full of it. But still, the words that were said smacked of treason, and there needs more doing about it than claiming freedom of speech.”
“Did you speak to Sir Merundi about it?”
“That I did. I told him exactly what I heard last night, along with a few things I’ve picked up over the last few weeks that you probably have not been privy to. All is not well here in Balfour.”
“All is not well anywhere,” muttered Thorn, squinting at the hazy sky. “Life is uniformly terrible.”
Berren ignored him. “I don’t know what that Merundi fellow is up to, but if he’s the Queen’s chief advisor, he’s falling down on the job. There’s more than one group that are spreading all sorts of lies about how our Irae was able to take back her throne — and only a few of them pin it to what it actually was and include the involvement of the Forged. Those are worrisome enough, even though they have some of it true, simply for what else they’re including. There are rumors that the Queen is gathering Forged, pulling from secrets kept long and well in villages here and there throughout the entirety of Ainsea. The ideas of what she might be wanting them for vary, but they are all uniformly destructive.”
“Gathering Forged,” repeated Thorn. “Like they say used to be done in the old days.”
“Aye,” agreed Berren, nudging his horse a little to the right so he didn’t drift off the path. “The bad old days.”
“I’ve never met another Forged,” murmured Thorn. “I only have heard of them, now and then, and nothing too specific. Nothing to really believe in. Why, I think — I think I may be the only one.” He hadn’t ever realized it till just then, but as soon as the words left his mouth he realized the truth of them. He did believe that he might very well be the only Forged in all of Ainsea; in all of the world. True, there were the reports and studies of the alchemists in the desert, but those were hearsay only; even the supposition that Thorn’s abilities had been passed down from his mother’s family line was only just that — a supposition.
The feeling of loneliness was not unfamiliar, but he had kept it at bay for the last few months, by dint of keeping busy and surrounded by people. As it settled back into its place for a stay, like a cat curling up on a cushion, he poked at it gingerly to see if it still hurt.
It did.
Berren had no time for this, however.
“Like as not, you just haven’t looked hard enough,” he said. “Regardless of what they’re claiming, only a few of us know the truth. But they do say that lies can run quicker than streambeds in winter.”
“Do they?” said Thorn politely. “I’ve never heard that before.”
Berren cast him another sideways glance and shook his head.
“Jest all you like, my friend, but if your queen doesn’t look and act sharp, she may find that the throne is harder to keep hold of than she thought. And considering she’s lost it once already, that’s saying something.”
Around them, the thickets that surrounded the area of Victory’s Blight were beginning to rollick past; behind them, the castle loomed behind its walls and gates. Ahead of them, far in the distance and waiting in tomorrow, the town of Thorn’s birth, and Berren’s too — and Elseth, silent, waiting.
Thorn bit his lip.
“She’ll be fine without me,” he said. “Without us. We have a job to do.”
“Pray to God you’re right, son,” said Berren doubtfully. “Pray.”
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COMPLICATIONS OF THE REGENCY
Sir Merundi was one of the last council members left over from the previous two regents — well, one and a half, Irae re-reckoned — and, as such, had a tremendous amount of seniority over the rest. Especially the new ones that she was endeavoring to appoint, which were largely unknown. Perhaps it was silly to try to set up a council based on what she remembered from when she was a child, but it was either that or sheer gut instinct.
And Sir Merundi was not helping her out, either way.
“Not to be petulant,” she said when he had strongly advised against the fourth candidate she had mentioned, “but it does seem as though you just never like my ideas.”
He smiled at her a bit ruefully. He had a friendly, rumpled, lived-in face, and his smile almost always looked as though it were apologizing for something.
“It isn’t that, my lady, I assure you. It’s only that you’ve not been living with these nobles, and I have.”
She hunched her shoulders a little, defensively. “It hasn’t been that long since I was exiled from the castle. I do remember more than you might think.”
“Nearly all the nobles who served on the Council when you were still a princess have passed on, been demoted, or have outright left the kingdom,” he pointed out. “Whatever the reason, few of them have been able to make it through your uncle’s short and selfish reign. Now, the names you have put forth are still in the area, to be sure, but I have a bit more experience than you as to what they’ve been doing with their lives. Not all nobles are noble, you know.”
She smiled despite herself.
“I know. I thank you for your help, Sir Merundi. I know you’re only wanting the best for me, in your own way.”
He offered a half bow, eyes on the ground.
“Even as we search for suitable candidates, a larger issue looms. You sent the farmer, Berren, to report to me.”
“I did. He was involved in an inebriated scuffle, to put it lightly, in the town last night. He claimed that there were words spoken that verged on treason.”
“More than verged,” said the councilman heavily, and seated himself on the steps near her feet. He draped his arms over his bent knees, and leaned forward, a casual attitude that both took Irae by surprise and made her want to pay more attention to the older man. “And that report was not the only one that I have had. There are factions both in and out of Balfour that are speculating as to the nature of your uncle’s exile, and to the legitimacy of your own coronation.”
“Legitimacy?” she said, half-starting from her chair. “Complaints about the sudden change in regent I can understand, but how can anyone deny the legitimacy of my queenship?” Her voice rose in distress. “My father was the November King! I am the last of my house. If anyone has the right, it’s certainly me.”
He lifted both hands to stem the tide.
“I know, I know,” he said, soothingly. “The trouble lies in what your uncle has done. Regardless of the fact that his claim was illegitimate in itself, he did declare himself king. And as King — as the December King — that may seem to have closed your house, and your calendar. There are those who rally for a new year on the throne, for the ascension of another house.”
Her brain went white, blank, and wordless, and she could do nothing but stare at him for a moment. He looked up at her from his position on the stairs below, calm and matter of fact, remarkably free of any sentiment or apparent feeling.
“My — my people believe that my house has ended before me?” she managed at last. She was aware that her voice sounded as small and weak as that of a little girl, far younger than her own eighteen years, but she couldn’t quite manage anything more. There was no force behind her words; there was no strength inside her. “They believe that I have taken something which did not belong to me?”
He reached a hand out to her as if on impulse but stopped just shy of touching her own hand where it gripped the arm of the throne.
“Not all of them,” he said, “but a sizeable contingent. And the ranks of them include many of the nobles which you would otherwise have sought to include in your new council.”
“But I fought so hard to get back,” she whispered. “We did so much — we lost so much! Karyl —”
“It is a tragedy,” said Sir Merundi, though without any real emotion behind it it did not sound as though he truly thought so. “I didn’t know your friend, myself, but it is hard to lose anyone who has remained loyal and true through everything.”
“Yes,” she said. Tears were sparking at her eyes, tiny pinpoints of water, and she blinked rapidly and shook her head. “It is terrible. Especially when there are so few who will stand by you.”
“Well, my lady,” said her councilman with slow deliberation, “I can assure you that you still have your loyal friends. I was always there for your father, and I can promise the same to his daughter. As much as you were taught when you were young, it is still a long, slow road to becoming an effective, wise, and just regent, and I have dedicated my not inconsiderable skills and resources to assist you on your way.” He stood up readily, sprier than she would have expected at his age. “The first order of business ought to attend to the ambassador from Elgodon, Lord Zedrik. I understand there is some confusion as to the peace treaty your uncle had so recently signed with Elgodon’s king.”
“Yes, of course.” She rubbed both hands over her face and sat up straight. “Please send him in. And accompany him, if you would. Having not been here when the treaty was made, I would like to have some first-hand knowledge at my disposal.”
He gave her a deep, respectful nod, and left the room. For a moment, Irae sank back into the throne — the throne which belonged to her, now, though others would contest it. She rubbed absently at the rich cloth with which the arm was upholstered, wondering if it were possible to count the threads, to know everything there was to know about being a queen in Ainsea. Her own father had sat here, and his father — King Lev’s brother — and her own great-grandmother, too. So on and back for eleven regents, all of those of her house, her own full calendar.
And her uncle had taken the place that belonged to her?
She splayed her fingers over the arm of the chair and tightened them till her knuckles whitened.
No. She would not allow it. This was her throne, and it belonged to no one else.
Let them come and try to take it from her again.
There was plenty of room in the goat shed.
It was only a few hours later, of course, that disaster struck.
Night had fallen with a particularly sudden swoop, which Thorn put down to the mountainous region in which they were traveling. It seemed to go from broad daylight to a sky all full of stars in less than ten minutes, and though that could not possibly have been the case, Thorn felt as though there were some strange forces at play. It was as though a giant black bird had swooped down over them, speckled with the tiniest of holes so that daylight could just barely be seen.
He was not normally given to such flights of fancy, and made the mistake of mentioning it to Berren, who only laughed and shook his head.
“It’s true what they say, then,” he said. “You Forged are a strange lot.”
Thorn took issue with this wholesale painting of the Forged with one large brush, and also with the casual belief that there were more Forged out there — if it was so easy to believe it, then why couldn’t Thorn do so himself? — but he hadn’t time to do more than open his mouth before there were whoops heard from the darkness on either side, and then the sst-thunk! of an arrow being shot, and there it was quivering just in front of them, visible only because it had been set on fire. Thorn yelped, Berren swore, and there were answering whoops from in front of them. Berren yanked on the reins of his horse to get him to turn around, and Thorn put his heels to his. Inasmuch as he was thinking at all, he was hoping to move quickly enough to dodge whoever was in front of them.
“You’re going the wrong way!” Berren yelled back at him.
“I’m not, you are!” Thorn yelled in return, though at the back of his mind the thought nagged him that this was a stupid and childish thing to say. But there was nothing to be done except what seemed to be the wisest choice — although it was almost immediately shown to be the wrong one. The whoops and hollers that he had heard were more than bluffs; the bodies to which the noises belonged appeared in front of him almost immediately, with more flaming arrows at the ready. The rogues — he assumed they were rogues, he didn’t seem to be able to go anywhere without encountering rogues — were on foot rather than horses, but arrows knew no limitations. Thorn slowed to a stop.
Behind him there was a loud yell, the sound of blows landing, and a tremendous crash and thud. So at least, Thorn thought, turning back had also been the wrong thing to do. This was cold comfort, however.
One of the rogues held a torch, from which the flaming arrows must have been lit. In the light of it, he stepped forward, and held it up to Thorn. The horse shied away a little, but not before Thorn could see the glint in the man’s eyes, behind his mask.
“An ambassador of her new Majesty,” said the rogue, his voice muffled. He fingered the insignia on the horse’s saddle. “Why, we could hardly hope for anything better.”
“I find — I find that hard to believe.” Thorn’s voice was caught in his throat. He coughed hopelessly. “I’m nobody important. You should aim higher.”
“Nobody important, eh? And what are you doing with a horse from the queen’s stables, then?”
“Maybe I stole it,” said Thorn, in a burst of inspiration that did not have the intended effect, as the rogue only laughed, somewhat insultingly.
“Maybe you did,” he said, “and maybe I’m the queen’s twin sister. Come down off of that horse.”
Thorn came down off of the horse.
He no sooner lit onto the ground than he took off running, hoping that the element of surprise would buy him a little extra time. His hope was a forlorn one; the rogue pelted after him and caught up within fifty paces. In short order, Thorn found that his arms were twisted around behind his back and he was being marched back towards the rest of the group, which waited, presumably with faintly amused expressions — at least, that’s how Thorn pictured them looking, beneath the masks. His inability to escape being caught by highwaymen for the second time in as many months should, at least, have some value as entertainment to someone — it certainly was nothing other than an embarrassment to him.
With the horse being led behind him, Thorn was conducted off the pathway and into a well-hidden ravine, kept out of sight by a combination of the moonless night and the handy — for them — diagonal split of the mountainside. Thorn stumbled more than once as he was directed down the steep slope, but the highwaymen, led only by the light of the single torch at the front, were sure-footed as cats, even in the rocky rubble that littered the ground. Ahead of him, Thorn could make out the flickering light of a campfire, kept easily out of sight of the pathway above by the turns and twists the ravine took as it meandered downwards.
There was no doubt about it. The masks, the jeers, the cage that he now saw waiting ahead of him: this was the same band of rogues that had caught him once before, dealing the blow that had led to Karyl’s end, and joining his journey with that of Lisca Felcin.
“I don’t believe it,” he said, his lips numb.
“That’s perfectly all right,” said the rogue who had him by the arm, cheerily. “You don’t need to believe a thing in order for it to be true.”
Thorn looked about himself for a clue as to what might have happened to his erstwhile companion, and found it in the presence of Berren himself, who was limping and pale and looked much the worse for wear. Berren eyed him, and Thorn eyed him back.
“I told you that you were going the wrong way,” he said.
“Didn’t put up much of a fight, did you, son?” said Berren.
“I tried to run,” said Thorn, defensively.
“Tried to? You tripped over your own feet, did you?”
“I mean, rather, I did run. I just didn’t get very far before they caught me.”
“That’s all right,” said Berren, reaching out to ruffle Thorn’s hair. Thorn’s back went rigid; he was unsure whether he should object to the contact in and of itself or whether he should just be outright insulted. “Not everyone has it in them to be a hero, you know. Don’t beat yourself up about it.”
“I beg your pardon —”
But they were in the middle of the rogue’s camp, now, and had been brought before a figure seated on a fallen log in front of the fire. He was toasting a piece of bread, holding it out gingerly on the toasting fork, and he, like the rest of them, wore a plain black mask. He glanced up at them quickly, then back down at his task, jerking his chin at the rogues that held Thorn and Berren by the arms. They were conducted a little way away from the fire and seated forcibly on the ground.
“That’s him,” said Thorn. “I knew it.”
“Him? Him who? Him that caught you before?”
Thorn nodded wordlessly. His companion leaned in closer to him, brows drawn furiously low over the bridge of his nose.
“You just had to say it, didn’t you?” he whispered fiercely. “You just had to go and speak them out loud and jinx us!”
“I didn’t mean it to happen like this!” whispered Thorn back to him. Though it struck him, as the words were leaving his lips, that perhaps this was, indeed, what he had wanted after all. Since Irae had first told him of his task to travel to his home village, his burden of being there when Elseth awoke, he had wanted nothing more than to avoid it, it terrified him so. Perhaps this was how it was going to happen. Perhaps he would get what he had wanted after all.
Perhaps this was just a lesson that the universe was using to teach him that there were worse things than going home.
Whatever the lesson, he wholeheartedly wished for nothing more than to be done, at last, with being an unwilling student of life. But not in the sudden, terminal way, he amended quickly, in case the universe was listening.
Berren lapsed into an irritated silence, apart from an occasional grunt; something seemed to be wrong with his leg, though Thorn couldn’t tell what it was in the sparse light and deep shadows cast by the campfire. They sat together for an interminable time, until in response to some unseen signal, the rogues who were guarding them pulled them to their feet and presented them to the leader once more.
He had finished his toast. This disappointed Thorn, who wanted to know how he was going to eat with a mask covering most of his face.
The leader of the rogues waved his toasting fork at them in a generally welcoming sort of way. The figure was familiar, and the voice — it was the voice that really told Thorn that he was in the presence of the leader of the rogues. He had heard that voice a few times before, most notably the night that Karyl received the arrow wound that led to his end, or rather to his Forging. It was a curious, raspy, engaging voice, and it created a picture of a dark and vivid man with strong, handsome features; none of which could be belied, as he always wore a mask.
“A good autumn evening to you,” he said pleasantly. “I trust you’ve put all thoughts of escaping out of your mind by now?”
“Something like that,” said Berren, his voice sharp with anger. “As a matter of fact, I’ve half a mind to turn you all into the guards, to teach you a lesson in interfering with the travels of an honest working man. Can’t very well escape until I’ve done that, now, can I?”
“It is, indeed, good to have goals in life,” the leader assured him. “Be that as it may, yours will have to be postponed.” He thrust the toasting fork into the ground beside him and rested a hand on it casually. “As things lie, my own goals supersede. It has been some time since we took any travelers to hold for ransom. We need to keep our hands in, you understand.”
“But we’re no good to you for that,” interjected Thorn. “Why would you want us, anyway? We can give you no ransom. We’re nothing. We’re nobody.”
The rogue turned his pale eyes on Thorn, and chuckled. Despite the apparent pleasantness of the sound, it had a slow, dusty, creeping quality to it that Thorn very much did not like.
“I remember you very well, as a matter of fact. Nothing and nobody you may be, but you escaped my cage, along with your companions. And you’ve come now from the castle, wherein the new queen has just taken residence. So, you’ll be happy to realize that I view you as potentially very valuable indeed, no matter how much you apparently struggle with a poor self-image.”
Berren turned a glare in Thorn’s direction; Thorn looked away. Having the keen attention of the rogue leader as well as the sheep farmer’s practiced glare all at once was far too much.
“I will bring no ransom, no matter what you say,” he muttered.
“I highly doubt that,” said the rogue. “And I hope, for your sake, that you are wrong.” He nodded again to his henchmen, and Thorn felt hands tighten on his arms. “At any rate, we aren’t far off from the castle. We will find out in the morning.”
Thorn opened his mouth to object again — though he hadn’t much to say beyond, perhaps, “We certainly will not!” which would have just sounded childish again — but he was already being tugged away from the fire. This time, they were brought to a little area in the midst of the men, most of whom were busily engaged in preparing and eating food. Thorn did a quick estimate as he looked around at the group and guessed that there were around thirty of the rogues. Far too many to overpower all on their own; he hoped desperately that Berren wasn’t about to suggest that they try anyway.
But when he turned to eye the sheep farmer, he found that Berren didn’t appear likely to suggest trying anything much. He was even paler now and sweating profusely even in the cold night air. There was enough light from a nearby torch that Thorn could see that the left leg of his trousers was dark and damp, and that there was something sticking out of his leg about six inches above the knee.
“Wait a moment,” he said, getting to his knees and moving towards Berren, “there’s something — oh.”
“Yes, oh,” said Berren. “Oh, it took you long enough.”
“I suppose you did try to fight them.”
“I did,” allowed the older man, “and I didn’t acquit myself too badly, if that isn’t nothing but empty self-flattery. More than one of these damn rogues will be hurting in the morning.” He rummaged in the little bag that was tied around his waist and removed a roll of cloth that was cut up for a bandage. This he tossed to Thorn. “But they got me before I had gone too far, before I even got off the horse to show them what was what.”
Thorn unwound the bandage and cast a glance around at the rogues. A few of the closer ones were watching with apparent unconcern; perhaps, thought Thorn, this was the most entertainment that they ever got, watching their victims try to clean themselves up afterward. Still, no matter the circumstances, it was better than being locked in the cage with a wounded Karyl and a broken-armed Lully and a distraught Irae —
Irae, who very likely would be inclined to pay a ransom, if only to be able to lecture Thorn on getting himself caught twice by the same group of highwaymen.
Staying here seemed almost more attractive of an idea.
He was called back to himself by another pained grunt from Berren.
“An arrow wound. You know, this is exactly what happened to Karyl.” Thorn poked at it carefully, and Berren swore and swatted his hand away.
“Is that a fact, my helpful friend? I thought his end was due to the arrow wound not being tended, or cleaned, and him riding on with it, and then your beloved queen hiring an illusionist instead of a true healer, and then you turned him into an eagle.” He snapped off the shaft with a grunt and pulled something from where it was stashed inside his shirt. “In any case, your Karyl was an ex-guard, was he not, and thus meant to be beyond any sort of vice, disloyalty, or reproach? Whereas I, as a bastard sheep farmer, am full of all of those things, and proud of them. So, I have something he did not have.” He shook the something, which proved to be a bottle, at Thorn by way of demonstration, and pulled the cork out with his teeth. Thorn was certain that he did this simply to be dramatic.
“What is that?” asked Thorn, fascinated despite himself.
“One hundred percent pure pash,” said Berren promptly. “Which you probably have never heard of, and that’s because it’s not for young ones like you. It takes a little gray at the temples to be able to handle it, you see.” He poured a dash of it over the wound, gasping a little, then ran his fingers along what was left of the shaft, digging down into his flesh for the head. Thorn flinched and turned away from him, a surge of queasiness sending a chill along his spine, but Berren barked, “Be ready with that bandage,” and he turned back in time to see Berren’s red-tipped fingers carefully remove the head of the arrow, all stained with gore. Thorn felt the earth underneath him swim and tilt, uncomfortably.
“Not too deep,” said the sheep farmer, levelly. “So that’s good. I don’t suppose you can bandage that for me, can you?”
“I can,” said Thorn, though he was dazed and wanted nothing more than to look away from the sight. “I — I know how.”
“Oh, good,” said Berren, and passed out immediately. There was blood welling up from the wound, and Thorn held his breath to clean it, douse it with another dose from the bottle, clean it again and then finally wrap it tightly.
“Two arrow wounds,” he said as he worked, talking to himself to keep himself company, talking to keep himself from swooning away in his turn. “I’ve been out in civilization for two months, and I’ve already seen two arrow wounds. Why does anyone ever go out among people? It’s so much safer just to stay at home alone.”
He sniffed at the mouth of the bottle, out of curiosity. It smelled strong and rather sweet, but not at all unpleasant. So, he tried a little of it, just enough to get the taste on his tongue. The taste, too, was strong and sweet, but the burn afterward was like eating embers, and so he reached hurriedly for the flask of water at his waist, to kill it. It took several swallows to make the taste die down into an uncomfortable ghost, and he could well understand how no infection, however robust, would possibly survive being drowned in the stuff.
“Gray at the temple, indeed,” he said to the unconscious sheep farmer. “If I didn’t have it before, I do now.”
Around him, the rogues and highwaymen went about their nightly routine, paying him absolutely no attention — he was not even an entertainment, now — and Thorn sat beside his unconscious companion, wondering how on earth he was going to get out of this one, and wondering whether Irae would consider him worth rescuing after all.
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PEACEFUL NEGOTIATIONS
“The crown thanks you for meeting with us this late in the evening.”
It was, in fact, just past dinner time. Lord Zedrik had proven surprisingly difficult to find, according to Sir Merundi, and when at last he had been located, he claimed only that he had been out seeing the sights of the town. Balfour town was Irae’s home, the place where she had grown up, but she knew perfectly well that there were no sights worth seeing that would occupy an entire day. So, it was not without a certain amount of suspicion and trepidation that she greeted Zedrik.
If it bothered him that her greeting was a trifle cool — or if indeed he even noticed that it was — he did not let on. Instead, he seemed to maintain his cool admirably, in spite of the fact that it was highly irregular to have a diplomatic meeting at this time of the day. She wondered if perhaps his dinner had included a little wine. She wished she would have thought of it herself.
But now was the time for concentrating on the matter at hand.
“It pleases me, in fact, that the crown is so focused on settling the issue that she is willing to meet,” said Lord Zedrik. “I hope that the urgency of the situation has been communicated to you.”
She squinted at him.
“Not entirely,” she said. “As I understand it, my… predecessor signed a peace treaty with your king. That is all well and good, but as I have regained my rightful place on the throne, the terms may have to be re-negotiated, if they don’t in fact fall into the best interests of my people and my kingdom. And with my uncle having been the one who signed it to begin with, I have my doubts on the subject.” She turned to Sir Merundi, who nodded at a page to bring the queen the signed copy of the peace treaty. She took it from the young man and scrutinized it. She had, of course, read it thoroughly already; but there was value in making the ambassador wait, she thought. Wait and sweat a little.
“My lady,” said Lord Zedrik, “this was, as a matter of fact, my main concern. I understand that the advisors to your predecessor, as you call him, are largely no longer in your employ.” He shot a sharp glance at Sir Merundi, who looked impassively back at him.
“You could hardly expect me to keep traitors on to serve as my Council,” said Irae.
“Certainly not, certainly not,” said Zedrik, and he was indeed sweating, she was gratified to see. “My only question is whether or not the remaining member of the Council, Sir Merundi, has adequately informed you of the exact terms of the peace treaty.”
“I have here a copy of it.”
“Yes, my lady, I can see that, if you’ll pardon me, but — not all of the terms were written down.”
She arched her eyebrows at him.
“Oh, no?”
“No, my lady.”
“Doesn’t that rather spoil the point of having a peace treaty to be signed in the first place?” She turned to Merundi, who smiled his faintly apologetic smile at her. “Were you aware of these extraneous terms, Sir Merundi?”
“I was told only that the signed copy was the official one,” he said, smoothly. “As for anything else, we have only the say of the worthy ambassador.”
“Indeed,” she said, turning back to Zedrik, who was beginning to turn red. “And what were these extra terms, Lord Zedrik, that were not important enough to be written down?” He blustered for a moment, and she went on. “I grow tired of waiting for you to come up with the correct answer, I’m afraid. Let me set your mind at rest this very moment. The terms of the peace treaty in themselves, as written and signed, are not acceptable.” She ripped the long piece of paper up, longways first, then crossways, and continued until there were only small portions left. “I see that we were to give tribute to the King of Elgodon, with very few recompenses. Elgodon, as well, is entitled to maintain troops within our borders, in the interests of keeping the peace, as it says. Well, Ainsea is a kingdom of equal standing to that of Elgodon; we have no need to buy the respect of our neighbors, and we can certainly damn well police our own people. We don’t want war, it is true, but the last thing we are going to do is cower in fear.” She stood, shoulders back, and lifted her chin. She was very conscious of the weight of her crown on her brow, like a halo over her; she thought fleetingly of her father, and what he might have said in these circumstances — or what he might have done. Really, Lord Zedrik was quite fortunate indeed that she was the regent, and not any of her ancestors. “I’m perfectly willing to reach a new agreement, and indeed hope that we will be able to do so at once.”
“But, my lady,” said Zedrik, now fairly shaking with panic — not her intended result, but an interesting one — “the king has only just now come and met with the December King in order to reach these compromises. With such a history as we have —”
She had felt that she’d reached the pinnacle of queenliness a moment previously, but she found now that she could go even further. With the mention of the December King, every instinct told her to throw the ambassador out on his ear; the thought of her uncle being turned to as the authority, after everything he had done to her and to the kingdom itself, made her jaw clench uncomfortably tight, the edges of her vision redden and dim. It was only with a considerable amount of effort that she held herself back.
“There is no December King,” she said, and she could hear herself as though she were someone else — listening to herself speak, imperiously, impossible to countermand. “There never was one. All there is, where once he stood, is the empty shameful space in history that is relegated to a traitor. I’m aware that the king of Elgodon had recently visited my kingdom, intending to meet with the regent. Unfortunately, as he was met by a sham and a charlatan, a trickster of the lowest order, a traitor and a fallen man, the peace treaty is entirely moot, and if your king wants to pursue peace, he will have to come again.” She stepped down the stairs to level ground with the young man, who looked down at her in what looked a great deal like helpless anger. Somewhere inside her, she found the strength to smile at him.
She pressed the shreds of paper into his white-gloved hand.
“Those are my terms,” she said softly. “I eagerly await the response of your respected and worthy regent.”
With a trembling hand, he lifted the shreds of paper and pressed them in his fist, against his chest.
“I will convey your message,” he whispered, voice as shaky and unsteady as the rest of him, “and you may expect the answer within the week.”
“Very well,” said Queen Irae, nodding deeply at him. “You are dismissed.”
She turned away from him to ascend once more to her throne, and seat herself. She moved with slow deliberation and found to her delight that as she sat down, he was scurrying away into the distance, moving rapidly toward the double doors.
She turned a beam on Sir Merundi, who smiled his tired smile that suddenly didn’t reach his eyes.
“What do you suppose those unwritten terms were?” she asked him. “He didn’t seem all that eager to disclose them, did he?”
“I have a feeling it included more than just tribute and troops,” said her advisor, seating himself at her side again, on the stairs just below. He removed his spectacles and rubbed at his eyes with both hands. “If I know anything about your uncle — and I think I do — he wouldn’t have signed such a treaty without it being worthwhile to him in some way. And since it wasn’t written down —”
“They both wanted to keep it a secret,” she supplied, and shook her head. “The audacity of the man, to assume that I would just keep to the treaty without questioning it! And to not even attempt to tell me what the oral terms were that I would supposedly also agree to without even thinking twice about it. Simply because — because I am who I am, I suppose.” She sighed and leaned her hand on her chin. “Do people really think I’m such a dunce, Sir Merundi, that I would be incapable of running my kingdom in the manner in which I hope someday it becomes accustomed?”
“Not a dunce, at all,” said Sir Merundi, smiling at her with a little more authenticity this time. “No. They may think that Your Majesty is a bit — naive, perhaps.”
“Stupid.”
“Yes, they are.”
“No, I mean — they think I’m stupid.”
“Oh.” He shifted a little, uncomfortably, and leaned forward with his arms on his knees. “No, I don’t believe that to be true at all. It’s only that it’s early days yet. The girl they knew as a princess is still growing to be a queen, and no one quite knows what to make of you yet.”
“Including you,” she surmised. “You don’t think I’m entirely naive, do you, Sir Merundi?”
He made a doubtful face, drawing his mouth down wordlessly.
“Good. I would hope that someone in this castle thinks a bit more of me than that. I am not some rural girl fresh off the farm, you know.”
“I know. I do.”
“Thank you, kind sir.”
“Indeed,” said Sir Merundi in his mild way, “I almost felt as though I were watching your father.”
The night was dragging on interminably, or so it seemed; Thorn couldn’t very well just go to sleep, not in a situation such as this, not with Berren sweating and shaking by turns at his side; not with both of them surrounded by rogues and highwaymen; not with the morning coming on and Elseth —
Elseth.
He couldn’t know how much more time there was before she would turn — if she did turn. There was so little known! The only certainties that he had were that Irae wanted him there, and as time drifted on through the night, he wanted to be there, himself.
No.
Well —
He wanted to be there without being there. It was a desperate situation, and a desperate sort of wanting. He wanted to be there without her knowing he was there, was what he wanted — wanted to know that she was all right without needing to see it for himself. Someone else could go and be by her side. Berren, perhaps.
The longer the thought about that, the angrier he got with Berren for presuming to be there instead of him.
There was no clear answer. And perhaps that was the only answer he had; perhaps the only answer he was likely to get. The girl that he had loved, the only one who had been kind to him as a child, the one he had Forged into a young tree in order to save her from certain death, was going to be a human girl again after seven years. And everything about it absolutely terrified him.
Would she hate him? Would she be grateful to him? Would she feel much of anything after having been a tree for seven years?
He was deathly afraid of finding out the answers, and even more afraid that he never would.
His brain spun in circles, like someone doing a wash in a bubbling pot, stirred with the paddle of his own faulty thinking. Sitting there alone, with his only companion passed out and shivering, he knew that if he did not do something soon, he would end up in a similar state. None of this was the least bit helpful. And he had no idea what to do.
So, he stood up, so abruptly that he almost fell over, and teetered with arms swinging for a moment, finding his balance. Around him, a few of the rogues looked up with a sort of uncurious-curiosity.
Thorn opened his mouth, to see what would come out.
“Rickerd!” he shouted.
The rogues were only mildly entertained by this. He had set the bar too high previously. He straightened up and tried again.
“Rickerd of Balfour!” he yelled, unsure if that truly was where Lisca’s cousin was from but giving it his best.
This time there was a murmur, spreading spottily here and there throughout the nearer portions of the camp. Someone said, “Quiet, you.”
“I want to talk to Rickerd of Balfour!”
“Why?” said someone else. Thorn couldn’t make out much of anyone’s features in the dark, with only the dim light of the torches and the far-off flickering of the fire. He squinted in the direction of the voice, which seemed to come from a darker than otherwise area of the group.
“I have a message for him,” he said. “I’ve been to see his —” Haphazardly, halfway through the sentence he thought a little better of it, and ended it awkwardly with, “— dog.”
“His dog?” said the same voice, sounding a bit baffled now — which was understandable, Thorn had to admit.
“I can read the thoughts of animals,” said Thorn. “I’m — very talented that way.”
He waited a moment to see if this would have any effect. At the moment he truly had no idea whether it was more likely to be good or to be bad.
But someone emerged out of the shadows, a slightly built someone with lank brown hair and mask a little askew, as though he had just now tied it back on.
“I didn’t know he had a dog,” said the slightly askew someone. “What kind?”
“I — beg your pardon?”
“What kind of dog?”
Thorn straightened his shoulders.
“I don’t know if I can share that sort of information with just anyone,” he said. “It’s very — sensitive. I’m here to talk to Rickerd, anyway. That’s the real reason I allowed myself to get caught,” he found himself saying, and then found himself hoping against hope that Berren was, indeed, still asleep and not just pretending.
The slightly askew highwayman squinted at him for a moment, then turned to the guard, who sat disinterestedly picking at his nails a dozen feet or so away from them.
“Can I talk to him?” he said. “Take him off a bit, like, and ask him a question?”
“About the dog?” said the guard.
The young highwayman grunted. “Yes, more or less.”
The guard couldn’t even be bothered to really reply, simply waving a hand carelessly in his direction. The askew highwayman took hold of the rope with which Thorn’s hands were bound and led him through the few rogues at close range to the darker area where he himself had been camped. There, turning Thorn so what little light remained glinted and shone from his eyes, he waited expectantly.
Thorn cleared his throat.
“If you want only to know what sort of dog it is,” he said, “I suppose I can tell you that it is brown.”
“I’ve never had a dog,” said the young man, “and I hope to heaven that this is more than an elaborate joke, because if it is, I’m going to be very disappointed.”
Thorn squinted at him. “Rickerd?”
“Hush, not so loud. Around here, I’m known only as Pike. And if you ever let on to anyone that I’m known anywhere as anything other than Pike, I’ll probably kill you. Just to keep up appearances, you understand, not for any real personal reasons.” He reached up to gather a fingerful of his mask and pull it down off his face, revealing his features. Though it was dark, Thorn could see that he had heavy features for such a small, slight figure. His profile was close-set and square, quite unlike the delicate features of his cousin. “Have you brought me a message from Lisca?”
Thorn rocked back on his heels, blinking rapidly. The sound of her name, just as he had been thinking about her, sent his brains into a tight spin.
“Er — no, as a matter of fact.”
“Oh.” Rickerd looked disappointed. “Who then?”
“Your uncle, Batrek Felcin.”
“Oh, him.” The young man rolled his eyes. “Who cares about him? What message could he possibly send me, other than perhaps, ‘Come home, your mother needs you and you’re an embarrassment to the family’.” He stopped and looked closely at Thorn. “Was that the message?”
“Er — more or less.”
“Yes. I thought so. There’s nothing that man ever wanted that he didn’t try to buy outright, and he probably can’t stand the fact that I’ve run off and done something crooked.”
“I think you are probably correct in that assumption.”
“But that doesn’t matter,” said Rickerd, folding his arms. “I left for a good reason, though he doesn’t know it. And even if he did, he’d never admit it. There’s more going on here than he’s ever dreamed was possible, but he doesn’t care. I did try to tell him, once, but I gave up on it soon enough. No one’s ever been quite as deeply into the king’s pocket as Batrek Felcin.”
“Er, well,” said Thorn, thinking rapidly over all the names that he now knew to have been deeply in the king’s pocket. “Perhaps you’re right. But I was under the impression that all of your family was deeply loyal to the December King. You — you are aware of the fact that he’s been defeated and chosen to go into exile, aren’t you?”
“That’s the story they spread around,” said the young man, leaning forward conspiratorially. “Whether or not it’s the truth is a very different thing. I think if my uncle ever heard the truth — about the king, or about me, or about his own daughter, for that matter — he’d probably throw himself off a bridge just to be rid of the shame.”
Thorn opened his mouth, closed it again, then rethought the whole thing.
“What do you mean?” he said, carefully. “Are you — not loyal to the December King, as your family is?”
“Was,” corrected Rickerd. “I don’t know if you could throw a stone at my family and catch more than one or two who still harbors those loyalties. Even a silly girl like Irae might be able to do a better job at reigning.”
“She’s not —” Thorn started, but Rickerd wasn’t paying any attention to him and went right over his words.
“There’s been too much — though it’s true, he was good to my family while he was in power, and before. My uncle and King Lev have years of friendship; I doubt there was anyone who knew Lev like my uncle did.” He waved a hand. “But all of that’s beside the point. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for the king and his choices.”
“You joined a band of highwaymen and rogues to spite the traitor king?” guessed Thorn.
“No,” said Rickerd, “I joined a band of highwaymen and rogues because I suspected that they were being hired by the December King to take nobles for ransom — and I wanted to prove it.”
Thorn looked at him long and hard, but he gave absolutely no indication of being anything other than perfectly serious.
“I — don’t understand, I suppose,” said Thorn at last, rubbing at his forehead. “Not that that’s anything new.”
“I can tell you some of it,” said Rickerd. “Because you knew my name, and because I have a feeling you know my cousin, too — at least, you look familiar, and I think you might be the one she escaped with. Am I right?” At Thorn’s answering nod, he gave a triumphant grin. “I thought so. Yes. I can tell you some of it, but you have to keep it to yourself — not that it matters a great deal anymore, with the December King mysteriously gone as he is, but, well — I’ve still got a living to make, don’t I? And I can’t very well make it if I’ve been shanked in my sleep for being a snitch, can I?”
Thorn allowed that, no, he could not.
“Fine, then,” said Rickerd, “just so we understand each other.”
He began to tell the tale.
His facts were somewhat spotty, as he confessed openly to Thorn — it was more about the timing of everything than anything else. That was what had set him off to begin with. The December King had taken over the throne, and almost instantly it seemed that the highwaymen were growing in numbers and ranks, expanding in operations. It was almost as though King Lev had started them himself.
Probably because he had.
“Why?” Thorn asked him at this point. “Why would the king of Ainsea set-up roving bands of highwaymen to take away the security of his people and undermine his own rule?”
Rickerd gave the carefree shrug of a young man who neither has all the answers nor feels the need to find them.
“Who knows?” he said. “Perhaps just for that very reason — to take away the security of his people. Perhaps he wants us all unsettled and ill at ease. If we’re focused on fighting the highwaymen, on protecting ourselves and our families, we can’t very well be too engaged in pondering whether our king is legitimate or not. Perhaps he meant it to keep us occupied. Distracted.”
Thorn thought that this was a bit of a stretch but was also too polite to say so.
“That’s completely idiotic,” he said instead.
“I’m glad we agree,” said Rickerd. “But that doesn’t really matter in the long run. What matters is that I’m here to find out what’s going on, and then suddenly the December King disappears, and we’re without orders. So, my own investigation seems to have stalled and is no longer moving forward.”
“And what do you intend to do about that?”
Rickerd shrugged and stretched with his arms over his head. “Nothing but wait and see. It isn’t a bad life as a Damn Rogue. Certainly better than some lives I could be leading, dancing to the tune of whoever’s in charge. I suppose you could call me a frustrated idealist, having searched for answers to big, important questions and turned instead to crime, but you might as well call me the ideal frustrationalist, because I don’t really mind it.”
Fascinated despite himself at this approach, Thorn shook his head to try and refocus.
“Lisca,” he said. “Your cousin Lisca. How did she come to be all mixed up in this?”
Rickerd’s smile turned fond, and he said, “She knew I had my suspicions — perhaps she had some of her own. When she had an opportunity to get away from her father, she took it, and used herself as bait. It was the December King who was giving the highwaymen their orders, we were almost certain of it — when she left, I waited to see who might show up, or what messages might come.”
“But Lisca was loyal to the December King — loyal to a fault,” said Thorn, mostly to himself, since Rickerd didn’t even seem to be listening, so eager was he to tell his tale. He tucked the thought away to be taken out later and stressed over. “And what did you find out?”
Rickerd shook his head. “They must have been sneakier than I would have given them credit for. Either the messenger came through when I wasn’t able to catch them —”
“Or there was no messenger to begin with, and your theories are all based on supposition and assumption,” said Thorn. Rickerd scowled at him.
“If I’d known you would be so dismissive, I wouldn’t have talked to you,” he said haughtily. “All you have for me is a message from my uncle to come back to civilization, and in return I share the results of my research and hard work and get doubted.”
“Probably a terrible decision on your part,” said Thorn, “but there’s nothing to be done about it now. I’m perfectly willing and ready to believe that King Lev was orchestrating the rogues. The question is how. And why. And why they were taking orders. And, more importantly, how you’re going to help me escape.”
Rickerd’s brow wrinkled even further.
“Escape?” he said. “I’m not going to help you escape.”
“What?” Thorn raised his clenched fists, tightly bound with rope. “I need you to.”
The young man shook his head definitely.
“Absolutely not. I’m on thin ice as it is, speaking with you this long, and having that little — incident — a few months ago. I’ve done what I can for you up until now, but that’s too much to ask.” He took hold of Thorn’s joined hands again and tugged him back towards the rest of the camp.
Thorn resisted him. It wasn’t particularly hard; Rickerd was a good foot shorter than Thorn himself, and despite being compact and in good health, he wasn’t any more muscle-bound than Thorn himself. The thought flitted through Thorn’s mind that he could snatch his hands out of the young man’s grasp and make a break for it. The only thing that kept him from running was the fact that Berren lay there, back in the camp, wounded, at the mercy of the rogues, who might very well take their ire on an escaped Thorn out on the other man. Well, that and the fact that he would probably be captured again almost as soon as he took off running; their horses were nowhere to be seen, he had no supplies with him, and he was still nearly a day’s journey away from his destination.
No, he needed some other sort of plan.
This was where having a companion who was still awake would have come in handy.
He allowed Rickerd to take him back to the little clearing in the middle of the rogues where Berren was still sleeping the sleep of the just, or at least the sleep of the badly wounded. Settling back down beside him and checking to see that he was breathing normally, Thorn fell to pondering his options. He could claim that Berren needed immediate medical attention — that might even be true. But were the rogues likely to pay any attention to him?
He could try to Forge — but even with the practice he had had at the hands of the alchemists in the desert, it still took him a few minutes to do so, and he had to get someone at his mercy first. Thorn was never entirely comfortable with having someone at his mercy, and he wasn’t sure of his ability to make it happen here, when he was surrounded by rogues. True, his hands were relatively free other than being bound together, but there was absolutely no chance that he could extricate his sling from beneath the binding, and that meant he was without a weapon beyond the force of his feet and his hands — so he was more or less without a weapon at all. He could remember the last time he had attacked someone using his bare hands — or rather, attacked someone by kicking — and though it had not ended badly, the happy ending had nothing to do with his prowess in physical combat.
He could declaim Rickerd for the traitor that he had been, and hope for attention and consideration based on his information.
He could make a break for it, leaving everyone — including Berren — behind and taking off into the still-dark wilderness with no horse or supplies.
His choice suddenly became clear to him in a burst of insight, and he breathed a sigh of relief as though he had caught sight of a familiar face in the distance. Everything might just turn out all right.
He was going to have to lie.
It seemed to have worked well the first time, so he repeated the operation again, struggling to his feet — still difficult with hands bound — and shouting for an audience with the leader of the rogues.
This got the attention of the men around him a bit faster, as some time had gone by and many were apparently trying to sleep.
“Shut up!”
“Someone put a gag on that prisoner.”
“I demand to see the leader!” Thorn shouted. “If he is quite done with his toast now. I have valuable information for him.”
“More trouble than he’s worth — just shank him and have done.”
To Thorn’s alarm, someone appeared to be taking action in accordance with this last remark. A bulky member of the band stumbled up from his bedroll and staggered towards Thorn, wiping the sleep from his eyes, and hefting a knife meaningfully in his hand. Thorn stepped backward and tripped over Berren’s prone body, ending up half on the wounded man, legs entangled. The rogue, seeming to find this funny, stopped for a moment and gave a dusty chuckle; Thorn thanked anyone who might have had anything to do with this, pushed himself up on his elbows, disentangled one leg, and delivered a strong kick to the rogue’s kneecap.
This didn’t have quite the effect he had intended. What he wanted was for the rogue to back off, perhaps to stagger a little, to buy Thorn some time to — do something else. He wasn’t sure what. But the rogue behaved like a tree that had been chopped at the root by an ax; with a terrible slowness, he went over backward, crash landing on someone behind him. Thorn had only a split second in which to marvel at his own kicking ability before he heard someone say, disgustedly, “I told Nerod to stop drinking so much ale or he’d fall over.”
The rogue onto whom Nerod had fallen was not taking such a philosophical view of this, however, and in a rage he, in turn, had sprung up to vent his ire on Thorn, who had, after all, been the cause of all of this. Thorn wasn’t about to take issue with the fact that he was responsible; he did, however, have a problem with people trying to kill him. He attempted the kick on this new rogue; his aim went wild, and he only grazed the side of the man’s leg. After that it was only a short hop to the point where the rogue had Thorn’s throat in his hands. Thorn scrabbled with both hands at the man’s fingers, but the other had a great deal of weight and strength on Thorn, as well as decidedly having the upper hand. From all sides the cheers and shouts of the rogues egged the man on — evidently Thorn had managed to annoy the majority of them. Something he would have taken pride in, under other circumstances, but with someone actively trying to kill him he was rather distracted.
He twisted and squirmed, but the rogue’s grip was deathlike, immovable as iron.
Struggling for breath, knowing it was likely pointless, he reached his right hand toward the rogue, channeling what force he could into his fingertips, the palm of his hand, searching inside himself for the glow of the Forge —
There was a spark, and a flash, and his brain went white, and he saw the expression of shock in the rogue’s eyes, saw his mouth open and something, something, spooled out —
“Stop.”
It was a quiet command, but everyone heard it. And everyone obeyed, at once, without questioning it; the rogue released Thorn, who sucked in a huge breath and gasped and coughed and hacked, dropping his own hand away from the rogue in the process. He turned over to get away from the other man, and crawled a few lengths away, accidentally kicking Berren as he went. The wounded man made a small noise of protest but remained asleep other than that.
The rogue who had been most recently choking Thorn stood, though he was swaying somewhat like a tree in a gentle breeze. With one hand he clutched at his chest; with the other he pulled the green tendril from his mouth and looked at it wordlessly. There were budding leaves in the skin of it, and in the breaking dawn of the morning, a few of them unfurled.
“He was causing trouble,” he muttered.
“Be that as it may.” The leader of the rogues — for of course that was who it was who had spoken — clapped a hand on his subordinate’s shoulder. “He is our captive, and as such he is to be treated as a guest, until such time as we have no use for him. Then, what happens?”
“He becomes a victim,” muttered the rogue.
“Exactly. From mark, to guest, to victim. That’s how it goes. And the step from one to the other is not up to you, my friend — not by a long shot.” The rogue leader stepped over towards Thorn and looked down at him. “Injured, are you?”
Thorn’s throat had opened up once again, though he could feel that bruises had blossomed in the shape of the rogue’s fingerprints. He shook his head.
“Good,” said the rogue leader promptly. “What was it you wanted to speak to me about?”
Thorn shook his head. “In private,” he managed, testing his own voice out little by little. “I bring news from someone of a great deal of interest to you.”
“Oh, yes? Is that so?”
“Yes. News and —” He paused, then took the chance. “Orders.”
The leader of the rogues looked down impassively at him. In the growing light of the morning, his pale blue eyes were almost colorless, but startling in their intensity; it was like being looked at by a ghost.
After a moment, the man seemed to reach a solid decision, and held a hand out to Thorn to help him up.
“Very well,” he said. “Please, step into my office.”
Thorn cast one last look at Berren as he was led away. He wished dearly that the wounded man would wake up. Thorn felt very much as though he had carried the bulk of the weight of responsibility in this endeavor; basically, all that Berren had done was get himself wounded and pass out. Thorn didn’t think this was fair, really. He rather wished that he had kicked him harder.
The leader of the rogues conducted him a short distance away from the mass of common rogues, with only one guard to assist him in keeping Thorn in check. Thorn had a feeling that this was a commentary on his helplessness, and perhaps he should be offended, but since it worked in his favor, he held his tongue.
“Now, then,” said the leader of the rogues. “What news do you bring me, and from whom do you presume to deliver orders?”
“The December King Lev sends you his compliments from his exile,” said Thorn readily, “and wishes you to remain in readiness for the next stage of his campaign. Also, he requests that you hold off on abducting anyone else for now, until he sends word,” he added, as an afterthought. If he was going to do any good at all, he might as well do all that he could.
“He requests, does he?” murmured the rogue leader.
“Well, he demanded it,” said Thorn, thinking better of his own word choices after the fact. “I was only attempting to be polite.”
“Indeed. Not something that your former Regent was known for, was it?”
“No, of course. He was legendarily rude.”
The rogue leader gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod. “So. The December King. You claim to be his representative?”
“Yes.”
“A bold claim. And what makes you — or your king — think that your words mean anything to me?” He spread his hands. “I am, after all, merely a humble rogue.”
“You’ve been doing his bidding for months now,” Thorn said, bravely. “You scarcely make a move without his say so. He is in control of all the highwaymen activity taking place on the roads of Ainsea, and the foreigners being brought in to join them — you.” He watched avidly to try to ascertain what effect this was having on the rogue leader — curse the masks! He couldn’t tell whether any of this was hitting home or not. In a burst of courage, which was perhaps misplaced, he said, “Or have you forgotten your deal?”
“Deal?” said the highwayman, softly.
Thorn’s heart sank.
“You know,” he said, and lifted a hand to rub his thumb and forefinger together, like a cricket. “Money.”
The rogue leader laughed.
“The last refuge of the clueless is a vague allusion to money,” he said. “I appreciate your delicacy; indeed, you’re almost as polite as the December King was always known to be. I question your timing. You think that I’ve been taking orders from the December King.”
Thorn swallowed. His throat was so dry that he almost wondered whether Braeve was somewhere about.
“Yes,” he said.
“And you think that if I know you’re in league with him, a king’s man so to speak, I will let you and your companion go without contacting the newly minted queen.”
“Yes.”
“And you didn’t tell me this before? Last night, perhaps, when you first were captured. Why spend the evening in such discomfort and unpleasantness? Why not tell me right away?”
“Would you have listened?” countered Thorn. The rogue leader cocked his head at him.
“Yes, of course.”
“You — really?” Thorn blinked at him. “Because it seemed like you were awfully concerned over your toast.”
“You think I wouldn’t have listened to you because you were with the Queen when she escaped,” said the leader. “And you may be right — I may not need to listen to you at all. You have already made mistakes, errors in judgment which I don’t believe you can easily explain away. Therefore, what proof can you offer me that what you say is true?”
There came a long, still moment while Thorn pondered what to say. He hoped vividly that it looked as though he were pondering what to say, rather than that he had absolutely no idea and was grasping at straws. Blustering was only going to go so far; perhaps he had made a mistake in his judgment of the December King’s personality, perhaps he had made a mistake in not speaking up at once — that was the trouble with not having a plan. But he was quite sure, now, that there was definitely some connection between the rogue leader and the former December King. Otherwise, he would have been sent back to the camp unceremoniously, and the murderous rogue would probably have been allowed to finish strangling him. No, there was definitely something there.
Finally, in the end, his mouth opened, and the truth fell out.
“Nothing,” he said. “No proof at all. In fact, all I can tell you is that I know what really happened to the December King, and I know where he is right now. He’s in no position to give orders to anyone, really. And if you want some, well — you’ll have to wait for seven years.”
The rogue leader stared at him — it was another long, still moment, this one with additional tension as Thorn waited to find out whether he was to be paid attention to or thrown back into the ranks of the rogues to be at their mercy.
Finally, the other man said, “Seven years, eh?”
“Yes.”
“And where is he now?”
“Well, I can’t tell you the exact location,” said Thorn, “but he’s probably eating a blanket somewhere. He’s been turned into a goat.”
The leader of the rogues threw back his head and laughed.
It was not the reaction which Thorn had been expecting, exactly, but it wasn’t an entirely unwelcome one, either. The end result was that it made him a bit nervous. He shifted on his feet, waiting for the leader’s mirth to subside. At long last, it did, and the other man reached behind his head to untie his mask, revealing a pale, shallow moon of a face, thin-lipped and bland. It was the sort of face that wouldn’t have been looked at twice on the street; Thorn couldn’t be entirely certain that he had never seen him before. It wasn’t at all the sort of face that the voice had led him to imagine. The rogue leader wiped at his eyes with both hands and favored Thorn with a smile.
“Well,” he said. “So, he’s been Forged. That does change things somewhat.”
The rogue’s unquestioning acceptance of the Forged sent warning signals throughout Thorn’s brain; never before had anyone so easily made that leap in logic. He proceeded with caution.
“For Lev, it changes things quite a lot.”
“Indeed. Indeed.” He gave way to another spurt of chuckles but got control of himself quite quickly. “Forgive my amusement. I never liked him, and the thought of him being turned into a goat is curiously perfect. I don’t suppose you are the Forged, yourself?” He watched Thorn with narrowed eyes, and Thorn swallowed hard.
“No, of course not,” he said. “I don’t even know if they really exist. I am not convinced.”
“Despite the evidence of the goat? Oh, you needn’t worry. I don’t feel the need to collect any Forged, myself — I’ll leave that to the queens and kings to do. It’s an expensive, dangerous sort of game, having that much power ready to do your bidding. No. I’m quite content with my life as it is.” He sighed, appearing to turn suddenly maudlin, and shook his head. “However, it is evident that my own status is about to change. Your new queen is quite set on cleaning up the countryside, isn’t she? A determined little thing. So much like her father, from what I have heard. Well, and why not?” He leaned forward, arms on his knees. “The times change, and we must change with them. I have good news for you, my strange young friend. With this information, you have earned your freedom.”
Thorn stood up straight. “What? How?”
“I wouldn’t ask too many questions,” cautioned the rogue leader.
“But I — very well. That’s probably good advice. I wish I had gotten it earlier. But —”
“But what must you do in order to go free? Evidently you have the ear of the Queen Irae. That is valuable to me. I want a complete pardon, and to come into Balfour as a free man.” He flicked an invisible bit of fluff off his sleeve. “If there is a knighthood in the bargain, I wouldn’t say no. I’m a weak man when it comes to bestowed nobility.”
“And what will you offer Queen Irae in return for this generosity on her part?” said Thorn, still mystified as to what was happening, and how, but trying gamely to shelve the questions for later when he was actually free rather than just chasing after the dangling promise.
The leader of the rogues smiled a dangerous smile.
“Information,” he said. “All the information she could want — why King Lev had the throne to begin with, for instance. Who is likely to betray her. Why he was directing the Damn Rogues and others to kidnap nobles for ransom, and what he was doing with his share of the profits. What he owes to Elgodon. And — and this may be of particular interest to you — what has happened to the other Forged in Ainsea.” He nodded at Thorn and looked pleased with himself. “If that doesn’t pique her interest, then she isn’t as royal as she thinks she is. No regent can resist information, any more than they can resist adding to their own power.” He stood up and nodded briefly at the rogue behind Thorn, who took a knife to his rope obediently and set him free in a matter of seconds. “And if she asks who it is who offers her this information —”
“Yes?”
The leader of the rogues gave an elegant, if theatrical bow.
“You may tell her Raff, leader of the Damn Rogues, former Duke of Brenov Province, in Elgodon,” he said. “And send her my compliments, will you? Queens love compliments.”
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ON THE ROAD AGAIN
After finally attaining his release from the rogues — packed off with jeers and insincere good wishes, allowed to have only one of the two horses and half the supplies they had started with — Thorn assisted Berren to mount and steadied him as they started off. The wounded man had woken at last once Thorn had returned to the camp after his interview with Raff, dazed and disoriented but more or less himself. Thorn filled him in on the goings-on as they left the camp; Berren chuckled in disbelief and shook his head.
“And somehow you talked your way out of both being strangled and captive by highwaymen,” he said. “Either you’re extremely lucky, or I’ve underestimated you.”
“Both may very well be true,” said Thorn, modestly.
They traveled slowly now, Thorn on foot for part of each day, allowing the horse a lighter burden. Berren cleaned his wound and doused it with more pash each morning and each evening and rode with his leg stretched stiffly outwards. The sheep farmer was surprisingly jaunty about the whole thing, making the occasional remark about having at last got the point of the whole venture and wondering if they were making the journey shorter by traveling as straight as an arrow.
“You’re rather cheerful for a wounded man,” said Thorn, whose feet were sore. “Suppose your wound festers and we have to cut your leg off.”
“Then I’m practically guaranteed a lifetime of care and comfort from Lully,” said Berren, displaying a grin behind his beard. “That girl is a paragon of womanly feeling.”
“That may be so,” said Thorn, “but if you think womanly feeling makes her more likely to take care of a wounded man, you don’t know her as well as you might think.”
Berren scrutinized him for a moment. “You’re on the side of the bard, aren’t you?”
“I’m on no one’s side but my own,” said Thorn, irritated now, “and I couldn’t be less interested in pursuing the hand of Lully, fair though she may be. Any man who is chosen by her is in for a lifetime of henpecked troubles.”
“I disagree. Though you could hardly expect me to do otherwise.”
“Indeed.”
The journey was quiet for a while after that. But Thorn did his best to help Berren when they stopped for a rest and helped him as well to remount the next morning. Berren did not seem to be developing the feverous infection that had so quickly plagued Karyl after his wound, and Thorn found comfort and cheer in that fact. He was growing weary of Forging his own companions — he didn’t much want to Forge anyone, anymore. When he slept each night, wrapped in his cloak beside the fire, he dreamed of the rogue that he had begun to work on, and his mind’s eye saw spring green tendrils sprouting from the man’s mouth and eyes, curling around the rogue’s insides.
As he walked a measured pace toward the place of his birth, he thought of Elseth, long ago, and how she had been changed.
“Are we going slowly on purpose?” Berren asked him on the second day. Thorn looked away, towards the stand of trees to his left. They had been unbothered by rogues since dealing with Raff and his gang, and Thorn had his own suspicions that they would not have to confront any more roving bands, at least not until he had the chance to speak to Irae on Raff’s behalf.
“No,” he said. “Why would we be?”
“Because,” said Berren, “you’re afraid of what we’re heading towards.”
Thorn snorted so violently that he nearly knocked himself off balance, taking a misstep and having to clutch suddenly at the horse to right himself.
“Of course not,” he said at last, in case the intended message had not been received.
“Aha,” said Berren, his tone warm with poorly concealed amusement. “Clearly. All my suspicions are allayed. Quite seriously, though, son, there’s nothing to be afraid of. Either she will wake and be changed, or she will be the same as she was when you Forged her seven years ago.”
“I don’t think you understand. Both of those options could be things to be afraid of.”
Berren reached over and down to clap him on the shoulder.
“Either way, she will be alive,” he said. “And that’s what you want, isn’t it?”
Thorn said nothing. It wasn’t untrue, of course — he wanted Elseth to be alive. But he wanted something other than that, too, and he wasn’t sure how to articulate it. He wanted what she had been, years before, when he was just a youth still, and she was with him in the woods, leaning on his shoulder and pointing to letters in a book. If he couldn’t have that, he wasn’t sure if he wanted anything.
He was afraid of what might have changed while she slept.
“I wonder what she will make of Irae,” he said at last.
That evening, seated beside the fire with his legs crossed, poking at the flames with a
stick, Thorn looked up to see the orange-furred fox sitting across from him, her eyes squinted nearly closed. He held his breath; alerted by the sudden stillness and the change in the air, Berren looked up from his mug of ale. Thorn could see his eyes widen at the sight of the fox; but he held his tongue, and kept still, and looked to Thorn to see what to do. Thorn shook his head at him, silently.
“Ahh,” said Berren, quietly. “Another of our friends.”
It was on the tip of Thorn’s tongue to tell the fox everything that had occurred — the
capture by Raff and the rogues, the conversation with Rickerd, and especially the charge that he had been given by Batrek Felcin. But the fox was peaceful, giving way to a sleepy yawn after a few moments and apparently ignoring everything around her. At the last, Thorn kept his peace.
Later, perhaps, he would tell her.
After he had returned her to herself.
In the morning, the fox was gone, though Thorn was quite certain that she was still following
them, from a distance.
All in all, it took three full days longer than expected to reach the village where both Thorn
and Berren had been born and raised. They rode and limped into civilization in the early afternoon close on a week after they had left the castle.
Perhaps civilization, thought Thorn, with the new perspective that travel had brought, was too strong a word.
The village — Lovesick, it had been called when Thorn was young, though he hoped it had been changed by now — was not a great deal different than it had been, from what he remembered. There was a roadway of hard packed dirt, a few shops with the living quarters of the shop owners behind them, hand-painted signs set up and hanging from the eaves. The houses were smaller than he remembered; the thatched roofs were ill-tended, the doorways cavelike, and the people —
There were fewer passers-by than he expected, at this time of day. It was meant to be a bustling Saturday afternoon, just after lunchtime, and here he saw only a handful of older men and women, giving suspicious glances to the two men and the horse. The suspicion relaxed somewhat once people saw that it was Berren, though none of them got any friendlier. The sheep farmer nodded and smiled at them all graciously, apparently not caring a bit whether they returned his regard.
Thorn, however, continued to get nothing but hard stares.
“Come along,” said Berren, directing the horse towards the outskirts of the town. “My house is this way. If you would like to call it a house. It’s really just a shack, but it’s mine, as they say.”
“Shouldn’t we go to the clearing?” asked Thorn, anxiously. Now that they were here, there didn’t seem any point to postponing the inevitable. “Or to Elseth — to her house?”
“There would be no one there worth talking to,” Berren informed him. “Her family’s long gone now — mother and father dead, and no one else left. Marten took over the baker’s shop after Confir — well, he got sick, it was true, but honestly there was no heart left in him when he went to fight, anyway. He’d been a dead man walking since his daughter left him.”
Thorn shut his eyes, to close out the sight of the village, and the sound of what had happened after he’d left.
“I believe that,” he whispered softly. “I — I knew that, somehow. Everything changed here, after I left, didn’t it?”
Berren smiled down at him. “Indeed. The good people of Lovesick turned their attention elsewhere. They had always claimed that your presence was proof of a curse — well, after your presence was not an excuse anymore, another proof of cursing was required. You’ll be glad to know that your parents did not betray your place in the woods.”
“Glad?” said Thorn. “You think so?”
“Glad, because if they had, the townspeople might have come and dragged you out,” said Berren. “Everything kept going wrong, you see, and they were desperate for an answer, for a reason, for a scapegoat. Sometimes it was a two-headed cat or something like that. I think that only happened once. For a while it was me, when I decided I wanted to be a part of the family I belonged to — nobody liked that. I kept quiet once I figured it out, and that was the end of that. Of course, once Graic went to work for the castle, it was all princess fever — the Royals were going to save us.” He waved his arms exaggeratedly and rolled his eyes. “But that could only last so long.”
“And then what?”
Berren leaned forward on the horse and heaved a sigh. “And then things like blighted crops, and babies dying mysteriously in the night, and your parents’ house burning down with both of them still in it.”
Thorn looked about himself. The memories surged and waned, triggered by a corner there, a weather-beaten sign there. Somewhere off to the left, then, would have been the little house in which he had spent the first five years or so of his life. He could still picture the dirt floors, the low ceiling with black beams, the big rough-furred dog that knocked him gently down and licked his face.
He swallowed.
“Do you believe it?” he said. “Do you believe that this town is cursed? Or that — that I cursed it?”
“Some say we got on the wrong side of an illusionist,” said Berren. “Others that we were unlucky. Me, I say that we were no more and no less lucky than any other town. Sometimes life just does you no favors, and no one’s to blame.” He nodded in front of them and clicked with his tongue at the horse. “Here’s me. And I see the sheep are out.”
Then there was nothing for it but to help him down from the horse, help him round up the sheep and watch him count them all, knowing their names and smoothing his hand over their wool. Thorn marveled at the affection with which he regarded these dirty, unprepossessing creatures. It took some time to see to them, to find and thank and also lecture the boy who had been watching them in the meantime, and to open up and air out the dank little shed in which Berren usually slept, often accompanied by his flock, or at least those who could fit into it with him. Berren got a little fire going and parceled out the last meager means of the provisions they had brought.
“It’ll be dark soon,” he said through a mouthful of hard brown bread. “You’re welcome to stay the night here, if you would like — I don’t know where else you would go, to be honest — and I won’t stir till morning.” He gestured to his leg. “This needs a bit more seeing to than I’m able to handle.”
Thorn nodded at him. “Thank you, I — I think I should go and just see. Just to —” He shrugged, unsure of what else to say. “If no one else will be there to wait for her —”
Berren nodded at him.
“It could be any day now,” he said. “I don’t reckon anyone other than her parents kept close track of which day it was — and the rest of the town might never have really believed that that pretty little sapling in the woods was ever Elseth to begin with. So, don’t expect much.”
“I don’t expect anything,” said Thorn sharply, surprising himself with his own vehemence. He raised a hand to his forehead and felt his fingers trembling. “I mean,” he said, trying to get control of himself, “there isn’t much that the people could do, anyway. There isn’t much that anyone can do, except try to be there and help her, if we can.”
Berren looked at him closely and nodded.
“You carry a lot of anger for someone so young,” he said. “I’m not saying it’s wrong — you were treated badly, and no mistake — but there’s a caution in it. Anger never did anyone much good when it had been kept long enough to go bad. All that happens is your insides fester — and people here are good people, even if they have been so wrong.”
“Thank you,” said Thorn, stiffly. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
He shouldered his pack again, gave a speculative look to the horse, then changed his mind and decided to walk. It wasn’t far to the clearing. He had run it, carrying the sleeping girl in his arms, in less than five minutes.
He could still feel the weight of her, the phantom weight of a dying Elseth, draped across his arms and fading with each beat of her heart.
He shook the reverie off and settled into a steady pace. He would be in the clearing in ten minutes; then there was plenty of time for a reverie, if it absolutely insisted on happening.
There was no better place for it, either.
The clearing, much like the town, was almost exactly as he remembered it, except smaller. There was the ring of trees, nearly perfectly circular, all overarching to almost meet in the middle. And right at the center, protected and watched over by the benevolent forest in which Thorn had grown up, was the young tree he himself had planted.
It was a sapling no longer; seven years had seen it grow, though at a much slower pace than he would have thought. It stood a few feet taller than he did, now, and before — he was quite sure that it had reached only to his knee, though he had to admit that his memory was not as accurate as it might have been. Some things stood out sharply, however — the feeling of power and light pulsing through his hand and into Elseth. The calm clarity of her eyes as she looked up at him.
You cannot Forge someone into something they do not want to be.
He went to his knees beside the little tree, reached out with careful, reverent fingertips to brush the smooth pale bark. He didn’t know what sort it was, but it was pretty and delicate, and the branches were growing up and outward and strong. He had the strongest urge to weep, but it was for joy.
“I’m here now,” he whispered to her. “It’s time to wake up.”
It was, indeed, inside of a week when the reply came from the King of Elgodon.
“Did they have it ready and waiting?” Irae asked, looking at the roll of paper in disbelief. “I can’t believe they were able to get it back so quickly.”
“Mm, perhaps there was a carrier pigeon involved,” suggested Sir Merundi. She looked up at him, and he smiled apologetically. “No, that was a joke.”
“Well, goodness, don’t apologize for making a joke. We need more of them in these stressful days.” She unrolled the message and scanned it quickly, searching for the end result amidst the formal language. When she found it, her breath escaped her, and she could feel her heart speed up.
“Your Majesty?” said Sir Merundi, with evident concern. “What is it?”
He stepped up to stand at her side, and she handed the paper up to him.
“He declines to meet to re-negotiate terms,” she said. “It’s either agree to the peace treaty established with my uncle, or nothing.”
“I see.” He perched his spectacles on his nose and read through the missive. “And it looks as though it is going to be nothing, doesn’t it?”
“I couldn’t very well agree to terms that I wasn’t privy to, could I?”
“No, of course not. It is a shame, though, that it has gone this far.” He snapped his fingers at a page and handed the paper to him. “Things have been rocky between Elgodon and Ainsea for years, and it was a ray of light to have the peace treaty even suggested, much less signed.”
She lifted her hands and let them fall into her lap, frustrated.
“To be sure, but I didn’t ask to be deposed, you know. What did you expect me to do? Cave to whatever was asked of me?”
“Cave?” he repeated, shaking his head. “Certainly not. You’re far too strong for that — Ainsea is far too strong for that. But I did, perhaps, hope for a bit of caution.”
“You don’t like how I spoke to him.”
“I had hoped that you would suggest your own terms for the ambassador to take back to the king.”
“Equal terms should have been a given. I don’t know what my uncle was getting out of his deal personally, but King Lehan should know that things would have changed when the rightful ruler is back on the throne.”
“Certainly, my lady, but it never does any harm to tread carefully when you’re engaging in diplomatic relations —”
“Is that what you call it?” demanded Irae, gripping the armrests of the throne with both hands. “Engaging in diplomatic relations? I call it being held at sword point. I call it manipulation — blackmail! Threats!”
“All one and the same,” said Merundi, and she was really growing quite tired of that faint smile.
“I would convene a meeting of the Council,” she said, “if we had yet reached the point of actually appointing any. I believe you like being the only one I can turn to for advice.”
He dropped his gaze from hers immediately and turned to sit on the steps leading to the throne.
“If my service does not satisfy you, and if you have reason to doubt my loyalty and faithfulness, by all means, you have only to tell me and I will retire. I want nothing other than to serve the crown, as I have done all my life till now.”
Somehow this meek and subservient attitude irritated Irae even further, and she was about to tell him so when the big double doors at the end of the hall opened with a bang. She jumped.
“Oh, hell!”
“Not yet,” said Graic, who had entered bearing a tea tray with no tea on it. She carried it up to the throne and presented it to Irae. “Here you are, my lovely, it is time for you to take a bit of refreshment.”
Irae dropped her head for a moment to regain her composure, then managed a smile as she raised her head again.
“Thank you, Graic,” she said.
“What am I here for?” said Graic, echoing her smile, though Irae wasn’t sure if that was a rhetorical answer to her thanks, or a genuine question. The old woman turned and spied Sir Merundi, who was smiling his gentle smile at her. “Ah! David. Kiss your grandmother. I’ve come a long way to visit you and the little ones.”
Sir Merundi, who had known Graic quite as long as Irae, who had no little ones, and whose name was not David, obediently stood and bent to kiss her on the wizened cheek. Graic chuckled and patted his arm.
“Such a good boy,” she said fondly.
“Graic, have you seen Lully anywhere?” Irae asked her former nurse. “I haven’t seen her for a day now, and I’m worried.”
“Have you asked about her?” said Graic, busying herself with her empty tea tray.
“Well,” said Irae, taken aback, “I suppose — not exactly asked. I’ve been a little busy, you know. Being queen, and everything. But I have been looking for her at dinner, and she’s nowhere to be found.”
“My advice is to ask,” said the ancient one. “That girl is usually just a question away. If you never question her, she’ll never show.”
She patted Irae on the head, fondly, stopped a moment to straighten the crown, and then tottered back down the steps and towards the doors again. Irae watched her go and sighed. The interruption had lessened the tension between her and her councilman; the interruption and seeing him pretend to be a nonexistent grandson named David. It was endearing, really.
“Sweet old Graic,” she said. “She’s right, I suppose. I should just ask for Lully if I want to speak to her. Funny, isn’t it, how she can be so spot on even when she’s —”
“Mad as a march hare?” suggested Merundi. “Not that I mind. She’s — kind.”
“Mm. True. And there are worse things than being mad. Anyway, she’s only woolgathering. That’s perfectly natural at her age.”
“Indeed, no harm was done,” said her councilman. “Just so long as you don’t try to make a Council member of her.”
“Really?” said Irae. “I think she would do quite well, all things considered. Especially since my Council consists of little other than your august presence.”
“I’d rather you promote Lully.”
She raised her eyebrows at him.
“She’s very smart, that young woman,” he said. “Reminds me of my wife when she was young. You could do worse than have her at your side.”
“An unconventional point of view, for a noble.”
“Ah, well,” said Sir Merundi, smiling a little more genuinely this time, “there’s not really much that’s noble about me, after all.”
The doors opened once more, with slightly less of a disturbance this time, and a page rushed in, bowing only haphazardly. He was one of the senior pages and had known Irae almost as long as she’d been alive.
“My lady,” he gasped, “news from the town. The messenger from Elgodon has brought more than just the communication to the crown.”
She sat back and tried to breathe slowly past the feeling of compression in her lungs, as though someone had taken them in hand and squeezed. She recognized the feeling of impending doom; she had had cause to feel it often enough before.
“What is it?”
“The king of Elgodon has sent an announcement to be read to the town. He says that the peace treaty has been broken, and that —” The page stopped and swallowed hard, eyes darting away from hers. “And that your reign is a false one. He claims that King Lev is the one and only December regent, and offers his support in his exile until such a time as he can regain the throne.”
Just once, Irae thought, it would be a comfort if her feeling of impending doom was wrong, or misfiring in some way. Just once, she wanted things to carry on smoothly, rather than — like this.
She swallowed past the lump in her throat.
“Thank you, Henmey.”
The senior page bowed again and faded back out through the doors. Irae put an elbow on the throne and leaned her chin in her hand.
“Well,” she said. “Dear dear.”
“Fighting words from Elgodon.”
“Indeed.” Her heart was still pumping, faster and faster, but she was conscious of the beginning of a curious feeling of elation — here was a new challenge. Just when she was starting to feel that the endless diplomatic relations that made up being regent were more than she could handle. “If he thinks he’s going to wait for my uncle to come out of exile and turn to him for help and comfort, he’s got a long wait ahead of him.”
“I worry over what impact this may have on the people.”
“They will rally to my side.”
“Eventually, perhaps —”
She looked up at him. “Eventually?”
“I fear, my lady,” said Merundi, his brow wrinkled, “that we are first going to have a little bit of trouble. The heart of the people has been wrapped up in the hope of peace. If they believe that you are the one who has taken it away from them, they may not be so ready to condemn your uncle and follow you.”
Irae nodded and felt the weight of her crown, her halo, pressing against her, pressing down on her.
“We are strong,” she said. “We will weather the storm.”
Lully sulked through the streets of Balfour town, at a loss as to what to do. Berren was gone — Ruben had gone off in a huff, declaring that he would spend the next year in the desert writing an epic poem about their adventures and then they would be sorry — Graic was, well, Graic. With Irae fixated on being aloof, queenly, and self-righteous, there was nothing to be done with her short of strict avoidance. Thorn had gone to do her bidding as per usual, and there was nobody else to keep Lully company. She realized that she had not felt quite this alone for a very long time.
She didn’t like the feeling.
She found herself wandering into the King’s Court area, where once upon a time she and Calara and a few others from the kitchens had spent the night in an alleyway when they’d been locked out of the castle because of an early curfew during a threat of invasion from Elgodon. She smiled reminiscently at the Calendar, the dingy little public house that had caused all the trouble. Well, Myfird and Daven had been the real cause of it; such handsome boys. What had ever happened to them? Well, there was no use crying over spilled boyfriends, was there?
On a whim, she went into the Calendar to see if it had changed in the last few years.
It seemed to have changed owners, as it was cleaner and brighter — or, at least, someone had decided that they cared after all. There was even a new-ish coat of paint on the walls, and the cobwebs had been dusted from the corners and the beams. There were few patrons at this relatively early hour of the day, but the barkeep was hard at work. Lully eyed the handful of men who sat in various places around the dim interior and went to the counter to ask for a mug of ale.
The barkeep eyed her.
“Here on your own, are you?”
“Yes, very much so,” said Lully, “not that it’s any of your business.”
The barkeep shrugged a little.
“I like to keep an eye on any women who come in here. A sort of protection.”
“I’ll keep an eye on myself, thank you very much,” said Lully, taking her mug of ale and hefting it in both hands. It looked darker than she had expected — but then, her memory of this place wasn’t the clearest. She cast a glance to the left, then to the right; there was a young man standing toward the end of the bar where it ran up against the wall. It wasn’t a big place, so he wasn’t too terribly far from her. She lifted her mug in his direction, and he lifted his back.
“Before you ask,” she said, “yes, I’m alone, but no, I’m not lonely.”
“Oh, good,” he said. “I had wondered.” He moved down toward her a pace or two, stopping about five feet away. He had a face that was unremarkable except for the prominence of his nose, which looked as though it may have been broken at some point in the past and set unevenly. His hair was a nondescript reddish brown, he was a nondescript medium height, and when he smiled at her he revealed small, even, white teeth in an otherwise nondescript smile. “You work at the castle, don’t you?”
She straightened up her back and frowned at him. “How did you know?”
He shrugged. “A lucky guess. You don’t look like you work for any of the nobles, and you’re clearly a kitchen maid.”
“Oh yes? And how would you know that?”
He nodded at her waist. “Still wearing your apron.”
“Oh.” She had meant to take that off. She must have left the castle in more of a flurry than she realized. She untied it now, and folded it neatly, setting it on the counter beside her. “Well. You’re very observant, aren’t you?”
“Not usually,” he said frankly. “But right now, I’m observing that you aren’t particularly interested in talking to me.”
“That’s correct. Well done.” But she could do worse; she hadn’t anyone else to talk to, after all. She took a sip of her ale, eyeing him speculatively over the rim of her mug, then set it down and held out a hand for him to shake. “My name is Lully. I work in the kitchens at the castle, and no one ever pays any attention to me at all.”
“You may call me Leden,” he said, shaking her hand. His grip was firm, his hand cool and hard. “I don’t work at the castle, and I prefer not to have too much attention drawn to me if I can help it, so we’re alike in some ways and completely different in others, as you can plainly see.”
“Why don’t you like attention?” she wanted to know. “Are you a criminal?”
He laughed.
“In a way,” he said. “I have made the mistake of disagreeing with a popular opinion, and that has set me at odds with certain members of the populace, such as the castle guard.”
“What popular opinion?” She had a feeling that she knew without his answer, though. “Is it about the queen?”
He nodded at his mug. “Are you in league with them, then?”
“No. Hardly. I was friends with one, but he’s — he’s gone now.”
“Ah.” He looked over at her once more. In a shaft of light from the window, his eyes looked a clear grey-blue, though without the light they were muddy. “The Queen’s favorite guard, Karyl? Sadly cut down in the midst of the righteous rebellion?”
“Something like that.”
“A tragedy in the midst of a tragedy,” he said. “It’s difficult to remain loyal to a house when there is so much going wrong while they struggle to hold onto their power. It seems so — selfish.”
Lully opened her mouth to object, then thought better of it. It wasn’t untrue, anyway; Irae was selfish. She had shown it over and over again, from her behavior as they traveled to ignoring Lully once she regained her throne. Really, it was refreshing to speak to someone who seemed to realize that Irae was making mistakes; it made for a nice change not to feel compelled to defend the queen constantly. Especially when so much of what was going wrong was her own fault.
“I suppose that’s the popular opinion to which you objected,” she said. “You think that the December King should retake the throne he had taken wrongly in the first place. That perhaps he had the right idea.”
“Perhaps he had the right idea, it is true,” said Leden, “but he certainly went about it the wrong way. Nothing good ever comes of a violent coup, and we were all quite fortunate that things didn’t get any worse than they were. No, I don’t believe he has any right to the throne, either; in the end, there has been a December King, and it’s time to move on to a new year.”
“Irae’s councilman tells her that there are factions trying to regain the throne for Lev.” She snickered. “Not that that has even the slightest chance of happening.”
“Oh, no?”
“No. There’s a little problem with that, you see—” She broke off, and shook her head. “No, I’m not going to tell you. Let’s just leave it at that. Lev is gone, and he is not coming back.”
“I see. Well, intriguing as it is to believe that I’m speaking to someone with inside knowledge, I’ll leave you to your secrecy. Suffice it to say that it is not just a question of a December King or no December King. The majority of the people are concerned with a larger issue than that.”
“Her councilman wants her to take a hard line with the rebels and rioters.”
“She listens to everything she’s told, doesn’t she?” he said, a little spitefully. “Not that that’s such a bad thing, in a regent — she needs all the help she can get, poor kid.”
“She’s doing her best,” said Lully, lifting her chin.
“I believe it,” said Leden. “Whether or not that is her right to do, is another issue.” He shook his head. “Just think of it. Look at everything that has gone wrong for her. Her father’s death, her uncle’s rebellion, her exile, and now the failing of the peace treaty with Elgodon. Could it be any clearer that she is not meant to rule?”
Lully frowned at her mug. “It’s true that things haven’t exactly gone smoothly,” she said, “but I don’t think I’d see that as a sign that she should have the rule taken away from her.”
“No, no, definitely not,” he said, shaking his head again, even more vehemently. “It isn’t a question of having it taken away from her. She would have to give it up of her own free will.”
Lully snorted, and the ale bubbled up a little over the edges of the mug. “She will never do that.”
Leden leaned back and looked at her for a long moment. “No? From what I understand of the queen’s character, she is very conscientious. Everything she does, she does from a true love of her country, of the people.”
“Yes. That is true.”
“And yet, she can’t see that her attempts to rule have brought nothing but havoc and pain, and there is nothing in front of us but more havoc and pain.” He turned his own mug from side to side, leaving a swath of dampness on the wooden top of the bar. “It’s a shame, what her uncle did, and I bear her no ill will for trying to get back what she lost. But the calendar is a tradition for a reason — it’s time for the crown to pass to the next great house. For the good of the country.”
“I don’t see what that’s going to do for the situation with Elgodon,” Lully argued, and took a long drink from her mug. “The king has already as good as declared war.”
Leden waved a hand. “Nonsense, that’s just rumors. He wants a peace treaty as much as we do, but our Queen Irae, bless her heart, has made him angry. He can’t back down to her now without putting his own position at risk. If she wants to preserve peace, she’ll step down in favor of the next house, and let us have a January King or Queen.”
“Mm.” She leaned her elbows on the bar top and was thoughtful. “I wonder what he would be like, a January King. Do you suppose it will be someone young? Or should the calendar pass to someone with a bit more experience?”
“Whoever it is, it will be a noble,” said Leden quite seriously. “Though many of the houses have been disturbed, somewhat, either by the Queen or by her uncle. So, it’s almost anyone’s game, really. But there are a few candidates whom I would readily stand behind, if the time comes.”
She swilled the last little bit of ale around in her mug and smiled at it, then smiled at him.
“I hope the time does come,” she says. “If it’s a question of right or wrong, then Irae can’t very well avoid it forever.”
“Whatever she does,” said Leden, “the good of the people should be the chief concern. I hope that she can see that.”
“As do I,” said Lully fervently. “If she’s going to worry about things like Forging and keeping some stranger who grew up in the woods happy rather than the needs of her people, it would be only right that she steps down before she causes any more damanage. Damn. Damage.” She eyed the ale. “This is stronger than I remember.”
Leden took the mug from her, and directed a slow, thoughtful smile at her.
“You should come with me,” he said.
Lully blinked at him suspiciously. “Why?”
“You said you were lonely, didn’t you?”
She pointed a finger at him. “No. No, I definitely did not. I said I was alone.”
“Well, either way. I have friends that you should meet.”
She thought about it for a very brief moment, then pushed herself up and away from the counter.
“All right,” she said. “I’m interested. Lead the way, mysterious young man with divisive political opinions.”
She held her arm out for him to take, and he did.
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THE CHANGE
It was a simple, uncomplicated life.
He woke with the dawn light, to the sounds of incautious birds, and arose from his boughery bed to stretch, yawn, and apprise the coming day. The days were much the same, and there was not usually much to appraise. Sometimes he had company — Berren brought him food, and sat with him to eat, but for the most part he stayed at home with his sheep, which he apparently missed more than he had let on — but more often it was just he himself, Thorn, and the young tree by which he slept. When he laid himself down at night, he pressed his ear to the pack that he used as a pillow and listened to the heartbeat of the woods. When he awoke in the morning, he took in a deep breath of air that she shared and wondered if today would be the day.
Thus far, three days had not been.
The townspeople knew, now, who he was — or, at least, they suspected. They suspected, and that was quite enough. A few times a day, someone would pass through the woods along the pathway, which led through the clearing where Thorn sat. They never followed the path exactly, choosing instead to skirt the outer edge of the clearing. They never spoke to him, either, but he could feel their gaze, and felt as though he could hear their thoughts. It made him angry — their suspicion of him, after all these years, and their complete disregard for Elseth herself — but he tucked it away, kept it out of sight, and remembered what Berren had told him about anger.
It helped to quell the anger, a little, that each day, a young girl came past him on her way to the next town over, with a basket over her arm. She must have been on her way to sell things at the market, or to make a delivery; the sight of her gave him a strong ache of sadness and nostalgia just below his rib cage. On the first day, she looked at him. On the second, she smiled. On the third, she advanced cautiously toward him and held out a roll of bread for him to take. He thanked her, and she didn’t turn and run, but went on her way with a high flush on her cheeks.
On the fourth day, he woke to the sun.
He lay on his back, and the rays reached his eyes, weak but definite. He opened his eyes, looking upwards, and frowned, a bit confused. Something was different, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Something had changed — his early-morning brain was sending him signals, but they were fuzzy and inconclusive, and he couldn’t read them.
He turned onto his side, and he saw her.
She lay on her back as well, and her eyes were closed. She wasn’t pale, as he remembered her being pale, but instead was nut-brown, browned from the sun. Her hair was reddish-golden and had grown wild and tangled; it covered her nearly from head to toe like a shroud. Her features were still small and delicate, and her chest rose and fell with the shallow regularity that he remembered from the night he took her from her bed and brought her here.
He lay there and wondered at the sharpness and clarity of this dream, this memory, until the shafts of sunlight strengthened, and the truth dawned on him —
This was not a memory, or a dream.
The heartbeat of the clearing and the woods was drowned out by the heartbeat of the girl.
The tree was gone, and she was here.
Thorn pushed up from his position on the ground, as silently as he could, and moved to her. He held his breath. She didn’t move as he approached, and even as he got down to his knees beside her. It was only as he reached out a trembling, tentative hand, only as he touched his fingertips gently to the underside of her jaw, that she moved at all; and it was a small movement, a miniscule turn of the head, towards him, and then she opened her eyes.
The shock of them jolted him all the way down to the bottom of his feet.
Her eyes were blank, and they looked at him without recognition; not just without recognition of who he was, but what he was; that there was any connection between herself and the creature before her seemed impossible. He could not even see himself reflected in her eyes. Her mouth opened a little and the tiniest of cries emerged, and it was only then that he became aware of the convulsive movements of her fingers and her toes, bare, curling into the dirt, searching for the roots that told her where and when and what she was.
She felt the same in his arms as she had before; the memory surged and coiled around him as he took her back to the village. But she was fighting him, now, not with any real strength but with small, anguished movements that were somehow worse. He found himself at Berren’s door without knowing that was where he had been headed; the sheep farmer opened his door to him and seemed to know at once what had happened.
“Put her here, on my cot,” he directed, and Thorn did as he was bid because to do anything without being told was impossible, as impossible as the connection between what he was and what Elseth was. Though this was not Elseth — or rather, it was Elseth, and he knew it was Elseth. But Elseth didn’t know it was Elseth. On the cot, she went quite still, her eyes still wide and blank, only a finger questing now and then against the rough wool of the blanket.
Berren hobbled over to her and put a hand on her forehead. He turned to look at Thorn, with clear sympathy, which was when Thorn realized that he was crying, and probably had been since Elseth had awoken. He wiped at his eyes quickly.
“What’s wrong with her?” said Berren. “Is she still sick? Is it what was wrong when you Forged her or is this something different?”
Thorn began to pace, tugging at his hair. “It’s something different. I don’t know what this is. No one could know what this is. She’s awake, but she isn’t — she doesn’t know who she is. She doesn’t know what she is. Her body has changed but her mind, her mind is still—” He reached out with his shaking hands, trying to grasp what it was that was going on, but it eluded him.
“Her mind is still rooted in the clearing,” said Berren.
Thorn pushed against his forehead with the palm of his hand.
“How do we get it out?”
Berren only shook his head, and Thorn looked away. There were tears running down his face again; angrily, he wiped them away.
“You know better than I do that this is new territory for all of us,” said Berren, soothingly. “She’s only just changed back. It could take a long time for her body and her mind to acclimate —”
“Or it could simply never happen at all,” said Thorn wretchedly. He stole little glances at the still, silent features of the girl he had once known — or, at least, at what should have been her. Her eyes did not track him as he paced, but once in a while when he looked at her he saw that she was looking back at him, still blank and empty and unreal. “I wish Ruben was here, with his books on the Forged. Maybe he would know something.”
Berren sighed but did not seem to take offense even at the reference to his rival. “If it would make a difference, then I wish he was here too. But I don’t think it would. There’s been no one Forging in Ainsea for decades. No one that is known, at any rate. How could we possibly hope to find out how this works without going through it first hand?”
Thorn bumped up against the wall and pounded on it with his fist.
“Have I doomed her even further?” he whispered. “Is this another part of the curse of the Forged?”
Berren eyed him seriously.
“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t think anyone can know. No one can answer that question for you, not now. But that isn’t the point. The point is this poor girl — not your feelings. So, set them aside for the moment, and let’s look at what we do know.” He touched a careful finger to the inside of Elseth’s wrist and felt her pulse. “She’s strong and she’s alive — she would have died if you hadn’t Forged her, isn’t that right?”
Thorn nodded miserably.
“Well, then, that’s a start. She’s alive now, and she wouldn’t be if not for you. So, stop feeling sorry for yourself and focus! Heartbeat is strong.” He leaned over and looked directly into her eyes, and she stared back at him, then blinked. “Reactions seem to be normal, more or less. She isn’t frozen. She just — doesn’t know that she isn’t a tree anymore, yet.” He pulled a little wooden three-legged stool over and sat on it, leaning over Elseth. He put a hand to his chin and stroked his beard thoughtfully. “It most definitely could take some time.”
“How much time?”
“Well, she’s been Forged for seven years.”
“Seven years!” repeated Thorn. “She can’t just stay like this for seven years.”
“Perhaps she won’t have to,” Berren said, clearly doing his best to reassure him. “Her body is healthy and strong. She just seems to be under some illusion in her mind. Perhaps something will trigger her to come back to herself.”
“Something,” repeated Thorn. “Something, or someone.”
Berren turned and looked at him sharply.
“What?” he said. “What are you thinking?”
“I — nothing. I’ve just had a horrible thought.”
The sheep farmer frowned. “Well, stop it. Don’t have horrible thoughts. We have enough going on without that.”
“But I just — I’m afraid that I know how I can save her.”
Berren got to his feet, slowly and awkwardly, wincing at the pain he still felt from the arrow wound. “What do you mean you’re afraid that you know?”
Thorn said, more to himself than to anyone, “I’m going to have to take a trip.”
There were riots in those days, for the most part quiet and nonviolent, but definitely protesting the way things were going. Fearmongers held court on the street corners; whispers became rumors which became predictions of certainties, and everyone in Balfour knew that the king of Elgodon, Lehan, with the Lady Vieve at his side, would be bursting into Ainsea at any moment to take the throne back for the exiled December King. Whether he would come by sea or by land was a matter of some debate; whether it was a good thing, or a bad thing depended entirely on who you were talking to at any given moment, and how willing they were to start a fight.
“This is exactly what I did not want for my people,” said Queen Irae, rubbing her forehead.
“I’m afraid it is only to be expected,” said Sir Merundi. He looked tired — more so than
usual. His eyes were swollen, his mouth turned down. “With the state of the treaty in such a shamble, and the threat of war looming over us once again — if only we could have prevented the messenger from declaiming to the town, we might have stopped the rumors in their tracks.”
“Which rumors are you referring to, Sir Merundi? The rumors that I am a completely incompetent ruler, or the rumors that my uncle will soon return to take over the throne?”
“Now, you know that no one has any idea of what really happened to your uncle.”
“I know that. I don’t worry that they might find out, either.”
“No?” He nodded a little. “Perhaps you should.”
She tilted her head at him. “Why? I trust everyone who knows about it. They have
proven themselves worthy of that.”
He looked doubtful, but would say no more, changing the subject instead.
“As far as your competence as a ruler, that is only based on what they say about your resemblance to your father, and how different you are from your uncle.”
She snorted. “I should hope I am different from my uncle!”
“Ah, yes, pride compels you to hope such a thing. But there is no dishonor that may not
be shined up into honor once a king has come and gone, and the timing here could not possibly be worse. They say, at least Lev managed to brook peace between Ainsea and Elgodon.”
“A peace based on loss, entirely on our side! There was no compromise at all!”
He spread his arms wide. “I know, I know,” he placated her. “But that’s what they say. After all this time, Your Majesty, do you still not know that the people aren’t entirely logical when it comes to who sits on the throne and what they choose to do? Or —” His hands flailed momentarily. “Or anything, really! Logic is not the possession of all people, my child. Still, given time, we could recover from this.” He sighed heavily. “But, I fear, we have no time.”
“Can it really be so bad?” Irae looked out the window. From up here in the castle, the town looked peaceful, quiet, as though everything was going on as usual. She knew the town so well, knew every corner, every street, every shop — she had grown up here in the castle, and every day had looked out on the bustle within the walls.
“You know,” she said, quietly, “my father insisted that I go out into Balfour every week when I was young. He wouldn’t go with me; he wanted me to be incognito, I suppose, wanted no one to know who I was. Wanted me to be treated just like anyone else.” She laughed a little. “That part didn’t last long. No girl who is just like anyone else travels with a guard. But the people were respectful to me, and kind. I never knew if it was because of me, or because of my father.”
“Or in spite of him,” said Sir Merundi, his voice matching hers for quietness, calm and gentle. “Your father was a man to be feared and respected — he wasn’t interested in just giving the people what they wanted. He wanted the best for them, I believe, but he was not easy.”
“No,” she agreed softly. Her eyes were trained on the city visible through the window, lost in memory. “He wasn’t.” She shook herself and sat up straight and turned a direct glance on her councilman. “Is that what I am going to be, do you think? Is it better to be feared and respected, or is it better to be loved? And how am I to know how to choose one or the other?”
He spoke slowly, obviously choosing his words with care.
“To be respected, to hold on tight to your throne,” he said, “you will need to be firm. Firm and strong. Betray no weakness; give no hint of uncertainty. And with the groups that are causing distress and rioting, asking for the return of the December King —” He shrugged, as though he were helpless to give her any good news. “You must be ready to take decisive action against them.”
“Decisive action such as what?” Her lips were numb, but she did her best to question this as though it were a normal, everyday sort of discussion.
“To rebel is treason,” said her councilman. “To show too much leniency is to show weakness and give wings to the rumors and speculation that you are ill-fitted for reigning. The people may demand one thing, but truly need another. Don’t forget that they are not the regent — you are.”
No leniency — no mercy. Irae’s stomach churned and she shivered a little and clasped her hands together to keep them from shaking too obviously.
“Bring some of them in,” she commanded him. “I want to talk to them face to face.”
He bowed his head respectfully.
“Just as my lady wishes,” he said, and then he was gone.
“I would like it to be known,” said Berren, “that I think this an absolutely terrible idea.”
Thorn sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I know it is,” he said. “I said it was, didn’t I?” He gestured to the prone figure on the bed, who looked at them now and again but didn’t move apart from that — well, and the almost ceaseless motions of fingers and goes, ever seeking for something firm to root in. It had been a few hours now, and there was no change in Elseth’s condition. The village doctor had come and gone, just long enough to eye Thorn sideways and give a gruff greeting to Berren— he had checked on his arrow wound two days before, and there was apparently no reason to check it again — just long enough to look the girl over and declare that there was nothing apparently wrong with her, and just long enough to take the news back with him and spread it among the people. The very presence of the man had made Thorn want to grind his teeth. His absence had much the same effect.
And so there seemed nothing left to do except what Thorn very, very much did not want to do.
He explained it to Berren as best as he could. Braeve was well known, if not by name, then by reputation. It was she who had given the December King his immortality, a gift which she refused to repeat with anyone else. It was she who had tried to murder the princess Irae when she was younger, and it was she who, in the end, Irae had turned to for help with Karyl when he was badly wounded.
“And Karyl got better, did he?” said Berren.
“There’s no need to be sarcastic,” said Thorn sharply. “No, of course he didn’t, and you know it as well as I do. But that was because her talent lies in illusions, not in physical healing. So, she gave the illusion that he was healed, and he was able to carry on for a little while longer rather than dying outright. That in itself is better than it could have been.”
“I heard that the wound was horrendous. That she turned to uncanny means to try to draw it closed, and that it didn’t work.”
Thorn bit his tongue, trying to put the vivid memory out of his mind.
“Illusions, Berren. Elseth is healthy — you heard the doctor yourself. She’s under an illusion, her mind is playing tricks on itself, and we cannot change it. We cannot fix it. We need someone who knows what they’re going, and Braeve is the only one I can think of. The only one I’ve ever heard of who might be able to help.”
Berren looked at him for a long moment, then nodded at last.
“Very well,” he said. “I can manage well enough with my leg the way it is. We’ll take the horse and go for Braeve, if you know where she might be found.”
“No!” yelped Thorn, his voice so close to a shout that it startled everyone in the room, including himself. Even Elseth seemed to respond, her eyes fluttering wildly. He stopped and cleared his throat and started again. “I mean, no. I’ll go alone. It’s safer that way.”
“Safer for you to be on your own?” said Berren, eyebrows raised. “I hate to argue with you, son, but I think you’re a bit rattled in the head after your last adventure with her. From what I heard, she isn’t easy to reason with.”
“Yes, safer,” Thorn argued freely, since he didn’t mind it. “She knows me. She seems to like me. It’s far more likely that I’ll bring her back alone than taking someone with me.”
All protests to the contrary, Berren seemed quite ready to continue arguing, so Thorn stomped his foot.
“Look,” he said, angrily, “I came here because Irae ordered me to. I gave a message to the damned rogues because Lisca’s father asked me to. I keep doing things I don’t want to do because people tell me to do them; that’s basically the entirety of my life, since I met Irae at least. But now, here is something which no one has told me to do — no one has had to tell me to do. I am choosing to do this thing which I don’t want to do all on my own, with no orders from anyone. And so, the last thing I am going to do is let someone else tell me how it should be done. Are we quite clear on that?”
Berren shook his head and gave a slow chuckle.
“I wasn’t sure you had it in you,” he said, “but it looks as though you’ve put your foot down. Literally, in fact. Very well. How long is it likely to take, this journey?”
“Braeve’s woods are far to the north, two days journey down from the lower pass of Rindor,” Thorn rattled off, as though by rote; in fact, he was rather surprised with his own ability to remember the places. Of course, it hadn’t been long since he was there, but it felt like forever.
Berren sucked in a breath through his teeth. “That’s going to take days. Days which we may not have, not knowing what condition her mind is in.”
“I’ll go as quickly as I can,” Thorn promised. “I’ll take the horse. I’ll ride all night.” He spared a glance in Elseth’s direction, quickly; it hurt to look at her, as though he was looking at a corpse laid out for a funeral. It was Elseth’s body, but Elseth herself was not at home.
Berren followed his glance, but his gaze lingered a moment longer on the girl.
“You can scarcely bear to look at her,” he noted quietly.
“Each time,” said Thorn, looking towards the door instead, “it’s a reminder. I did this. I carved her out from where she belonged and put something silent and hollow inside.”
Berren clapped a hand on his shoulder; he seemed to do this a lot. It made Thorn a little bit uncomfortable, particularly when Berren accompanied the gesture with calling him son.
“Listen, son,” he said now, “you did what you could to save her. And now you’re going to do even more. So, set your sadness aside, go out and get on that horse, and get down to business. I’d be more patient with your moping, but I’ve got more important things to do, like take care of this young woman here.” He nodded to Elseth. “I’ll see that nothing happens to her while you’re gone. Just you be as quick as you can.”
Thorn nodded at him, risked one glance more at Elseth, and made for the door. He carried the image of Elseth with him as he went: eyes open but looking at nothing, chest rising and falling as she breathed, fingers and toes curling in and down — a misery. But alive.
Alive.
With the horse bearing only Thorn himself and a small pack with light provisions, he made the edge of the village in record time. He pulled up just beside the clearing where Elseth had spent the last seven years and got down from the horse.
The orange-furred fox sat in front of him, tail wrapped around her feet, eyes half shut in quiet contemplation. Thorn approached her and got to his knees.
“Berren is right,” he said. “I mean — I don’t know if you heard any of that. If you understood it. If you’re even capable of — I just don’t know. But he’s right, and it will take too long. It will take time which we probably don’t have. If you can get to her faster — if you can ask her to come to me. I need her help.” He looked at the fox and the fox looked back at him, impassively. “Braeve, I mean,” he clarified, in case she truly hadn’t been party to what had been going on in the village. Somehow, he felt that she must know; how could she not? She had been Forged herself, and in his mind, this gave her access to knowledge that normal people would not have. “I don’t know why I think you know everything that’s been happening, but I do. We need Braeve. She needs to remove an illusion. We need her now.” He waited a moment longer, but the fox was just looking at a firefly that appeared near them, with all signs of polite disinterest. “Lisca,” said Thorn, “please.”
The fox stood, stretched, yawned, then glanced at him and trotted off into the distance.
Thorn watched after her for a few moments, then shook himself.
“Next you’ll believe in fairy tales,” he told himself sternly. “She’s just a fox, now. No matter what Braeve says, there’s no reason to hope that she can understand what was said or asked of her. No reason at all.”
But Elseth had changed; she was a girl again, against everything. And so perhaps, though there was no reason to hope, there was no reason not to, either.
Either way, he thought he’d better keep it in mind, just to be on the safe side.
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THE FACTION
Sometime in the early hours of the morning, Queen Irae dreamed of her father.
She dreamed that he was with her in the woods, in Thorn’s woods, searching for the stranger. And Thorn was the stranger — to her father, at any rate, though she was sure that she knew him. They had met, they had eaten together, they had spent time walking along the dusty road together. But her father refused to believe it. No daughter of mine, he said, but he never finished the sentence, and she woke with the conviction that that was all he meant to say.
You’re no daughter of mine.
She thought it was quite understandable that she was out of sorts for the morning.
Nothing seemed to be going the way that she wanted it to, and as the servants went about their business she was certain that she heard whispers about her; about her reign, about her abilities. She hummed nervously through her breakfast and asked for pen and paper.
“Send Sir Merundi in when he gets here, would you? And has anyone seen Lully yet?”
The answer to the first was an obsequious Of course, my lady. The answer to the second was a regretful No, my lady.
She took a bite of her toast and tapped the pen on the page thoughtfully. Of course, Thorn was only doing what she had asked him to do. He must be gathering all the information he could, so that she might have a better idea of what to expect in seven years when her uncle returned to himself. She hoped that Thorn had forgiven her for asking him to go to the village of his birth; she couldn’t get the expression on his face out of her mind.
She wondered how she had gone so long without even thinking about him.
Well. She had been distracted. That didn’t mean anything. Thorn was a friend, a loyal and true friend and companion. And it was time for him to come home.
She wanted him to be at home.
She scribbled a few lines, quickly, leaving all the pomp and careful wording behind:
Thorn,
Please, please do come back as soon as you are able. I am quite sure that you have enough information now, and you are most definitely needed here at Balfour.
She chewed on the end of the fountain pen, thoughtfully, but decided to leave it at that. Details would only make him worry. He would come back when he could.
She signed it Jelen and sent it off with a messenger.
Sir Merundi came to her shortly after she ensconced herself in her study, pouring over papers and reports from Ainsea’s history with Elgodon. He bowed to her and smiled his usual smile, but she noticed at once that he still looked exhausted.
“My lady, I do hope that you have rested well. I have a feeling that today is going to be somewhat — trying.”
“More so than usual?” She stacked a few papers and set them aside. “I do wish my father had kept better accounts of his dealings with foreign dignitaries. I can only see that he took a dislike to King Lehan, without really detailing why.”
“Your Highness —”
“I know, I know. After all, perhaps there isn’t really anything to like about him. Perhaps my father feared running low on paper if he wrote it all down. But there really needs to be more than just a personal feeling. I’m quite sure that making decisions based on sheer dislike is not in the best interests of the people or the kingdom.”
“Yes, my lady.”
She paused, now, and looked up at him.
“Did you stay up all night, Sir Merundi? You look rather the worse for wear.”
He rubbed at his eyes. “Not all night, my lady, but a considerable portion of it. In an effort to track down those who are subversives and advocating a change in regent, we had to follow an informant to a secret meeting rather late in the evening.”
“Well, you needn’t have seen to it yourself, I’m sure. Don’t we have men to do that sort of thing?”
“It was a bit of a delicate operation.”
“Your zeal does you credit.” She separated another sheaf of papers.
“My lady,” Merundi went on, hesitantly, “we have found your servant, Lully.”
“Lully!” She stood up straight and gave him her full attention at last. “Finally. I’ve been asking for days now, and it seemed that no one knew where she was at all, not even her closest friends here in the kitchens. And of course, her family is in Deen, so I haven’t heard whether there were any reports from them. Well, splendid, Sir Merundi, well done. I trust she is all right?”
“She is perfectly healthy, if that is what you mean,” said Merundi, heavily. “But I fear you will not be happy when you learn where she was found.”
Irae frowned at him.
“What? Why not? Where was she? Where has she been?”
“At the secret meeting with the subversives, rather late in the evening,” said Merundi levelly, and dropped his gaze from her startled eyes. “I thought you would want to be informed as soon as possible.”
The light in the prisons was not the best; Lully’s skin was pale and washed out, but her eyes were hidden completely behind the tangled mess of her hair. She lifted her head a little when she heard people coming but dropped it again when she saw who it was.
She was nearly alone in the cells; there were only one or two others being kept, further down the line. Irae’s regime had not yet put much emphasis on arresting wrongdoers; under her reign, the guards had relaxed somewhat. The queen was determined to look on this as a positive sign, that perhaps crime and violence had lessened in the short time she had been on the throne. Realistically, she knew that all it meant was that her guards needed to step up and act.
But that was an issue for another day.
Irae took hold of the bars in both hands and pressed her face against the cold iron.
“How dare you,” she whispered.
“You don’t understand,” said Lully. Her voice was small and clear.
“You’re correct. I don’t. So, explain it to me.”
The small kitchen maid, delicate as a daisy, looked away, toward the little barred window set up high near the ceiling.
“I don’t think it matters,” she said. “You know where I was. You’ve made up your own mind already as to what I deserve. So, you might as well tell me my sentence, and leave me in peace.”
“Sir Merundi called them subversives,” said Irae. “He said they wanted to start riots and create havoc and hold the crown to ransom until there was a change. He says they spread the story that I am incompetent, irresponsible, that I have no real right or claim to the throne.”
Lully looked up at her. There were bruises on her face.
“Why is it that you always believe everything he says?” she asked.
“Because he has never lied to me.”
“If he lied well enough, you wouldn’t know about it, would you?”
Through numb lips, Irae said, “What were you doing with them?”
“Nothing,” said Lully, sullenly. “They’ve done nothing wrong.”
“Not yet, perhaps.”
“You know nothing about it. You know only what he feeds you. Do you not wonder why he hasn’t allowed anyone else to be elected to the Council? Do you not have the slightest bit of suspicion as to his motives in serving the crown?”
“Sir Merundi is not on trial here.”
“Nor am I!” Lully stood up and pushed forward toward her, lifting her head and putting her face into the light. The bruises were ugly and dark, all along her jawline, as though she had been struck with something long and heavy there on the underside of her chin. Underneath her eyes, too, there were bruises, though they were the darkness of exhaustion. “I am already condemned, aren’t I?”
“I’m condemning no one,” said Irae sharply. “Not even those who want to make a difference — I have always been in favor of free speech. Sometimes there needs to be a change. I’m not denying that. My problem is when those who are meant to be loyal to me, who I have been friends with, turn on me and stab me in the back when I am not looking.”
“I showed my loyalty to you and I was punished for it. Arrested and fined.”
“No, you were punished for starting a fight.”
“You never minded me being in fights before! As long as it served your purpose, that is — and I thought that was what I was doing. Serving your purpose.”
“Oh, really? Is that so?” Irae put her hands on her hips. “Was it serving my purpose to consort with those who conspire against me? They may claim that they’re loyal to the throne, but all they want is to change everything —”
“And what’s wrong with change? You claim to like it, yourself! You say you see the need for it. And when I have fought for you, and been willing to give up everything for you, what do you do? You take it. You take everything. You even sent Berren away!”
“I needed him to go and help Thorn!”
“Maybe I needed him! Maybe I needed his help! Did you ever think of that?”
“You don’t need anyone,” said Irae. “That is evident. You are doing just fine on your own, out there, having left the castle — your home! — behind and sought out new friends —”
“You made me do that!” cried Lully. “I have only ever been loyal to you, and you treated me like dirt! The very day that you became queen, I was back serving at the tables, while you and your important new friends feasted and reveled. Where were they when you were outcast and exiled, all on your own except for Graic and Karyl and me? Where were they then, hmm?”
Irae stomped her foot. “I didn’t want you to be serving at the table! I asked that you be seated and served yourself!”
“Oh, yes? And they just ignored the request of the queen, did they?” She scoffed and shook her head. “No, my lady, you can’t have it both ways. You can’t say that you deserve my respect as my regent and then, when it comes time to show me respect in return, shrug and say that your hands are tied because no one listens to what you order. I was willing to give up everything for you, and you couldn’t even effectively give an order that I be thanked! What sort of friend are you? What sort of queen?”
The silence that fell between them was like a sudden snowfall, freezing cold and muffling all noise. It went on for longer than it ought to have, and it was Lully who broke it.
“I — I didn’t mean —”
“You did,” said Irae, distantly. “You meant every word.” She looked away, down the hall, to see if there was some clue there as to how she should handle this. She had not felt so at a loss for some time. “Perhaps — perhaps that is where I have fallen short. I have tried to be a friend. Perhaps I should instead have just been a queen.”
Lully’s head was still held high, but her mouth trembled. Irae broke from her reverie to turn back to the kitchen maid.
“We cannot have subversive behavior in the castle,” she said. “Though I support the right of every citizen to hold their own opinion, we cannot allow riots and disruption of the peace. You will remain here for the time being, until I am able to arrange for your case to be heard.” She twisted her hands on the bars, took them away and rubbed at the residue of damp iron left on her fingers. “It won’t be long.”
She moved back along the corridor, listening all along the way for any sound from behind her. But there was nothing, no call for her to come back, no appeal to her name, not even the sound of a quiet sob. Lully was absolutely silent as she was left behind.
Still numb, Irae went to where she had left Sir Merundi in her study. The man had drifted off to sleep in the large overstuffed chair before the fire, his spectacles sitting neatly on the little table at his side; she went to him quietly and sat down across from him. He was only dozing and opened his eyes almost as soon as she appeared.
“I want to know where they were meeting,” she said.
“They won’t be there anymore,” he told her, shaking his head a little. He seemed a bit dazed with sleep still. “Most of them got away.”
“I’m sure that they will be back.”
“I doubt it.”
“That isn’t your concern, regardless. I will figure something out. At any rate, they’re out
there somewhere now, and I want to know where they have been meeting.”
He looked at her closely in the flickering light of the fire, then sighed.
“King’s Court,” he said. “They met in a public house in the corner, I forget exactly what it was called. The Calendar, perhaps.”
She smiled a mirthless smile.
“Of course,” she said. “The Calendar. Named in honor of the new reigns, the change in houses. Tell me, Sir Merundi, do you believe that I have the right to claim the throne as December Queen, although I had been deposed and there was already a King in December?”
He weighed his words carefully.
“If I did not believe that you were in the right and your uncle in the wrong, my lady, I should not have fought for you.”
She nodded at him.
“I thank you, Councilman. Call up the captain of the guard. He may still be settling into his duties. It is time that he was trained more thoroughly.”
“Yes, Your Highness.”
“I have had enough of rebellion. Have them ready to act.”
She left him there in the study and went to her chambers for a plain black cloak.
“No daughter of mine,” she whispered to herself. “She is no daughter of mine.”
It was as she was preparing herself that the numbness finally broke, like an ice flow in the spring, and the feeling came rushing back, overwhelming her, pushing her down and into a small curled-up circle of sadness, weeping for her people, her kingdom, for her friend, and for herself.
The noise of the iron door of the cell clanking open startled Lully awake. She shot up on her cot, swinging her legs immediately over the side to get to a standing position, ready for whatever was coming despite the fuzziness in her brain. Having spent all day dozing off and on in the cell, she had no true concept of what time it was, but it felt so late that it might well be early.
To her shock, the shadowy, dark-cloaked figure that opened her cell proved to be Irae. She put a finger to her lips to keep Lully quiet, and gestured with her head for the kitchen maid to follow her. Wondering, and keeping as tight a lid on her simmering anger as she could, Lully padded along behind her as she led the way from the cells to the main door.
The guard merely nodded at them as they left, and it wasn’t until they had left the castle proper and emerged out onto the street of Balfour town that ran along the castle walls that Irae turned to her and spoke.
“I have trusted you implicitly,” she said, “for the last year of my life. So, do me the honor now of telling me true. You have listened to the voice of the people. Do they want me gone?”
Lully’s lips and throat were parched and dry. With a small and broken voice, she said, “They want a change. They want peace. They want — what’s right. You can’t fault them for that, even if it does go against what you want. You have always tried to be good and fair.” She bit her lip. “Don’t fail us now.”
Irae drew her cloak a little more tightly around her and gave another to Lully.
“Wrap yourself up warm,” she instructed her.
“Where are we going?”
“You’re the one who can answer that. Where will they be meeting, now?”
Lully sent her a shocked look. “You can’t ask me to willingly betray them. Even if I did know where they would be —”
“I am certain that you must. And it isn’t a question of betrayal.” Irae sighed and pulled the hood of her cloak a little further down over her face. “I want to hear them for myself. I don’t trust Sir Merundi, I don’t know that I can trust you — I need to be there. I need to hear what they say.”
“I don’t know that —”
“Lully. Please. You say that they want to do what’s right — I want nothing less. Please. Trust me.”
It was on the tip of Lully’s tongue to ask why. What had Irae done to deserve her trust? What had Irae done other than order her around, make poor decisions that ended in pain and even in death, struggle and scrape to regain her throne, and then immediately forget about those who had helped her? What had she done for Lully?
But the moon came out from behind a cloud, and the cloak fell away again from her face, and Lully saw that Irae’s eyes were wet with weeping; her mouth drew down with sadness and stress; her hands were clasped in front of her. And Lully remembered that Irae was young, younger than Lully herself, and orphaned too, and though Irae had indeed made poor decisions, and ordered her around, and struggled and scraped to regain her throne — she had never once lied to her.
Not yet.
She swallowed.
“I have an idea of where they might be,” she said slowly. “I could be wrong. But there’s a chance.”
Irae reached out quickly, as though to move before either one of them could stop it from happening, and clasped Lully’s shoulder. The touch lasted but a second, and then she withdrew again, but it was enough to warm Lully from the inside. As she turned and began to move through the quiet streets, her doubt subsided and drifted into a quiet corner of her mind, where it lurked and watched and waited.
Leden had indeed introduced her to a few of his friends, all of whom believed much the same that he did. There were more where they came from, too, he had assured her. More, from all walks of life, from the ranks of the nobles, from the ranks of the guards, from the ranks of the poor and the beggars and the homeless who flooded the streets of Balfour these days — more, and always more. But those who met with Leden were the chieftains, the influential ones, the loudest of them all.
Lully did not know where Leden lived. She wasn’t entirely sure that what she called him was even his real name; he seemed to be quite content to keep everything about his identity a secret, and she assumed that there was some reason for that. His standoffishness about his history had kept her from asking too many questions. She led the queen to the house of one of Leden’s chief associates, Srift, a merchant of modest means but enormous popularity for his honesty and jocularity. The windows of the house were indeed still lit from within, even at this late hour — it emboldened Lully considerably, and she swallowed hard and ascended the stairs to knock on the door.
It was opened, but just a little, and she murmured through the crack, “For Leden.”
She had a sudden, vivid memory of doing the same in her home village of Deen, waiting for the queen to come back with the Forged she had gone after. Just Lully and Karyl and Graic, plotting to overthrow the December King, planning to set things right, to take back what was rightfully Irae’s.
She shook off the memory. What did it matter now? They had done what they intended to, and a great lot of good it had done for them.
The crack in the door widened and she and Irae were let into the little hall. It was quiet and dark there, but she could hear a noise, muffled, as though several rooms and closed doors away. The servant who let them in looked them up and down, then gave a slight shake of his head, and motioned for them to wait.
Lully whispered, “I don’t know how you expect them not to know who you are.”
“I’ve been in disguise before,” Irae whispered back.
“But not when you were the queen!”
“Disguises work a great deal better when you don’t say things like that.”
Lully threw her hands in the air and let them fall with a slap against her sides, frustrated. They waited a moment longer before the servant returned and gestured for them to follow him. He led them down the hallway, to what looked like a back door to the alleyway outside; upon turning the doorknob, however, it proved to be another room, small, cunningly concealed in the plan of the house, with the expected exit on the far side of it. There were five others in the room, and a roaring fire, and Lully immediately looked to Leden for a cue.
She found him standing in the corner, both arms folded, looking directly at her as she entered the door, as though he knew who was coming and where they would stand. He gave her a deep nod.
“They let me out,” she said. “It pays to have connections. I’ve brought a new recruit.” She gestured behind her with her thumb.
“Micera,” said Irae, taking down the hood of her cloak. Her hair was down, and she wore spectacles, which Lully had never seen on her before. It most definitely did make a difference, and though Lully could see that it was clearly and obviously Irae, no one else seemed to have the least bit of suspicion. “I work in the kitchens with Lully, and I want what’s right for Ainsea.”
The others in the room — Srift, another man Lully didn’t recognize and one she did, and an older woman who she thought was named Cassel, though she wasn’t sure — looked to Leden, who nodded.
“If you want what’s right, then you are welcome here,” he said. “Lully, I’m glad to see that you’re free once more.”
Lully smiled warmly at him, but he did not smile back. Instead, his eyes skated vaguely over her face, scrutinized Irae for a long moment, and then returned to the man she didn’t recognize amongst the group.
“We were just explaining the issue to Faedor here. He agrees with us in principle but feels that we should allow things to remain as they are.”
“I see,” said Lully, but no one was paying attention to her. The woman in the room, Cassel, stood up and went to Leden’s side.
“He may have a point,” she said. “With Elgodon likely to attack at any moment, can we really stage our own rebellion? We need to consolidate our forces for the good of Ainsea.”
“Precisely what I am attempting to do. The people have spoken. Even the queen’s house feels that a change is in order, you see,” said Leden, holding a hand out to Lully and Irae. “Lully here was one of the ones who fought for the queen when she was in exile. She fought against the December King. But she knows now — don’t you, Lully? — that things need to change.”
“Change is one thing,” said Faedor. “Rebellion is another. If she isn’t meant to rule, perhaps we should just let things take their course and she can destroy herself with bad decisions.” He laughed. “And her uncle, too, if it comes to that and he resurges. They can take each other down.”
“A position of caution, which I respect,” said Leden. “And yet, it avoids the main issue at hand.”
“Which is?”
“She is little more than a child. She was trained — and by whom? Her father and her uncle. One known as a reasonless tyrant, when the mood struck him, and a drunken fool otherwise. Her uncle plots against her, exiles her, orders her execution, which she only just escapes. And what does our princess do? She makes a series of decisions that end badly for everyone involved. She starts off with a few loyal friends — one of whom was badly wounded — weren’t you, Lully? You were telling me about it — and another of whom is now dead. She tries and for the most part fails to rally an army around her, and when she does at last re-take her throne, it is only because her uncle has inexplicably abdicated, exiled himself, and completely disappeared. Something is wrong here, my friends.”
“It isn’t her fault that her uncle did what he did,” said Faedor. “And if he chose to exile himself, against all reason, well, we can hardly blame her for taking advantage of it.”
“Taking advantage is exactly the concern. Look at her bloodline,” said Leden simply. “Her father, her uncle. The house is tainted, doomed, cursed. There is every chance that she will turn out to be just like them — or, if not, that she will err on the side of caution, and not take a strong enough stand to keep Ainsea safe. She may turn out to be a tyrant; she may turn out to be nothing more than a young and stupid girl. The real question is, with loss certain no matter what occurs, can we afford to wait and see?”
There was a long pause in the hot little room, and Lully turned just enough to catch sight of Irae’s face. Her skin was ashen, and she was sweating and shaking. The skin of Lully’s palm itched; she longed to reach out and touch her arm, to comfort her if she could.
But she couldn’t, not without drawing more attention to her.
All she could do was say, “The room is too hot. Step out with me, will you, Micera?”
She led the way out. Irae followed her back down the corridor, and together they slipped outside into the frigid night air. Irae leaned back against the closed door of the house and took in deep gulps of air.
“Won’t they notice that you’re gone, and suspect something?”
“No, I don’t believe anyone minds,” said Lully. “They weren’t paying attention to me anyway.” She kicked at the step beneath her. “It doesn’t matter. They’re just a small faction, you know.”
“Is that so? It doesn’t sound like it.”
“Not everyone agrees with them.” Lully bit her lip — why was she now trying to make Irae feel better? Didn’t she believe that Leden was right?
She did, she did believe him — but she still didn’t want Irae to be hurt.
Irae looked down at her feet and shook her head. “It’s true. If I can’t bring peace to my people, then what I am I doing pretending to be a good queen?” Her voice dropped lower, as though she were speaking only to herself. “Why am I pretending to be a queen at all?”
“What are you going to do?”
“I — I need to think. I need to sleep on it.” Irae turned away from her just as Lully reached out to put a hand on her shoulder. She faltered and let her hand fall before Irae turned back. “I thank you for your help,” she said. “I have always been grateful. For your help.”
Lully bowed her head.
When she looked up, the queen was gone.
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ONCE MORE INTO THE WOODS
Thorn —
I don’t know if you received my first message. Please know that if I needed you then, I need you more than ever now. I am sorry to be dragging you away from Elseth; I’m sure that there is much to concern you in your village. But please, please, come home to me.
Yours,
Jelen
    
She came to him in the shape of a tree in the woods, before he had got much more than a few hours away from the village. At first, he thought it was a trick of the light; then he thought must be something wrong with his eyes; finally, getting ever closer to her as she drew closer to him in turn, he thought, Well, this is it. After all these years of false alarms, I’ve completely lost it at last.
She was close to twenty feet tall, at a guess, and carried her arms up and out at her side like slim boughs; her fingers were branches, and leaves and flower petals drifted to the ground in her wake, and with every step she took with her split trunk, roots were sent shooting off in every direction, disturbing the earth with hollows like molehills. She was wrapped around with vines and lianas, and she spread pieces of herself like seeds as she came in his direction.
“Woodman,” she said, in an old, slow voice like an empty house, “do you like me like this?”
Thorn stopped and tried to keep his nervous horse still beneath him.
“It’s — an interesting choice, to be sure,” he said, scrabbling for diplomacy and hoping that he wasn’t erring on the side of obvious dissembling. “May I ask why you’re like that?”
“Because,” said the tree woman, “I thought it would make you feel more comfortable.” She shrank, suddenly, drifted down towards him, scattering a shower of leaves all over him, and then he blinked, and she was Irae, except not Irae — she was Jelen, her eyes were black, she was someone just a little bit different, and the little bit different was enough to give him nightmares. He swallowed hard and felt the telltale dusty dryness begin to spread in his throat, like a scab. “Or maybe this would make you feel more comfortable.”
“No, not really,” he managed. She stood still for a moment or two and changed again. A smallish woman, vaguely familiar in the way that all of her forms were vaguely familiar, but her chin was rounded, and firm and she winked at him.
“All right, then,” she said, cheerfully. “Hello, strange little woodman.”
“Hello, Braeve. I thank you for coming to me — I suppose Lisca — the fox — was able to get to you faster than I thought.”
As a matter of fact, there was no possible way that the fox would have been able to get to her that quickly, any more than there was any possible way that Braeve had made the journey to him that quickly. Neither of these things made sense, and yet, things were what they were. He decided not to think about it for fear of going mad.
Besides, she blinked innocently at him and said, “What fox?”
“Aha,” said Thorn. “Well. Ahem.” He patted at his horse’s sweaty neck. “Well, you’re
here, anyway, aren’t you.” He squinted at her. “Aren’t you?”
“Yes, yes, yes,” said Braeve. She came up to him and stretched a little, so she was at eye level with him as he sat on the horse and scrutinized him. “Ahh. What are you doing here?”
“Exploring my own history,” said Thorn, more or less honestly. “And I’ve run into some serious trouble.”
“Oh, yes, I can smell that.” She leaned forward and pressed her nose against his shoulder. Thorn sat as still as he possibly could. “Fresh air, a little hint of pine, and a great deal of trouble. Illusion trouble.” She smiled a contented cat-like smile. “My sort of trouble. But I don’t understand, Thorn.”
“No more do I,” he said before he could help himself. “What don’t you understand?”
“The intensity of your delusion. Why is it,” said the strange woman, “that you believe I would help you?” She raised her hands, and her fingernails grew and stretched and curved and curled and pointed like talons, wicked and sharp.
Thorn swallowed what felt like his tonsils.
“Because,” he managed, slowly, “you like me.” He tried a helpless grin, though he knew quite well that he wasn’t good at it. “Remember?”
“Mm, not really,” she said, doubtfully. “But I have come all this way. What do you need from me?”
“A girl — my friend — is under an illusion. It’s all in her mind, but we can’t seem to heal her. It’s been more than a day now, and she isn’t responding to anything that we do. Please, set her to rights. Remind her of who she really is.”
“A girl. Your friend. Are there any girls who are not your friends, Thorn?”
He laughed before he could stop himself. “Many. Most.”
“Mm, so you say.” She shimmied her shoulders a little and laughed. “And what will you promise me, if I do you this favor?”
He shook his head. “Anything you like. Anything that I can give you.”
“Aha.” She touched a finger to her lips, thoughtfully. “Anything?”
“Anything that belongs to me to give,” said Thorn, and coughed. His throat ached something fierce. “Which is precious little, I must warn you, in the interests of being completely honest.”
“Honesty? Indeed, how refreshingly archaic.”
“I thought you would probably like it.”
“And indeed, I do. Oh yes. Well. Your offer is temptingly vague, and I will have to think about it.” She turned away from him and he had time only to let out a sob of distress before she whipped around to face him again. “And I have thought about it. I accept your terms. Lead me to the girl.”
“Will you — do you — the horse?”
“Oh, no. Come down off of there and walk like a normal person.”
He got down from the horse, warily, since she was standing close enough still to brush up against him as he went. Once he stood on the ground, she shrank down once more till she was at his level again. She wore a tucked-edged little smile of pleasurable anticipation and put an arm through his as he began to walk.
“Oh, dear,” she said, “I wish I could sing.”
He accompanied her through the woods, leading the horse behind him, looking around him for any sight of the fox. She was nowhere to be found. Indeed, there was nothing to be found at all — much like in Braeve’s woods, all the wildlife seemed to have ceased to exist.
“Are you doing this?” he said. “Are you making it like this?”
“What a silly question,” she said. At first, she matched him, pace for pace and stride for stride, but gradually outstripped him so that he had to hurry to keep up with her, and then they were taking enormous strides, far too long to be actually happening. “You know,” she said conversationally, “I understand that strange things are afoot in Castle Balfour. Have you kept up with your friend the Princess at all?”
“She’s the queen, now.”
“She’s a wretched little girl, is what she is. But she has spunk. A little spunk goes a long way, don’t you find?” She tugged at his arm. “Ooh, look, are we here already?”
They were there already. There was no possible way that it could be true, but they were there already. Thorn looked about himself at the little village, more than a little dazed.
“Erm,” he said, “it would appear so.”
Braeve laughed and slapped at his arm as though he were unforgivably witty.
“It would appear so,” she mocked him, and rolled her eyes. “Come now. So, this is the village where you grew up, is it? The village where you were born? The village from which you were ostracized.” She gave him a stern glance. “Do they know what manner of man they ran off into the woods?”
“Yes,” said Thorn, gritting his teeth, “I’m afraid that they do. That’s why they ran me off into the woods.”
“Shocking,” murmured Braeve, with a giddy sort of glee and mock disapproval, and she tugged at his sleeve again. “Where are we going next?”
He led her through the village to Berren’s house. Berren himself was outside, tending to his sheep, and the expression of surprise on his face when he looked up to see Thorn was rather comical. But it was nothing compared to the expression on his face when he saw Braeve.
She practically pounced on him.
“A bearded one!” she said. “He must have on his winter coat. You look kind and sweet and easily taken advantage of. Do you have a sweetheart? Do the girls all like you the way they all like Thorn?”
Berren turned to Thorn for help.
“Elseth is inside,” said Thorn briefly. He opened the door and tugged in his turn at Braeve’s arm, but she was as heavy and solid as a rock now and didn’t move until she was good and ready. Which meant another moment of plucking experimentally at Berren’s beard; Berren didn’t appear to be able to move at all, or defend himself, but his eyes rolled wildly in Thorn’s direction and Thorn would read the expression behind them perfectly well.
What have you done?
“She is the only one who can help us,” Thorn whispered, to remind him and to remind himself. “We need her. Elseth needs her.”
“That’s right,” said Braeve, “and don’t you forget it.” She condescended to enter Berren’s shed, now, and went unerringly to the back corner where the cot was, with Elseth on it. Braeve’s flippant attitude dissipated as quickly as fog in the sunlight; her features grew serious, if still keenly interested, and she straightened up a little, becoming her more usual height.
“Forged and returned,” she said. “After seven years. Your handiwork, I suppose?”
He swallowed. “She was sick. Dying. It was all I could think of to try and save her.”
“Ah. And what is she, this girl? What does she mean to you?”
Thorn licked his lips and reached up to tug reflexively at the ends of his hair, before dropping his hands abruptly.
“Something bright,” he said. “Something good. When I had nothing.”
“Something worth getting thrown out of your own village for,” said Braeve, calculatingly. “You know, had you not Forged her, perhaps you would have been able to re-enter society, be treated as a human again. Everyone would have believed that you were just as useless and normal as the rest of them.”
“Please,” he whispered, hands clenched tightly in front of him. “Please, just set her loose. Set her free.”
Braeve shot him a sharp glance, a glance as sharp as a knife, then turned her attention to the girl on the bed. She bent over her, lifting her hands to smooth just over the surface of her skin, then lifting her up, somehow, in her wake — her hands drifted over Elseth’s arms, down to her hands, and in response Elseth lifted her arm, portion by portion, as though called simply by her proximity to Braeve. It was as though Elseth was a puppet, and Braeve held all the strings, to make her move, to make her breathe. To make her free.
“And you,” crooned Braeve, growing a little shorter, a little slighter, so she wasn’t looming so far over the slight form on the bed, “you deserve another chance — don’t you? He’s given you a second one already, so why not have a third, hmm?” She turned her head to look back at Thorn over her shoulder, and she wore Elseth’s face, now, but it wasn’t as Thorn remembered — her eyes were half closed and calculating, and her lips turned up at the corners in a lazy little smile.
“Why not give her all the chances in the world, hmm?”
“Just one more,” said Thorn, his throat so dry that his voice was just barely at the edge of hearing. “That’s all I ask.”
And now she had turned back to Elseth, again, and though he didn’t like the sound of her low, slow chuckle, there was no debating the fact that Elseth was changing; she was lit from within, almost as when he had Forged her to begin with, but this was the glow of health. She shuddered under the drifting hands of Braeve, and as Thorn watched, he could see that her eyes were moving wildly to and fro beneath the frozen lids. All at once both of her arms came up, out stiff but gracefully, like the limbs of a tree, and her toes curled into the bed beneath her.
The chuckle turned into a full-blown laugh.
“Oh, no you don’t,” said Braeve gleefully. “You don’t go back to sleep that easily. Wake up, child!”
Elseth’s eyes were open, suddenly, without Thorn even having seen them open, and she was staring, and blinking, and breathing deeply in fits and gasps and coughs, and he rushed forward to help her as she struggled to sit up. She let him take her hand and lift her, then looked up at him and snatched her hands away.
“Please,” she said, “no. Thank — thank you. I’m fine.” She looked to Braeve, who was sitting at her bedside and appearing to all intents and purposes absolutely harmless. “I’m fine,” murmured Elseth again, and though she didn’t look at all as though she believed her own voice, she sounded stronger even now, and there were the beginnings of steel in her shoulders.
Thorn fell back, hardly able to even control himself. His own breathing wasn’t entirely steady, either, and he thought wildly that if he should have a heart attack and die at this very moment, that it would serve his heart right for getting so excited. He was aware of a dull pressure on his arm and looked down to the left to see Braeve’s fingers holding him in a firm grip.
“Mustn’t frighten her,” she reminded him quietly. “She’s been asleep for a very long time, you know.”
He nodded, only halfway aware of what he was even doing. “Should I leave her?” he asked. It sounded like the worst idea in the world.
“She will want something to drink. Bring the girl some water, and then meet me outside.”
He stood and went trembling to the pitcher on the table in the corner. Berren had two cups, both of earthen clay — Thorn dropped one of them and filled the other. He brought it back to the girl on the cot, who took it, bowing her head in thanks, and drank from it. Her hair fell forward over her face, and he reached out to touch it, to move it back so he could see her; but she moved away from him, not rudely, but cautiously.
She drank down the water cleanly, and he refilled it for her.
“Thank you,” she whispered. Her voice was rough. “You have been — you’re very kind. May I see my mother, please?”
Thorn froze, looking down at her, and she looked back up at him, eyes wide, absolutely absent of any recognition. After a long moment of trying vainly to find his tongue, he managed to blurt out, “I’ll see if I can find her,” and darted for the door.
He stood outside for a long time, trying to recover his breath. Elseth! Elseth was alive, and back to herself, and he — he was nothing to her. She didn’t remember anything of him. She only wanted her mother, whom he could not give to her. And she would ask for her father, and he wouldn’t be able to give her that, either. He pounded at his forehead with his fist for a moment, thump, thump, then shook himself abruptly like a dog coming out of the water and stumbled sideways into Braeve as though someone had turned the world on end.
She took hold of his arm and smiled at him as though nothing could possibly be wrong, ever.
“Well?” she said.
Thorn was panting, trying to get his heartbeat back into its normal rhythm. “She doesn’t
remember me.”
“Oh, for goodness sake.” Braeve rolled her eyes. “The girl has spent seven years as a tree and is only just now trying to put the pieces together of being a human again. Give her some time.”
“No, it’s — perhaps it’s better, this way.”
“And spare me your martyrdom. Her memory will come back to her when it is good and ready. In the meantime, I’ve done what I said I would do. She is no longer under any illusion.”
Thorn nodded, heart still thumping, and head beginning to hurt.
“Yes,” he said. “Yes.”
“You promised me anything that it was in your power to give,” she reminded him. He nodded.
“I know. And I meant it, truly.”
She smiled at him, a wicked smile, and he felt his stomach drop down to the vicinity of his shoes. He didn’t like that smile at all.
““You are very, very lucky,” said Braeve, “that I do, in fact, like you.” She leaned forward, practically nose to nose with him. “I choose your vengeance that you are not taking. I choose your anger, that sits just at the bottom of your throat and taints every swallow of food. I’ll take every murderous thought you’ve ever had against the people of this village and make them mine. And in the end, what’s left over will be left up to chance.” She stretched out her arms, shaking them and humming to herself.
Thorn’s breath stopped completely.
“What?” he said hoarsely. “No.”
“Oh, yes.”
“Why? Why would you do that?”
She turned away from him and looked out at the village. “Why?” she said. “Because it is fun. And because I like you. And because you have always been told that you were a curse, and now it is true.” She stretched again, lifting her arms to the skies. “And besides, it isn’t as though you’re doing anything constructive with it. Carrying it around inside of you, letting it burn holes in your guts. Wouldn’t you rather give it to me?”
“No!” he cried. “I wouldn’t.”
“That’s just too bad,” said Braeve, and she smiled at him, and then she wasn’t there — no, she was there, but she was there, too — she was everywhere, here and there in the village, and sometimes she was clearly herself, she was Braeve, but sometimes she was Thorn, too, and sometimes she had a knife, and sometimes she had a stone, and sometimes she bore a torch, swinging wildly, throwing her head back and laughing and singing. “My gift!” she sang. “My gift to you!”
Over the sound of her, there was the sound of cries, growing louder — and some of them stopping, suddenly, ending in a fearsome silence.
Thorn covered his ears, squeezed shut his eyes, but nothing could drown out the sound and the silence, which was worse by far, and so he opened himself again, and looked around, half dazed, and when he spied her dancing down the street just past him, he began to run.
He ran the way he had not run for a very long time; the way that he ran when he was running away from something, as though he were being chased. He ran down the street, and he launched himself at her, taking her by surprise, wrapping his arms around her and tackling her down and rolling on the hard-packed dirt of the street, and with breath only coming in fits and starts, he managed, “Stop.”
She was in his arms, and rather than fight him off, she wrapped her arms about him in return.
“Stop what?” she said innocently.
He could hear the silent sound of her destruction ringing in his ears, the ghosts of the cries of mothers and children and grandparents, the end of all things for the village of his start.
“It isn’t as though I’ve killed anyone,” she said, gently. “After all, it’s your anger I’ve been using. And what harm could such a weak thing like that do?”
He unwrapped his arms from her and stood up. Around him, the village stood, a little the worse for wear, but mostly unharmed. A few of the villagers came out of their houses, pieces of smashed crockery and cookware in their hands; a dog was limping; someone’s roof was mildly on fire. Small things. Thorn took in the first deep breath in what felt like years.
“I thought —”
“You thought what, that I would kill everyone in the village to get vengeance for how they treated you when you were young?” She scoffed at him. “Thorn. You’re not that important. Don’t let the queen’s notice swell your head.”
“An illusion. It was all an illusion.”
“Mmm, most of it,” she agreed, clapping him on the shoulder. “I really did set that roof on fire, though.”
He turned back towards the sheep farmer’s shed, wheezing with relief, anxious to see Elseth again, to know what she needed and to give it to her if he could. And there was Berren, and he looked as though he were sleeping in the dirt, but for the side of his head that was all bloody.
“Oh,” Braeve said, and made a tsk noise. “Oops. Missed one.”
But he didn’t move. Thorn got down on his knees beside him, and put a hand on his shoulder, and still he did not move.
“Oh, maybe I didn’t miss him after all,” said Braeve. She chewed on her thumbnail. “Shall we call that a casualty of war?”
“Is he — is he dead?”
“Maybe not,” she said, looking down at him. “Maybe he only looks like he’s dead. You know all about that, don’t you, Thorn? Things looking like other things.”
“Did you do this? Why did you do this?” Thorn stared up at her, utterly baffled. “You liked him. You said so.”
“Ah, well,” said Braeve, “I said I liked you, too, and look how that turned out.” She bent and scooped Berren up; he remained limp and lifeless in her grasp, and she put him over her shoulder without any apparent effort. “Nothing’s over till it’s over, you know. You. Your Elseth. This beard here. Even the queen, her royal highness, wherever she may be and whatever she may be doing.” She blew a kiss into the air. “And Lev — ah, Lev. I want to hear the end of the story sometime, Thorn.”
Still baffled, he nodded numbly. “I — I’ll tell you.”
Braeve laughed.
“How can you tell me?” she said. “The end of the story hasn’t happened yet.”
She disappeared, then, drifting into nothingness, accompanied by a vast wind from nowhere, and the returning sounds of the animals in the forest.
In the wind of her passing, a letter fluttered to land at his feet; he bent down to pick it up and held it in one unfeeling hand. It looked as though it had been caught in a rainstorm, and the majority of it was illegible, but he could just make out the first bit and the last.
Thorn —
Please, please come home to me.
Yours,
Jelen
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THE NEW YEAR
Balfour seemed larger and busier than ever, after spending the last two weeks outside of it in the countryside. There were too many people, it was true— but none of them were Braeve, and none of them were his own villagers, and for all of these facts, Thorn was extremely grateful.
He walked his horse through the streets, plodding and slow, resisting the urge to glance behind him to see if there was any companion at his side. He knew there was none.
He was so preoccupied with trying to think of how to explain everything to Irae — explain? How could he explain when he still wasn’t even entirely sure what had happened? Other than that, he turned to someone for help who had already proven to be untrustworthy and dangerous, which was not a good explanation at all — that he scarcely noticed that he was being observed and followed until a hand reached up and took hold of the bridle of his horse.
He looked down into a face that was vaguely familiar, but which took him a moment or two to realize was that of Rickerd, lately of Raff’s band of rogues. He squinted up at him and Thorn squinted back down at him, baffled as to why he was here.
He had just started to ask when the young man’s face lit up with a triumphant glow, and the tentative hand on the horse’s bridle turned into a strong grip on Thorn himself.
“It is you!” he said. “I thought so!”
“What?” said Thorn. “Why?”
But now other hands were pulling Thorn down from his perch on his horse, eager hands, hands belonging to bodies dressed in the green and gold uniforms of the castle guard. An older man with impressive mutton chop whiskers stepped up to stand just behind Rickerd, directing a stern glare at Thorn.
“Are you certain, young lad?”
“Quite,” said Rickerd, and now Thorn saw, coming into view, the figure of Batrek Felcin, brow like a thundercloud, fists clenched at his sides.
“You should execute him on the spot,” breathed the noble furiously.
“Now, now, we can’t very well do that,” said the guard with the mutton chop whiskers. He appeared to be in charge, directing two of the other guards to take Thorn by the elbows and march him along between them. “That may have been the sort of thing that would happen under King Lev and his favorite executioner, but that certainly isn’t how things are run now. Besides, this young man is a personal friend of the December Queen.”
“I’m well aware of that,” spat Batrek Felcin. “That’s rather the problem, isn’t it?”
Thorn was being marched away a little more quickly than he would have liked. He could hear them clearly behind him, but not see them any longer. He twisted his head to the side to try and look at them over his shoulder.
“What’s going on?” he demanded. “Why am I being arrested? I haven’t done anything!”
Lately, whispered the voice in his head, apparently compelled into honesty. The admission, thankfully, didn’t make it all the way out of his mouth.
“Thorn of the Pluron Woods,” said the chief of the guards, “you are arrested and charged with suspicion of implication in the disappearance and perhaps the murder of both Lisca Felcin and Lev, the erstwhile December King of Ainsea.”
“What?”
“I’ll have his head!” called Batrek Felcin after him.
“Only if the law demands it,” said the chief of the guards, and in order to not seem partial to the prisoner, he turned a fierce glare on Thorn. “Which it very well might.”
All in all, it was the most confusing arrest Thorn had ever undergone, and that was saying something In short order he found that he had been conducted to the castle, through the main gates, around the side to the gate leading to the cells, and installed in one of them on his own, and in the time that it took he was no clearer on what was going on than before. No one seemed all that inclined to set him straight on things; apart from the initial accusation, he heard nothing of what had been charged against him. Left to his own devices in the cell, he sank down on the little wooden cot and put his head in his hands.
“Why does this sort of thing always happen to me?” he said, miserably, and the little voice in his head pointed out that this was, at least, a variation on the sort of thing that always happened to him, and that he should be grateful that he was not trapped in monotony.
Thorn was truly starting to dislike the little voice in his head.
He didn’t know how long he sat there all by himself — there seemed to be no other prisoners waiting in the other cells, which he supposed could make him feel good about how special he was if that was the sort of outlook he was likely to have — but the light from the small window set high up in the wall had faded and turned a dusty rose gray by the time he heard the jingling of keys and the stamping of feet. Someone was at last coming his way. At the very least, he hoped for a meal, but found to his surprise — and, also, to his delight — that it was a bit more than that.
The December Queen of Ainsea, Regess of Balfour, was rustling toward him in a stately satin dress, getting her hem all dirty on the dank cobbled floor. She was also holding a tray with a plate of food on it, and a flagon which he dearly hoped had fresh, cold water in it.
She slid the tray into him, carefully, through the unlatched grate that was there for the purpose, then stepped aside and reached her arms through. Thorn hesitated only a second before stepping up to her and reaching through in his turn. The embrace was short, hampered by the bars between them, but he could feel the warmth from her soaking into his cold bones, better than any fireside, and when finally, he released her — he had to let go first — and stepped back, he saw that she was smiling as though she couldn’t help herself.
Which was what it felt like he was doing, too.
The flagon turned out to hold ale, but the food was hot. He ate while she spoke.
“I don’t have a great deal of time,” she said. “I want to get all of this over with, and it’s getting dark out.”
“Let’s just do it tomorrow,” he said. “Whatever it is. Can we do it tomorrow? I’m exhausted.”
“No, no,” she said, waving a hand at him. “We need to get it settled today. It’s been too long. Thorn, I don’t think you understand.”
He snorted. “Well, you’re not wrong.”
“You’re just now coming back to this, but I’ve been living with it since you left — since the coronation, really.” She began to pace, wringing her hands together thoughtfully. “Or — since before? I don’t know. I suppose I’m not as good at paying attention to these things as I should be.”
“You do tend to get distracted,” he agreed, and she stopped. When he looked up at her, she was smiling an odd smile at him. “What?”
“I’m only distracted when distracting things are happening,” she said, softly. “Like you, for instance, coming home when I asked you to.”
He put his fork down.
“I came back to fight for you,” he said. “Your first letter said you needed me. I don’t know what’s going on —”
“Oh, nothing too big. Uprisings. Riots. Political factions taking the law into their own hands — that sort of thing.”
“Well, let me out,” said Thorn, slapping at the bars with the meat of his palm. “Let me out and let me at them. I came as soon as I could, just like I said I would. I’m here to do what I can for you.”
She watched him for a long moment, eyes full of light and something else, and then looked away, shook her head, and smiled a small smile.
“You would, too,” she said. “Wouldn’t you, Thorn. You’d follow me out of your own woods, the woods you grew up in, and follow me to fight giants and forest witches and immortal kings. You’d be there through everything, to do what you could.”
Thorn gripped the iron the bars and pushed his face against them.
“Yes,” he breathed. “Always.”
She looked up at him again, then, and she smiled a little more fully this time.
“Would you do something else for me, then?” she said. “It’s — it’s what you can do. This may be the last thing I ask.”
Something about the tone of that he did not like, but he was delighted to see her, and he wanted her to keep smiling, and so he nodded.
“Anything. Anything.”
“Tell the truth, Thorn,” she asked him, and laughed a little when she saw how his face fell. “I know, it isn’t easy for you. It isn’t easy for me, either, after all of this. But this is how we get out of this. This is how we fix things, for you, for me, for everyone. For Ainsea.”
He shook his head. “The truth? I don’t know. I’m not good at that, you know.”
“I know. The truth, Thorn. About how I found you, about my uncle and about Lisca and what you did for me, because I asked you to.”
The shaking of his head became vehement, now.
“No, no,” he said, “that wouldn’t be a very good idea, would it? Tell everyone that I’m Forged? Won’t that land both of us in an awful lot of trouble? Me for being cursed. You for lying about what happened to your uncle.”
“Don’t worry about that.”
“I am worried about it! You say you’re having a hard-enough time holding on to your throne as it is. If people are rising up against you, what makes you think that the truth is the sort of storm you can weather?”
She looked at him with bright eyes.
“I don’t,” she said. “But that’s not what’s important. You’re here because of me, Thorn.”
“No, no, I’ve worked it all out. I delivered the message to Lisca’s cousin — we need to talk about the rogues, by the way — and about Berren — and about other things — but maybe that can wait. I delivered the message to Rickerd, for him to come home to his family, and that was when things went wrong. He came home, he must have told Felcin that Lisca left with me, and —” He snapped his fingers. “Lies come home to roost, don’t they? Of course, they’re going to accuse me of doing away with her. And of course, if they’re going to make that leap, they’re probably going to make the leap that I had something to do with the disappearance of your uncle, too. Especially with a noble like Felcin behind it all, egging them on. So, you see? It isn’t because of you at all. It’s all my own fault.”
“All your own fault for following through and delivering a message you said you would?”
“Yes, exactly,” said Thorn, “which is exactly why I should remember to never, ever do the things I promise to. It only ends up in tears.”
She shook her head at him and took a key from her pocket. “I’m going to let you out,” she said, “now that I’ve explained it all. Just remember — we will tell the truth, and it will keep us free.”
“I don’t see how,” he said. “Jelen, how.”
She was busily unlocking the gate, casting a smile at him every so often. At long last, the door was open, and he was free.’
“Trust me,” she said.
“Jelen. I don’t want to do this.”
“Thorn. I know it. And do you know what reward you will have, for doing what you do not want to?”
He sighed and closed his eyes.
“I am your queen, and you are one of my people,” said Irae softly. “As a servant of the people, I offer you everything that I have.”
He opened his eyes quickly and turned to look at her, but she was already reaching upwards, stretching up onto her toes to brush a kiss on his temple, just underneath his long hair. Thorn went very still, mind as white and blank as a snowfield, but she only smiled at him. And if her smile was a little sadder than he had ever seen before, if she seemed to have lost something vital, he couldn’t be surprised over it.
“Thank you for coming home to me,” she said, simply. “Let’s go, now. It’ll be dark soon.”
“It’s dark already,” said Thorn, but he followed her when she led the way.
There were torches lit in the front of the castle; they were everywhere, dancing in the reflections of puddles and window glass and the eyes of the nobles and commoners that were waiting there, waiting to hear the outcome. The suspect had been arrested; the queen had been notified.
The truth would be known, or the people would know the reason for it.
Above them, the ancient stones of Castle Balfour rose, watchful and waiting. More kings and queens had lived and died there than anyone could possibly have a memory of; more calendars had been started, the regents passing away with the times, new houses rising to take their place: the way things had always been.
In front of them, the stranger was led to stand, and his head was low, and his hands were loose at his sides.
Thorn stood in front of more people than he cared to count; more people than he had ever imagined standing in front of; more people than he cared to acknowledge existed, and so he fixed his eyes somewhere above them, and tried to control the hammering of his heart, and swallowed hard.
His throat was not dry.
There was no magic here to get him out of this.
“I don’t — I don’t want to do this,” he said. “This is my last refuge. I’ve been chased from everywhere — I can’t stand to be chased from here, now.” He closed his eyes, squeezed them shut. “I’m so tired of running from the human race.”
“Thorn,” said Irae, “trust me.”
He wondered if she would ever stop asking him to do impossible things.
Then he opened his eyes, opened his mouth, and let the truth fall out.
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.
I am one of them.
I am of the Forged. I have the power to change, to alter, living creatures from one to another. I have been claimed as cursed; I have been chased from one home after another. But I have never Forged from a desire to hurt or to kill, only to change, or to protect, or to strike a blow for righteousness sake.
I have not always done what I should.
But I have always tried to do what is right.
There is a change coming — I’ve seen it. Whether it happens tonight or whether it happens seven years from now, there is always a recovery from what has been done.
No matter what and who we are, there is always the chance that we can get better. Be better. Do better.
I have been an instrument of the Queen. I have followed orders. She, too, has made mistakes, and she, too, has always tried to do what is right.
I hope that all of us can say the same.
And if not — may we change. May we alter. May we get better, be better, do better.
I am of the Forged.
This is my curse.
When it was over, she took him by the hand and led him to a warm room, and sat him beside a fire, to let him thaw out. He was shaking, from the cold or from speaking to everyone, she wasn’t sure. She put a blanket around him, tucking it in, and he sat quiescent for a moment before struggling his hands out of it to tap rhythmically in his lap.
She sat beside him and hummed.
“I still don’t quite know how this is going to make everything all right,” he said eventually. “It just seems as though it’s created even more problems.”
“I know. I know.” She patted his knee beneath the blanket. “Again, you will just have to trust me.”
“I do,” he muttered, yanking on a thread at the edge of the cloth and unraveling a portion of it. “I do, you know.” Almost defiant this time.
“I think my father would be proud,” she said, thoughtfully. “It isn’t what he would do, of course. But I think he would be proud all the same.”
They sat together and listened to the roaring of the fire.
“I forget, you know,” he said, tugging slightly at the ends of his hair. “I forget that you have no family. You and I — we’re more alike than we admit to, aren’t we?”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” said Irae, tucking herself more securely against the back of her chair and stifling a yawn. “I do have a family, as far as I concerned — and you have the same.”
“Family is belonging somewhere,” he said.
“Yes,” said the Lady Irae, “and I belong with my people, and you belong with us.” she folded her hands together in front of her, pretending it was his hand that she held, his fingers laced through hers. She couldn’t very well reach for him, not now, not after what had so recently transpired. Oh, he had been so frightened — she could see it. All those people. Telling them the truth about who and what he was. Waiting to be chased away again. The thought of it made her ache in the pit of her stomach, and she wished she could take it back, or blot it out, or get rid of it another way. Dig the memories out and set them on fire, maybe. The fact that it was her own fault made it that much worse. But he didn’t seem to be plagued by it the way she was, so perhaps it wasn’t quite such a big deal as she had feared. Or perhaps it was, and she wouldn’t find out till much later. That seemed more likely. “That isn’t going to change, no matter what else does.”
“Oh, no?” said Thorn, but his voice was gentle, and it sounded less as though he were challenging her statement and more as though he wanted further reassurance. So, she squeezed her hands together a little tighter.
“No,” she said. “I promise.”
I, Irae, December Queen of Ainsea, Regess of Balfour, do heretofore abdicate my position on the throne. In so doing, I recognize that in accordance with the law and tradition of my kingdom and my people, it is time to allow a new house to rise and to reign in Ainsea. The noble house of Merundi will serve faithfully in my stead. If God wills, let the new calendar be the sign of a bright future.
For the good of the people. For peace and prosperity. For the new year.
Long live the January King.
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