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Chapter One
Hellevir stood on the balcony, looking out over the palace gardens. It was night, but a sea of lanterns lit the bushes and trees, a mottled patchwork of latticed darkness and yellow light. Out on the canal, the waters were gently creased by the prows of boats, and from their decks the soft ripple of music could be heard, interrupted by the chime of glasses and the high notes of voices, the trill of laughter. 
“Don’t let all the bugs in,” came a voice behind Hellevir. She turned towards Sullivain, who sat reading by the fire, the wisps of her pale hair glowing in the firelight like burning wool. Hellevir obligingly came back into the room and closed the door, slipping the latch into place. She sat opposite Sullivain and picked up her book from the table, but didn’t open it. Instead, she watched the glowing logs and the flames that danced above them. The Princess regarded her over the pages of her own book, and then lowered it with a sigh. 
“Are you worrying again?” she chided. “I’ve told you already, everything will be fine.”
“You can’t know that,” Hellevir replied gently.
“Yes, I can. The De Neïd ships have weathered worse storms than this.” Her lip twitched upward in a half-smile. “Besides, I know it’s true, because I can see the future.” 
Hellevir couldn’t stop her own smile from growing.
“Is that so?” she asked playfully.
“Yes. And I predict everything will be fine. And that you’ll fetch me another glass of honey brandy.”
Hellevir huffed a laugh. She stood up and took Sullivain’s glass, refilling it from the decanter at the side of the room where her pipe sat, waiting to be cleaned. 
“See?” the Princess said as Hellevir handed over her drink, Sullivain’s cool fingertips brushing hers. “Clairvoyant.”
“Uncanny.”
“I think when we open up the new vineyard that’s what I’ll call the wine. Clairvoyant.”
“As long as buyers don’t think it really grants them powers.”
“Won’t you have a glass?”
“No. I want to think.”
“You’re so serious. When you brood you look like you’re trying to solve the problems of the world.” She pouted. “Why are you so serious?” 
“One of us has to be,” Hellevir said, looking down at the five fingers of her left hand. “Although aren’t worries supposed to fade in dreams?” 
 
Hellevir awoke abruptly, with the sensation that she had just tripped and was about to land on her face. She emerged groggily from her tent, then sat down in its doorway with a huff. Her horse, Dune, turned his heavy head to regard her, ear flicking. 
It was just before dawn, the air cool and sweet-smelling and the birds making a din around her. Hellevir rubbed the dream from her eyes and stretched, rolling her arms to work out the knots from lying on the ground. She really had to invest in a bedroll. For years she’d been saying it, and she still hadn’t got around to it. 
She sat for a while, arms resting on her knees, looking at the smooth skin of her knuckles, where the little finger and ring finger of her left hand used to be. The thicket grew lighter around her. 
Another dream of Sullivain. She dreamed of Sullivain, Princess of the Chron, almost every night now. The dreams had become such a regular thing, so normal, that when Hellevir lay down to sleep she found herself expecting to see Sullivain; in her study drawing something in charcoal, reclined in a boat with a bowl of strawberries at her elbow, sat by the edge of a canal sharpening her blade with a whetstone. 
A loud caw distracted her, and a heavy black raven landed on the saddle propped up against a tree. She smiled and gave his neck a scratch. 
“Good night’s sleep?” Elsevir asked, leaning into her hand.
“Yes. I mean no.” Hellevir frowned. “I had another dream of Sullivain.” The raven cocked his head to the side.
“That’s not new.”
“No, but this time I knew I was dreaming. I woke up because of it.” She got to her feet stiffly, leaning heavily on the tree trunk. “It felt so real. Like I was actually back in Rochidain, but not quite.” 
“What do you suppose it means?”
Hellevir sighed and stood with her hands on her hips, looking out over the valley below her campsite, and beyond to the distant snow-capped mountains. She was a long way from home. 
“That my mind doesn’t have enough to occupy itself,” she muttered.
She shook herself, annoyed that she had already wasted so much of the morning, and set about making a quick breakfast and seeing to Dune. She welcomed the mundane simplicity of everyday tasks, although she still ruminated over the dream, remembering how vivid it had been. The lights in the palace grounds. The near translucence of Sullivain’s wayward hair. The pipe beside the decanter, full of cold ash. 
 
Hellevir had been wandering for three and a half years since departing Rochidain, the capital of the Chron. Three and a half years since she had raised Princess Sullivain from the dead for the third time, and for her pains had almost been flogged as a heathen by the Peers of Onaistus, who had accused her of tempting the Princess from the Path of Light. Three and a half years in which she had drifted from town to town, down full and empty roads, across old and new bridges, through wind, rain, sunshine, and snow. Her body had become lean from the saddle, her black hair long and her skin touched with the sun. She enjoyed the clip-clop of Dune’s hooves on the road, the tug of his reins in her hands, the peaceful mindlessness of wandering and thinking about nothing but the next place to sleep, the next place to trade, the next place to eat. 
Wherever she went she was welcomed, albeit reservedly, as she brought poultices and tinctures, herbs and spices. People sought the travelling herbalist on the road, stopped her when they recognized her by the black eyepatch and the large raven upon her shoulder. 
Sometimes, when she was tired and her thoughts were pulled towards Rochidain, her natural defenses worn thin with fatigue, she shivered in the dark, eyes wide as if she could see the memories playing out amid the shadows. 
Hellevir’s wanderings had brought her into the west, up towards the foot of the mountains, and her intention was to continue along the trading paths that led towards Gal Earith beyond. She would not leave the country, however, but would stop at one of the final towns on this side of the mountains, Claridain, before circling back south-east. She’d heard the area was rich in maple trees, an invasive species from further west; the sap and bark were supposed to be good for treating sore eyes and blindness, and the inner bark for coughs. It was also said that the sap was delicious as a tea. 
Hellevir reached the town in the late afternoon. The year was just tipping into autumn, the sun still warm and casting long shadows ahead of them along the dirt trail. The air had grown colder and crisper as they rode higher. When she stopped to drink from a stream, the water tasted clean and cool, reinvigorating her for the final few miles. The last stretch of road was open and empty. With a smile, Hellevir urged Dune into a canter, and then a gallop. He whinnied—Hellevir thought he would have made a fearsome warhorse, with a battle cry like that—and kicked the dirt up behind them as they charged down the road. Hellevir grinned broadly, her hood whipping back from her head and her hair streaming wildly behind her. They cleared the remaining miles in half the time Hellevir had expected. When they arrived in Claridain the sun was setting, and Dune was slick with sweat but invigorated, his ears pricked and his step light. Hellevir patted his neck. 
“We needed that, eh?” she asked, and he tossed his head to say he agreed.
They halted by a tavern that was surrounded by bright red maple trees that gleamed in the setting sun. The innkeepers owned a paddock not far away, and beside it stood a shed that was locked at night where they said she could keep the tack. Hellevir rubbed Dune down, and only then noticed that he was favoring one forehoof over the other. He’d lost a shoe somewhere back there in their gallop. 
“Why didn’t you tell me?” she muttered, and he replied that he hadn’t noticed. “We’ll have to get that dealt with. I’ll see if there’s a blacksmith here.” 
She asked the innkeeper and he directed her to the edge of town. Claridain was small, but it was one of the last trading towns on this side of the border and did well for itself. The marketplace was well-maintained and had a belltower in the center, although today it was empty of stalls. As she led Dune across the open space she noticed an apothecary, its brightly painted sign gleaming in the sunshine, and made a mental note to stop by when she had time. 
The blacksmith’s forge was perched at the top of a hill, overlooking the red woods at the foot of the mountains. Hellevir surveyed the countryside as she held Dune’s head. There were ruins to her right, odd, still shapes among the swaying trees, black amongst the red. 
“Quite a view, isn’t it?” the blacksmith remarked as he came out of the door. Hellevir smiled.
“Dramatic colors,” she commented, gesturing at the woods and the ruins.
“Used to be a fort, you know. One of a few dotted around the area.”
The blacksmith was a big man, the years etched into his skin as if he were carved from gnarled wood. His forearms were as thick as a tree trunk. 
“So, what can I do for you?”
She explained, and he picked up Dune’s hoof to have a look, scraping away some of the dirt.
“Shouldn’t be a problem to fix. You ride him a lot?”
“Most days. We travel.”
“You a trader?”
“A herbalist. Is he all right?”
“His sole is a little bruised, see the pink? I’d say he could use some rest from the road, but he’s a strong horse, healthy otherwise, no pus or cracks or suchlike.” He dropped the hoof. “Say, do you want me to do the others? They’re looking worn, and his front right is out of balance.” 
Hellevir glanced at Dune, who flicked his ear to indicate he would appreciate it.
“Yes, thank you,” she said. They could afford it. “Will it take long?”
“Not normally, no. Thing is, I have to do the Peer’s workhorses too, and he asked first. I won’t be able to get to yours until tomorrow.” 
Hellevir went still, like a rabbit realizing it’s caught the eye of a hunter. A single heartbeat pulsed through her like a wall of flame, leaving her whole body tingling in its wake. 
“Peer?” she repeated. “There’s a temple here?” The blacksmith nodded, oblivious to her reaction as he picked up another of Dune’s hooves. 
“On the other side of town.”
Hellevir bit her lip. All it had taken was that single word, Peer. It was turning circles in her head, and the urge to turn around and leave Claridain, continue on to the next village, felt like a physical push. 
She shook herself, told herself to be reasonable. She could handle a Peer or two. Dune needed some care, and by the sounds of it a rest from the road too. The blacksmith seemed to know what he was doing and who could say when she’d next run into a good farrier? Besides, Claridain was a big enough town; perhaps she could avoid any Peers who lurked here. 
“That’s fine,” she said. “I’ll bring him tomorrow?”
“Should be finished with the workhorses by noon.” He glanced behind her. “Ah, here we are.” Hellevir looked around too, and felt her heart skitter like a frightened deer at the sight of a man dressed in the greys of a Peer. She curled in against Dune’s side as he led forward two shire horses with hooves the size of dinnerplates. He had a sharp look in his eye, scowling against the sunlight with his lips pressed thin, as if the morning brightness irritated him. She was reminded of a vulture. 
Dune felt her trembling, and turned his head to nuzzle her elbow as she gathered his reins to leave. She patted him distractedly, and stayed on the horse’s other side as she led him out, letting his shoulder hide her. She heard the Peer acknowledge the blacksmith, greeting him with Light shine upon you.
She knew, logically, that she was overreacting. She knew that not every Peer would be like those in Rochidain, quick to condemn her, to punish her as a heathen. But whenever she saw that grey, the glint of the twelve-pointed star, her stomach tightened and her back tensed with the memory of the cold air on her bare shoulders, the sound of the whip’s tails crackling against each other as it was raised high behind her. Three and a half years later, her body still reacted as if she had just risen from the pit of sand where they had forced her to kneel, Sullivain’s coat warm around her. 
She brought Dune back to the paddock, determined to move on as soon as his hoof allowed. She let him loose, and as soon as he was out on the grass he began to roll like a colt, legs in the air. Despite her anxieties she found it hard not to chuckle. 
 
The tavern where she was staying doubled as a performance hall. Now, players were tuning their instruments, the fiddlers running up and down scales, and the pleasant background noise promised a rare evening of music. 
Hellevir sat near the stage, a bowl of hot stew in front of her and a chunk of herbed bread beside it. The stew was delicious, the warmest thing she’d eaten in days, and she wished Elsevir were here to enjoy it with her. She smiled as she imagined him surreptitiously pecking at the breadcrust, as if she wouldn’t notice. 
Now and then she would send him to Rochidain, to watch and listen, and carry back to her the stirrings of the capital on his dusk-dark wings. Sometimes he brought her news of the Order of the Nightingale, tidings from the priestesses with whom Hellevir had been friends, Sathir and Edrin, or he checked on her family and let her know that they were well. Sometimes he brought her rumors, wriggling like worms in his beak, about the Peers, the court, the Princess. 
Hellevir was always keen to hear news, but right then, sitting on her own in a strange town, she felt like she lacked a piece of herself without him, a limb or an eye. She missed his comforting weight on her shoulder, and she wished he was there to tell her not to worry about the Peer. One of her hands rested in her pocket, playing with a piece of paper that was dog-eared and tattered from years of rubbing between finger and thumb. It was a nervous tic she’d developed, and it showed itself whenever she felt unnerved or alone. The paper should have been reduced to crumbs by now, yet it had somehow held its shape. 
She stirred the stew with her spoon, feeling glum, and was thinking she might treat herself to another bowl when she felt a presence to her left—she’d started to intuit whenever someone was on her blind side—and when she turned, she found the Peer she’d seen earlier looking down at her. She flinched, almost spilling her soup. 
He was dressed informally, identifiable as a Peer only by the twelve-pointed star medallion on his chest; otherwise he might have been a farmer. He smiled at her, a reserved smile with no force behind it at all. It reminded her of the Peer who used to be friends with her mother, Peer Laius. He was a little younger than Laius had been, but he still stood as straight. 
“I’m sorry to startle you,” he said, in a city accent that was as proper as they came. She wished he would move around the table; he was making her twist her neck to look at him out of her good eye. 
“My peripheral vision isn’t what it used to be,” she said stiffly. “Can I help you?”
“I heard from Garren that you are a herbalist,” he said. “The blacksmith,” he clarified at her blank expression.
She couldn’t think how to deny it without obviously lying. “I am.”
“May I sit?” She tried to think of a reason why he may not, but he’d already taken it upon himself to settle opposite her, resting his elbows on the table and interlacing his fingers. “We don’t get herbalists through here often,” he commented. 
“I don’t imagine so.”
“Are you travelling through to Gal Earith?”
“No.” She didn’t want to disclose more information than she had to. He tilted his head, noting her reticence.
“Are you shy?” he asked. Hellevir bristled.
“It’s my business where I travel,” she said. “Do you want to trade?”
He leaned back, considering her and tapping the tabletop with his finger. His sleeve stretched and she noticed that he had a Dometik drawn on the inside of his wrist, one of the many symbols she only half-recognized from her time in proximity to her mother’s temple in Rochidain. It was not just drawn, but tattooed, a circular brand that seemed to coil about itself like an eel in knots. 
“Yes,” he said. “We’re running low on medicines, not just raw herbs. Our healer is new and still learning, so our stocks have depleted as he’s been finding his feet.” Hellevir was about to reply when the musicians, finished with their tuning, broke into a cheerful jig. She glanced back, and saw a woman stepping onto the stage, her bright red hair escaping from its braid in wayward wisps which reminded her abruptly of Sullivain. The woman held a tambourine, and she beat it in time as she began to sway. The music led her in, and when she started to sing her voice was rich and full, almost too loud where Hellevir was sitting close to the stage, but this was the first good music she had heard in months so she didn’t much care. It was a cheerful song about lovers meeting by a riverside. 
Hellevir pulled herself back to the present and returned to the Peer, but his attention was as gripped by the singer as Hellevir’s had been. He stared at her openly, a little too transfixed. It reminded Hellevir of a cat stalking an oblivious bird. Against her instincts, she drew his attention back to herself. 
“Tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll bring what I have to the temple. You can see if I have anything you’d be interested in.” He dragged his gaze away from the stage and inclined his head. 
“Yes,” he said. “Tomorrow.”
“I will be taking my horse to the blacksmith, after yours have been seen to. I will meet you at noon there.” He nodded and tapped his head in the Onaistian farewell, leaving her with her heart beating a little too heavily. 
“What an unpleasant man,” she muttered to Elsevir, who was perched on her left shoulder, before remembering the raven wasn’t there. She imagined him puffing up his ruff in agreement, the lights of the tavern playing with the midnight blues of his feathers, and missed him keenly. Hellevir moved herself around so she could watch the musicians better, resolving to put the Peer out of her mind altogether. 
 
That night she and Sullivain sat and read by firelight. They had no need to speak.
 
Hellevir allowed herself a long morning at the tavern, taking the opportunity to relax in the luxury of a real bed, and enjoy a real bath. She put her travelling clothes out to be cleaned and left her letters with the innkeeper to send with the next messenger heading for Rochidain. At midday she collected Dune from the paddock and took him back to the blacksmith. 
“When should I come back for him?” she asked Garren.
“Give me an hour or two?” he replied, holding up a shoe to Dune’s hoof to see if it was the right size. “Oh, did Aedus find you?” 
“Aedus? Is that the Peer?”
“Yes. I told him there was a herbalist in town and he said he’d look for you.” The blacksmith got to work, not seeing how stiffly she stood, how her eyes kept flickering to the gate. 
The Peer arrived when she was looking out over the valley. From here the trees swept down, red and green interspersed by the odd prick of black ruins that emerged like charred bones from beneath a bed of leaves. She jumped as he addressed the blacksmith. 
“They’re just round the back,” Garren said, and vanished through the workshop to fetch the Peer’s horses. Hellevir was left with the priest in the courtyard, and busied herself cleaning the grass from Dune’s mane. 
“He’s a beauty,” Peer Aedus said, patting Dune’s flank. Hellevir didn’t comment. In the light of day, outside of the gloom of the tavern, the Peer’s hair shone brightly, slicked back by wax of some kind. His hand flickered over it sometimes, as if to brush down wayward strands that weren’t there. “Where did you find him?” 
“He was a gift,” she said. “When I lived in Rochidain.”
“Quite a gift.” He folded his arms, and she didn’t know whether he was implying something or not. “You don’t have the accent for Rochidain.” 
“I wasn’t raised there,” she said stiffly. She could feel him watching her as she examined Dune’s ears for grass seeds.
“You’re not very talkative, are you?” he commented.
Hellevir was saved from answering by the blacksmith, who reappeared around the side of his forge leading the two shire horses by their reins. She wished she’d said she’d meet the Peer by the temple; now she would have to walk with him the whole way across town. 
“Would you mind? Holding two is a strain on the arms, after a while.” Obligingly she took the reins he offered her and gave Dune a final pat on the neck. He turned his head to look at her anxiously. 
“It’s only a couple of hours,” she told him without thinking. She felt the Peer watching her and bit her tongue. People talked to their horses all the time, she told herself. It meant nothing. She was suddenly glad Elsevir wasn’t there. 
“So, what is a herbalist doing out here?” he asked her as they walked back towards the temple. Hellevir took some comfort from the heavy presence of the shire horse beside her and stroked his nose over her shoulder. 
“I could ask the same of a Peer,” she retorted.
“I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.” She didn’t like the way he looked at her when he said that, his blue eyes intense upon her; his gaze seemed to pierce through the first few layers of her. It was an unsettling feeling, not least because it reminded her of the way someone else used to look at her, through her, into her. Dark eyes that coiled with shadow. 
This was different, though. Perhaps because the black-eyed glance hadn’t pried, hadn’t tried to find out, because it knew already, could see all the layers without having to scrape them back. She shivered as if she’d felt a sudden cold breeze. 
“I came for the maple trees,” she conceded. “You don’t find them anywhere else in the Chron.”
“And here I thought you were on the run for stealing a nobleman’s horse.”
Hellevir glanced at him and couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. “I told you, he was a gift.”
“What sort of service warrants a gift like that?”
You have no idea, she thought. 
“I told you mine,” she said pointedly. He looked like he was about to press her, before he changed his mind, and gestured with the end of the reins to the still town, the red trees, the view over the valley behind them. As the gesture pulled up his sleeve she caught another glimpse of the Dometik, stark against his pale skin. 
“I wanted quiet,” he said. “A bit of country life.” Hellevir glanced at his hair, slicked back in the city style, the neatness of his nails, and didn’t believe him. “The town has stories to tell. The mine, the ruins; a lot has happened here, although you wouldn’t think it to look. Here was as good a place as any.” 
“A historian, are you?” she asked.
“Hardly. But I take an interest. When did you leave Rochidain?” he asked her suddenly.
“Over three years ago,” she said, hoping he’d assume she had nothing new to tell him.
“Was the Queen mad at that point?”
Hellevir felt her back stiffen. “No,” she replied quietly. “No, I don’t believe she was.”
It had started as rumors, whisperings in tavern corners, overheard gossip between merchants’ stalls: the Queen was losing her mind. Prone to violent outbursts, forgetting those around her, a risk to herself and others. When the rumors began to strengthen, growing from whispers to common knowledge, Hellevir had been tempted for the first time in years to write to Sullivain, to see if she was all right. She’d even gotten as far as holding the quill in her hand, before she’d shaken her head and rolled up the parchment again. Rochidain was her past, she shouldn’t be inviting it into her future. Regardless of how often it appeared in her dreams. 
“Of course, that whelp of hers rules in all but title, now,” the Peer was saying. “The heir of the De Neïd line. A pity the Queen doesn’t have the wits to support her anymore.” When Hellevir didn’t answer he glanced across at her. She kept her eyes firmly on the road, not trusting herself to speak. “I’m sorry,” the Peer continued, “have I said something wrong?” 
“Is that your temple?” Hellevir asked, pointing.
They’d come to a simple building, whitewashed with arched windows. The door was open and a maid dressed in grey was sweeping out the leaves from the porch. The Peer led them around the back to a large pasture, where they let the horses loose. In the fields that ran alongside, Hellevir could see they were growing vegetables, fenced off and hung with nets, and further back in the woods were tended fruit trees. A boy was working in one of the beds, spraying the leaves. 
“Lykus,” the Peer called, and the boy looked up. “I’ve brought your herbalist.” The boy came over; he was a man really, Hellevir realized, but built so slightly, his arms too long and feet too big for him, that she had assumed he was a youth. He walked with a stoop as if he were self-conscious about his height, and pulled anxiously at his sleeves, which were too short to cover his wrists. 
“This is Lykus,” the Peer said, patting him on the arm; Hellevir didn’t miss how the young man raised his shoulder slightly as if to ward off the contact. He didn’t like being touched, but Aedus failed to notice. “He’s our resident healer. Lykus, why don’t you take . . .” He paused, evidently realizing that he didn’t know her name. 
“Hellevir.”
“. . . Hellevir to the storerooms, show her what we’re missing? Show her the greenhouse too. Maybe she can say why the herbs are doing so badly.” 
“Yes, P-puh.” He stopped himself, then tried again. “P-puh-Peer. Where will you be?”
“I have some business in town. I’ll leave you to it. I’ll be at the tavern later this evening, herbalist. You can let me know then the cost of resupplying our stocks.” He tapped his forehead and left, hair shining bright as an ade coin in the autumn sunlight. Hellevir noticed the young Peer glowering after Aedus. Then he collected himself and smiled shyly at her, but it wasn’t a full smile. 
“This way, miss,” he said, and took her through the vegetable patch back towards the temple. Hellevir noticed that the beds were all well-tended, the crops lush for this time of year. She said as much and he blushed, ears going crimson. “Thank you, mi-miss,” he said. 
The stores weren’t nearly as bad as Peer Aedus had implied. They already had most of the herbs they needed, just not in consumable form. She took out her own equipment and bottles, got herself settled, and showed Lykus how to make a tea out of dried leaves, or a poultice with some of the bandages from her bag, or a tincture from the extracts. He listened avidly, and only stopped her once to fetch a notebook so he could write it all down. He already had a lot of knowledge at his fingertips, but it was disjointed knowledge. He knew that willow was good for pain relief, but not that only the inner bark should be used, harvested in early spring, and macerated first and allowed to steep—one part bark to two parts alcohol—for four to six weeks to make a tincture, with a dosage of one teaspoon per day in water. If you were short of time, the bark could be chewed by itself. A tincture was her preference because it lasted a long time, but it could also be made into a tea or an oil. 
Lykus asked her many sensible questions, and before she knew it, the sun was coming in at a slant through the window and casting long evening shadows along the road outside. 
“Who usually supplies you?” she asked, looking up at the flowers and stems hanging upside down from the walls, drying out.
“N-no one,” he replied.
“You gathered and dried all of these?”
“Yes.”
“You have a good supply for winter, but you should use fresh plants too. They’ll have more kick. Who taught you herbology?”
“My mother, O-O-O-Onaistus keep her,” the boy said.
“She was a herbalist?”
“N-no, but she knew the heh-heh . . .” He took a breath, released it. “He-hedgerows.”
“Can you show me the greenhouse?”
He gathered up his notebook and led her back through the temple—giving her a glimpse of the incense-heavy assembly room, dimly lit and undisturbed around the circle of sand at its center—and into the garden. The greenhouse was a box of glass in the back courtyard. Glass must be expensive to bring out here; Hellevir wondered how the Peers had managed to get it all the way from wherever it was made, and how they had afforded it. Inside the air was muggy, and the plants lining the walls were small and a little sad-looking. 
“It’s too hot in here,” she said, pointing up to the sun beaming down on them. “You should cover the roof.” She prodded a leaf on one of the plants. “Chamomile is hardy, you can keep it outside, but direct sunlight will dry it out.” She put her hands on her hips, surveying the small space. It wouldn’t be a bad place to grow tomatoes. She thought fondly that Milandre, her old tutor, would have liked it, and imagined the old healer tutting over the state of the chamomile. 
“W-wi . . .” Lykus stopped and didn’t try to speak again. Hellevir glanced at him and saw he was looking at the plants by his elbow. 
“What do you want to ask?”
“W-w-w-will you be here a long time?” he said.
“I don’t know. My horse needs some rest from the road.”
“Will you t-t-t-teach me? I’ll show you which m-m-maple trees make the best sap.”
Hellevir glanced at the wilting plants around her, and then towards the temple. She didn’t like the thought of spending longer than she had to near Peer Aedus, but he hadn’t seemed inclined to linger around her either. Besides, she could very much use the money after seeing to Dune’s hooves. She could almost see Milandre’s raised eyebrow. 
“All right,” she said. “If not for your sake, then for the mint.”
 
Hellevir wasn’t looking forward to meeting the Peer in the tavern. She told herself she had only talked to him twice, which was hardly a firm foundation for assessing someone’s character. Even so, when she saw him waiting at the same table by the stage, watching the red-headed singer as she warmed up for her set, she had to resist the urge to turn and walk out again. Business first, she told herself. His eyes slid to her as she sat down, and she tried not to shudder. 
“A drink?” he asked, and before she could say no he’d indicated to the barmaid that she should bring over another pint of beer. “So, how much will a restock cost?” 
“You have most of the essentials. I’ve stocked you up on ginger and a few other things you don’t grow around here, as well as some bases and bandages for making up the medicines. Altogether, fifty ades.” She paused. “And I’ve agreed to teach Lykus more about herbology.” 
The Peer winced. “And how much will your tutelage cost?”
“Let me put Dune in your pasture while I stay here. The tavern charges too much.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it. Lykus will show me the best maples for medicine.”
“Right. I suppose there’s no harm in that.”
“You’ll no longer require a herbalist. I’d say I’m doing you a favor.”
“And you think Lykus can pick up what he needs to know?” He looked dubious.
Hellevir scowled at him. “He’s got a stutter. It doesn’t mean he’s not smart.”
The Peer was about to reply, but the music started up again, and he turned his head towards the stage so sharply that the collar of his coat dug a groove into the skin of his throat. Hellevir watched him watch the singer, unnerved by his fascinated expression. She told herself that music troupes mustn’t come this way often, that he just appreciated having pleasant songs to listen to for a change, but the way he watched the singer, as avid as a carrion bird waiting for its pick of a wolf-pack’s kill, made her feel naïve for even considering it. He was just a lech. The singer either didn’t notice or pretended she didn’t, as she smiled and swayed to the rhythm. When a pint of beer was put down on the table for Hellevir, Aedus didn’t even glance at the barmaid. 
Hellevir cleared her throat as the song ended, and he looked back at her, blinking as if he had forgotten she was there.
“Where were we?” he asked, without even having the decency to look abashed.
“You were going to pay me sixty ades,” she said.
“I thought you said fifty?”
“I’m letting Lykus use my equipment to make up the medicines.”
“Right.” He took out a money bag and counted out the coins, each with the clean profile of the Queen stamped on it, a galleon on the obverse. Hellevir swept them into her own pouch, and was about to get out of there when the Peer stood instead and excused himself, saying he would no doubt see her at the temple when she came to teach Lykus, and that she was of course welcome to attend the morning assembly. 
Hellevir just nodded and watched him go, noting the way his gaze still lingered shamelessly on the stage even as he reached the door out of the tavern. Her hand drifted to the slip of paper in her pocket, worrying its edge. She was so preoccupied with thinking about the Peer’s stare that she didn’t notice the song had ended, or that someone had come up on her left side. 
“Excuse me.” Hellevir jumped, turning her head to look up, and saw the singer. She was a tall woman, willowy, her hair the color of a fox’s pelt. 
“Yes?”
“May I ask who that man was who was sitting with you? Was he a Peer?”
Hellevir winced. “Yes, I’m sorry he was staring.”
“No, no, I’m not angry.” To Hellevir’s surprise the woman blushed, the color rising from the collar of her shirt up into her hairline. “I just saw him watching and wondered who he was. I don’t mind people looking, really.” 
“He’s the Senior Peer at the temple here. Aedus is his name.”
The singer looked like she was about to reply when one of the other musicians came up to her, rubbing rosin into his violin bow as he walked. 
“What happened on the second verse?” he asked irritably, ignoring Hellevir.
The singer grimaced and massaged her throat. “It’s the high notes,” she explained. “I’ve been having trouble with them recently. I thought I’d go an octave down instead of up.” 
“Coming down with something?”
“I hope not.”
“Some broth will sort you out. Cook’s set some bowls aside for us.”
She shook her head. “Not for me, thank you. Maybe later.”
He shrugged in a suit yourself sort of way, and left to put his violin in its case. The singer waited until he was out of earshot, and then slid into the seat opposite Hellevir. Hellevir noticed that her hair was curling on her forehead with sweat from the strain of singing for so long. The woman fidgeted, glancing at the patch over Hellevir’s eye, then away again as if she didn’t seem to know whether she should look at it or not. 
“You’re a herbalist, aren’t you?” she asked.
Hellevir nodded and took a sip of her beer. “Yes,” she said. “My name’s Hellevir.”
“Eloé. I . . . I was wondering if . . .” She stopped, fingers worrying at a bracelet around one wrist.
Hellevir put her beer down. “When are you due?” she asked gently.
The singer sagged. “How did you know?”
“I’ve seen a few births. You’re feeling nauseous? That’s why you don’t want food? And your voice has gotten lower? And . . .” She gestured to the singer’s chest, which was straining the buttons of her blouse. “How far along are you?” 
“I’m not sure. Maybe six months?” She laughed at Hellevir’s surprise. “I’ve hidden it so far, under this.” She gestured to her baggy skirt. “It’s a small baby, I think. But the troupe won’t want to keep me on with a baby in tow.” 
“They don’t sound like your friends.”
“Business partners, really,” she said. “I’ve only been with them for a year. Perhaps I’m being unfair to them. Perhaps they wouldn’t care.” She looked down at the bracelet doubtfully. 
“So what do you want from me?” Hellevir asked. The singer squirmed a little, biting the inside of her lip.
“I . . . I tried to get rid of it. I took black cohosh and something else . . .” She stared at the floor, trying to remember.
“Yarrow?”
“Maybe, yes. Something the apothecary gave me, but it just made me feel ill.” Hellevir didn’t say anything. Black cohosh was something she knew relatively little about, as it didn’t usually grow in the Chron, although she had heard it was helpful for women moving past childbearing age. Hellevir usually recommended a tea of tansy and pennyroyal leaves. “But you’re not supposed to do that anymore, are you?” the singer went on. “Onaistus forbids it. It condemns the baby to the Nothing before it’s had a chance to pursue his Promise.” Hellevir shifted, uncomfortable. 
“Are you Onaistian?”
“No.”
“Then what do you believe?”
“I don’t know,” Eloé said, a little helplessly. “I believe I wanted it gone before. Now I don’t. I’ve carried it, I’ve started talking to it. Now I just need something for the nausea.” She smiled a little sadly. 
Hellevir nodded. “It’s a little late now, anyway,” she said softly.
“I’ve not told anyone. You’re the only one who knows, besides the apothecary.”
“Is it just nausea bothering you?”
“Yes, but isn’t it supposed to stop at some point? I’ve been feeling sick since I first found out.”
“It can still happen this late on. How are your legs?”
The singer chuckled. “Knobbly like tree roots.”
“I can give you something for that. Honey would be good for your throat, if you need to stretch to the high notes, but I wouldn’t strain.” Hellevir leaned back in her chair and opened the bag at her feet, full of her herbs and readymade medicines, thinking aloud. “Rosehip oil wouldn’t be a bad idea for the stretchmarks, but they’re not in season yet. Perhaps some witch hazel and calendula oil for the veins. A nettle rub would be good too.” She rummaged for a moment and cursed to herself, realizing she’d left the bag containing her tools—her weights and measures and her pestle and mortar among them—in the supply room at the temple, when she’d been showing Lykus how to prepare dosages. She’d been so on edge, being at a temple, around Peer Aedus, that she’d lost all focus. 
“Is there somewhere I can meet you to give you everything?” Hellevir asked.
“I’ll be singing again tomorrow evening. Can we meet beforehand?”
“Yes, that’s fine. I’m in the room at the top of stairs on the left; come and find me and I’ll talk you through it all.”
“Thank you.” Eloé glanced at Hellevir’s open bag. “How much is this going to cost?” she asked tentatively. Hellevir hesitated.
“What can you afford?” she hedged.
“Ten ades? The inn pays us five ades each for the week.”
The medicines Hellevir planned to put together were worth at least double that, but she just nodded and smiled. She’d earned enough from the Peer to last her a while. 
 
Eloé left to sing her next set, clambering up onto the stage with a broad grin. She clearly loved her music; Hellevir hoped the troupe would let her stay on once the baby came. She pushed her empty beer tankard aside and pulled on her coat, before making her way through the crowds and out into the night. 
It was evening outside, the air brisk higher up in the mountains, and the stars clear and clean. They looked like petals strewn across a black lake, and Hellevir took a moment to gaze up at them. It was at times like this that she felt the loss of her eye. She missed how huge vistas used to be, how broad the sky. Now she felt as if she were looking at it all through a box. 
The temple windows were flickering with candlelight. It gave Hellevir pause, wondering if she was going to disturb anyone, but she needed her things. She let herself in the back. Her equipment was where she had left it when she’d been showing Lykus the sort of thing he should buy for the temple, if he wanted to make medicines rather than purchase them. She gathered her own supplies into her bag, thinking how Milandre would have rebuked her for being so careless with the tools of her trade, and slung it over her shoulder before slipping back out into the corridor. 
In the time she’d been gathering her things, someone had locked the back door for the night. She tried the handle, but it wouldn’t budge, and she sighed, irritated. She’d have to go through the front door, and beg forgiveness from whomever was in the main assembly room on the way. She hoped it wasn’t Peer Aedus. 
The assembly room was circular, and the corridor wound along its edge to enter it via a side door. Hellevir peeked in, her eyes smarting from the incense being burned. She was at the top of the stone-cut pews which tiered down to the central podium, the altar and the sandpit. The air was thick with the intoxicating smoke of incense, but that didn’t prevent her from seeing the man kneeling before the pit, a black smudge of a figure frantically drawing and redrawing in the sand. She could hear him muttering, repeating the same words like a chant, and knew it was Peer Aedus. 
A coil of unease drew itself up from her stomach and wrapped around her chest. Something about the way he was crouched there brought back memories, a sharp recollection of her own curved back as she’d knelt in the sand. 
Hellevir told herself she should just go, that whatever was happening was none of her business. Instead, she set her bag down silently, and descended the steps as quietly as she could. 
All she could see was Aedus’s back, the scattering of sand over the stone as he drew, a ceremonial goblet on the ground beside him. His grey Peer’s coat was cast to one side like the skin of a seal, and he wore a simple shirt that strained across the clenched muscles of his shoulders. She slipped down into one of the pews so she could see around him, and felt her insides churn. She put a hand to her mouth, stopping the sound that might have escaped and betrayed her. 
The Peer was holding a knife slick with blood. He held out his other arm oddly, as if displaying the Dometik she’d seen on his wrist, although she couldn’t see properly from her angle. The blade was dripping red, as if he’d gashed his arm open. He was tracing and retracing the same Dometik into the sand with the tip of the blade, staining the whiteness dark with his own blood. 
“Control in all things,” he murmured, in rhythm with the lines he drew. Despite the amount of blood he had lost, his tone was calm, even, as if he were simply reading aloud from a book. “Control in all things. Control in all things.” 
Hellevir had seen enough. She drew away, keeping quiet, although the Peer seemed oblivious to anything in the outside world, with eyes only for the blood and sand. She picked up her bag and left, her whole body shaking. 



Chapter Two
Hellevir planned to leave at first light. She knew Dune wasn’t ready, but she wasn’t going to spend a minute longer than she had to in a town with a mad Peer. She’d go a few villages south-east, to some small town where there were no Peers and no temple. Elsevir would find her, he always did. 
She distracted herself by preparing Eloé’s teas and tinctures that night, doing her best to put the Peer out of her head, but her hands trembled as she ground dried nettle leaves for a poultice. She also added some of it to a tea with raspberry leaves, peppermint, and dried ginger. Ginger only really grew in Rochidain, where it had been imported into the western gardens from places further east even than the Archipelagos. She already carried her own calendula salve made from whole dried flowers and beeswax. 
Now she decanted some of her witch hazel tincture, adding a few drops of it to the salve for Eloé’s sore legs, and buried herself in the mundane and the practical . . . but the image of the smoke-filled room, the Peer bent low over the sand pit as he bled onto the pattern he had drawn, seemed to be etched onto the back of her eyepatch, and it was all she could see. 
When she was finished, she spent a long time just sitting in front of the fire, trying not to think. The slip of paper in her pocket finally tore, yet when she removed her hand to stir the fire then returned it to her pocket the paper was whole. She was familiar with its strangeness, and once again began rubbing the corner of it with her thumb, until it grew soft. 
She wished she could leave right away. Claridain was no place for her. She’d had her fill of zealot priests in Rochidain, and she had no desire to attract the attention of another one. But then it dawned on her that she wasn’t the object of that attention. It wasn’t because of her that the Peer had been kneeling before the pit, tracing and retracing the Dometik—the symbol of control, she assumed—in his own blood. It was because of Eloé, it had to be. 
Hellevir wondered if she should warn the singer, then imagined Eloé had enough to worry about with the child she was carrying and her uncertain place within the troupe. And as Hellevir sat there, her eye wandering the flames in the hearth, she had to admit to herself that she didn’t know the meaning of what she’d seen, didn’t know if there was really any danger at all. She forced herself to be calm about it all, and not to assume anything, but the way the Peer had watched the singer, the hunger in his eyes, told her exactly what he was trying to control. All the same, it was none of her business what urges drove other people. As long as he never acted on them, it was none of her business. 
None of her business.
It took her a long time to get to sleep. When she finally did, her dreams took their usual path, and she sank into them with something like relief. It was a familiar comfort, and she allowed it to engulf her. 
They were at one of the royal balls. Sullivain stood, leaning on the railing overlooking an endless sea, untouched by breeze or wave, as still as the surface of a mirror, which vanished into a hazy horizon. A knot within Hellevir, tight and hard, loosened at the sight of the Princess, and she had the sudden urge to wrap her arms around her, hold her tight. She wanted to breathe in the smell of wine, the torches, the rosewater Sullivain always dabbed in her hair. She wanted to banish the fear that had followed her from the waking world, which now grew gnarled in the back of her mind like a persistent weed, and replace it with the stark bloom of Sullivain. 
A golden mask dangled from the Princess’s fingers, and she twirled it on its ribbon as they stood side by side and watched the dancers on the boat fluttering in formation like swarms of starlings. Sullivain wore a heavy collar encrusted in jewels, and it glinted hypnotically. Such a vivid thing, Hellevir thought, her eyes captured by the playing light, for a dream.
The music was distant, as far away as it had been long ago, on a similar boat, when she and Sullivain had danced by torchlight. That background noise that Hellevir so associated with Rochidain—the trill of music, the light laughter, the clink of glasses carried on high trays by white-gloved attendants—filled the space, becoming its backdrop, its stage. 
Sullivain was swaying slightly in time with the music. Her teeth glinted in the warm light as she smiled and held out her hand for Hellevir’s. 
“I like this, you know,” the Princess commented, looping Hellevir’s hand through her arm. She was warm, as hot as a stone left in the midday sun. 
“I’d be surprised if you didn’t,” Hellevir replied. “You host parties every week.”
“Not that,” she said. “Dreaming together. I like to dream with you.” Hellevir didn’t react to this. In the dream, it seemed a reasonable thing to say. She only felt pleased, as if the Princess had complimented her waistcoat. 
“I do too,” Hellevir admitted. “I like who you are here.” Sullivain raised the mask to her face, winking at Hellevir through the eyeholes. 
“And who am I here?” she asked. Hellevir realized the mask was a lion’s face, the mane sinking perfectly into Sullivain’s hair. 
“You’re my Sullivain,” Hellevir said. The glove which lifted the mask, Hellevir realized, was dark blue, although the Princess was wearing her customary white and gold. “It doesn’t match,” she pointed out. 
“Of course it doesn’t,” Sullivain replied, matter-of-fact. “The white doesn’t match yours either.” Hellevir glanced down at her own hand, and saw she was indeed wearing one white glove that stretched up to her elbow. Her other was the matching blue. 
“You stole my glove,” she remarked. Sullivain laughed.
“You gave it freely,” she teased. The music changed and she clapped her hands—dark blue and white—and seized Hellevir by the elbow. “My favorite. Come on, let’s dance!” 
Hellevir couldn’t help but laugh and follow her onto the dancefloor. She was still smiling when she woke up to the dawn chorus, and the light spilling in through her window. It took her a moment to remember where she was, half-convinced that she was in her own room back at the Order of the Nightingale. When the dream faded and she saw through her own eye again, she refused to admit to herself how strongly she wished she were. 
 
Hellevir was on the brink of leaving, her bags all packed at the end of her bed and a handful of coins ready for the innkeeper as she finished her breakfast, ready to depart as soon as she picked up Dune from the blacksmith’s, when Lykus foiled her plans. He appeared at the tavern door, nervous in his grey uniform, and haltingly offered to take her to the maple grove where the trees with the sweetest sap grew. They were a little further up the mountain, he said, but worth the climb, and he could show her some of the other sights on the way. 
She hesitated. Her body strained to be on the move, but Lykus looked so sincere, and she remembered belatedly that she’d agreed to help him learn some herblore. Guilt prompted her to smile and nod, thinking the walk would be a good chance for her to tell him she was leaving. Besides, she did want to sample the maple trees. 
The sun was still rising as they left the village. Lykus was carrying a bucket, which held a bore and spile.
“Spring is the best t-t-t-time,” he said as they started up the path through the woods. “But autumn is all right, if we c-c-cover the holes for wi-winter. It will taste b-b-b-bitter, though.” 
“Do you harvest a lot of the sap?”
He shrugged. “It is good to s-s-sell,” he said.
“Did you grow up with the trees?”
He nodded, his long hair falling about his eyes. When he stammered, he blinked. “I used to live in the next t-t-t-t-town,” he said. “M-m-m.” He paused and swallowed. “Mother used to bring us out here every year.” He kept his answers short and to the point, to minimize the number of words he had to say. She asked him how he’d come to work at the temple as a Peer-in-training. “When M-m-m-m-mother died I tried working on the farms.” He gave her a sheepish look. “I was c-cl-cl-clumsy. The farmer didn’t like the way I s-s-sp-spoke.” 
“Have you always stammered?” she asked as gently as she could. She hoped he didn’t mind her asking. People would ask about her eye without a hint of shame, and while it had eventually stopped making her uncomfortable it was still a good indicator of whether the person was worth her time or not. 
He shrugged, and the movement itself was nervous.
“I think so. I can’t always get the w-w-words out, like they’re l-l-l-l-locked.” He thumped his chest with his large hand. “I have trouble with n-n-n-names. N-normal words, I can feel them coming, change them last m-m-minute and t-t-trick my tongue. But you can’t change n-n-names. The P-P-Peer doesn’t like it either.” 
“Is he unkind about it?”
He did that nervous jerking shrug again.
“He tries not to be,” he said with a smile.
“What do you know about the Peer?” she asked him.
“He came when the old P-P-Peer died,” he said. “P-P-P-Peer Orcus. I l-liked him. He didn’t m-m-mind how I spoke. S-said O-O-On-Onaistus had time for me all the same.” 
“Do you know where Aedus was before he came to Claridain?”
She tried to make the question sound nonchalant. Lykus hesitated, then shook his head, saying nothing. The hesitation was awkward, and Hellevir knew he wasn’t telling the truth. She really wanted to press him, but instead she made herself drop the subject, and asked about the history of the area, remembering the comment the Peer had made that there was more to this place than the maple sap and the blacksmith. Lykus relaxed a little, apparently relieved not to be pushed for an answer. 
“The t-t-t-town’s very old,” he said. “One of the first built as a halfway point between Gal Earith and the rest of the Ch-Ch-Ch-Chron.” He gestured right towards a gap in the trees, looking out over the valley where Hellevir remembered seeing black ruins the day before. “There used to be a f-f-f-fortress. W-watchtowers. They were built here because of the mine.” 
“The mine?”
He swung the bucket back the way they had come. “The S-S-S-S-Sage Mine. Coal and iron. I’ll show you on the w-w-way back. The blacksmiths were famous. Made armor for k-k-kings.” 
“The Sage Mine?”
He shrugged, the motion easier than it had been before. “Sage grows around the old entrance. I like to g-g-gather it.”
Something stirred in the back of her mind, as if she’d half-heard someone call her name. She blinked and it was gone, leaving behind the feeling that she’d forgotten something important, like dust in the wake of a horse’s hooves. 
The maple grove Lykus led them to was beautiful at this time of year. The canopy was the crimson red of silk. The air smelled absurdly like spring, as if they had stepped back in time. 
Lykus showed her how he drew sap from the trees, boring a hole in the bark of a broad trunk and tapping it with the spile. He indicated Hellevir should taste some, and she caught a droplet on her fingertip. It tasted like sweet water. 
“It’s nicer in s-s-s-spring,” he said, hanging the bucket underneath. “S-s-s-sweeter. We’ll leave the bucket overnight.” Hellevir bit her lip. Overnight. She couldn’t still be here tomorrow. But before she could say anything he started talking about the temple gardens, asking her what she’d recommend for keeping the aphids off the squash plants. Feeling like a coward, Hellevir let herself be distracted as they made their way back to the village. 
They stopped by the Sage Mine on the way. It turned out to be just a hole in the side of the mountain, lopsided like a mouth caught mid-yawn, but Hellevir didn’t know what she had expected. It was so old, Lykus said, that all the wooden beams holding it up had long since rotted to nothing, and a lot of the tunnels had collapsed or flooded. Hellevir lingered, using her knife to cut the white sage that grew around the opening and collecting it in her pockets to dry later, still feeling like she was forgetting something. She held the sage to her nose, and the smell pulled at the half-forgotten thing almost painfully, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. 
Lykus pointed out the old fort—its ruins looked like mounds of charcoal—and where you could still see the edges of the quarry if you looked at the sides of the valley. It was eroded and overgrown with forest now, but there was still something too even about the way the land was cut away, as if a giant had sliced the hills off with the side of its hand. 
The feeling that she was forgetting something important followed Hellevir back down the path, all the way into the town, where she said goodbye to Lykus so he could help Aedus prepare for the morning’s assembly. She was so distracted that when he said he would see her later, she just nodded. 
The niggling feeling followed like a shadow at her heels as she wandered around the town, her mind elsewhere, before it was time for her to collect Dune from the blacksmith’s. She nearly forgot to pay the man when he brought Dune around and showed her the fine job he’d done on the new shoes. She didn’t notice a bucket on the ground and tripped over it, almost sprawling flat. 
“Something on your mind?” the blacksmith asked her, grabbing her elbow to right her. She shook her head, conscious of how scatty she was being. 
“No, sorry,” she muttered. “I’m not altogether myself this morning.”
“We all have such days. Say, I . . .” He stopped, rubbing the back of his broad neck as if trying to decide whether to speak. “You should know the Peer asked me whether there were any signs on your horse,” he went on. “Anything to suggest he wasn’t . . . well . . .” 
“Wasn’t mine?” she guessed, tone hard.
“Well, yes. Just thought you should know, is all.”
“Thank you. He was a gift.”
“I don’t doubt. He’s just a fine horse, you see, so the Peer thought it best to check.”
“Yes, I see.” She didn’t like the thought of the Peer checking on her. Indignation sat hot in her chest. She glanced back at the gate. If he could pry into her, then why shouldn’t she pry into him? “Do you know much about the Peer?” she asked hesitantly. “Where he worked before Claridain, I mean?” 
The blacksmith shrugged, stroking his beard.
“He came here when the last senior died,” he said. “From a temple in Marduke, I heard.”
“I don’t know of it.”
“Little place on the coast, north of Rochidain.” He began clearing his tools. “Not sure why anyone would leave the Rochidain circle for somewhere like this, but I suppose it’s as good a place as any to spread the practice. Perhaps they’re hoping they can put someone in Gal Earith, one day.” He straightened. “Can’t say as I reckon much by the practice itself, too much ceremony for me, but can’t see any harm in it. Seems to inspire good in a lot of folk, and we need some of that these days.” 
After Hellevir thanked him, she took Dune to the tavern, tying him to a post while she fetched her things to leave. Eloé’s tea and tinctures sat to the side of the hearth, neatly arranged and labelled; Hellevir hoped belatedly that the singer could read. 
The sage was still in her pockets, getting crushed, and she pulled it out, thinking perhaps to add some to Eloé’s tea before she left. Some of the leaves fell on to the floor, and as she bent to pick them up she noticed that one of them was not a leaf at all, but a slip of paper. 
She hesitated, looking down at it. Even though it had sat in her pocket, growing crumpled and weathered, dog-eared from the number of times she’d rubbed it absently, stained from the things crushed on top of it—before somehow restoring itself every time she reached for it again—she hadn’t brought herself to read it in years. Even so, she still remembered every word it contained. 
As if watching herself from far away, she picked it up and reread the three lines written in a neat hand.
A wise mouth imparts sound advice:
When blind and breathless,
Do not try to sing.
She sat down heavily on the wooden floor, the loose sage leaves skittering in the draft she caused. She put a hand to her head, eye flitting across the lines again, then rubbed her face. 
It felt like she was looking at the uniform of an office she hadn’t held for years. The uniform of the woman who could walk and talk with Death. 
When she was twelve years old, Hellevir’s mother had died in childbirth. Hellevir had closed her eyes and ventured into the half-light of Death, and spoken with the being who resided there. The being with black eyes and a mocking smile. He had given Ma back to her in exchange for a lump of coal, her little finger, and a sliver of her soul. 
Years later, she had raised the Princess of the Chron, and Death had offered her a bargain. Instead of demanding parts of her body, such as a finger or an eye, he charged her to find treasures in the living world which carried their own weight of blood. She had found three around Rochidain, and had needed every one of them to bring back Princess Sullivain not once, not twice, but three times. 
Her hand drifted to her eyepatch, the price Death had demanded from her the last time she’d had no treasure to trade. She recalled Death’s cold hand as he traced his thumb across her brow, over her cheek, when she’d bargained to bring her brother back to life after he had been pierced through the heart by the Queen’s blade. 
The riddles, the little slips of paper with nonsense scribbled across them, were the map Death gave her, a guide to each treasure.
A wise mouth imparts sound advice. The Sage Mine. The mouth of the cave, surrounded by sage. A bizarre riddle just like the others she had solved, that only made sense in the most specific of circumstances, and only to her. She swept up the rest of the sage absently, holding it in her fist, and took a long breath of it. She almost choked, it smelled so strong, and she knew this was what had been at the back of her mind, plucking at her like a violin string that needed tuning. 
The next precious thing was here in Claridain.
Of course it would be here, in the last place she wanted to be. Of course it had caught her mere moments before she would have been on the road, her bags packed and her mind set on the next village. She sighed, teeth clenched, the sage tight in her fist. 
Well, she wasn’t going anywhere yet. She got to her feet, bracing herself. She’d need a lantern.
 
She borrowed an oil lamp from the innkeeper, and reluctantly told him she’d be staying for one more day.
The way felt longer than it had that morning, as if the path up through the woods had somehow stretched, but the smell of the sage on the air told her when she was close. She turned off from the road where Lykus had taken her, and as she trampled through the herb it released its heavy scent around her. 
The mouth of the mineshaft yawned ahead. It looked hungry, like it was hoping she’d step inside so it could close—slowly, carefully, so she wouldn’t notice—until at the last moment she’d turn and find herself trapped in the darkness. She shuddered at the thought, and chided herself sharply for letting her imagination get the better of her. Even so, as she drew closer the darkness within seemed only to grow denser. A breeze picked up, rustling the sage and hitting the rocks at such an angle as to make them hum like broad pipes. It was a low, melancholy sound. 
The opening was small, and she had to duck her head to get inside, where she found herself in a small cave. The walls were sharp and jagged, but the light from the woods didn’t penetrate far enough for her to see what was at the end of the space. She stooped to light her lamp with her tinderbox and held it high. The roof of the cave descended, narrowing into a tunnel. Not having another choice, she followed it, bending down so she could see. At the end was a hole. A dark, jagged hole. And it was just large enough for a person of Hellevir’s size to fit through. 
Hellevir recoiled at the thought. She couldn’t even see where the tunnel ended, and what if it didn’t? What if it just kept going, getting narrower and narrower until she found herself wedged? No one knew she was here, no one would come looking for her, and if they did, how would they get her out? She bridled like a horse facing rushing water, backing away and nearly tripping on the uneven floor. 
She swallowed her panic, making herself sit and take a breath, ignoring how shaky it sounded as it echoed back to her in the shallow cave. She was sweating. 
Death would not send her somewhere to die, she thought. It was not in his interests. She had to trust the riddle, as she had always done. 
She shook herself and took off her heavy coat, trying to make herself as small as possible. Without giving herself time to think about it, she pushed the lantern ahead of her and eased herself into the hole head-first. 
Don’t think about it, she told herself as her elbows scraped along the rough rock, inching herself forward. A jagged edge dug into her shoulder, almost caught her like a latch. Don’t think about it. It was hard not to think about the weight of the rock above her, a literal mountain held up by this small pocket of air, which at any moment could pop like a bubble. 
It hasn’t yet, she told herself firmly. And it’s been here for hundreds of years. 
And in all that time, a little voice asked her, how many people have disturbed the earth by crawling through?
Don’t think about it. She wormed forward. Her arms were pressed to her chest as if she lay in a stone cairn, and it made it impossible to open her lungs fully. Her breathing became shallow. Don’t think about it. The lantern was almost too big to push ahead. 
Then it cleared the end of the tunnel and fell out into empty air. She gasped and crawled after it, her fingers catching the edge of the stone and pulling her forward. She fell from the hole, panting and shaking, from relief or fear or perhaps both. The lantern was still lit, and she raised it high to look about her, ignoring the quivering in her legs. 
She was in another chamber. The silence was total. All she could hear was the buzzing of blood in her ears, the creak of the bones in her skull. She heard her breath quicken, heard herself swallow, a cacophony in this place, as she realized there was no way onward. 
The tunnel ahead was flooded. The lamplight reflected off the still surface of the water and brought a steady glow to the whole chamber. A small noise like the cry of a frightened animal escaped her and echoed round the chamber. 
Blind and breathless, the riddle had said. Did it really mean she had to . . . ? She couldn’t take the light, or the tinderbox. Wet, they’d be useless. She wouldn’t be able to see where she was going, wouldn’t even know if she was moving in circles. She approached the pool, kicking a pebble by accident and sending it skidding into the water, breaking the surface and playing havoc with the lamplight. It glimmered around the walls of the cave, and for a moment the reflections looked like long-legged creatures with pointed limbs and pointed heads, dancing across the rock. She peered into the water. It was clear, at least, but she could still see nothing beyond a few feet. She had no idea how long she’d need to hold her breath for. 
She closed her eyes and steadied herself. For anyone else, going into that water was the stupidest thing imaginable, but not for her. No, she would trust the scrap of paper that the nameless man in Death had given her. That wasn’t stupid at all. 
Death did not want her to die here, she reminded herself. Unless she had it all wrong, of course, and the riddle wasn’t leading her this way after all. If Death was watching, there wouldn’t have been much he could do to stop her. It was the first time in a while she’d thought of him watching the stage of life from the stalls of Death, and wondered absently what he made of her wanderings. Then again, time worked differently in Death; perhaps he had blinked and the years had passed by without a second thought. 
She put the lantern down, leaving it burning for when she returned, and shucked off her heavy boots. She removed her eyepatch and the lion pendant her father had given her when she was twelve and slipped them inside one boot. 
The water wasn’t as icy as she had thought it would be. It was almost warm, which seemed somehow worse, clammy against her skin as her trouser legs soaked it up. She walked as far as she could, her back bent beneath the tunnel roof. She took a few deep breaths. Then she closed her eyes and submerged herself. 
Once, when she was a child, and they’d still been living in the cottage by the woods under the cherry tree, she and her older brother Farvor had gone swimming in the river. He’d challenged her to see which of them could hold their breath the longest. She’d stayed under for what felt like minutes, her chest burning and her eyes stinging from the gritty water, and had emerged at last feeling victorious, certain that no one could hold their breath for longer. 
But Farvor had still been under, and had waved his hand at her mockingly above the surface. He’d stayed down there for a half-minute longer than her and had grinned when he surfaced. 
“When you’re bigger you’ll beat me,” he’d said, flicking water at her as she scowled. “It’s because you’re so tiny.”
“I’m not tiny!” she yelled, and lunged at him, but he’d only darted away, laughing, because he was faster as well as bigger.
Now she was certain that it didn’t matter how much she’d grown. Her lungs weren’t made for this. She felt like she’d travelled barely five feet before her chest began to ache. Her fingers fumbled along the floor of the tunnel, scraping against rock and catching grime under her nails. Suddenly it occurred to her to lie on her back to make it easier to pull herself along, and she thought she had turned herself over but suddenly she wasn’t so sure, had the horrible feeling that in fact she’d turned herself around completely and was going back the way she had come, or worse, down another branch of the tunnel. The blackness was complete. The water pressed against her ears with the constant boom of her own limbs beating against the rock. Stretch, pull, stretch, pull—had she just turned herself too far right? Better turn a little left just in case . . . no, no, no, don’t take risks, don’t guess—stretch, pull. Her lungs felt like they were solid things inside her, not filled with air at all but with the same rock that caged her. Her chest convulsed, quite involuntarily, trying to draw in breath. If only she could draw in air it would all be fine, all she had to do was draw it into her lungs. Her body shuddered, her chest so tight it felt like it would tear, stretch pull was this how she died not here please not here chest so tight stretch pull . . . 
Then her hand met not rock, but cold air. She heaved herself forward, inhaling water in her panic to reach the surface—it tasted metallic, like blood—and emerged coughing and shaking. She stayed there, shivering and hacking the water from her lungs. 
The healer in her was together enough to tell her to get out of the water before the shivering became dangerous, and she floundered, hands searching for the dry edge of the pool. She found it and crawled forward, the water dragging her down as she stumbled to her feet. 
It was pitch black. So dark that her eyes played tricks on her, making her think there were faint shadows, faint clouds of color. The trick worked not just on her good eye, but her missing one too, and she suddenly felt uncannily like she could see with both again if she could only find a light. 
But there was a light. It wasn’t just her eyes being played by the shifting darkness, there really was a light. It was fitful, illuminating a chamber which rose up and up into shadows too thick for the glimmer to touch. It was so faint she could barely tell where it was coming from, but its source seemed to be behind an outcrop, a discarded pile of stone which must have been sitting there for hundreds of years, abandoned when the mine was closed. 
Her heart flickered with the light. She crept forward, her good eye wide to capture as much of the dim glow as possible.
It was coming from a cage, tilted on its side atop a mound of jagged slag and black shards of rock. The cage was a poor-looking thing, made of uneven wood and rusted nails, with a hook at the top to hang it. Inside the cage was—of all things—a yellow bird, which flitted and fluttered within the confined space, as unblemished as a painting. The light was coming from the bird, from the faint glow of its feathers, blushed and pristine. Hellevir took a step closer, wondering how such a thing had come to be down here. 
The mound of rocks shuddered, as if it had drawn in a great breath. Hellevir clamped her hands to her mouth to stop herself from crying out. 
The pile of rock began to break apart. Something shot out of it, passing so close it almost grazed Hellevir’s throat, stirring the air with a stink of iron and rotting wood. It caught the cave wall, and one moment seemed to be a man’s hand, blackened with soot, another a jagged and crumbling rock in the semblance of a hand; it was impossible to tell in the semi-light that guttered as the bird flickered from one side of the cage to the other, anxious and fretful. The indistinct shoulders shifted and the cage itself moved, and the cage was not a cage but the head of a creature, turning on a neck of crumbling coal that sent streams of soot down into the hollow darkness of its chest. 
The bird became frantic. Its beak moved, but no song came from it. Its wings fluttered and they made no noise at all. It was as if Hellevir’s ears had been stoppered, but she could hear the scrape of the creature’s limbs as it shifted towards her, black limbs leaving trails of soot on the red stone. She could hear her own padded footsteps as she backed away. The cage—the head—jerked towards the sound, and she froze. 
Do not try to sing,
she thought, her hands over her mouth. Do not make a sound.
Right then she didn’t care about the precious thing. She didn’t care that she’d come here for a reason. She just wanted to get away, as far away as she could, but she didn’t dare move, because the creature would hear her. She thought it must hear her heart beating. The cage turned, the bird fluttering mutely like a leaf in a storm. 
Hellevir waited. The creature was still, waiting or slumbering, she had no idea. The bird had settled, and watched her through the bars, ink-blot eyes like Elsevir’s as they met hers. 
She wanted to edge away, get back into the pool, face the breathless darkness rather than do what she knew she needed to. Instead, she slowly stepped forward, her bare feet silent on the rock. The creature didn’t stir. She took another step, and another, until she was an arm’s length from the cage. Slowly, she put out a shaking hand and eased up the latch on the cage door. It was old and rusted but lifted easily enough. The bird watched her as the door opened, but didn’t try to get out. 
Please don’t make me put my hand inside, Hellevir thought, closing her eyes, but the bird didn’t move. The strange creature was not completely still, but swayed slightly as a human might have done, arm trembling where it supported itself. She braced herself and slowly reached inside the creature’s cage-head, closing her fingers gently around the bird and easing it out. She backed away, feet light, holding the bird close, but when she opened her hand the bird had disappeared. There was only a feather nestled in her palm, yellow and glowing ever so faintly. She looked back at the cage and the bird watched her from the creature’s head, the latch closed. 
She drew back, clutching the feather to her heart. The bird sagged forward a little, as if it were suddenly tired, leaning its little head against the bars. Its eyes drifted shut. 
Then it chirruped. In the same moment, her heel met the water, and the waves rippled lightly along the rock. The sound trickled around the cave. The cage-head rose, swivelling towards her like a dog finding a scent. Instinct took over, and she turned and plunged into the pool. The water crashed around her, roared in her ears, and her knuckles scraped against the rock as she pulled herself along with one arm, her other fist tight around the feather, heels kicking. She emerged into the next chamber blessedly fast, pulling herself up on to the rock. Her mind conjured images of the glow following her, illuminating the water in her wake, and she seized her boots and the lantern, shoving them ahead of her into the hole and crawling in after. The boots got caught on the uneven stone and she had visions of charcoal hands clamping around her ankle, scraping her along the rock as they pulled her back, stomach lacerated by the sharp stone, and a whimper escaped her. She pushed and shoved until they finally came unstuck, and she squirmed the rest of the way with her heart in her mouth. 
She spilled from the hole into the cave and stumbled out into the daylight, sobbing and covered in grime. She collapsed on the ground, the sage crushed and sweet-smelling under her knees, the feather clutched tight in her hand. 
 
She stayed there for a long time, lying in the sage, gathering herself. Part of her was ashamed for letting the fear control her so completely, for giving in to such blind panic. Another part could still feel the breath of the mines against her cheek, as she listened to the low moan of the wind, and that part made her get to her feet and put on her boots—her pendant and eyepatch were still inside, thank goodness—and get herself as far away from the yawning mouth as she could. 
The cold from the water had seeped into her bones, and she couldn’t stop shivering. She looked a fright when she got back to the tavern, sodden and covered in filth. The innkeeper assumed she’d been attacked and was about to call the stablehands to arms until she calmed him down and said she’d fallen into the river. He sent her up hot water to bathe, and it did something to chase away the chills from her body, if not from her soul. 
 
When she had collected herself, she went to see Lykus at the temple.
She found the Peer-in-training tending to the glasshouse, hammering a wooden roof into place above it. He showed her how it sat on a hinge. 
“See?” he said, opening and closing it with a smile. “I can open it again if the p-p-p-plants need.” He noticed she seemed shaken. “Are you all right?” he asked. 
“Fine,” she said, pulling down her sleeves so he wouldn’t see the scratches on her arms from crawling along the rocks. “I actually came to talk to you about something. You said that the mines were very old, that the blacksmiths around here used to use the iron from them?” 
Lykus nodded his head.
“Yes. They made the best s-s-s-swords.” He seemed a little sheepish. “I like s-s-swords. I asked G-G-Garren to show me one. He t-t-t-old me the st-st-st-st-stories.” 
“What stories?”
“You’ve heard of the A-A-Antlered King?”
She had expected it. She had braced herself for it. But even so, out here, in this small town with its red maples and vegetable plots, the Antlered King felt like a character from a dream. 
“Yes,” she said quietly. “I’ve heard of him.”
“G-G-G-G.” He paused, took a breath. “G-G-Garren said that he marshalled his first legion near here. But before that he came to this area, where the best swordsmiths could be found, because they could make the best steel, and had them forge his longsword and his armor, even a face-guard for his horse. The Sage Mine was used for coal, and it connected to the iron mine, but that’s all underwater now.” 
He paused, frowning. Hellevir had noticed it too, that he hadn’t stammered once.
“How does Garren know about this?” she asked.
“He brags about it,” Lykus said. “Descended from a long line of b-b-blacksmiths. He says his ancestors forged the b-blade themselves.” 
“How does he know?”
“Because he knows the name of the s-s-s-sword,” he said proudly. “His grandpa t-told him. Gad’roch,
in Old Ch-Ch-Ch-Chron.” 
“What does that mean?”
“The La-Last Song. It sounds better in Old Ch-Ch-Chron.”
Hellevir thanked him and left. When she was out of sight, she took the feather from her pocket. It was still pristine, as if it hadn’t been clutched in her sweaty hand, dragged through muddy water and stuffed into her pocket, but had just fallen from the bird’s wing. She could still feel its little body in her hand, soft as snow and delicate as a flower, the little heart beating against her fingertips. 
The Antlered King. His stories had found her again.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, though there seemed little point in saying it, and slipped the feather into her breast pocket, over her heart. 
 
In her room in the tavern, she took out her travelling bag and rummaged around in the bottom, removing two books. Both of them had been gifts from Priestess Edrin, a friend from the Order of the Nightingale. One was a collection of fairy tales which contained stories about the willow, the sacred tree at the heart of the Order, where Hellevir had found the first of Death’s treasures. 
When Hellevir had first opened the book of fairy tales it had been the first time she’d wondered whether the man with black eyes was more than a spirit in Death. The first time she’d wondered whether the dark figure, shrouded in a half-lit world that seemed to obey the very ebb and flow of his breath, was none other than the Antlered King. The King who had descended from the mountains and brought fire and darkness in his wake, laying waste to the lands until the Nightingale Queen had stood against him. 
The second book was a notebook. She spread out some of the sketches she’d done, drawings of figures made of willow branches, of yellow iris seeds, of great cracks in the sea cliffs. 
She’d filled the notebook with everything she’d learned about the Antlered King. The pictures and notes sat strewn about her like a nest, all the places she’d been, all the stories she’d unearthed about the Antlered King’s history throughout the Chron. So much of it had been myth, vague legend passed down by word of mouth, but she had gathered everything she could from folktales, from her reading in the Order library, from the books Edrin had lent her. She’d made a note of each of the three spirits she had met guarding the treasures, because over time she had realized that each of the three riddles she had found bore some relationship to the stories of the King’s dark reign. 
The first, the willow tree, was where the Nightingale Queen had laid her brother to rest when the King had been defeated, perhaps the last victim of the Nightingale Wars. The willow’s roots had fed on blood, devouring the memories of war, and had grown for Hellevir a seed. 
The second, the creature in the sea caves at Scar Bay, its craggy voice recalling the sound of splintering ships, where the King’s fleet had been dashed to pieces. It had given her two pearls. 
The third, the spirit on the Golden Moors, a beast half horse and half war machine, struggling in the mires and desperate to be free. She’d soothed it to sleep and had been rewarded with the seedpod of a yellow iris. The two places where the King had been defeated; at sea and on land. 
She laid out the yellow feather on its riddle, a seam of gold against the paper. And now here too, she’d found a connection. He’d marshalled his legions here, had armored them, and had ordered his blade to be forged using the iron and coal from the mines. The birthplace of a weapon and a soldier. 
She let her eyes wander over the fairy tale, tracing an illustration of a man with long hair and a crooked nose, his sword notched and cruel as he grinned out over the battlefields. Opposite was the illustration of the Nightingale Queen, and Hellevir was struck, as she had been when she first opened the book, by how much she looked like Princess Sullivain. The same regal profile, the same haughty tilt of her chin as she glared at the Antlered King facing her. Hellevir’s eye flickered to the last line of the story, and as she read it she felt the hairs on her arms stand upright, and she shivered involuntarily. 
The Antlered King lost the battles at sea, and when he was brought on land he was executed for his crimes. They say his body was burned and the bones crushed to dust, but his head was taken and buried somewhere in secret, a thing of evil and violence that would poison whatever lands it rested within. 



Chapter Three
Elsevir found her as she was sitting looking out over the valley, ruminating on the treasure she had found. He announced himself with a caw, and landed heavily on her shoulder, butting his head against her cheek like a cat as she laughed and stroked his soft feathers. 
“Hello, sweet thing,” she said, kissing his beak. “You were gone a long time.”
“It took me a while to find the town,” he replied, preening the lock of hair above her ear. Something within her unknotted slightly at feeling the familiar weight of him on her shoulder, the gentle pinch of claws through her coat. She was very glad he was back. 
“Let’s get you something to eat,” she said. “You must be hungry.”
At the tavern, she bought some stew for herself and a heavy loaf of seeded bread for Elsevir. The raven fell upon it, and as they ate at their corner table they exchanged news, murmuring quietly so as not to attract attention. 
“This Peer sounds dangerous,” Elsevir remarked after she’d told him about what she’d seen in the temple. It felt good to have him to confide in again, another perspective on the whole affair. 
“Yes, there’s something very wrong with him. I was about to leave town when . . . well, you won’t believe it, Elsevir. I found the next precious thing.” 
Elsevir fixed her with an ink-blot eye.
“Out here? How?” She told him briefly what had happened, and when she had finished he surprised her by pecking her once, hard, on the hand. 
“Elsevir! What was that for?”
“You went swimming in an abandoned mine? I leave for a few days and come back to find you’ve become pigeon-headed?”
“Oh, hush. You sound like Milandre.”
“Milandre would have sterner words to say, I’m sure.”
“It all worked out, didn’t it? Anyway, you haven’t told me the news from Rochidain. Anything to report?”
Elsevir ruffled his feathers as if to keep himself warm. At first Hellevir thought he was still indignant, but then she realized he was disturbed. 
“Elsevir?” she asked, worried. “What did you see?”
“I can’t believe you swam through caves,” he muttered. Hellevir noticed he had been keeping her talking about other things, avoiding his report, and gently stroked his wing. 
“Ma and Pa, are they all right?”
“They’re all right,” he conceded. “As are your brother and the Order. Farvor recognized me, I think. He’s working at one of the other Houses and he tried to coax me down with raspberries.” 
Hellevir smiled at that, but didn’t let herself be distracted. “Elsevir, what did you see?” she pressed.
He shifted, his claws clicking on the tabletop.
“There has been another spate of hangings,” he admitted unhappily. “House Spensa. It happened just like before, with Calgir. One of the noblewomen was found conspiring, and the whole family was hanged for treachery. All hanged, even the children, upon the Queen’s order.” 
The news bled into Hellevir like the cold from the water in the caves. She swallowed, looking down at her stew. Her appetite had fled. Memories threatened to surface, memories of another House hanging. 
Auland Redeion, of House Redeion, had doomed his whole family when he had attempted to assassinate Princess Sullivain not once but twice, in a bid to induce civil war. His nephew, Calgir Redeion, had been a friend of Hellevir’s, and her brother’s partner. She could hear Farvor’s panicked shout just before the lever was pulled and the gallows platform was dropped from beneath Calgir’s feet. The snap of rope pulling taut. She flinched. 
“The air is thick, there,” the raven said quietly. “I could feel it on my wings. The Houses are afraid. No one knows what will happen next.” 
“Did they learn nothing from the fall of the Redeions?” Hellevir muttered through her teeth. She was surprised at the anger ridging her tone. “Didn’t they learn how stupid it is to stand against the Crown?” 
“That’s not all,” the raven muttered, wiping his beak on her sleeve. “Has news yet reached you about the Queen’s madness?”
Hellevir nodded.
“Yes,” she murmured. “I’d heard.”
“The hangings were the final straw. The youngest of House Spensa was ten years old. The Queen’s brutality was too much, even for Rochidain. Her methods have become vicious in a city that no longer has an appetite for bloodshed. They’ve cast her out.” Hellevir felt her mouth fall open in shock. “The court and the Council of the Peers voted to make Sullivain regent, and the Crown has been passed to her as a steward until her grandmother dies. Sullivain is queen in every way that matters, now, and her grandmother is locked away in the palace.” 
Hellevir stared at him, unable to speak.
“She usurped her grandmother?” she breathed. She could scarcely believe it, and yet she felt something blossoming within her, unfurling and beginning to bloom. Pride, she realized. She was proud of Sullivain. 
She realized Elsevir was pecking at seeds but not eating them.
“There’s more?” Hellevir asked with foreboding. “Isn’t this good news? Sullivain will not be as cruel as her grandmother. She will rule well.” 
“I have seen the Princess’s legions marching the streets. They wear new armor, white and gold, and bear the double insignia of the ship and the twelve-pointed star of Onaistus.” 
“The Peers and the Crown, sharing a military bed.” Hellevir shuddered. There was a sour taste in her mouth. The fanaticism of the Temple armed and validated by royalty. Hellevir wondered if this was what Sullivain had promised the Temple to secure their vote to make her regent, but she also knew it was partially her own fault that the Council of the Peers had such powers to begin with. The Princess had granted the Temple a legion in the city in return for sparing Hellevir from the lash. It seemed they’d grown in power even more since then. 
“I have hope,” Hellevir murmured. “Sullivain is not her grandmother. The Queen once tried to have my brother’s body burned so I couldn’t raise him from the dead, but Sullivain stood up to her, pulled him from the flames with her bare hands. It was the first time Sullivain disobeyed her, and it sounds like she has now emerged fully from her grandmother’s shadow. Perhaps this is the start of a new age for Rochidain.” 
Elsevir gently tapped her hand with his beak, perhaps agreeing or saying he hoped so too.
“But Sullivain is alone now,” Hellevir thought aloud. “If there is further conspiracy, she will be vulnerable without her grandmother. I hope she knows what she’s doing.” 
“I doubt House Spensa acted on their own,” Elsevir remarked. “The conspiracy sounds far-reaching, parasitic on the city. Weapons going missing, guards being attacked.” 
Hellevir made a noise in her throat, fretful. “I wonder if Ionas Greerson has anything to do with it,” she muttered. He had cornered her the night before she’d left Rochidain, attempting to corral her into joining some half-baked scheme to dethrone the De Neïds. She was about to ask Elsevir if there had been any indication of Greerson’s involvement, when she felt someone on her left, and looked up to see Eloé. The singer waved a little awkwardly, and Hellevir made herself smile back and offered her a chair. She’d almost completely forgotten she’d agreed to meet Eloé that evening, to give the singer her tinctures and teas. 
“Who is this fellow?” Eloé asked brightly, and the sunshine in her voice broke through the heavy cloud that had settled over the table following Elsevir’s news. 
“This is Elsevir,” Hellevir said, scratching his neck. She was glad of the distraction. “He’s my friend.”
“Hello, Elsevir. Does he like rowanberries? I found some outside.” Food was always the quickest way to Elsevir’s heart, and mere minutes later he was accepting head scratches as if he’d known Eloé for years. 
“So easily bought,” Hellevir teased. “I have your things upstairs,” she told Eloé. “Let’s get you sorted.”
 
The singer followed her up to her room, and Hellevir took her through the various teas she’d made up, telling her to be careful of the amount of raspberry leaf tea she drank and to favor the nettle and ginger for her nausea. The witch hazel would handle the troubles with her legs, and she was to rub it in every evening. The calendula oil would be good to prevent stretchmarks as the baby grew. Eloé accepted it all gratefully, relieved it seemed to have a woman to talk to about these things. 
“Have you ever delivered a baby?” the singer asked.
“I’ve helped, but I’m not a midwife.”
“Would you . . .” Eloé bit her lip, and then shook her head, adding, “No, it’s silly, I shouldn’t ask such a thing.”
“Well, now you have to ask it.”
“How long are you staying in Claridain?” Hellevir glanced down at Elsevir, perched on the back of her chair.
“Not long,” she hedged. A day at most,
she thought. “I want to move before the winter.” 
“Why?”
“Because travelling in winter is unpleasant.”
“But why move? Why not winter in Claridain?”
“Because . . .” She paused. “Is that what you wanted to ask? You want me to stay until the baby’s here?”
“Well, yes.” Eloé shook her head, her red hair in wayward strands. “The troupe has decided to winter here. I know it’s an unreasonable thing to ask, I just met you, but you’re the only one who’s known anything useful. The apothecary looked at me like I was a whore when I asked for something to . . . to get rid of it. I don’t want to talk to him again.” 
“I’m not a midwife, Eloé,” Hellevir said again.
“No, I know.” Eloé sighed, her arm over her stomach and holding her elbow. “It was stupid to ask, I just thought I should try. I’ve been on my own the last few months and it’s been . . . it’s been nice to know someone who can actually help.” 
“I’m sorry,” Hellevir said with feeling.
Eloé smiled and shook her head.
“Don’t be.” She laughed. “I think I’ve made you feel guilty. I should feel sorry.” She picked up the teas and the bottles, and nodded her head with a quick jerk, like a little girl. “Thank you for these,” she said. “Do come and listen, later, won’t you? The Peer is here again and he won’t stop staring. I’d like to have someone to sit with between sets in case he tries to talk to me.” 
“I thought you said you didn’t mind?”
“Oh, I don’t really. I just don’t want him to get any wrong ideas.” She patted her belly. “I have enough new people in my life without suitors! Can Peers even have relationships?” 
“I think they’re supposed to vow to be celibate when they’re made Peers,” Hellevir remarked. “Something about not putting any other lives before the collective lives of their Assembly.” 
“That makes sense. I wonder why he stares so much, then.”
Hellevir’s thoughts flickered to the incense-thick temple, the low candles guttering around a crouching figure carving symbols into sand with his own blood. 
She needs to know, she thought grimly. I can’t leave Claridain without warning her.
“Eloé, I have to tell you something.” The singer caught her tone and looked momentarily frightened, but Hellevir pressed on. “I saw the Peer in the temple. Saying Control in all things to himself, again and again. I think he was talking about you, about controlling his . . . infatuation.” 
Eloé thought about this, looking down at the ground. She worried a thread from her shawl between her fingers.
“Hellevir, he’s a Peer. He wouldn’t harm a fly.”
“He cut his arm to draw the symbol for Control into the sands with his blood. His blood, Eloé.” 
Eloé looked troubled.
“But I didn’t see a cut when he had his sleeves rolled up the other day. Hellevir, it’s his job to make sure no one in the town comes to harm.” 
“I know firsthand that Peers can be very capable of doing harm.” It came out more sharply than she had intended.
Eloé’s expression softened, and to her surprise she took Hellevir’s hands.
“What happened?” she asked gently. Hellevir opened her mouth, closed it again.
“They don’t take kindly to heathens in the capital,” she said simply. “They tried to have me whipped.” She flinched, thinking of the journals she had once found in the Order libraries, written by a priestess named Ollevin who had toured the Galgoros, the home of the Onaistian faith, a century before. She’d smuggled drawings back to the Chron showing torture, burnings, hangings, all manner of executions inflicted on heathens who risked the eternal souls of those around them by practicing older ways, by speaking to spirits of hearth and stone. The bars of the cages trapping them, the wood used to burn them, the braces clasping them wrist to ankle, had been etched with Dometik symbols for purity, control. The threat of the whip was a kindness compared to what the Peers had done in the past. 
“Their histories flow with the blood of people like me,” Hellevir went on. “I have no doubt they would reinstate their practices given the choice.” 
Eloé nodded, holding Hellevir’s hands to her chest.
“I’m sorry you endured that,” she murmured, and Hellevir was touched by how much she seemed to mean it. “But could it be possible that you simply saw someone in a private moment of devotion, and read your fears into it?” 
Hellevir shook her head, removing her hands.
“Surely you don’t think his attention is benign,” she protested. “He looks at you like a vulture.”
Eloé thought about this.
“The way he looks at me, no one has ever looked at me before,” she said with a shrug. “People have leered, people are always leering, even now.” She gestured to her stomach. “But it’s different with the Peer. I think he’s an intense man, for certain, but it doesn’t feel harmful. I know the look which means it could be harmful. This just feels like interest.” 
Doubt hung heavily between them. Hellevir buried her frustration.
“I will be leaving Claridain,” she said firmly. Eloé sagged a little. “I’m a one-eyed woman with a raven on her shoulder, everything about me screams Old Gods. I can’t afford to attract the Peers’ attention again. And you should come with me to the next town, we can both ride Dune.” But Eloé was already shaking her head, smiling sadly. 
“It means so much to me that you care,” she said. “Truly, but I can’t leave. Not like this, not without the troupe. They are my income, and goodness knows I need all the coin I can get right now. And I have no reason to leave. I am safe, Hellevir, I promise.” She picked up the various oddments Hellevir had put together for her, and handed Hellevir a small pouch of coins. “Anyway, I’m going to be late. Will I see you down there?” Her tone was apologetic, her expression sweet and open. 
Hellevir caved, and nodded. “Yes, all right,” she said. “I’ll be down soon.” When the singer had left, Hellevir turned to find Elsevir watching her with his nightshade-berry eyes. “What?” Hellevir asked him gruffly. He just ruffled his feathers. She put away her tools and collected her coin purse, descending with Elsevir on her shoulder to the tavern, the sound of Eloé’s singing pulling her along like a fish on a hook. 
It was hard not to notice the Peer. He sat near the stage by the wall, watching with that same rapture as before. She looked at his arms but his sleeves were pulled low, and she couldn’t see the damage. 
Hellevir hesitated at the edge of the room, watching him watch Eloé. She felt Elsevir shift on her shoulder.
“That’s him?” he asked.
“Yes.”
She observed him for a while, seeing the way he ignored everything else in the room as if Eloé were singing only for him. Hellevir didn’t know if it was because she knew Eloé was expecting, but she thought there was a definite bump despite the layers of skirts. She tried to see the Peer through Eloé’s eyes, the gentle interest of a priest in a mother-to-be, but she couldn’t hold it in her mind. 
Hellevir felt a growl of frustration slip through her teeth. She kept remembering it, the way the Peers had towered over her as she knelt in the pit, her back braced for the whip, and her thoughts churned sickeningly as she thought of Eloé being drawn under a dark wing. The Peers were not to be trusted. 
“I have to stay and look out for her, don’t I,” she muttered.
“I think so,” Elsevir agreed.
Hellevir felt her lip rise a little. Anxiety knotted in her stomach, and she folded her arms as if to contain it.
“Then we should probably try to find out more about our Peer.”
 
She went back to her room and penned a letter to Edrin, one of the priestesses she knew well at the Order of the Nightingale in Rochidain. She asked about what Elsevir had heard, whether it was true that Sullivain was now regent. 
Then, carefully, she broached the subject she was really writing to her about.
I have a favor to ask, she wrote. There is a Peer here, Peer Aedus. He used to work at a temple in Marduke. I know it’s an odd thing to ask you to do, but would you be able to find out anything about him? I can’t tell you why right now—I’m not even sure I know why myself—but it’s important. I am assuming the Order still trades with the Temple, and there’s never been anyone you couldn’t charm. Here is where I’m staying . . .
She reread the note, wondering if Edrin would be able to unearth anything at all. The priestess had a disarming innocence about her which meant most people who met her instantly liked her, but it almost made Hellevir feel worse for taking advantage of her for such a task. She knew Edrin would do as she asked without question, trusting Hellevir to have good reason. 
Though she didn’t know why she was asking her at all. It felt a little absurd to be looking into the background of this man she’d known three days, for the sake of a singer she knew little better. She sealed the letter with a resigned sigh and addressed it to the Order of the Nightingale in the Old Quarter of Rochidain, putting it on to her bedside table to send in the morning. 
 
It took her a long time to get to sleep that night. Her mind wouldn’t let her rest, reminding her again and again how the rock of the mines had pressed into her, how easily she could have been trapped, blind and breathless. The other treasures she had found in Rochidain pestered her, demanded to be recalled, tugging at her like children at her skirts. Willow seed, pearls, iris seed. In her half-waking state she felt that they were in her bedside drawer, wrapped up in their riddles, just waiting for the next time she needed to raise a body from the dead. She found herself reaching out towards them, fumbling for them in the dark, knowing in an abstract way that she no longer had them and frantic that she had lost them. 
All the while something followed and searched for her, casting the beam of its regard about for her in the darkness, and there was nowhere to hide. 
It was a relief to finally sink into sleep. To dream.
 
They stood together overlooking the valley on the outskirts of Claridain, the evening sun flinging their shadows ahead of them. Sullivain wore her grandmother’s armor, resplendent in the golds and reds, her head high as she surveyed the lands. Her profile almost perfectly matched that which was stamped into the coins of the realm, her grandmother’s regal nose and brow. 
Sullivain stood close to the edge of the drop, far closer than Hellevir would have dared.
“Careful,” Hellevir said, taking the Princess’s hand, their fingers slipping together easily. The metal of Sullivain’s gauntlet bit into her palm. “You’ll fall.” 
“No, I won’t,” was the rather petulant reply. “And if I do, you’ll catch me.”
“And how am I supposed to do that?”
“I don’t know.” Sullivain waved distractedly, still craning her neck to see over the edge. “You’ll summon a flock of ravens or something.” 
“A conspiracy.”
“A what?”
“A flock of ravens is called a conspiracy.”
“How would I know that?”
“You are Queen-regent. You’ll need to know these things.” Hellevir looked down into the valley, seeing what Sullivain saw. Trees, roads, villages, fields. The churn of smoke from a chimney, the steady sway of an ox pulling a till, the ant-like trickle of people in and out of their homes, down to the river’s edge, across the bridges. There was a soft breeze playing with the hem of Sullivain’s cloak, the loose strands of her hair. “You will be Queen of all this,” Hellevir commented. “One day. One day soon.” 
“Oh, rubbish,” Sullivain replied dismissively. “I won’t be Queen, never truly. Grandmama will live forever.”
Hellevir looked at her.
“Then why are you wearing her armor?” she asked gently. “Are your colors not white and gold?”
“Because we’re dreaming,” the Princess said simply. A lock of her hair was coiled perfectly over one ear, like a cross-section of a snail shell. “I can wear her armor and not have to be Queen.” She raised her arms, admiring the way the vambrace caught the light. “It rather suits me, though, doesn’t it? All I’m missing is a sword and I could be leading armies into battle.” She looked around, and found a heavy stick as if it had been placed there for her. “To battle!” she cried, and set off down the sloping path at a gallop, brandishing the stick and laughing with the abandon of a five-year-old. 
 
Over the next few days, as if to make up for the oddness of her first encounters in Claridain, Hellevir did good business. An opportunity to earn coin made her feel better about staying to keep an eye on Eloé. 
The apothecary’s shop was on the edge of the marketplace, a sign of an alembic hanging above the door. The day was wet and drizzly, but even so the market was abuzz with stalls and good smells, and musicians—the fiddlers from Eloé’s troupe—played by the belltower. 
Hellevir let herself into the shop to the gentle chime of the bell hanging over the door. Inside it was gloomy and smoke from a bundle of sage burning in the corner of the room hung in the air. Jars and bottles and boxes lined the walls, and the instruments of an apothecary sat at a workstation against one wall. 
“No! Stop coming here,” she heard the shopkeeper say, and was momentarily alarmed that he was talking to her, but there was a young woman, waif-thin, standing before the counter. She had her hand open, offering ades that gleamed in the semi-darkness of the shop. 
“Please,” she begged. Her tone was quiet, but there was a desperation underlying it. “He’s in so much pain. He hasn’t got long now, he just needs a little to see him through.” 
“I have already sold you far too much of my stock. Your pa’s not the only one in pain, you know. What if a boy from the fields comes in here needing surgery, eh? I’m supposed to start chopping with nothing to numb him?” 
“But . . .”
“I’m sorry,” he said firmly, but he didn’t seem to really mean it. “I can’t waste any more on him. Please go.”
The woman clutched the coins to her chest, and turned on her heel with a sob. She bumped into Hellevir, not realizing she was standing there, and gave her one look before diving out of the door. The smoke lingering around the shop swirled and dissipated with the draft. The apothecary coughed, covering his mouth with a handkerchief, and Hellevir wondered if the burning sage was for a lung disease. 
“She wanted something for pain?” Hellevir asked. He glanced at her, taking in the eyepatch, the traveller’s coat, the gleam of Elsevir’s beak peaking from within her hood. 
“You’re that herbalist,” he said, ignoring her question. “The one stealing business from me.”
“Can’t steal what hasn’t already been claimed,” she countered.
He scowled at her. “What do you want?”
“I’ve come to see if I have anything you’d like to buy. Offer you a chance to take back some of that business.”
“Show me what you have.” She opened her bag on the counter and took out some of her dried herbs and spices. She kept her eye on him as he had a look through her collection of powders, but otherwise let her gaze wander around the shop, reading the labels of the boxes. 
“You have henbane?” he asked. She took out a small box and opened it to reveal rows of glass vials filled with orange liquid. “I suppose it was too much to ask for the fresh leaves,” the shopkeeper remarked, rubbing a chin rough with white stubble. She pointed to one of her boxes, labelled dried henbane.
“Only the oil or the dried seeds. Fresh plants don’t travel well.”
“Where do you find it?”
“Along the coast near Rochidain. Black henbane grows there.”
“Any news to bring? The last I heard there have been more hangings . . . House Spender?” Hellevir tried not to react, and was glad it was gloomy in the shop so he couldn’t see her expression. She supposed it was hard not to be interested in the gaudy events of the city, out here at the edge of the kingdom, but she wished she could stop hearing about them. The Queen’s madness, Sullivain’s regency, seemed unreal, just a story. Events unrelated to the Rochidain she knew, or the Sullivain she’d seen brandishing a stick like a sword at imaginary foes the night before. 
“House Spensa,” she said. “But no, I haven’t been that way in some months. Do you want the extract or the seeds?”
“How much for both?”
“Forty ades.”
“That’s extortionate.”
“It’s travelled a long way. Thirty-five and I’ll buy a few empty tincture bottles off you,” she said, pointing to a row of them by the shuttered window. “Do you have any turmeric?” 
“Out here? You’re better off trying around the south. We don’t get those kinds of traders through this way, not even from Gal Earith. They’re more the fur and bone types. Thirty-five and I’ll take some dried sage off you too.” 
“You know you can find it up by the old mine?”
“In this weather? I’d catch my death. I’d rather pay you to get it.”
He made a note in his ledger of the exchange and paid Hellevir the thirty-five ades. She thanked him and packed her things away, and left the smoky shop with some relief. The drizzle outside was cold and clung to the locks of her hair that escaped the hood, making it hang in damp ringlets. A warm meal, a mug of beer, Eloé’s songs, that would be a pleasant evening. 
She pocketed the coins, satisfied, and turned towards the tavern, but paused as she spotted a figure sitting on the steps of the belltower under the awning, coming in and out of view between the marketgoers. It was the young woman from the shop, sitting staring at her hands on her lap, her eyes red from crying. 
“Should we go over?” Hellevir asked Elsevir.
“Can you spare any of the pain medicine?”
“Not really.”
“Then I wouldn’t.”
Hellevir hesitated. Then she found her feet taking her over to the woman before she could tell herself it was a bad idea. The woman’s hair was slicked to her head with rain; she hadn’t bothered to raise her hood. She looked up as Hellevir approached, and got to her feet hurriedly, watching her with pale blue eyes. 
“It’s all right,” Hellevir found herself saying, surprised by how wary the woman looked. “I overheard you in the shop. I . . . Can I ask what’s wrong with your pa?” 
The woman scowled.
“He’s got something in his stomach,” she said reluctantly. “The healer said it’s a growth, makes him sick.”
“I take it it’s not treatable?”
“Healer says he’s too old, wouldn’t survive having it taken out. Wants to keep the medicine spare for younger villagers that may need it.” She scuffed the ground with her foot. “Ungrateful old rat. My pa was always nice to him, brought him the frogs we caught, didn’t charge a penny.” 
Hellevir’s nose wrinkled.
“Frogs?”
“Good for if you’re all whistly in your chest, aren’t they?”
“I . . . no. Did the apothecary tell you that?”
“No, it’s common knowledge, isn’t it.”
Poor apothecary,
Hellevir thought. She sighed, annoyed at herself even as she put a hand in her bag and drew out her box of vials. 
“I have a spare tincture. It will ease the pain, help him sleep. If he doesn’t have long, like you say, it will make him more comfortable.” 
The woman stared at her, then at the vial she was holding out.
“What do you want for it?” she demanded.
Hellevir shrugged.
“Whatever you can afford. Half of what you were going to pay the apothecary.”
“What’s in it?”
“Willow bark, vinegar, bryony root, hemlock, poppy blood, and henbane. Add a quarter of this to a bottle of wine or whatever he’ll drink. No more than a quarter.” 
“Hemlock? That’s dangerous, isn’t it?”
“So are black bryony, poppy blood, and henbane. Vinegar too, if you drown in it.” She glanced up at the sky, aware of Elsevir ruffling his feathers irritably. The woman eyed the raven distrustfully. “Do you want it or not? I don’t know about you but I’d like to get into the warm and dry.” 
“Fine. I’ll take it.” The woman dropped five ades into Hellevir’s hand—barely a third of what the vial was worth; she had to stop being so generous to young women in need—and snatched the tincture from her. But she didn’t make to leave, not immediately, and looked like she was going to say something else. 
“What is it?” Hellevir asked.
“It’s just I . . . Are you . . .” The woman shook her head. “Never mind. It’s nothing. Thank you.” She ducked away before Hellevir could ask what she was going to say, pulling her hood up and vanishing out into the rain. 
“What was that about?”
“Maybe she just wants to get somewhere dry,” Elsevir remarked pointedly.
“Yes. Right. Let’s see if we can find you some seeds too.” The raven nipped her ear affectionately.
 
The days lengthened into weeks, as Hellevir spent her time almost pleasantly tending to the temple’s storerooms with Lykus and watching the musicians perform in the evening, until nearly a month had passed without Hellevir realizing. She had almost forgotten about her letter to Edrin, until she received a reply, when the winter cold had really started to set in. 
It was probably the last bundle of letters she’d receive before the snows came and the roads became too tricky for messengers, leaving her to rely on the traders who still lumbered between the towns. There were two letters, one from the Order and one from her father. 
Her father told her the latest, that his job was going well and her mother was still volunteering at the temple, but there was an undertone of worry to his letter. Things were tense in Rochidain, he said, corroborating what Elsevir had told her about the hangings, and Princess Sullivain’s accession as regent. The militia of the Peers was growing, almost daily, as the devout volunteered for duty. They called themselves the Soldiers of the Light, and they etched their armor with the twelve-pointed star. 
There have been arrests, Pa wrote. I saw them drag the old woman away—you know the one who used to sit in the red doorway telling fortunes. I haven’t seen her since. I’m not like to again.
Farvor was glad to have your letter. He didn’t say it, but I could see it. His work at House Hannotir goes well, I believe, but I don’t think he can stomach the sight of that squire, whatever her name is, the one who gave you all away and got Calgir hanged. She caused all this, and I think part of Farvor would gladly kill her. I don’t know why he’d choose to work there of all places. He’s changed. I try to let him know I’m here, whatever he needs, but what can I really do? I can’t bring Calgir back. No one could.
Peer Laius asked after you. I told him he could jump in a canal. I’ve given up on trying to be polite to him just for your mother’s sake.
So many enemies we have, Hellevir. Everywhere you look in this city, there is someone who has done us harm. I wish we hadn’t left the cottage by the woods.
The last paragraph was harshly crossed out, and she had to squint to decipher it. Her heart ached to read it, and she suddenly missed her pa fiercely, missed his leather smell and the scratch of his beard on the crown of her head when she hugged him. 
I can’t bring Calgir back. No one could. His words etched themselves into her. No one could save Calgir Redeion, not even her. A memory reared its ugly head and she flinched, unwilling to look it in the face. 
When Calgir had been hanged, Hellevir had begged Sullivain to let her have the body, and the Princess had promised her that she would. But then Sullivain had told her grandmother, and the Queen had had no intention whatsoever of letting the heir to House Redeion, the nephew of the man who had conspired twice to have her granddaughter killed, go free into the world. Calgir’s body had been burned, his bones ground to dust on the Queen’s orders so that Hellevir couldn’t raise him from the dead. 
Hellevir had tried anyway, but the man with black eyes who resided in Death had told her that the only way to revive a body from such obliteration was by an exchange of another life. Her own life. 
She had refused. So many she could save, she’d reasoned. So many she could bring back, weighed against Calgir’s single existence.
It hadn’t mattered in the end. Death would have refused to let her make the trade, but it didn’t change the simple fact that she hadn’t been willing to die for Calgir’s life, for her brother’s happiness. The knowledge felt like another tatter in her soul. She’d prodded the question in her heart so many times that she no longer had any perspective on it, no longer knew if it was a reasonable thing to feel wretched about, or whether any other sister would have done differently for her brother. Whether she would act any differently now, given the choice. She’d never had the heart to tell Farvor the whole truth about why she hadn’t been able to raise his lover from the grave. 
There was a second letter. Edrin’s writing was all loops on an upward slant, and reminded Hellevir of bunting at a festival. Her tone was cheerful, a stark contrast to Pa’s letter. 
Save me some of the maple sap! was her first sentence. Can you bring me a jar next time you visit Rochidain? She asked it with such ease, as if it were inevitable that Hellevir would return, that she had spent the last four years touring the countryside on a whim, and not exiled from the city as a heathen. 
The priestess talked about the gardens, about the willow, its leaves all fallen now in the winter. She spoke of the new songs the priestesses had added to their repertoire. She didn’t breathe a word about the disturbances in the city, and Hellevir wondered if her father was just overreacting, seeing things that weren’t there, or whether the priestess was trying not to worry her. 
I looked into the matter you wrote about,
she read on. There’s not much I could gather. There is a boy from the Temple, Gye, a Peer-in-training, who comes by to pick up produce, and I asked him to look around in exchange for pastries from the kitchens. Sweet boy he is, came back in no time. He knows a scholar who is visiting from Marduke for the Haptik assemblies, who clammed up at the mention of your man, but he admitted he’d heard your Peer and the Senior Peer arguing about a boy who had gone missing, one of the ostlers at the Marduke temple stables. Gye tried to find out his name but no one knew him, and the stable manager has since left so there’s no one to ask.
Anyway, I hope this is useful to you. I’ll let you know if I hear anything else.
Oh, and Ionas Greerson was asking after you when he last came to visit the library. I offered to send a letter from him, but he refused.
Hellevir lowered the letter, scowling out of the window.
A boy had gone missing? That wasn’t at all what she had expected. She was honestly surprised Edrin had found anything at all, but she’d thought any stories would be about the Peer leching on young men and women, intent on them as he seemed to be with Eloé. A missing boy was something else. It was more serious than she’d thought. 
She put the letter in her bag and got to her feet. It was almost time for her lesson with Lykus. He knew something, she was sure of it, and she resolved to find out what she could. 
 
Hellevir found him tending to the greenhouse, sowing peas, garlic, and onions for the next year before the frosts set in. She stopped before he noticed her, wondering how in one place the Soldiers of Light could run old women from their doorsteps, and in another Lykus could be tending his garden, whistling to himself. Perhaps she should hate him because he was one of them, but as he raised his head and noticed her, his gardening apron mud-stained and his gloves too tight for his big hands, she found she couldn’t possibly. 
She parted her lips to say hello, but before she could speak he slapped his forehead—comically—as if he’d just remembered something. 
“I can’t study today,” he said. “It’s the First C-C-C-Cuik this afternoon.” Hellevir knew it vaguely as one of the Haptiks, Onaistian festivals held over the course of the year, had seen her mother getting bossy organizing a fete around it. The Cuik was a communal prayer to Onaistus for survival through winter. Hellevir had forgotten all about the event—it wasn’t as if she lived by the Onaistian calendar—and it compounded the anxiety she felt with every day she spent in Claridain. The last thing she needed was a group of scared people looking for someone to blame if the winter became too harsh. “You sh-sh-sh-should come,” Lykus was saying. She started shaking her head automatically, but he pressed, “You might f-f-find it interesting. We celebrate one of our founding P-P-P-Peers. Who d-d-drew the first D-D-Dometik.” 
She didn’t particularly like the idea of being in a dark incense-filled room with Peer Aedus again. “I’m not sure . . .”
“P-P-P-Peer Aedus is a good speaker. Everyone enjoys h-h-hearing him.” This made her pause. Perhaps if she could witness a sermon she’d understand why Eloé seemed drawn to him, and understanding one’s enemy was the first step in thwarting them. 
She almost snorted. Such thinking would have made Sullivain proud. Peer Aedus wasn’t yet an enemy, she shouldn’t think of him as such, but even so there was no harm in finding out more about him. Perhaps the sermon would give her some insight. 
She also had to admit a grim sort of fascination with Onaistian, this religion so opposed to her own.
“There’s wine after,” Lykus pressed.
“Well. As long as there’s wine.”
 
Hellevir took a place at the back of the room as worshippers began to file in, leaving offerings on the long table that served as an altar. Most left small effigies made from wood, unwilling to risk sparing food before winter came, but some were generous and left grains and salted meats, bottles of beer and cider. With the incense Lykus had lit, the smell was intoxicating. Hellevir was surprised when she saw the bright flame of Eloé’s hair descending the steps to put her offering down, her gait uneven due to her growing belly. She smiled as she saw Hellevir wave and climbed up to join her. 
“I thought you weren’t Onaistian,” Hellevir remarked as she sat.
“Oh, I’m not. But, you know, every little bit helps.” She patted her stomach. “I’ll pray to whatever will listen. What are you doing here?” 
“I teach Lykus herbology, sometimes. He convinced me to come.”
“The wine at the end of the service didn’t tempt you?”
“Have I got a reputation or something?”
Eloé laughed, but before she could reply a hush fell over the hall and the assembly rose to its feet, as the Peer went to stand before the pit of sand. His uniform was crisp, shining like a shark’s skin in the flickering torchlight. He held a scepter in his hands, point on the floor; she knew the tool the Peers used in assemblies had an official name, but Hellevir had long forgotten it. 
“May your ways be eternal and blessed,” the Peer intoned, his warm voice reverberating around the hall. The assembly repeated it back, and there was a shuffle as they took their seats. The Peer continued by welcoming them all to the Cuik, the Sermon Before Darkness, the final day of Light. 
“We celebrate this day in the final month before true winter,” he said, his tone taking on the cadence of rote recitation. Hellevir knew that the faith of the Onaistians hadn’t been recorded in written form until relatively recently, but had been passed down as an oral tradition from Peer to Peer. Although it was no longer forbidden to write down the teachings of the practice, the Peers still learned to preach by memorizing long stretches of text and ritual. “We celebrate and we pray, for the months to come will be dark and long, and the Light of Onaistus will seem to be farther from us than it has yet been. It is at this time that we ask him to grant us strength so we may live through the hardship, and see his Light when it seems there is nothing around us but shadow. It is a time of dark creatures that would lead us all astray in the absence of his Light, that would lead us from the Path of his Promise. And it is a time for us to remember our strength, and to not permit them to touch us.” 
Hellevir shifted, uncomfortable. The phrasing felt oddly pointed, but she didn’t think the Peer knew she was in the congregation.
The Peer began the story of Dometian, the first Peer of Onaistus. He had been a poor eel-catcher who braved foul storms to feed his family, until one day he was cast overboard and became lost at sea. Dometian would have died that day—and some say he did—had the God of Light not caught him up in his arms and delivered him safely to the shore. 
“And on that rainy day,” the Peer intoned, “on the sands of that grey beach, Onaistus revealed himself to the fisherman, and imparted to him the knowledge of the Promise and of the Twelve Pillars.” Hellevir had to admit, he spoke beautifully. His voice rumbled like the low glow of embers, filling the temple air. 
“This I say unto you, and heed me well. You must strive to live by the Twelve Rules I give to you, the Twelve Rules which will guide you home to me in the afterlife, where you will live in a state of eternal joy by my side. Go out into the world and spread the Knowledge that I have imparted to you, gather people to you so that when they die they may not drown in the darkness as you would have drowned at sea. Show them how to follow my path, and lead them by example.
“The God kissed Dometian once, bestowing a symbol in gold upon his forehead,
the symbol of Onaistus himself, so that all would know Dometian as his vassal and his one true representative on this earth.” 
The Peer lowered his scepter to the pit, and slowly began to draw. He continued to speak as he worked, the end of his staff attracting the eyes of the assembly as it moved in a pattern across the sand, hypnotic and slow. 
Hellevir, entranced, suddenly wondered if anyone else could see that the sand was glowing, as if someone had poured hot metal into the grooves of the Dometik. The candles around the hall seemed to become more intense, the flames not growing but becoming brighter like starlight. 
“Can you see that?” she whispered to Eloé, half-hypnotized by the incense, the Peer’s calm baritone. Eloé just hummed as if she hadn’t heard, a smile on her lips as she gazed down at the pit. 
“The days that are coming are as dark as the times before Onaistus revealed himself to Dometian,” the Peer went on. “And so now is the time to remember that even in the darkest hours, the God of Light can see you, and will always be ready to take you into his everlasting embrace, as long as you stay true to his Path, and stay true to his Light.” He drew his scepter high, and spread wide his arms, as if he meant to embrace them as well. “Let us stay true to his Light,” he intoned, and the assembly spoke it back. “Thank you,” he said, lowering his arms and putting his hand to his head. “May your ways be eternal and blessed.” 
The assembly got to their feet and put their hands to their foreheads too, saying as one, “And yours also.”
Hellevir blinked, and the brightness of the hall was suddenly gone, as if it had never been there. She was surrounded by the standing figures of the assembly, the low hum of voices as they descended to receive their blessings. 
She turned to Eloé, but the singer was already making her way down to the pit, her red hair like copper in the low light. Hellevir watched her, and so witnessed the moment that the Peer caught sight of her. It was as if the rest of the assembly had been closed abruptly behind a door, and she was the only thing left that he could see. He did not react when she smiled, approaching him to receive the blessing and kneeling awkwardly in the sand before him. He moved slowly to take her chin in his hand, and drew the Dometik on her forehead as if she was the first and last person he would give it to, with a reverence he didn’t bestow upon the other worshippers. 
It might have been touching, how gentle he was with her, but there was something about it which got under Hellevir’s skin. As she watched, she wondered if it was just because she couldn’t imagine a Peer could be tender, as he helped her again to her feet. Perhaps he really was just enamored of her. 
But then there was the missing boy. And the way he had drawn the Dometik in his own blood, terrified of his own loss of control.
 
Hellevir sat there for a long time. Eloé waved goodbye to her, and the assembly milled around with glasses of wine, but Hellevir did not join them. It was only when the hall was empty and Lykus was snuffing out the candles that she was noticed. 
“What are you doing up there?” he called up to her, his voice reverberating as the Peer’s had done. Not long now, Hellevir thought, and Lykus would be preaching in the same way. If Aedus allowed him to with his stammer. 
“Nothing,” she said, getting to her feet. “I’m leaving.”
“Are you all right?”
“I’m fine.” She came down the steps, her footsteps ringing hollowly.
“You didn’t have any w-w-w-wine,” he commented.
“I didn’t want any.”
“And you didn’t have the b-b-blessing.”
“It’s not my religion, Lykus.”
“Will you let me give you one?” he asked. She glanced at him, surprised.
“I think it would be disloyal to both our faiths.”
“It will do no harm,” he said. “A-a-a-anyone can receive it. It’s a g-g-gift, after a-all. He c-c-can’t be angry at a g-gift.” He put down the candle snuffer, and picked up the discarded bowl of red wine that the Peer had been using to draw the blessings. 
“I don’t think . . .”
“Please? I’ve been p-p-p-practicing the symbol. It may make you feel b-b-better.”
“I . . . all right, fine.” She couldn’t think of a way to refuse politely. She stood still as he dipped his finger in the wine, and reached out to draw the Dometik on her forehead, the intricate lines too complicated for her to memorize the pattern. The wine smelled sweet. A droplet slid into her eyebrow, and down underneath her eyepatch. The fact that Lykus cared so much, rather than the Dometik itself, did make her feel better. 



Chapter Four
It was a bright day, crisp and clean. The air smelled of cold and woodsmoke as Hellevir made her way to the stables to check on Dune. At this time of the morning the horses wouldn’t have yet been released into the paddock; Dune wasn’t built for the snow, but Hellevir didn’t have the heart to keep him cooped inside a box all winter. Her boots crushed through the snow, and she lingered on her footsteps, enjoying how satisfying it was to break through the frozen top crust. She was so absorbed in the sound and the crunch, her mind blissfully empty of anything else, that she didn’t hear the voices until she was at the stable doors, open to let in the sunshine. She realized the Peer was standing by one of the shire horse’s stalls, and Eloé was beside him. The singer was petting the horse’s long nose, and the Peer was giving her winter apples from a sack to feed him. A quaint scene, to any other eyes, a priest showing interest in a worshipper. 
Eloé was seven months pregnant, and Hellevir was glad she had stayed. The nausea had not passed. It was also impossible to hide the pregnancy any longer. The troupe all knew, and though they grumbled there had been no talk of leaving Eloé behind when they moved on in spring. But Hellevir caught them looking at her eyepatch sometimes, the raven on her shoulder, and wondered if they were instead just afraid of angering Eloé’s new friend. 
They heard Hellevir’s boots on the stone floor, and Eloé turned around, greeting her with a sunny smile when she saw her, but the Peer seemed . . . disoriented. As if Hellevir had woken him from a dream and he didn’t quite know her. 
“Hellevir!” Eloé exclaimed. “Come and feed Dune an apple.”
Hellevir met the Peer’s gaze and saw irritation there, not at herself for interrupting them, but at Eloé’s obvious delight. She couldn’t fathom it—jealousy perhaps?—and it made her uncomfortable that she found him so impossible to read. 
She made herself smile and went over to them, entering the hay-smelling gloom.
The singer was talking about a horse she used to have back home, but as Aedus wordlessly held out the sack of apples and Hellevir dutifully put her arm in to take one, she found she wasn’t paying much attention. She jumped a little as Eloé clapped her hands. 
“But I was just about to go back, I’m afraid. Sorry to run off,” Eloé was saying. “Will I see you this evening?”
Hellevir didn’t know which of them she was talking to, and evidently neither did Aedus, but Eloé was looking between the two of them. 
“Of course,” Hellevir said. “I’ll see you then.”
“So will I,” Aedus chimed in. The singer beamed and said goodbye, before waddling off back out into the snow, her red hair vibrant against the chill white of the day. 
There was an awkward silence. Hellevir was about to break it and excuse herself when the Peer cleared his throat.
“I’m glad we ran into each other, I’ve been meaning to talk to you,” he said. “How is Lykus getting on?”
“Very well,” Hellevir replied honestly. “A lot of it is common sense, which he has already.”
“He’s grown fond of you,” the Peer remarked.
“I’m fond of him,” she admitted. “He’s my first student.”
“Well, don’t give him the wrong idea, will you?” he said. Hellevir looked at him sharply, an indignant comment on her tongue, but before she could answer he went on, “Do you have everything you need? Equipment-wise? In terms of the herbs we have in stock?” 
“Yes, the temple store should have enough to see you through the winter.”
“No, I mean in your own stores. Do you have everything you need for your trade?”
“I . . . well, I’m running low on a few things . . .”
“Does the apothecary store them?”
“No, but . . .”
“You should take what you need from the temple, if you are running low. Treat it like your own store.”
Hellevir glanced at him, surprised.
“That’s . . . very generous,” she remarked. She turned and walked to the other end of the stables where Dune was housed. She heard the Peer follow. Dune put his head over the stall door as he heard her approaching and whinnied at her, his heavy jaw working around a lump of hay and his breath pluming. He abandoned the hay to nuzzle the apple from Hellevir’s palm. 
“You are helping our villagers,” the Peer remarked, stroking Dune’s head before Hellevir had a chance to, as if Dune were another of the Temple horses. “It’s the least I can do.” He paused. “Eloé has said you’ve been a great help, that her nausea has eased. You’ve been a friend to her.” He patted Dune’s neck. “So anything you need from the temple. Anything at all. I’ll see that you get it.” 
So it was less about her helping the villagers, and more about helping the singer. Hellevir wasn’t surprised.
“Why do you care so much about her?” Hellevir asked. The question sprouted from her, full grown and in full leaf before she could pinch it. He looked at her fully, as if she were a riddle to solve. Contrary to Eloé, Hellevir didn’t like it at all. She had too many parts of her she didn’t want seen, too many tatters that she wanted to keep enfolded within her. 
“She is . . . beautiful,” he replied simply. He must have seen something in Hellevir’s expression to make him realize how that sounded. “Do not misunderstand me,” he said, a little sharply. 
“What is there to misunderstand?”
“You hear that word and you believe me to be some deviant, but that isn’t the way at all.”
“Then explain it to me.”
His eyes narrowed slightly.
“With respect, Miss Andottir, I owe you no explanations.”
“All right, then, if we’re speaking plainly,” Hellevir said, her head high. “I don’t trust you. I don’t like the way you look at her, regardless of how good your intentions are. If you hurt her . . .” 
“I will not . . . !” he started harshly, eyes bright with anger, but he stopped himself as if biting back his indignation. “Mind your tone, herbalist,” he muttered. “I have earned my Peerage through dedication to the Pillars. Hurting young women is not generally accepted on the Path of Light.” 
“Is that why you’re out here and not still in Marduke?” The words were out before she could consider the wisdom of uttering them. He frowned at her, and she suddenly became aware that they were very alone out here, in the semi-gloom of the stables. 
“I left Marduke to man an important trading town before Gal Earith,” he said slowly. “A stepping-stone for further expansion across the mountains. Why exactly do you think I left?” 
Hellevir couldn’t think what to say. She didn’t want to admit she’d asked her friend to look into his history, that she knew about the missing boy. So she said nothing, and he just nodded slowly. She jumped as he moved, but he was only walking around Dune’s head towards the back doors. 
“Careful,” was all he said, and left her there, her hand tight around Dune’s mane, feeling extremely stupid. Dune whickered, letting her know that he didn’t like the Peer, and she patted him calm as if it would soothe her own fears. 
 
That evening Hellevir sat with Eloé between her sets, measuring out the herbs for her tea while Eloé fed bits of bread to Elsevir. She kept coaxing him onto her shoulder with fresh crusts. Snow fell outside the tavern windows, flashes of white like falling stars against the black of the winter night. 
The door opened and a cold flush of wind blew in. Eloé’s face lit up, and Hellevir didn’t have to turn and look to know who had come in. The Peer hung up his coat and went up to the bar to get a beer. 
Hellevir studiously returned her attention to her scales and weights. Eloé noticed.
“I do wish you two could get on,” she said wistfully.
“I don’t trust how he looks at you,” Hellevir replied, a remark which felt old on her tongue. She’d said it many times to Eloé, and every time Eloé looked at her in that slightly rueful way. This time, though, she didn’t change the subject. Instead she glanced over at the Peer, her gaze soft. 
“I’ve never known anyone to be as gentle with me as Aedus,” she murmured. “Like I’m a lady. I’ve never been treated like a lady.” 
“It doesn’t mean you should trust the first person who does so,” Hellevir pointed out. Eloé laughed a little, at her own expense.
“Oh, you’re probably right. But . . . am I allowed to say I adore it?”
“Adore it?”
“Hellevir, I wish I could bottle it. It’s not anything romantic, I know that look when I see it, but it still feels like it’s something important, you know?” 
Hellevir didn’t really know, at least not as far as Peers were concerned. She was about to reply with another warning, but she was out of time. 
She braced herself as the Peer paused by the table and invited himself to sit. He took pains, Hellevir noticed, to look at her as well as Eloé, though his eyes kept drifting back to the singer. It reminded her of the way Death looked at the precious things she brought him. A fascination which he tried to resist. 
“That was a lovely sermon this afternoon,” Eloé was saying. “I’d never heard of the ox and the snake parable before.”
“It’s one of the first we’re taught when we’re in training,” the Peer said. “Its lesson, control, is one of the hardest tenets of the faith to follow.” He gestured to his wrist, although the Dometik tattooed on his skin was hidden by his sleeves. 
“Where did you train?” Eloé asked him.
“Marduke,” he replied. “Once I was made full Peer I stayed there for a few years. I learned a great deal there, about myself as well as the faith.” 
“And did you learn about control there too?” Hellevir spoke. She knew it was an odd thing to ask. She felt Eloé shift beside them, uncomfortable with how personal it sounded. The Peer frowned at her, puzzled by the question. 
“Yes, I did,” he replied simply. “And I continue to each day I live. As I do in following all the Pillars; each day can be treated as a lesson, if you approach it correctly.” 
A comment had half-formed on her lips, when the other two glanced up and Hellevir realized there was someone standing beside her. She turned awkwardly in her seat, wondering bad-temperedly why everyone liked to sneak up on her left. 
It was the woman from the apothecary’s, whose father was ill. Hellevir had seen the girl around town, manning one of the stalls at the marketplace which sold cider, but she hadn’t spoken to her again after they’d met at the belltower. She looked dishevelled, her hair slick to her head with the snow and eyes red-rimmed as if she’d been crying. 
“Are you all right?” Hellevir asked.
“Can I talk to you?” the woman said, her voice hoarse. Hellevir glanced at Eloé, who nodded her head, smiling to show she didn’t mind. Hellevir got to her feet and took the woman over to an empty table. Elsevir abandoned the crumbs to come and perch on Hellevir’s shoulder, curious about what was going on. 
“He’s dead,” the woman said, her tone empty. She looked awful, her eyes sunk deep within her skull and her hair uncombed.
“Your pa?” Hellevir asked. The woman nodded. “I’m so sorry. Did the tincture help? In the end?”
“It did, yes. I should thank you for that. He didn’t seem in much pain.” The woman shook her head, as if calling herself to task. “I know you. I mean, I’ve heard about you. From Rochidain.” 
Hellevir went still. Elsevir watched the woman with an ink-blot eye, cocking his head to one side.
“Oh?” she asked vaguely.
“I . . . my cousin. She works in Rochidain as a seamstress. You . . . you saved her little girl. She told me about it. Wrote to me about it. I didn’t believe it but . . . well, I wrote and asked her. She replied last week, gave a description of you to the letter. I’d heard the stories from Rochidain. The Princess who should have died a hundred times over. I don’t know what to believe, but what have I got to lose?” She laughed shrilly, nervously. 
Hellevir suddenly had the feeling she knew where all of this was going.
“I think you have me confused with someone else,” she said sharply.
“No, I don’t. You’re her, I know it. A herbalist with a raven on her shoulder, dark hair and green eyes. That’s you. Well, apart from the . . .” She gestured to the eyepatch. Before Hellevir could react she’d caught hold of Hellevir’s hand, squeezing it tightly. Hellevir’s first reaction was to pull away but the woman held on. “Please,” she hissed. “He was older but he wasn’t ready to die. He’s . . .” She shook her head again, jaw tight as if forcing herself not to cry. “He’s, um.” She pressed her lips together. “He’s all I have left. Please, won’t you bring him back? Before his stomach he was fit as anything, used to walk miles, used to tend to the garden and the house while I worked. He had years left in him. It’s this winter that’s got to him.” 
Hellevir snatched her hand away forcibly. She glanced around the tavern, worried that someone had overheard. She looked back at Eloé, but she was deep in conversation with the Peer, and for once his blinkered fascination was to her advantage. 
“You have me confused with someone else,” she said again. “I’m sorry about your pa, but I’m not who you think I am.”
The woman’s desperate face clouded over with anger, and she sat back abruptly from the table.
“What, because my pa’s too old?” she snapped. “Not good enough to be brought back? Is it payment you want? You’ll only help if you’re paid?” She was making a scene. Heads were turning, even the Peer’s. 
“No,” Hellevir said quietly, trying to calm her down. “You just . . .”
“Some healer you are. You’re as bad as that apothecary. One lousy tincture and you think that’s it, that’s all you have to do? He’s dead and you can do something about it. I know you can. If it’s money I can pay you . . .” 
“I don’t need your money.”
“If you don’t help, I’ll tell everyone who you are,” she exclaimed. “The whole village will know you raise the dead, that you’re a heathen.” 
A visceral feeling of contempt rolled through Hellevir. It was not a feeling she was accustomed to, nor one she liked. She hadn’t been threatened in nearly four years, and she didn’t take kindly to the memory. Who was this girl who in one breath begged for the help only Hellevir could give, and in another threatened to condemn her for it? 
“You can’t really think it’s possible to bring back the dead?” Hellevir growled under her breath. “Do you inhale every superstition that drifts under your nose?” 
“I’ll believe anything if it brings Pa back!” The woman put her head in her hands as she began to sob. Tears dripped onto her knees, and something in Hellevir twisted at the sight. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it,” the woman said more quietly. She looked up at Hellevir again, her blue eyes bloodshot. “I won’t tell anybody. But please, won’t you help?” A thought struck Hellevir, unbidden and unwelcome, that she looked a lot like Calgir Redeion, the same pale blue eyes and fair hair, even something to the set of her jaw. She was just a frightened girl who’d lost her father. 
Hellevir cursed her own sense of pity. It would be her ruin.
She hushed her with a gesture before she could draw more attention with her sobbing. “Meet me out the front of the tavern. I have to get something first.” 
 
She fetched the yellow feather from her room. It was still as soft and pristine as the first day she’d brought it from the darkness of the cave. She looked down at it, sitting on its riddle in a handkerchief, bracing herself for what was to come. She hadn’t thought she would come across death so soon, and she didn’t feel ready, but why hadn’t she expected it? Winters were never kind out here in little towns like this. Her heart was thumping too fast in her chest, but she made herself pick the feather up and put it in her pocket. Elsevir sensed her worry and pushed against her cheek comfortingly. 
The woman was waiting outside, her cheeks flushed, with anxiety or the cold, Hellevir wasn’t sure.
“Take me to him,” Hellevir said. The woman nodded, and led her through the town, the lights from the windows of the houses illuminating their way as they pressed through the snow. “What’s your name?” Hellevir asked her as they walked. 
“Why?” she asked immediately.
“I’m just asking.”
“Maede,” she said.
“I’m Hellevir.”
“Right.”
“You and your pa were close?”
“Yes. He . . . we were close.” Hellevir tried not to find her sudden reticence galling, especially after her outburst, and reminded herself that the girl had just lost her father. 
The house she was led to was dark, but Maede lit an oil lamp as they entered. The place smelled of old herbs and dust, and something else which Hellevir knew well, an odor that greeted her like an old family hound. The smell of death. 
It was as freezing inside as it was out. Maede led her into a small room where a fire was burning low, and knelt to encourage it back to life. Hellevir was left looking down at the body lying on a bed in the corner of the room. 
He was very old, and seemed as frail and brittle as autumn leaves. His cheeks were sunken to his skull, and his skin was a mottled grey. He looked tired. 
Hellevir heard Maede come up beside her, brushing the charcoal from her hands.
“I haven’t moved him,” she said. “I just came straight to you. I told him I’d find a way to bring him back.”
“Why did you tell him that?” Hellevir demanded, trying not to be angry.
“Because I knew I recognized you. I knew you’d come.”
“You shouldn’t have promised him any such thing.”
“Why not?” Maede turned to face her fully, her face pale in the half-light from the fire. “You will bring him back, won’t you?” 
Hellevir felt the feather in her pocket, cool to the touch. Her own palm felt hot. She stared down at the old man, felt the oppressiveness of the room around her, the smell of medicines and tinctures, of illness, of a body newly dead. Elsevir’s claws dug into her collarbone, and suddenly she couldn’t breathe. Her fist nearly clenched around the feather. 
He was so old. She suddenly knew how the apothecary had felt.
It seemed a waste. She felt evil for even thinking it, but those were the words that circled around inside her head, repeating themselves until she felt worn by them like a road eroded by decades of wheels. 
What if tomorrow someone else came to her with another little girl like Ismund, the seamstress’s child, whom she’d saved in Rochidain? Another one dead before their time, and she didn’t have a precious thing left to bring her back? What if something happened to Eloé when it was time for her to give birth? She couldn’t give another eye, another finger, another part of herself. There would be nothing left of her. 
Milandre had once warned her this would happen. She had said she would have to choose, and choose wisely.
One other consideration struck her. The girl suspected she could raise the dead, but she didn’t know for certain. If Hellevir raised this man, the spark of rumor would ignite into certainty, and she knew how fast a village could turn on a person in fear. She couldn’t afford to expose herself. 
Hellevir felt like she was watching someone else as she removed her hand from her pocket and shook her head. Feeling wretched, she closed her eyes. 
“No,” she said quietly.
“No?” Maede demanded. “No what?”
“I won’t. I don’t know where you heard that I bring people back, but I can’t. No one can.”
“But I heard . . .”
“You heard wrong.” She turned to face her, trying to make herself appear stern. “Your cousin, in Rochidain? I pushed the water from her little girl’s chest. She woke up when she could breathe. She’d never been dead.” 
Maede’s jaw clenched.
“You’re lying. You just don’t want to bring him back.” She shoved Hellevir in the shoulder, tears streaming down her cheeks. Elsevir was unbalanced and flapped angrily. “You’re just as bad as the apothecary!” Maede cried, pointing her finger and jabbing it hard enough into Hellevir’s chest to bruise it. “Just because he was older, just because you don’t want to waste your time on someone so old!” 
“That’s not . . .”
“Why did you even come here? Just to ogle the body?” She pushed Hellevir again before she could answer, face contorted in anger. “Get out!” she shouted. “You witch, get out!” 
Hellevir left quickly, her chest so tight she could barely force air into her lungs, the muscles of her arms and legs so tense that she was shaking. Back at the tavern, she didn’t stop to say goodnight to Eloé, but went up to her room. She got into bed and pulled the sheets over her head. 
Elsevir tucked himself beside her, smelling of rain and the crisp freshness of feathers.
“You made the right choice,” he said gently.
“You don’t know that,” Hellevir sobbed into the pillow. Her eye socket ached like it always did when she was trying not to cry. 
“You must be careful with the precious things you find,” he urged. Hellevir made herself emerge from the covers, and brought the raven onto her lap, hugging him tightly. He didn’t usually like it, but this time he let her. She pulled the eyepatch from her head. 
“When I lived with Milandre,” she said. “The villagers were angry with me for letting so many die in the frosts. It hadn’t even occurred to me to try and bring them all back. I was too focused on my own family.” 
“Was this before they killed me?”
Hellevir shuddered at the memory, remembering the damp lifeless thing that had been left on the doorstep, hemlock around its throat. 
“Yes. I thought they were right to hate me, though. I felt guilty. Angry that I couldn’t bring back as many as I wanted. Milandre told me I should make sure I grant full lives where they die too soon. Give them back lost time.” 
“She was right.”
“But it feels so wrong, Elsevir. So very wrong, to choose who lives and who dies. No one should have to die. Why shouldn’t I bring everyone back?” 
“Because everything must die,” the bird said. “Things die and crumble into the soil, give food to the plants that grow there.”
“Perhaps it doesn’t have to be that way.”
“You can’t save everyone,” he said sternly. “And what of your own life? A hundred souls later and there would be nothing left of you.” He tugged on the eyepatch in Hellevir’s hand to make his point. 
Hellevir sagged, conceding the point, but hating that it was true. Hating that she was limited in such a way. She rubbed her face angrily, exhaustedly. 
“It does not feel like the right choice,” she muttered again into her hand. “To do nothing when I could do something. Perhaps Maede was right, maybe he did have another ten years in him. What do I know? What right have I to decide?” 
“So you want to save everyone, but you also don’t think you have the right to pick and choose? Which is it?” Hellevir shook her head, not knowing what to say to that. She felt both. She felt tired, like there must be answers if she could only find them. It didn’t matter that logic told her there were no right answers, not for something like this. “Come, you are going in circles. These aren’t questions to be answered now.” 
“I wish Milandre were here.”
“She would say the same things as me.” He nudged her cheek with his beak. “It’s late, you should sleep. Everything seems worse at night.” 
 
She didn’t sleep at all. Every time she closed her eyes she saw the old man behind her eyelids, rigid and pale, the smell in her nostrils and her hair, ingrained in her skin. Shame lay thick around her, like a fog she couldn’t escape. 
 
She pulled herself from her bed as first light was beginning to stain the sky, ignoring the ache at the back of her skull that came from too little sleep, and that feeling of disgrace that she’d hoped never to feel again. 
Her morning lesson with Lykus passed in a blur, her teaching hampered by her fatigue. Lykus seemed to sense something was amiss and surprised her by brewing a lemon balm tea. Peer Aedus’s comment about not giving the young Peer the wrong idea had wormed into Hellevir’s head, and she dismissed the thought angrily. She spent the rest of the day setting up oils to infuse, lining the bottles neatly along the temple shelves, before she returned to the tavern for her supper. 
The innkeeper appeared as she was going up to her room, whistling cheerfully, and said he had some letters for her. He removed them from his apron and handed them over, wrapped in waxed paper to protect them from the snow. 
“The last batch before spring, I should think,” he said.
Glancing at the handwriting on the top one she recognized it as Edrin’s, and she tore it open on the landing. The letter was dated to two weeks ago; it must have been delayed when the snows hit. Her heart skipped a beat as she read the first line. There was no pre-emption, no news from the Order. 
Leave Claridain, Hellevir,
Edrin wrote, the writing harshly indented into the paper. I don’t like the sound of this Peer. I’m surprised you decided to winter in Claridain at all, given your experience of the Peers, but you always would set yourself on fire to keep others warm. If the snows will let you leave, I would get far away from this man.
Hellevir swallowed, unable to stop herself from glancing outside at the heavy snow, from thinking about the impassable roads.
I heard from Gye, the Peer-in-training. Apparently he was as curious about this Aedus as we are, once he started digging. He found out from the new stable manager that the previous one lives in Rochidain, not too far from the temple. Dhunor is his name. Sathir urged me not to leave the Order, but I ventured out on my free day to talk to him.
He was a foul man, tried to shut the door in our faces as soon as he saw our scarves, but I persisted and called out the name of Peer Aedus. That got his attention, sure enough. He demanded to know how I had come across the name, and I told him the truth, that a friend was asking about him. He let us in, only reluctantly, made us stand while he sat by the fire. I told him to tell me what he knew about Marduke. It was gloomy inside but I could see he had gone an odd color, pale and grey, and he kept rubbing his hands together with nerves.
He said he’d feel shame for letting such a thing happen until the day he died. The Peer had grown oddly obsessed with one of the stablehands, a young man called Unther (Oonther? Unthur?) and Dhunor had noticed it going on but said nothing—he imagined the young man was vying for a spot among the Peers—until one day he found a letter from Aedus. It was a love letter, he said. Peer Aedus was reprimanded, but the fondness was mutual, the young man apparently confessed, and so nothing was really done about it, until another day when someone heard sounds coming from the stables. No one thought much of it, but the next day the boy had gone missing and there was blood found in the stables. It was found on Aedus’s uniform too, but the Peer claimed it was his own. No one believed Aedus, so they sent him to Claridain, and the official story was that Unthur had run away. The old stable manager said he was certain Aedus did something to him, and when he couldn’t prove anything he left the Temple.
The Peer has committed some dreadful deed, Hellevir, I’m sure of it. You must stay away from him, and get that Eloé girl away as well.
Hellevir dropped the letter and ran.
 
Hellevir rushed towards the stables, infuriated by the effort it took to wade through the snow. Her coat felt too heavy, like it was dragging her down. 
Eloé had gone to see the Peer, the innkeeper had said. The Peer was out seeing to the horses, Lykus had then told her when she rushed to the temple. She could see that shire horses were still out in the paddock, but there was a glow seeping through the windows, and she hurried along, terror curling in her belly that she might be too late already. 
She heaved open the stable doors, calling out Eloé’s name. There was the sound of a stool being scraped along the floor, and Dune’s stall opened. Eloé stepped out, her hand on her back to support herself. 
“Hellevir, are you all right?”
“Eloé, I . . .”
She froze, stricken. The Peer was in the stall behind Eloé, and in his hand he held a dagger. He held it loosely, as if he were practiced in wielding it. Hellevir seized Eloé’s hand and pulled her behind, away from him. 
“Get away from her!” she shouted.
“Hellevir, what’s got into you?” Eloé asked, bewildered.
“He has a blade, Eloé!”
“Hellevir, he was just cutting a lock of my hair,” she protested. “For the ceremony when the baby is born.”
Hellevir shook her head, fear hot against her skin.
“Cutting your hair? In a stable?” she scoffed.
“It was spur of the moment, the Peer just offered to do a blessing.”
“Miss Andottir . . .” the Peer began, but she didn’t give him time to marshal himself.
“No! He’s a dangerous man, Eloé.”
“What? Hellevir, he’s a Peer.”
“That means nothing. Listen to me, a boy went missing in Marduke, only his blood was found, not his body. He”—she pointed at the Peer, who was watching her in stony silence—“he was suspected. He was made to leave Marduke because of it.” She took Eloé’s arms, pleading with her. “He was obsessed with this boy, in the same way he’s obsessed with you. We have to go, now.” Her eyes flickered to the dagger in Aedus’s hand—a ceremonial knife, she saw, neatly patterned, but nonetheless sharp—and wondered if she would be strong enough to fight him off if he attacked. He slid the dagger into a small sheath at his hip, but she didn’t relax. 
Eloé was shaking her head. This was too much, all at once, Hellevir realized. How could she possibly expect her to take in so much so quickly? 
“Get your hand off her,” the Peer snapped, and seized Hellevir’s wrist, tugging her away sharply. “She doesn’t need this.”
“Don’t touch me,” Hellevir said, trying to pull free, but he wouldn’t let her go. His grip around her wrist was painful.
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he growled at her, and looked up at Eloé. Her eyes were wide, the lantern-light trembling at her side. 
“What does she mean, Peer?” she asked quietly. “A boy was hurt?”
“She’s got it wrong,” the Peer insisted. “That’s not what happened.”
“Then what did happen?” Hellevir demanded. He glanced down at her, still tight in his grip, as if she were a cat he’d found among the pigeons. He clenched his jaw in anger. 
“You don’t understand,” he said through his teeth. “You just don’t understand. You can’t.”
Eloé backed away from him, and even Hellevir saw the pain that flashed across his eyes as she did so. Eloé shook her head, not knowing who to believe. 
The Peer shook Hellevir, but it was Eloé he spoke to. “Do you really trust her word?” he exclaimed. “She may have helped you through the last weeks but she has more to answer for than I do. Do you know what she is? Do you?” He shook her again to enunciate his words. “She’s a creature of darkness, a liar. Do you know that she let an old man die?” Hellevir felt her blood run cold, and she tried to wrench away again, but he held her fast. Her arm was going numb. 
“That’s not true!” she cried. He ignored her.
“Maede came in just last night, in tears, to warn me about the creature we’ve been harboring. This woman fed an old man tinctures to urge him on his way, did nothing to help him as he fought for life, even as his daughter begged her to. She sped him to an early grave, and took Maede’s money for her pains.” 
“Eloé, I swear I didn’t do this,” Hellevir begged. “That’s not what happened.”
“I let her stay because of the good she’s done you as a herbalist,” the Peer went on as if she hadn’t spoken, his eyes intent on Eloé, “but look at the things she does, the things she says. She talks to crows, she whispers to the hearth, she hides an eye black as pitch, and she is trying to turn you against me. Am I not your Peer, the one to guide you towards the Light? Why should she turn you against me unless she hopes to keep you from the Promise?” He shook her again. “And you would believe a heathen, a witch?” 
“Don’t listen to him, he’s lying!” Hellevir cried, although now she wasn’t certain what she was refuting. It wasn’t all lies. Eloé kept shaking her head, eyes flickering between them. She looked so lost. The Peer made a sound and went towards her, arms open as if to wrap her in them, casting Hellevir aside like a cloak. 
It all happened very fast. Later Hellevir wasn’t quite sure of the order of things. One minute she was falling, pushed aside roughly by the Peer, and the next Dune was there, rearing on his hind legs and beating the air with his hooves. Perhaps the horse meant to protect her, or the sudden movement of the Peer scared him. Aedus didn’t have time to do anything but turn in surprise, before the hooves met his chest and he was knocked to the floor, and his head hit the stones with an awful crack. Eloé screamed and the lantern fell from her hand, crashing oil across the ground. Flames engulfed it and spread with nightmarish speed up the wood of the stalls, and leaped into the dry hay. 
Hellevir had to drag Eloé from the Peer’s side. She knew he was dead, had known it from the sound of his head hitting the cobbles. Dune was already out of the stables, leaving the door wide and yawning, fresh air fanning the flames, but Eloé was taller and stronger than Hellevir, even without the extra weight of a baby, and Hellevir couldn’t move her. 
“Please!” Hellevir cried. “We have to get out!” It was getting harder to see the stable door through the smoke, her eyes were watering, she could barely breathe. The wood snapped and groaned from the heat around them. “Please, Eloé,” she begged, doing her best to tug the young woman away. “We’ll be trapped, please!” A heavy beam screeched and fell from the ceiling, crashing in a thunder of sparks not five feet from them. “Please!” Hellevir heaved, and at last got Eloé to her feet, ignoring her sobbing protests as they stumbled through the smoke and embers, coughing as they spilled out into the cold winter night. Shouts surrounded them, hands took them and wrapped them up in cloaks, a blur of sounds and the golden snow and the roaring heat of the stables. 
 
Eloé was rushed back to the tavern. Hellevir followed, leading Dune by the halter, reassuring him as best she could although his eyes were wide and white. Her head was thick and the smell of smoke stung her nostrils. She left Dune in the tavern stables, and then she and the innkeeper’s wife helped Eloé upstairs to her bed. Hellevir brought her water and checked for burns, but she seemed unhurt. She was coughing badly, though, and seemed confused, half-answering questions. She fell into bed before they could get her out of the ashy clothes, and shook her head when they tried to coax her up again to get her changed. 
“I’ll be fine,” she murmured.
Hellevir glanced down at Eloé’s belly. “Is . . . is everything . . . ?” She couldn’t bring herself to ask it.
“I . . . I don’t know,” Eloé muttered. She turned her head away. Her hair left a soot stain on the pillow. “Just . . . let me sleep, all right? I’m tired. Just let me get some sleep, it’ll all be fine in the morning.” Hellevir couldn’t think what else to do, so she left Eloé in the innkeeper’s care, returning to her own room. 
She sat on the bed in a daze, looking down at her sooty hands. She half-expected them to be trembling, but they just lay on her lap, unclean, turning the black of her coat grey. 
She thought she should probably move, wash herself, get into bed, but she didn’t. She just sat there staring down at her hands, and wondering if it was possible for one person to make a lifetime of mistakes in only twenty-six years. 



Chapter Five
Hellevir must have slept, in a state of shock and exhaustion. She awoke abruptly to the sound of someone knocking on the door, and dragged herself from the tatters of a dream, spun with the golden thread of Sullivain; laughing, twirling Sullivain. As she awoke her heart ached, wanting to stay in the warmth of familiar arms. The innkeeper was outside, wringing her hands worriedly. 
“What’s wrong?” Hellevir asked, rubbing her eyes. “Is Eloé all right?”
“You should come,” the innkeeper said. “She says she can’t feel the baby.” The innkeeper stared a beat longer at Hellevir’s eye, and she realized she wasn’t wearing her eyepatch. 
“It’s glass,” Hellevir muttered, before the innkeeper could cry witch, and shouldered past her. 
When Hellevir entered the room Eloé was looking out of the window, and didn’t turn her head as the door opened and closed. She still wore her sooty clothes, her hair unbrushed and her cheeks pale. Hellevir sat down on the bed and put her hand over hers. Eloé looked at her then, as if she hadn’t realized she was there. She didn’t look angry, ready to hurl accusations at Hellevir, as she would have been entitled to do. She just looked frightened. 
“I can’t feel it,” she said quietly. “Every morning it kicks. Every morning.” Hellevir squeezed her hand.
“It’s all right,” she said, brushing Eloé’s hair from her eyes.
“Can you do something? Please? I-I wasn’t going to stand by while the Peer hurt you, I . . .”
She’s not angry with me at all,
Hellevir thought. It hasn’t even occurred to her to be angry.
“It’s all right, Eloé.”
“It’s my fault, isn’t it? I was going to turn him away from the Path, I could tell, but it felt like such a good thing, I was stupid to think it would just be lying in the snow, I . . .” She was rambling. Hellevir didn’t know what she was talking about. She stroked her head and hushed her. 
“Can you do something?” Eloé whispered. “Please?”
“Yes,” Hellevir said. “Yes, I can.” She reached into her pocket and took out the feather, holding it gently in her palm. “You just sleep, all right?” she said. “It’ll all be all right.” 
Eloé nodded her head, tears trailing dusty hollows down her cheeks. Hellevir waited, stroking her hair, as the sun gently rose and Eloé drifted into a troubled sleep. When Hellevir was sure her breathing was heavy, she closed her eyes and entered Death for the first time in four years. 
 
It was almost a relief, to step away from it all. From the heavy presence of fear and shock. From Eloé’s tear-stained cheeks, her hand resting worriedly on her stomach. The grey of Death soaked through the world, through her own thoughts, bringing them to a standstill that let her breathe. 
It felt familiar, like returning to a scene from her childhood. The silence pressing against her, her every movement and breath thundering and yet whispered. The grey half-light, shining from no one place but everywhere at once. The sensation that eyes were upon her, watching, rapt and eager. 
She stood, her skirt brushing the empty bedsheets with that muted sound.
There was no one in the corridor outside. Lanterns hung on the wall where there had not been lanterns before, emitting a soft white light. She went down the stairs into the hall, where the chairs and tables were neatly arranged as if they’d been tidied for the evening and the innkeeper had just turned in for the night. The door was open, and Hellevir stepped out into the winter of Death. The snow was suspended in the air, caught mid-fall upon her moment of entering Death. She reached up a hand and brushed a trail through the snowflakes, icy prickles against her skin. They drifted away from her touch like paper boats nudged across a black sea. 
Above her, far above her, was the mirrored sky, just as she remembered. She would have seen nothing up there, if the odd glow of Death had not illuminated her pale face looking back down at her, half-lost amid the frozen flurry of the snow. 
She knew where she was going already. How could she go anywhere else?
She left a tunnel through the snow as she walked up towards the temple. She happened to glance back as she walked through the town. Behind her, whether by design or some trick of the light, her footsteps seemed to be black, as if the snow were stained by soot and ash. Darkness echoed around her. The walk seemed longer, the houses further apart than she remembered. They were hollow in this place, uninhabited, sightless, no lights in their windows or smoke rising from their chimneys. 
The stables were charred ruins. Their remains speared through the snow like the ribs of a slain beast, as if the fire had happened weeks, months ago, not mere hours. Hellevir entered where the doors used to be, her chest tight, remembering the feel of the Peer’s hand on her arm, the look in his eye as he had surged forward to comfort Eloé. She stood in the spot where he had fallen, gazing down at the cobblestones, and wished she’d known what to do differently. Uncertainty and confusion whetted the ice-sharp knowledge that she had failed, and gave it a keener edge than she would have thought possible. 
Aedus was the first person she had killed. It was surprising how long it had taken her to realize that. It had been an accident, of course, she hadn’t pushed him, hadn’t told Dune to rear up. But he would be alive if it weren’t for her. 
Then again, she thought. Then again. He wasn’t really the first. Calgir Redeion had died because of her too, without her raising a finger. His entire House had been executed. She’d tried to warn him that the Crown suspected his uncle, but they had been overheard by a squire who’d betrayed them all to the Queen. Even her brother’s death had been her fault; it was no less true because she had brought him back. 
Hellevir had thought herself so accustomed to guilt, so saturated with it, that no more of it could find room within her. She had been wrong. 
A movement caught her eye, a flicker on the edge of her vision, and she looked towards the temple. It was surreal seeing such a monument in a place like this. There was a low light burning in the window. She turned her face away from the blackened ruins towards the temple path. 
The doors opened with a muted groan, as if the sound were coming from far away. She stood at the top of the hall, the seats spanning down the rows towards the center of the room. 
Death stood at the altar, surveying its contents with his back to her. His black hair glistened in the candlelight from the lanterns on the altar. The light cast a glowing ring around him, and the hem of his heavy coat seeped into the shadows beyond its reach, seeming to become one with them. 
It was odd seeing him in the temple. She was surprised he could enter the space of other gods. She descended the stairs, her footsteps ringing hollowly. Her footprints were still black, staining the pristine stone as if she had emerged from a brackish lake trailing mud behind her. 
“Has it been years,” the air around her wondered, “or minutes, since we last spoke, and debated the inevitability of war?”
Hellevir paused at the foot of the stairs. “For me it has been four years,” she murmured. As she had expected, her words sounded muted in this place, as if pressed back behind her lips with a gentle fingertip as soon as they’d fallen from her. 
He turned, and his dark eyes were upon her.
She had remembered the power of his gaze, had felt it now and then in the space between waking and dreaming. A gaze that seemed to pierce through her every layer and knew every dark thing she wished to hide. Knew it, and was amused by it. 
“Four years,” the world around her remarked. “So short a time, and yet you look so very different. The very material of you has changed.” 
“And you have not changed at all.” Not that she had expected him to, but it was disturbing, seeing a face remain so completely untouched after even a short span of time. The years churned between them, filled with their old discordant history. 
“I suppose you are here for the child,” he remarked. Hellevir took a breath, released it slowly.
“Did he do it?” she asked. “Did the Peer kill that boy?” The man dressed in black picked up something from the altar and held it up to inspect. It was a small doll, crudely made out of twigs and hay, a scrap of sackcloth for the dress. 
“Does it make a difference?”
“Yes. Of course it does.”
He didn’t reply. He placed the doll back on the altar. There was something to the air of the place, something to his distractedness, which put her on edge. The world was thick with the weight of his brooding; it seemed to press down even the candlelight. 
“It is extraordinary, isn’t it,” he remarked quietly, and Hellevir felt his voice in her chest like the thrum of music. When he didn’t elaborate, she descended the last few steps and came to stand beside him at the altar. 
“What is?” she asked.
“These gifts they leave. The fruit, the trinkets made with such love. They’d have such worth, in a place like this, if they could only bring them here. But they’re stopped at the door. Only the likes of you, the heathen they shun, could ever bring them over.” He turned, and as his regard passed over her it felt like the heavy gaze of a predator. It felt like a gaze she should hide from, and she shuddered, resisting the instinct to cower. She had not done so yet, and she never would. 
“Did he kill the boy?” she asked again. “Was he going to hurt Eloé?”
He paused before the Dometik pit, regarding the white sands, his expression avid, enticed. As Hellevir watched, the sands fell away as if into the belly of an hourglass, and all that was left in the stone-rimmed pit was darkness. It wasn’t a well or a hole, but seemed to fill the very earth, the ground under the temple stone at their feet, yawning so hugely that Hellevir felt as if she were on too high a precipice, looking down at a fall that would shatter every bone in her body. Her legs felt watery and she had to look away. 
“What is that?” she whispered, although she already knew. She recognized it, because she’d been down there before. Years ago, now, but she remembered it on her skin, in her belly and bones. The nightmare place, where Death had thrown her to be punished after she had brought Elsevir back to life, crossing in anger into Death and snatching the bird without a care for the ritual of the exchange of souls. She’d called it the Void, then, devoid as it was of light, sound, life. She had been nothing there, and the memory of it had been a cold breath of air against the back of her neck since she’d first witnessed it. 
“This is where the hungry reside,” he said, his black eyes wandering the darkness. His gaze was reserved, as if he weren’t quite with her, but down there in the Void. She had the sudden presentiment that he was about to push her, and took a step away from the edge. “Those too hungry for their own good. Hungry for blood, hungry for other people, hungry for life, to the point of snatching it from the mouths of others. Hungry to the point of causing harm, to themselves and those around them.” 
Hellevir looked down into the pit, although it hurt her eyes, hurt her soul. It was unspeakable. It made her feel like a child, witnessing something she couldn’t yet understand. She dared to glance at Death and saw the same pain in his face. He suddenly seemed tired, and she half-expected him to sag. 
“Aedus is down there?” she asked quietly.
“Yes,” he remarked, inclining his head. “He will stay there as long as this place chooses. When he is ready, he will come out.” The way he said it made it sound as if he were baking bread. A solid pain ran through her, a fierce guilt, and she couldn’t bear to watch a moment longer. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. She wasn’t supposed to send people into Death, have them thrown into this pit. She was supposed to save them, bring them back. Before, she’d never known what happened to souls beyond this place, had assumed, or hoped, that they simply became nothing. Knowing otherwise felt . . . taboo. 
“Do all souls go down there?” she asked.
“Not all. Not most. But many.”
“How many?”
“Countless.”
“So he did kill that boy? That’s why he’s in there?” 
The man with black eyes gave her a smile better suited to a wolf.
“I can show you,” he remarked. “But you won’t like it.”
“Show me? How?”
“On the altar.”
Hellevir glanced back, relieved to step away from the yawning pit. On the altar was the Peer’s goblet that he used for assemblies. The man with black eyes picked it up, swirling the dark red inside. 
“A taste of the afterlife,” he said with a smile, holding it out to her.
“What is it?” she asked.
“Come now,” he chided. “You’re no fool. All souls leave a taste in this place, on the walls, in the air, in me. This is his witness. Drink, and you’ll see all he was.” 
She took it from him. It rolled in the glass, too thick to be wine, a red so deep and vibrant it seemed almost to glow as if with the blush of a rose’s petal. She could see herself reflected in it. She didn’t want to drink it, felt disgusted by it, but after she’d brought about his death she felt she owed it to the Peer to know the truth of him. 
She closed her eyes and raised it to her lips, trying not to gag as the warmth slid over her tongue and down her throat, tasting like coins and smelling like a butcher’s. 
It hit her, and she gasped, the goblet tumbling from her fingers. It hurt. Gods, it hurt. The Peer’s eyes swallowed the world, wanted nothing more than to devour it. He stood on the periphery watching dancers, the brightness of their dresses and waistcoats, the curls of their hair, the gentle fall of silver chains across their collarbones. And when he saw him, Onaistus, he wanted to devour him. To watch, to experience, to witness. More than anything just to witness his beauty. He wanted to hold him, that was all, and he did, and the young man blessed him by letting him, returning his affections with equal fire, but then he held him too tightly. The young man fled, frightened, and why not? He had been terrified, terrified of him. The crushing shame made him wish to be dead, and he had tried it too, slashing a knife across his wrists, and when he failed he welcomed banishment. 
And then her. The saving grace, like a gift from Onaistus telling him he was forgiven, another one to witness. She is like a story, in and of herself, every line of her, every word, compelling and heart-wrenchingly, impossibly, breath-takingly beautiful. He wants to keep reading her, line by line, regardless of whether he features in her story, knows this time he must be careful not to clutch too tightly. He tells himself he will be in control, draws its symbol with the holy stylus in the sands using the wine from service, baring the tattoo on his arm. He will control how tightly he holds her, how closely he grips. He doesn’t care for the world except when she graces him with her grey eyes. When she speaks, whole new vistas spread before him. The bright curl of her red hair against white, when they’d rested in the snow and looked up at the sky. She’d told him how she missed the horses from home and would race them over the plains, and he wished one day he could see her ride and laugh. So beautiful it hurt to see, such sweet pain he clutches to himself.
Scenes from his childhood, his adulthood. Every moment, every thought, Hellevir witnessed it all.
Hellevir came to herself. She was kneeling on the floor, the goblet’s contents seeping into the hem of her coat. It looked like ink against the white of the stone as it dripped down out of sight into the pit. Her heart was hammering heavily, and her hands were trembling as she clasped them together on her lap. 
“I misunderstood,” she said weakly. “Didn’t I?”
“Your arrogance got the better of you,” the man with black eyes agreed. “And your hatred of the Peers.” He held out his hand to her, and when she looked down again she saw the pool had vanished, and the goblet was back upon the altar. She didn’t take his hand, refused to, got to her own feet although her legs shook. She did not want him to feel how she shook. 
That night when she’d come across the Peer in the assembly room, she hadn’t seen blood and a dagger. A stylus and wine, black by the torchlight. She hadn’t seen lust, only passion, bridled and contained. A man who felt the world too brightly, wanted nothing more than to burn within its heat, terrified that his own flames would scorch the ones he touched. 
She put her face in her hands, ashamed. A sick sort of kinship kindled in her for the Peer, a creature of emotion just like her, despite all the grey propriety of the Temple, the straightness of his back, his reserve. And now, because of her, he was suffering unspeakable torment in the Void. 
“But why is he in there?” she demanded, her voice high as she gestured to the pit. “He didn’t kill that young man, only frightened him.” Not a boy; he’d been barely younger than the Peer. 
“His hunger drove him to grasp, drove him to draw blood even if it was his own. One day he may have given in to his hunger for your singer, and then what would have happened to her if he clutched too tightly?” His words hissed around the temple like sand. 
“But I don’t think he would have,” she protested. “What I felt through his blood, it was tender, not dangerous. He was passionate, not hungry.” She heard her own vehemence, saw by the curious incline of his dark head that he had heard it too. 
“Passion is a form of hunger, and hunger is the sole cause of human pain. It is why you wage wars, why you establish laws to govern each other’s appetites.” 
“But it isn’t fair!” A child’s phrase, but it was the only way she could think to describe how things were. The unfairness of it bubbled up within her, made her take a step towards the pit as if she could haul the Peer out by herself. She made herself try to discern him in the churning darkness, ignoring the spinning it caused in her head. 
“I have stood at the edge of life for longer than you can fathom,” the darkness murmured at her ear. “Hunger can only ever bring shame.” He paused, dark regard distant. When he spoke again, it was as if she wasn’t there. As if he were speaking to himself. “It is the sort of shame that sits upon one’s tongue. Tastes what you are supposed to taste, dictates the words that roll from your mouth. You are numb and mute and disgusted by it. It’s all you feel, wriggling against your teeth, bulbous in your throat. You wonder how no one else can see it. Ugly and unnoticed and yet so impossible to ignore; it is all you can think about, all you breathe and all you swallow. Shame for feeding your hunger.” 
Hellevir folded her arms against a sudden chill, wondering if they were still talking about the Peer.
“You speak like someone who knows shame intimately,” she said, tone hard. “What does Death have to be ashamed of?” It was a dangerous question, one which drew itself along the edge of her suspicions at risk of drawing blood, about who this man was with his dark eyes, his coat like midnight, his temper sharp as iron wool and twice as likely to ignite. She tried to compare him in her mind with the etching from her book of the Antlered King, but couldn’t see the goblin grin, the greasy countenance, in this man of darkness. 
He turned his regard to her, and she felt the whole world around them do the same, as if she stood within a sphere made entirely of eyes that were all fixed upon her. “You can’t condemn a man for feeling shame,” she pressed. “I’ve known evil which feels no shame at all.” 
“I can condemn him for his hunger.”
“Without a hunger of some kind what’s the point of being alive?” she countered hotly. “He doesn’t deserve to be in that pit.”
“Who are you to say what the dead deserve?” he asked her. His tone was quiet but heavy as a storm. She didn’t reply, but stared him down, withstanding his ire as she remembered doing since she was a girl. Perhaps she had grown bolder after years on the road, in the wake of the tragedy at Rochidain, but she remembered it once being more difficult. 
“Will I go in there?” she asked. “When I die?”
The world around her rumbled, as if with a deep-throated chuckle. He heard her fear, her mortal dread, and he enjoyed it.
“That’s rather up to you,” he remarked. “Do you feel shame, herbalist?”
She shuddered, closing her eyes. His mouth had formed the word herbalist, but it had been the Peer’s voice, chalked with scorn. 
“Sometimes I think that’s all I feel.”
She braced herself for what had to be said. Take the feather for the child, and what you must from me for the Peer.
I will take them both.
“I cannot be kind, and make it easy for you,” he said, his casual manner, as always, jarring with the morbidity of everything Hellevir witnessed in this place. “You can only take one back with you. The unborn, or the Peer?” 
Hellevir’s mouth was parted to speak, but he’d taken the words from her mouth, the decision from her heart.
“I cannot take both?” she asked.
“No. You may never take more than one.”
She had known he would say it, because these had been his terms before. Never two souls at once. But if she took the child, she’d be condemning the Peer to unknowable eons in that pit. 
She shook her head and then reached into the collar of her shirt. She drew out the lion-head pendant that her father had once given her. The dark eyes shifted to it, ignited, and forcefully looked away, as they had done every time she’d tried to use it to trade for souls. 
“You have tried to bargain using this trinket before,” he reminded her before she could speak. “My answer will not change. Your trinket is worth more than one life, more than a hundred lives, and I won’t allow you to make an unfair trade.” 
“Not even once?” she asked him.
“Not even once. The law of this place requires a balance in blood. This . . .” He glanced at the snarling pendant, away again. “. . . this is too steeped in it. No, put it away.” 
She did as he asked, slipping it back into her shirt. It felt cold against her skin. She thought to ask him why it was worth so much to him, why he seemed to know it, but the pressure of the air around her forbade the question. 
“You know I will choose the child,” she said quietly.
“Yes,” the man with black eyes said with a sigh. “Although some would consider it a waste. To throw a crafted sculpture away in favor of the raw stone.” Hellevir didn’t know what to say to that. 
“Eloé will survive without the Peer,” she said. “But I can’t rob her of her child.”
He held out his hand. Hellevir reached into her pocket and brought out the feather, putting it into his palm with a pang of remorse. She brushed it once, memorizing its softness. She watched him as he brought it to the light, his eyes full of it. 
He inclined his head. “He is on the altar.” Hellevir turned around and saw a bundle wrapped up tightly. She picked him up gently. He was so small, but dense like a sack of wet sand. He didn’t make a sound. 
“I was hesitant to let you drink,” the man with dark eyes said suddenly, tone thoughtful. “I wondered whether you would understand, or whether you would dismiss him as a madman. Many would have.” He looked down at her again, and she felt the regard of the world bearing down on her. She held her head high. “But then again, you understand something of obsession, don’t you? Of seeing beauty where others only see blood, of wanting to clutch it and keep it safe?” 
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“No, of course not.” She held out her palm for him to cut, and he let the blood flow, dripping without sensation from her fingertip. 
A signal fire rouses the troops.
They care little for the climbing march,
Their hearts in time with the beating of the war-drums.
 
Hellevir had found the next riddle in her pocket when she awoke. She didn’t like the sound of it, not after the literal reading of the last one, which had led to her almost drowning. But she had survived it, and all the ones before it. There was nothing to do but wait until it called for her. 
 
The baby was born the next morning, a month premature. The labor was short, as if he couldn’t wait to come out into the cold air, and it was barely past midday when Hellevir eased the child into Eloé’s arms, cleaned and swaddled, sleeping soundly. 
Eloé stroked the baby’s cheek with one finger, eyes full of him, as Hellevir gathered up the unclean sheets and cloths.
“Are you real?” she heard Eloé whisper. “You don’t seem real.”
Hellevir glanced back, watching her cradling him. They seemed for a moment as if they were a hundred miles away, lost in their own sphere of being, quite apart from the tavern, from Claridain, from the whole world. Hellevir suddenly wished, fiercely, that they could stay in that moment, away from it all, with nothing but each other. She wished she could give that life to them. 
Then Eloé asked, “Is Aedus a good name, do you think?” Hellevir stilled.
“I think new names carry their own fortune,” she said carefully.
“You’re right. Silly of me really.” She sagged a little, her eyes deep-set in her head, but her gaze continued to wander over the baby’s face as if she couldn’t get enough of him. 
“Would you like to sleep?” Hellevir asked.
“I . . . yes, I would. But no, I can’t, he just got here.”
“He’ll be here when you wake up. I’ll stay.”
“Will you?”
“Of course.”
Eloé let her take the baby back, and within minutes she was fast asleep, the heavy and complete sleep of the exhausted. Hellevir walked over to the window with the baby in her arms. He was so heavy. He seemed almost heavier than he had been in Death. She shuddered at the thought and pushed it far, far from her mind. It didn’t matter now, none of it did. He was here, graced by the winter sunlight through the window, in the same world as snow and wind and rain, the same world as snowdrops and foxes. Eloé was right; it didn’t seem real. Hellevir kissed him lightly on the forehead, careful not to hold him too tightly. 
 
The baby was healthy, and Eloé grew stronger as the month wore on. Hellevir spent so much time with them that she asked the innkeeper to move her bed into Eloé’s room, so that the both of them could keep an eye on Endride. Eloé had chosen the name because in the Gal Earith language it meant “strong horseman.” 
“And I will get us a horse,” she said. “And we’ll wander like you do. Just you wait.”
Lykus came to visit every couple of days, bringing them some supplies to keep Eloé healthy after the birth. He was shy around her at first, but she wasn’t like other people and didn’t interrupt him when he stammered, so he grew to stammer less with her. Hellevir began to leave them on their own to go and see to Dune, hoping they would become close enough that when Hellevir left Claridain—as she knew she would have to—she wouldn’t be leaving Eloé friendless. Eloé taught Lykus some of her songs, and when he sang he didn’t stutter at all. 
 
The time to leave came sooner than Hellevir had thought it would, although she should have been expecting it. The snow was beginning to thaw, the first snowdrops pushing their dripping heads through the earth. The roads were clearing, and she knew she’d outstayed her welcome. Eyes were starting to drift in her direction, only to glance away when she met them. In the days after the Peer’s death, the town held an inquiry, but on Eloé’s testimony—that one of the horses had been spooked, and it was dark and everything had happened too fast for her to see which one—the villagers grumblingly chalked the incident up as a terrible accident. Even so, Hellevir was aware of a new distrust. Fewer people came to barter, and she was avoided at the tavern. 
She caught them muttering about her, heard the word witch being spat about like a thing too hot to hold on the tongue. She had felt air like this before, recognized the scent of hatred and distrust, and knew it was time to leave. 
It was providence, then, that when she came downstairs for dinner one evening, she saw a familiar figure sitting by the stage, nursing a beer in one hand and a small book in the other. Even dressed in simple travelling clothes, the clever stitching of his coat, the shine of his boots, the sharp cut of his beard, were all too fine for a place like this. His eyes darted up from the pages about the room on occasion, as if looking for someone, and they’d found her before she’d thought to duck away. Bion, manservant to the Crown, butler of Princess Sullivain, inclined his head at the empty chair opposite, tucking the book into his coat. 
Hellevir walked over and sat down numbly. Seeing him here, against the scene of her own story leagues away from the palace, felt bizarre, like an actor appearing on the stage of the wrong play. Bewilderment was replaced by anger. Anger, and fear, burrowing into her chest like a rat seeking warmth. 
“So soon?” she asked sharply before he had a moment to speak. “I’d have thought the Princess could go at least four years without getting herself killed.” Even as she spoke, layering her tone with scorn, she couldn’t fully hide the dread she felt. 
I should have known, shouldn’t I? she thought. I should have felt her die. Somehow I should have known. But Bion was shaking his head. 
“Not so fast, herbalist,” he said. “She isn’t dead. I’m not here to employ you as a resurrectionist.”
Not dead. The relief was poignant. 
“Then why are you here?” she demanded instead. “How did you find me?”
“Why don’t you get a drink, and we’ll talk.” He regarded her a moment. “You look awful.”
“You’re one to talk.”
And it was true; he looked tired. The sort of bone-tired that comes from months of sleepless nights. She had expected him to rush her, to crowd her with new information, to force her into the saddle and back to Rochidain with all haste. Instead he just sat back and gestured for the barmaid to bring over another beer. Hellevir was sharply reminded of when Peer Aedus had made the same gesture, when he had come to barter her stock, and pushed the memory away, bringing her thoughts back to Bion and the shadows under his eyes. 
Hellevir said nothing until a beer was in front of her and the head had bubbled down.
“Why are you here, Bion?” she asked again, more soberly now that he didn’t seem inclined to have her thrown over the back of a horse. He took a swig of his beer, and she could see he used the movement to cast a glance about them. 
“The Queen is dead,” he said quietly, so only she could hear. He watched Hellevir as this sank into her, wound itself inside her. 
For some reason the memory that hit her was of the day when she had stood outside Milandre’s cottage after she had raised Sullivain from the dead for the first time, and she recalled how difficult the Queen had found it to thank her. 
“How?” Hellevir asked, her voice a little hoarse.
“She has been ill for years,” Bion replied. “You must have heard of her madness. She was not herself since returning from the south. It started as fever, and she deteriorated day by day until she knew no one around her, or where she was.” 
“What was the cause?”
“I don’t know. No one does. An ailment of the mind, the physicians said. Auland Redeion’s curse, if you listen to the rumors on the street.” He took a sip of his beer. “I always half-wondered if it was the War over the Waves, catching up with her. She committed some horrors, did our Queen. Horrors haunt, and I think she started seeing the ghosts. The hanging of House Spensa must have been the final cut of the thread.” He snorted. “To hear the poets tell it, on the other hand, she was a paragon of strength and kindness, regent during a time of peace and prosperity.” 
Hellevir frowned. The Queen had not been kind, but cruel, merciless, brutal. She had threatened Hellevir’s family, and had made Sullivain commit atrocities. 
Bion was halfway through his beer, and finished it in a long draft. Hellevir wondered how many he’d had while he waited for her. He waved towards the bar again for a refill. 
“Is Sullivain all right?” She didn’t like that she’d asked. It felt like an admission of weakness to show she cared.
“As she ever was or can be.”
“I assume she wants me to bring her back?” she guessed.
“Apparently not,” he said. “Although she wouldn’t tell me the true reason she sent me. She just told me to bring you to Rochidain.”
Hellevir felt her eyes narrow. “I’m no longer at her beck and call,” she muttered. “Or did she fail to mention that?”
“Oh, she mentioned it.” He chuckled. “For months after you left she stormed around the place. But she enjoys being angry. It gave her strength to be heartbroken over you. It gave her strength for many things.” 
Hellevir flinched. Heartbroken. She remembered hearing a sound through the door she’d just closed behind her. The sound of a glass being thrown against a wall. 
“So I’m supposed to go all the way back to Rochidain just because she asked?”
“That’s the sum of it,” he remarked. “She said you’d just have to take it on faith that you had to come back.”
Hellevir didn’t like the way he was speaking. Like a lost man expected to keep on walking.
“And if I don’t?”
Bion shrugged. “Then you don’t.”
“That’s it? No threats?”
“I think she’s learned that threats don’t work on you.” He tipped his glass to her. “The threat you can make is the biggest one of all. The threat of eternal torment.” He gave a low whistle and took another long sip, but Hellevir felt suddenly cold. 
This is where the hungry reside, the man with black eyes had said. Those too hungry for their own good. Hungry for blood, hungry for other people, hungry for life, to the point of snatching it from the mouths of others.
Hellevir had once threatened Sullivain with the Void when she next died, the shuddering emptiness Hellevir had feared since Death had given her a taste of it. She’d used her glass eye—new to her then, and black from corner to corner—to trick Sullivain into believing that Death watched through her gaze and would punish her with the Void’s torment if she didn’t release Hellevir. It had been a complete bluff, a way for her to escape Rochidain and the clutches of the Crown. 
Then, she hadn’t understood what the Void was, had thought it a fabrication the man in black had made just for her to feel his anger. But now she knew that it was the fate of those who caused harm with their hunger. Sullivain had wreaked destruction out of fear, fear of her grandmother and fear of being killed again. She had hungered for life, had tortured and killed to preserve it, and had done it all in yearning for her grandmother’s admiration. Hellevir knew that there existed a bedrock of shame foundational to Sullivain’s character, and she realized with a feeling like being sucked down into a mire that the Princess was destined for the Void anyway, regardless of whether Hellevir asked for it. Hellevir hadn’t lied after all. 
Bion seemed oblivious to her realization as he downed his drink. Hellevir swallowed.
“There must be a catch to all this,” she said. “She wouldn’t just leave me in peace if she needed me.”
“No catch.”
He watched her as she thought, searching through what he had said, trying not to dwell on what she knew awaited the Princess in the afterlife. It was the same fate Hellevir knew waited for her, after all. It brought little consolation, the idea that they’d be suffering together, for as long as Death desired. 
Sullivain must be plotting something. Then again, it would be just like Sullivain to torment her like this, with the mystery of the summons, with an invisible threat, to make her come home. 
Home. She thought with a pang of her father and brother. She ached to see them again. And she had been thinking it was time to move on from Claridain. 
She shook her head.
“But you forget, the Peers ran me out of the city too,” she reminded him. “That’s the main reason why I left. Or have you forgotten they tried to have me flogged?” 
“The city has changed since you were there. The Temple is more beholden to the Princess than ever before, especially since they voted with the court to make her regent.” His tone implied he wasn’t pleased by this development. “Their Soldiers of the Light wear her galleon alongside their twelve-pointed star, and they carry her weapons as they patrol her streets. It’s hard to tell where the City Guard stops and the Temple begins, these days, if there is still a distinction worth mentioning. Not everyone is happy about it, but there’s not much they can do. But it does mean that they can’t touch you without her order.” 
“I don’t think that makes me feel any better.”
Bion shrugged, leaning back in his chair, letting her think. She contemplated the wood-knots in the table, running her fingers around them. 
She didn’t believe for a moment that Bion—Sullivain’s most trusted manservant, who had been the closest figure to a father the Princess had—didn’t know why she was being summoned. He was a loyal retainer, but not the type to venture into the wilderness without asking any questions. 
“All right,” she said slowly, wondering how to chip away at his armor. “Say I come back with you, and do whatever Sullivain wants me to do. What’s in it for me?” 
Again, Bion shrugged.
“I am her messenger. Not her confidant.”
“We both know that’s not true.” She shook her head. “How did you even find me?”
“Did you think Sullivain would just let you wander? She’s had you followed since you left Rochidain. Different trackers have been keeping us informed of your whereabouts by dove.” 
Hellevir gritted her jaw and looked away. Tracked, all this time, and she hadn’t known. She wondered who the trackers were, whether she’d ever noticed them or talked to them. She couldn’t say she was surprised, but it didn’t make her any less furious. How dare she?
“I will think about it,” she said through gritted teeth.
“As you wish.” He stood from the table, swaying a little. “I’m leaving the day after tomorrow, either with you or with a message from you.” He tapped his head—the typical gesture of the Peers—and left her sitting there, staring at her untouched beer and sympathizing with the Queen and her ghosts. 
 
That night, of course, she dreamed of Sullivain again. They were sitting in Sullivain’s room, playing a game of cards. Sullivain kept beating her, and crowed with delight every time she did, vaunting mercilessly. 
Hellevir watched her as she flung down her winning hand, triumphant.
“Put that in your pipe and smoke it!” Sullivain exclaimed. She started gathering the cards again without waiting to see Hellevir’s hand. 
“Sullivain . . .”
“Honestly, I swear you get worse every time we play.”
“Sullivain.” Hellevir put her hand over the Princess’s. The Queen’s. Sullivain stopped and looked up at her. “I heard about your grandmother.” 
The dream dimmed. It was the only way to describe the slight guttering of the candle flames, the diminishing of the fire in the hearth. But then Hellevir blinked and it seemed as if the light had returned and nothing had happened. 
“Another round?” Sullivain asked, as if Hellevir hadn’t spoken. “Best of five?”
Hellevir let it go. And so that was all they did in the dream, as the candles sank and guttered, gleaning gold from Sullivain’s hair and filling the air with the smell of burnt tallow and smoke, until they sat in darkness, playing by the light of the moon through the bay windows. Sullivain won every time, laughing and flinging the cards in the air. Hellevir sometimes wondered if she let her win. 
 
Hellevir hated that she already knew what she was going to do. She hated how the summoning had wrapped itself around her, lodged in some central part of her like an anchor trapped between rocks. She hated how the thought of finally heading back to Rochidain brought a painful sort of relief that set her heart beating more heavily, the relief of turning for home. For Sullivain. 
She hated it all, and yet she couldn’t bear the thought of being without it. What it was she couldn’t even say. That feeling of being tethered, that trepidation filling up her veins like lightning. It was too complicated a feeling to truly hate, because she wasn’t sure she understood it. She hated that too, though. 
Please don’t go. Sullivain’s last words to her before she’d left Rochidain, the whispered plea that had followed their kiss, haunted Hellevir as she made willow bark tinctures and taught Lykus the parts of a yarrow flower to use. The soft brush of lips on her own was ghostly as she listened to Eloé practice her songs, Endride watching her with his wide eyes. 
Of course she was going back to Rochidain. She couldn’t not go. Because she did understand, just a little, how Peer Aedus had seen the world. A fascination with bright flashes, like fireworks in the gloom. A fascination with living beauty. 
She arranged with Bion to leave the following day. The music troupe was moving on too, but Eloé had decided to stay in Claridain until Endride was a little older, and at least able to sit in a saddle. Lykus, Hellevir was relieved to hear, had offered both mother and son a place to stay at the temple until they were ready to move on. 
“And if your new Peer objects?” Hellevir had asked during their final lesson. A new Peer was being sent from Syndri, another town near Rochidain with a training school. Lykus was irritated by this, wishing he could just run his own temple in peace, but he had yet to finish his training. 
“She can work with the horses,” he said, helping her to measure out more of the sage she’d gathered by the mine into bundles. “In the g-g-g-gardens. She’ll be useful, he can’t object.” 
“Thank you, Lykus.” He had done well in his studies with her; he could recite the uses of each ingredient, which parts were best, and the precautions that should be taken when using them. He knew most of the medicines she made, the salves and poultices, the teas and tinctures. She wished she’d had time to take him on walks through the spring countryside, as Milandre had done when she was a girl, to show him where to find each local plant and what it looked like, but her journal, full of drawings and notes, had sufficed, and now most of it was copied into his own notebook. When she said goodbye to him at the temple doors, it was a pleasant goodbye; as she hugged him she realized she felt proud of how far he’d come in his studies, and was glad she’d been able to do some good in Claridain. The town was lucky to have him as its healer. 
Eloé was a little harder to console. She came outside with Endride in her arms as Hellevir was loading the panniers onto Dune’s back. The baby’s bright blue eyes peered out from a swathe of blankets, and he smiled at Hellevir as she tapped his nose. 
“I wish you’d say why you were leaving,” Eloé remarked, glancing distrustfully at Bion as he tightened his own horse’s girth.
“It’s home business,” Hellevir said vaguely.
“Will you be coming back?”
Hellevir paused with the panniers and looked at Eloé unhappily.
“I was only ever passing through,” she said. “One day, maybe. But by then you might not be here.”
Eloé gave a small laugh.
“Won’t that be a thing,” she said wistfully, and squeezed the baby in her arms. “Wouldn’t it, Endride? You and me on a horse, seeing the big wide world?” Hellevir hesitated, and then reached into one of the bags, pulling out a pouch. She glanced around, and passed it quickly to the singer before prying eyes could catch sight of it. “What’s this?” Eloé asked. 
“It’s the money you’ve paid me for your medicines,” Hellevir said. “Over the last few months. Every penny.” Eloé’s eyes went a little wide, and she started shaking her head, making to pass it back, but Hellevir pressed it to her. “I can’t take it,” she insisted. “Not after what happened. I feel like I’ve cost you more than I could ever repay.” 
Eloé’s expression softened.
“It was an accident, Hellevir,” she said quietly. “He hurt someone, you thought I was in danger. I’m not sure I wasn’t, not with the way he . . . he looked at me.” Hellevir wasn’t certain whether Eloé believed what she was saying, or was just parroting the fears Hellevir had voiced herself. The singer tried to hand the pouch back, but Hellevir wouldn’t take it. 
“He might never have hurt you,” she replied. It sat unspoken between them, a brief mirage of what might have happened if the Peer had never died. It could have been beautiful, or unbearably ugly. Hellevir wished suddenly she’d never drunk from the glass Death had offered her, that it had all stayed in simple shades of black and white, and she could have been free to hate him and not regret his death. 
“I acted rashly,” Hellevir went on softly. “I want to leave you with something, and though it lacks poetry, I suppose, this is enough for a good horse, when you’re ready.” Eloé brought the pouch to her chest, and just nodded, her eyes sad. 
“May I?” Hellevir asked. Eloé eased Endride over, laying his head on Hellevir’s arm, and stepped away to say goodbye to Elsevir perched on the saddle and to give him a few last treats. Hellevir stroked the boy’s cheek, and smiled as he reached up and gripped the end of her finger tightly in his fist, watching her with those forget-me-not blue eyes that reflected the clouds. 
“We’d best get on, to make use of the light,” she heard Bion say, already on his horse.
Hellevir leaned down and kissed Endride on the forehead, and he smiled up at her, wriggling in his blankets. She handed him back to his mother reluctantly, memorizing his weight in her arms. She wondered what he would be like, and whether he would ever have any recollection of Death, a passing affinity for shadows, dreams of grey landscapes where the tree trunks looked like bone. She hoped not. 
Eloé hugged her with one arm, her wayward hair prickling Hellevir’s face. When she pulled away she kissed her cheek, before Hellevir turned and heaved herself up into the saddle. It felt comfortable, being on Dune’s back again, the reins between her fingers and her boots in the stirrups. Dune’s ears flicked. He was happy to be on the road again too. 
“You have my address at the Order,” Hellevir said. “If anything happens, you can still call me back.”
“And you know where to find me,” Eloé replied. She smiled. “At least for the next few years.” It seemed as if she wanted to say more, but was too shy. She was still watching them as they turned the corner of the road, and slipped out of sight. 



Chapter Six
The next riddle found her quickly, far more quickly than she had any right to expect. It was on the afternoon of their second day of riding. The foot of the mountains was dotted with rocky hills and crags, houses and hamlets clinging to their sides like moss to old trees, some with paths winding up to peaks which were too steep and jagged for anyone to think of climbing. Hellevir was about to ask where Bion intended them to stop for the night, when a flash of light caught her eye, and she glanced up. She couldn’t see anything, so she turned her attention back to the road. When there was another flash, she squinted up towards the nearest tower of rock, frowning, and stilled Dune. 
There it came again, something glinting in the sunlight, far up the hill to their left. This far down the mountains, the sun was blocked for most of the later hours of the day by the peaks to the west, but some of the higher hills still caught the last rays. 
Bion noticed that she had stopped, and turned in his saddle to call back to her. She didn’t reply at once, but watched the glinting blue spots dazzling her vision. She knew what it meant. Knew it before she even said the words under her breath. 
A signal fire rouses the troops.
Her chest tightened as she looked up, wondering if she was about to uncover another part of the Antlered King’s history. Trepidation made her hesitate, remembering how the last treasure had almost got her killed, but she had the presentiment she would need the next. 
She glanced back down, and spotted an overgrown path disappearing into the trees in the direction of the rocky hilltop. Bion turned his horse around and came back up to meet her, letting his horse’s head hang low to nibble at the long grasses on the side of the road. 
“What are you waiting for?” he asked.
“I need to make a detour,” Hellevir replied. “I need to collect something.”
“Out here? Some plant for your remedies?”
“Something like that. Will you wait?”
“Will you be long?”
“I don’t know.”
Bion scrutinized her, as if trying to work out whether this was all part of her strangeness. Eventually he nodded and dismounted.
“Don’t be too long,” he warned, pulling the reins over his horse’s head. “Daylight won’t be with us for much longer.”
Hellevir dismounted and gave him Dune’s reins, telling Elsevir to meet her at the summit, before setting down the path between the trees. Snowdrops, bluebells, and crocuses littered the woodland floor in a mottled carpet, and she took care that the hem of her coat didn’t bend their heads. 
The path wound uphill, the way growing steadily steeper as she went, until she was forced to pull herself up by root ends sticking out of the forest floor, and to cling to protrusions of rock. Eventually the way grew too steep and jagged for the trees, and she was left climbing up bare stone, her boots scuffing on the footholds. To her eye there was still a path, if a rough one, which drew her up and up around the tower, until eventually her hand gripped a final outcrop and she pulled herself up onto the flat. She wiped the sweat from her forehead and drew off her coat, panting from the exertion, wondering how she could have grown so unfit over one winter. 
The top of the crest was surprisingly broad and flat, scattered with stones and gorse bushes, even a few pine trees which had somehow found their way up here and embedded themselves in the rock, but what caught her attention was the ruin. It was an old tower, barely standing, its stones worn and weathered by wind and rain. It was impossible to tell how old it was; up here, against the elements, realistically it could have been only a few decades, but it looked ancient. Hellevir glanced back down the way she had come, and made out the snaking road below, plunged into shadow. Up here, the sun still shone brightly. 
She picked her way over the crest towards the tower, pocketing some of the gorse leaf buds as she went. That glinting caught her eye again. She squinted up to the top of the tower—roofless, its walls crooked like a jagged fingernail—and saw that ivy was growing in the cracks between the stones. A nest was tucked away against one of its uneven edges, and something was swinging on a loose piece of string beneath it; a shard of metal or glass, catching the light as it spun. As she watched a magpie swooped down to alight upon it, beak full of twigs. It regarded her a moment, and then dropped the twigs to let out its cackling call. Hellevir nodded her head to say hello, wondering how many trinkets and shiny things it had secreted away up there. Odd for a magpie to build a nest in such a place. Elsevir made an appearance, landing tauntingly close to the nest, and began to bicker with the other bird. 
The lintel of the tower was still in place and she ducked under it, the cool of the interior wrapping itself around her and smelling of damp, as if the place had a roof after all. The ivy clambered up the inside of the walls, stirring softly in the breeze. 
Hellevir sat down on a loose stone, wondering what she was supposed to do next.
A signal fire rouses the troops.
They care little for the climbing march,
Their hearts in time with the beating of the war-drums.
It wasn’t as if she had a war-drum to hand which she could beat. The birds quarrelled overhead, their claws loosening small stones that rattled down to the ground. 
Well, perhaps no drum, she thought, but she did have a heart. Hellevir closed her eyes, and tried to ignore all other sounds in the chamber. She put her fingers to her throat, and felt the rhythmic thump-thump-thump through her fingertips, still fast from the climb, its speed betraying her nervousness. With her other hand, she matched the rhythm on her leg, beating it out in time. Gradually, the beat slowed. 
It was a harmonizing task. It grounded her, let the time slip by, and she was the only thing in the world, she and her beating heart, its tempo as she tapped it out on her knee. 
Ba-dump.
Ba-dump.
Ba-dump.
She heard the ivy rustling, but it was on the periphery of the sounds in her mind. She didn’t open her eyes as the ivy trunk began to creak and groan, and she felt the loose vines scattered across the floor slither like rope over her boots. Her heartbeat skittered, and she momentarily lost the rhythm, but at that moment a hard hand prickling with sprigs laid itself over her own on her leg and she started, opening her eyes to find a figure sitting in front of her. 
The weight of ivy leaves obscured most of the being. It seemed to be leaning, elbows on knees, seated upon a rock facing her.
“Enough,” it remarked gruffly. Hellevir let her hands rest on her lap instead, her knee tingling from the constant beat.
“Hello,” she said. The figure had no head, as such, but the top of it shifted and turned as if it were looking at her feet.
“Your boots are in a state,” it growled. Its voice was tired and grizzled, like an old man’s after a lifetime of smoking pipes. Hellevir looked down at her shoes, weathered and worn, the buttons frayed and the sole of one held on by cloth wrapped around her foot. 
“I’m sorry,” she said meekly. The creature’s head turned, and something about the way it held itself suggested mild affront. “Sir,” she added. It grumbled, unimpressed. It turned to the window overlooking the valley, and Hellevir had a chance to look at it more closely. It wasn’t made just from ivy, she realized, but from bits of old bone. As she studied it, she saw the edge of a skull, but there was something roiling about it, and as she watched the skull cracked soundlessly. Within was a second skull, which also fractured in silence and revealed more bone beneath. Within the figure’s chest were layers upon layers of ribs that grew from the foliage and disintegrated, one after the other, each replaced as soon as it decayed. Skeletal hands with too many finger bones gripped the ivy and were consumed by it, only for another hand to reach from the darkness beneath the leaves and resume its grasp. The vines played between the bones, shifting with a soft brush and whisper. 
The dusk was growing thicker; it was becoming harder to see into the shadows, and Hellevir’s eye ached from the abnormal shifting.
“What are you watching for?” she asked when the figure showed no sign of turning back to her from the window.
A humph went through the vines, the leaves shaking. “I suppose I must give you what you came for,” it remarked, ignoring her question. “Why else would someone like you come here?” 
“Someone like me?” Hellevir asked.
“Someone missing so many pieces,” it said. Before she could reply it had reached within itself and tugged something out. It held out an ivy flower, a bulb of tiny green blossoms prickled with yellow stamens. The way it held it out suggested it wanted her to take it and go. 
“Why are you giving this to me so easily?” she asked.
“It’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”
“Yes, but . . .” She hesitated. “Why are you here? What was this place?” 
“You ask too many questions. You have what you want, now go. I must return to my post.”
Hellevir blinked again, and there was no figure in front of her anymore. Sound seemed to rush back in to fill the tower: the grating calls of the corvids, the whistling wind. She realized only by the sudden absence of the sound that she’d been able to hear her heart beating the entire time. The ivy blossom sat upon the cold floor, discarded as if it were a meaningless thing. Hellevir could taste the dismissal on the air, the sudden disinterest of the place, as if it were preoccupied, and she swept up the flower and slipped it into her pocket. 
She gave the magpie a military salute on the way out, and began her careful descent down the hill, trying to ignore the feeling that she hadn’t said the right things to the figure to make it speak longer with her. 
 
Bion was agitated when she finally re-emerged from the forest. The climb down had been a lot harder than the climb up, growing ever more treacherous as the sun had vanished over the peaks, and it had taken her some time to reach the road again. He folded his arms like a scolding schoolteacher when he saw her. 
“I hope you found what you were looking for,” he snapped. “We’ve lost hours.”
“Your Princess may thank me,” Hellevir said automatically, before the thought struck her that she had no duty at all to use this precious thing on Sullivain. “Where did you plan for us to stay tonight?” 
“It’s another two hours’ travel west. We won’t have daylight for the final stretch.”
“We will manage.”
He made an annoyed sound and swung himself back up into the saddle. Elsevir landed on her shoulder.
“Did you make a new friend?” Hellevir asked him. The raven dropped a bright blue pebble into Hellevir’s hand, clearly pillaged from the nest. 
“She was very rude, actually,” he remarked. “Magpies do lack manners.” Hellevir smiled and put the stone into her pocket where she kept all of Elsevir’s gifts, hoping the magpie wouldn’t mind too much. 
“Did you get what you needed?” he asked.
Hellevir brought out the ivy flower and looked at it lying across her palm.
“Yes,” she said. “But it was . . . abrupt. The creature disappeared as soon as it came.”
“Not all of them have the time for idle conversation.”
“No, I suppose not. I did disturb him at his post.”
 
The tavern they stayed in was painfully small, but there weren’t many guests. Hellevir and Bion found a place by the fire to eat their meal. Bion didn’t eat much, Hellevir noticed; although he must have been tired from the road, he didn’t touch his bread. She thought it must be how he stayed so lean. 
“Are you not going to eat that?” she asked him, pointing at the bread.
“Help yourself,” he muttered, halfway through a small book he carried around in his pocket. Elsevir jumped happily onto Hellevir’s knee, accepting the crust piece by piece as she fed it to him. It had pumpkin seeds baked into it, Elsevir’s favorite. 
“What are you reading?” Hellevir asked. Bion shifted, uncomfortable.
“I’d rather not say,” he muttered.
“Well, now I have to know.”
He sighed, and handed it over. It was written in a beautiful cursive script, the paper well-made and the binding strong. Hellevir flipped to the first page. 
Property of Crysanth De Neïd, 1st of her name, she read. Years 384–5. Private. It was from the final year of the War over the Waves, just before Sullivain’s grandmother had defeated old King Bergerad of the House of the Gull and seized the Crown for herself. It had been a long and bloody civil war, with some of the Rochidain Houses only too happy to see the old tyrants knocked from their throne, and others wary of a new House ruling them, but both keen to benefit from the bloodshed. War was good for business, after all. 
“You’re reading the Queen’s journal?” Hellevir exclaimed. Bion shushed her, glancing around the small common room. She looked up at him, eyebrows raised. “I know she’s dead, but Bion . . .” 
“I don’t want to, all right?” he muttered. “Sullivain is making me.”
“I don’t see her here?”
“She . . .” He stopped, closing his eyes as if gathering strength. “She asked me to. The Queen had many journals, some of them written in her own code which no one can read, but some of them aren’t, like this one. We assumed she would keep her most confidential thoughts to the coded books, but the Princess has asked me to scour the others too.” 
“And what exactly does she want you to scour them for?”
“I . . .” He sighed. “I said I wouldn’t tell you.”
“Then you shouldn’t have been reading it in front of me.”
“Yes. Foolish of me, really.”
“Downright stupid.”
“Yes, all right. There are certain things that Sullivain needs to know when she is crowned,” he explained. “Things her grandmother never got around to telling her, although I’m sure she intended to before her madness grew.” 
Hellevir sat back in her chair. She couldn’t believe this.
“Sullivain did tell you the reason why she wanted me to come home, didn’t she?” she accused, tone sharp. “She wants me to find out these secrets from the Queen. To go into Death and talk to her like when I talked to Sullivain’s assassin after you killed him.” 
Bion looked pained, although whether at the reminder of the event—the second time Sullivain was assassinated—or because Hellevir had guessed correctly, was unclear. Hellevir put the book down on the table with a thud. 
“You should tell Sullivain to guard her affections for her grandmother more closely,” she muttered, tone heavy with sarcasm. “Else she’ll start to look sentimental.” 
“No one yet knows the Queen is dead,” Bion said quietly. “They think she is still shut away in the palace, undergoing treatment for her illness. If Sullivain is crowned without knowing the Queen’s secrets, it could be catastrophic. As regent, she is barely holding the threads together. This is not just personal anymore, this is critical.” 
Hellevir raised an eyebrow, unimpressed. “And what happens if Sullivain doesn’t find these secrets?”
“Then she’d be laid open to attack from every side. The Queen knew the right lever to pull for every member of every one of the Houses, information to keep them loyal or scared or both. Sullivain has enough at her fingertips to keep her head above water for now, but the deepest secrets, those she needs to know to survive, are held in those coded journals. We need a key to decipher them, the Crown’s Blessing, it’s called.” 
“So she wants me to help her blackmail the nobility, like the Queen blackmailed me?”
Bion hesitated, and she could see from the way he tugged at his beard that he was trying to find an answer to that. Eventually he shook his head and leaned forward. 
“The city has changed since you were last there,” he said. “Tensions grew worse after House Redeion was slaughtered, and after House Spensa . . .” He shook his head. “Many Houses fought for Queen De Neïd during the War, but they didn’t expect that there would be such dangers after the war was over, and none fought for a Crown steeped in madness. All eyes are on the Princess. Some with hope, that she will be gentler than her grandmother. Some with the expectation that she will be weaker, more easily influenced. Some with hunger; she is vulnerable now, the last of her line, and if she dies the Crown can be seized by anyone with the will and the means. 
“But whatever the outlook of each House, the result will be the same: as soon as word gets out that the Queen is dead, and Sullivain has nothing to leverage against any of them, no heir of her own, there will be no alternative but another brutal scramble for the crown, another civil war.” Hellevir made an annoyed sound in the back of her throat. 
“Civil war,” she spat. “Am I always to be coerced into helping Sullivain with the threat of civil war?”
Bion leaned back, lips pressed tightly together.
“You are too young perhaps to remember the War over the Waves. I am not. It was a savage time regardless of your loyalties.” Hellevir glowered into the fire. In Claridain, it had been easy to forget how the machine of Rochidain churned, its cogs made of threats and bribery and fully capable of grinding the unwary to dust. Hellevir had been caught in their teeth before, and here she was, marching straight back to help Sullivain tighten the bolts. 
And she hated that the same old arguments still lodged themselves within her as had once kept her trapped in Rochidain. She remembered her father’s stories of the War over the Waves. If she could help the country avoid that again, surely she should? 
“If there is conflict,” Hellevir muttered, “it will not be because of my inaction. It will be because bloody stones make for slippery foundations.” 
He glanced back at her. From the way he looked at her but not into her eye, she knew he was studying the black patch, which was growing frayed from use. 
“And yet you’re the one who brought her back,” he replied quietly. “What could have been avoided, I wonder, if you had just let her die the first time? Or the second?” He leaned forward over the table. “Or the third?” 
Hellevir had no reply to that. Instead, she just pushed the book across the table towards him and stood, leaving him to his circle of firelight and his thoughts of a dead woman. 
 
The inn was so small that she and Bion had had to share a room, and when she heard him come in and settle into the other cot, it wasn’t long before his snores made it impossible to sleep. When the light went out she stared up at the ceiling beams, watching the shadows of the trees playing with the lantern-light from outside the inn’s door. 
Eventually, she swung her legs out of bed, thinking some hot tea might calm her down. Elsevir fluttered sleepily onto her shoulder as she fetched her herb bag and took out a small linen pouch, filled with lemon balm, valerian root, and dried hops—the same tea that she’d once made for Sullivain to help her sleep, years ago—hoping someone was still awake downstairs. She needn’t have worried; most of the patrons were still up eating and drinking, getting rowdier by the minute, and the innkeeper was standing behind the bar drying mugs. 
“Would you mind getting me some hot water?” she asked him, and he tapped his forehead—that mannerism of the Peers was cropping up everywhere—and disappeared into the kitchens, reappearing with a cup of steaming water a moment later. 
“We don’t get many herbalists around here,” he remarked, watching her soak the linen pouch. “Not many asking for water either. Can’t drink it unboiled in these parts.” 
“It’s just to help me sleep.”
“Say, are you trading?” he asked.
“I can,” she replied. “Although my more exotic stocks are low.”
“Do you have anything for the joints? My missus’s ankles have been giving her grief.”
“Yes, I have some willow bark left, although nothing much else. Some celery seeds, rue, so I can make her a tea. Regular macerated nettles will help as a poultice.” 
“Anything you’ve got, I’m sure she’ll be grateful for.” He returned to drying the mugs as she sipped her tea. “What brings you this way, eh?” 
“I’m going back to Rochidain,” she said. He gave a low whistle.
“Ah, Rochidain, I miss it.”
“You’ve been there?”
“Once, a long time ago. I was a soldier, see, fought in the War over the Waves.”
Hellevir had the tact not to ask on which side.
“It’s changed a lot since.”
“So I hear. Beautiful place it was, though. Still, all too flat for my liking, no hills or mountains around those parts. No mystery to the land, in a place like that, everything’s laid out like a finished story.” Hellevir smiled at that. “Not like here. I’ve lived here forty years and I still find new paths. I do like to take the hounds out in the morning, go for a wander in the hills, let them chase the deer. Keeps the legs strong.” 
Hellevir spun the linen pouch in her tea thoughtfully.
“You’ve walked around this area a lot?” she asked.
“I’d say. The missus doesn’t see the sense in it, though, says I’m like to wander off a cliff edge when I should be home baking bread.” 
“Do you know anything about the ruins?” she asked. “At the top of one of the peaks, about two hours north-east?
“The old watchtower, you mean? You made it up there, eh? Quite a climb if you don’t know the way.” Hellevir nodded. “Been there since before anyone can remember,” he went on. “Not much to say about it, really. One of a few around here. Old stories have it as one of the Antlered King’s watchtowers, bordering where his legions were stationed, see—have you heard of the Antlered King? Aye, course you have—but I don’t think it can be that old. Things just don’t survive that long in the winds up here.” 
Elsevir on her shoulder ruffled his wings, and if she’d had feathers she’d have done the same. There it was. The next link in the story. One more piece of an alarmingly large corpus of evidence that the man with black eyes had once been a living being. She had half-expected it, but also wouldn’t have been surprised if the next treasure had shown her to be completely wrong. 
“Are there many stories of the Antlered King around here?” she asked.
“Aye, I’d say.”
“Can you tell me any of them?” She hoped the trepidation wasn’t too obvious in her voice.
“Need something else to send you to sleep, love?”
“I’m just curious. I keep hearing about him wherever I go.”
“Well, you would, round these hills. As far’s I know, he came this way on and this was where he raised his army, trained them up before descending the mountains and raining fire on the people down in the valleys. Not a bad place to get ready for war, around here, lots of coal and iron, lots of hard men and women just a kick through the mountains in Gal Earith, all ready to put their axe in someone’s head.” He coughed, suddenly self-conscious. “Begging your pardon,” he said. “The missus does say I get carried away sometimes.” 
Hellevir had to smile.
“No, no, you’re a natural storyteller. Please, go on. I didn’t know he recruited from Gal Earith.”
“Well, that’s just guesswork, see. Don’t rightly know if it was even called Gal Earith then. Nowhere to get an army round here willing to attack their own, I imagine. Folk through the pass must have been the best to call on.” 
“And they followed him?”
“Must have done. Brought him horses too, I’d reckon. From what I heard, he had everything. The fight, the smarts, the talk.” He counted them off on his fingers, as if he’d rote learned them. “The three things a person needs to lead.” 
“You know a lot about these stories.” Hellevir was surprised—charmed—when the innkeeper blushed.
“It’s me nan,” he admitted. “She used to tell me these stories when I was a boy. She liked walking in the hills too, showed me the good paths. Her stories always stuck with me, they did. She said we was Gal Earith, once, descended from the black army ourselves. Fight, smarts, talk, those were what she drummed into me.” He laughed, and flicked the top of the bar with his slightly soggy cloth. “And look where it got me, eh? The world’s smallest inn.” He gestured to her now-empty mug. “Need a refill?” he asked. 
“No, thank you. That should see me.” She stood and retrieved her linen pouch and squeezed it dry for another use. “Thank you,” she said. “Perhaps a story was what I needed before bed.” 
“Me nan would be pleased to hear it.”
She said goodnight and went back upstairs, mulling over what the innkeeper had said. She went to sleep with his words rolling around her thoughts, black-clad soldiers flocking down the hills like crows, signal fires burning and drums beating the march, and as she drifted off her own heart stirred as if to war. 
 
The road back home was quick, far quicker than she’d thought it would be. The hinterlands of Rochidain sprang up around her as if they had been lying in wait, and as she saw the walls glinting with banners, the galleon in shining gold above her head, she suddenly felt underprepared, wishing she’d had more time to gird herself. She tried not to think about why her heart was hammering tightly in her chest, why her hands were suddenly clammy on the reins. She tried not to think about years of dreams by firelight, or the lingering ghost of a kiss. 
Had Sullivain dreamed with her? She didn’t know, hadn’t let herself really ponder it because she didn’t know how to handle either possibility. What if over the last four years Hellevir had slipped further and further from Sullivain’s mind, even as the dreams had forced Hellevir to think about her far more often than she would have liked to admit? What if Hellevir was just another footnote to the Queen-to-be’s—the Queen’s, she reminded herself—ascension? But what if they had shared their dreams, all these years, despite the miles between them? It would mean the bond their souls shared, twisted around each other for every one of Sullivain’s three deaths, transcended the leagues between them. 
She shook herself, dismissed her useless wondering. Wiser to expect nothing, be professional above all else. There had been no shared dreams with Sullivain since they’d played cards by the fire, and she wished she knew how the Princess was faring after her grandmother’s death. 
The city looked exactly the same as she remembered. From Bion and her father’s descriptions, she had half-expected the people to be shuffling to their homes in fear, for the bright marketplace bridge to be empty, but the sun still shone and the people still bartered with that cacophony of shouts, haggling, braying mules, and rag-taggle music that had so overwhelmed her when she’d first arrived in Rochidain as a younger woman. Hellevir was almost letting herself relax, when she saw a pair of guards on horses standing alert at the edge of the bridge. They weren’t the red and gold soldiers of the old Queen, but wore white and gold, with the clipper-ship on their shoulder and a twelve-pointed star on their chests. 
Hellevir angled her head away from them, hoping they wouldn’t see the eyepatch. Elsevir huddled against her neck and hid his head under her hair. Bion noticed. 
“Don’t give yourself airs,” he remarked, barely sparing the guards a glance as they led their horses slowly through the busy market. Dune was skittish, unused to so many people after years of open roads. Hellevir was finding it a little difficult herself. “They’re too busy strutting around with the Crown’s emblem on their chests to worry about you. They eat from Sullivain’s hand like birds now, given the powers she has granted them.” 
“Do you know a Peer Laius?” she asked. “He used to oversee the temple near my father’s house.”
“Oh, yes. He’s moving up the ranks. Opportunistic, that one.”
“Does he still work at the temple?”
“Yes, but he’s also In Waiting at the palace altar. He helped to redesign it last year.”
“In Waiting?”
“He helps the Senior Peer at the palace. One day I imagine he will be Senior himself.”
“You see everything, don’t you, Bion?”
“I try to.”
When the throng thinned a little they remounted, and rode the rest of the way through the city at a brisk trot. Hellevir kept her eye open for familiar faces in the crowd, hoping to catch sight perhaps of Edrin or her brother, but they made their way uninterrupted through the city, crossing bridge after bridge of sparkling water, until they came to the town square. Hellevir found she had halted Dune. 
The gallows were still standing. They stood black as burnt trees at the end of the square, transported from her memory to directly in front of her eye. She suddenly felt as though the last four years hadn’t happened, and she was being led to watch the hanging of House Redeion, lined up on the platform, the nooses around their necks. 
Bion gave her a moment, and then took Dune’s reins, leading her forward. They rode in silence the rest of the way through the city. 
Hellevir hadn’t expected the gallows to still be there. It was Sullivain’s grandmother who had ordered the hanging of House Spensa, months ago. Foreboding stole upon her like a shadow, reminding her of all the dark things Rochidain had witnessed that Hellevir had pushed into the back of her mind. Now they forced their way forward, letting her see again Farvor’s beaten face, Calgir’s ashes in the wooden chest. The many bodies of House Redeion, swaying in the winter air. Nothing else in the world had quite the same motion to it. But those were all things the Queen had done, or Sullivain had done upon her orders. It would be different now, with Sullivain wearing the crown. 
Hellevir had let the dreams she’d been having these last years smooth the edges of all the sharp things that had once hurt her. And what were they after all, but mere dreams? What weight had she the right to give them? What if Sullivain had never shared these dreams at all, and they would be meeting again as strangers? 
What am I doing here? she asked herself suddenly. 
It occurred to her for the first time that Sullivain might have summoned her to have her killed. Far easier for her to walk herself back to Rochidain, rather than have Bion drag her body all the way, for her corpse to be put on display with the others, a heathen and a witch. Perhaps the Princess had decided Hellevir was a loose end, a liability from the time before her ascension, who knew too much about her. 
She had no choice but to follow Bion, her chest filled with the heavy alloy of fear and doubt. It seemed as if the last four years had been a dream, a pleasant suspension of horrors—a luxury—and now she was returning to herself, to the waking world, lucid to the dangers she was marching towards. Lucid too late, she realized, as the gates were opened to swallow them. 
 
Bion had the decency to let her wash and change first, before taking her to the Princess. She stared at herself in the mirror, noting the angles that had set in her face, the length of her hair. She wished she’d had a night to prepare herself, a night to recuperate at the Order of the Nightingale, but she supposed she should be grateful to get this meeting over with, without time for fretting. 
A knock came at the door, and Bion met her outside, his beard neatly trimmed and his boots shining.
He led her downstairs and through the main double doors of the ballroom, their boot-heels clicking like dropped pennies on the checkered marble floor. The afternoon sun blazed through the enormous windows, reflecting from the myriad mirrors and the hanging chandeliers, giving the odd impression of a watery grotto rippling with light. It shone in Sullivain’s hair, almost white, as she stood with her back to them, her elbow bent with an arrow nocked to a bow. 
“Further, I said, further,” the Princess called, her voice echoing throughout the hall, through Hellevir. An obliging attendant moved the target back, almost to the farthest doors of the hall where Hellevir remembered men and women drinking, laughing, dancing. She and Bion stood waiting, and Hellevir was glad of the opportunity to watch Sullivain from afar, to acclimatize to her like stepping into hot water. 
“There! Now I’d move unless you want an arrow through you.” The attendant hurried back, and Sullivain drew back the bow, aiming down the arrow’s length. Hellevir remembered enough of Farvor’s love of the bow to see that her posture was perfect; her stance, feet shoulder-width, knees not locked. Torso straight, collarbone parallel to the arrow. She released the arrow, and it struck the second to innermost ring. Impressive, from so far away, but Sullivain was not pleased, and growled under her breath as she drew out another arrow from the standing quiver by her feet. The next one struck a little to the left of the first. She kept shooting, one arrow after the other, patience unwavering, and the final three shots were bull’s-eyes. 
Sullivain handed the bow to another attendant as her arrows were fetched, and finally turned around to face them, her hands on her hips. As Sullivain’s eyes met her own, Hellevir felt her skin flush, her heart stammer, and took a step forward, perhaps to wrap her arms around the Princess, hold her tightly, smile at how long her hair had become, but something in the other woman’s gaze stopped her. It was distant, somehow more distant than the very first time they’d properly met, Sullivain clad in fencing gear and Hellevir newly arrived from the country. 
“Herbalist.”
“Princess,” Hellevir replied formally, quietly.
“Princess no more.”
“So I hear. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be.”
They regarded each other. Hellevir was suddenly back in her chambers, drinking wine by the firelight, her eyepatch brand new, telling Sullivain she would play no more of her games. That glass of wine that would remain eternally half-drunk. 
“Well,” the Princess said, pulling the wrist-guard from her arm. “You’ve gotten older.”
Hellevir raised an eyebrow. She folded her arms. If this was how Sullivain wanted to play it, she would oblige. As false as it felt. 
“So have you,” she remarked, and it was true. The Princess had lost her traces of puppy fat, and her features had settled into the contours of her bone structure. She had always been beautiful. Now she was regal. 
Sullivain humphed, amused, and she turned, assuming they would follow.
“Food? You must be hungry,” she tossed over her shoulder. “Bion tells me you were hiding up in the mountains.”
“I wasn’t hiding. I wintered there.”
“Well, we still managed to find you. Didn’t we, Bion?”
“Yes, my lady,” he replied quietly. Sullivain led them through to the captain’s old study—the same place Hellevir had visited in her dreams, playing chess or quietly reading by the firelight—where food had been laid out for two, and gestured Hellevir over to a chair by the window. 
“Please sit. Wine?” She was pouring it before Hellevir could speak, although she would not have refused; she hadn’t tasted good wine in longer than she could remember. “Bion?” Sullivain asked distractedly. “Leave us, won’t you?” Bion bowed his head, and left without a glance at Hellevir. When the door had shut and they were quite alone, Sullivain held out a glass to her. “I haven’t seen you in four years,” she remarked. “I’d quite like to have some time just us. Although,” she added, smiling over the rim of her glass, “was it only last week that we played cards by moonlight?” 
Hellevir stared at her, a little stunned.
“We did share the dreams?” she asked.
“Oh, yes. You’ve stolen me away into your dreams many times.”
“I . . . I wasn’t sure if you were really there,” she admitted, “or you were just part of the dream. It wasn’t intentional.”
“No?” Sullivain was teasing Hellevir, she knew it.
“I’ve brought you back from Death a few times now,” Hellevir reminded her. “It’s no surprise that we’re linked. The more times I brought you back, the more closely linked we became.” 
Sullivain inclined her glass, as if toasting Hellevir’s words. “Unclench your shoulders, I’m not angry. I’ve enjoyed our jaunts through your dreams.” Hellevir flinched. Jaunts. It was a dismissive thing to say, and she wondered if Sullivain had chosen the word deliberately. Part of Hellevir had found respite in their shared dreams, something familiar to return to during her wanderings of an unknown land. Something of home—of Sullivain—to hold on to. They’d been more than jaunts. 
Sullivain gestured to the table and lifted the lid from a serving platter. Hellevir’s stomach growled, despite itself, as the steam rose and filled her nostrils. “Anyway. Eat. I seem to remember you liked quail.” 
Hellevir lowered herself slowly into the chair, feeling a little like she was in a dream right then. This didn’t feel real, as if she’d wake up at any moment lying under a tree somewhere, Dune munching on grass by the roadside. Except this Sullivain was different to the one from her dreams. She wondered if Sullivain could detect the changes in herself between sleeping and waking. Her countenance was closed, her tone had lost all playfulness, and was instead almost mocking. 
Not my Sullivain,
Hellevir found herself thinking, and shook herself, irritated that she could be knocked off balance so easily. Of course Sullivain saw them as jaunts. They’d probably grown irritating to her after a while, a forced intimacy. The idea soured something in Hellevir. It took her a moment to recognize the feeling as disappointment. 
“Why am I here, Sullivain?” she asked stiffly. “I’ve come a long way just for quail.”
Sullivain helped herself to a few of the dishes, ladling meat and vegetables onto her plate.
“My grandmother is dead,” she said simply. It was a statement of fact, emotionless at first glance, but Hellevir detected the tension in her jaw, the way she was looking at the table and not at Hellevir. The mask of the court, stoic and unmovable, carefully tied in place. 
“I’m sorry,” Hellevir said.
“You’ve said that. You shouldn’t be sorry. She was dead long before, her body just took a long time to catch up with her mind. She kept calling me by my mother’s name, didn’t even know I was there. Once even called me by my father’s and tried to kill me with her hairpin.” 
Hellevir was at a loss for words, but Sullivain went on, saving her from having to think of something to say.
“Did Bion tell you everything? About the Crown’s Blessing?”
“Yes.”
“Thought he might. He probably felt you were owed an explanation, which I can’t hold against him. So, what do you say? Will you help me out?” She began to tuck in, pulling meat from a chicken leg with her teeth. She’d barely glanced at Hellevir for the entire time she’d been in the room. 
“I’m here, aren’t I?” Hellevir asked quietly. “Although I can’t say it fits well with me to help you blackmail the nobility the way your grandmother did.” 
“Please unsaddle your high horse.” Sullivain dropped the bone onto her plate with a clink and wiped her hands on a samite napkin. “I refuse to be a puppet, or to be removed, so I need to cement the loyalties of the Houses. I must use my grandmother’s secrets to keep them all in line, like the well-behaved children they are.” 
Hellevir sighed, suddenly tired. She was not enjoying this conversation.
“You’ll keep them all terrorized,” she muttered. “The dance of Rochidain.”
Sullivain did meet her eyes then. The Princess’s were copper, like a lion’s. Hellevir held them, felt her pulse quicken as she did so and hoped that Sullivain couldn’t see the heat rising up her neck. 
“The dance of Rochidain,” Sullivain repeated, trying out the words on her tongue. “Apt. But surely you haven’t forgotten what a deadly dance it can be?” She leaned back, a spoon resting thoughtfully on her lower lip. She tapped it. “You should eat,” she commented. “You’ve lost too much weight. You’re looking gaunt.” 
Hellevir was indeed hungry. She mustered her dignity and began to help herself to food, rich dishes that she was sure her stomach would punish her for after nothing but plain fare for years. But it smelled delicious. 
“One of the first things I learned as a child,” Sullivain said as she watched Hellevir eat, “was the history of my family.” Her tone almost made it sound like a private joke. “My family has had a long-standing relationship with war, you know. Each generation has had one, all to itself like a consort.” Her lip twitched in a smile. “A dance partner, if you like. I imagined my own war would be another civil war, a fight to retain my crown.” She leaned forward. “Grandmama expected it, prepared me for it. But I don’t think it ever occurred to her that I would never taste war.” 
Hellevir remembered asking the Queen once whether she had ever wondered if her granddaughter simply wanted peace. The Queen had said there was no such thing. 
Sullivain sat back again before Hellevir could reply, dismissing the weight of her words with a flick of her wrist, as if dissipating smoke. 
“Are you finished?” the Princess said. She pushed back from the table although Hellevir had only just begun to eat, and stood, wiping her mouth with the napkin. “Come with me, herbalist,” she said. “I want to show you something.” 



Chapter Seven
The corridor was long and dark. Sullivain led them with a lit torch, her bootsteps echoing hollowly around the damp walls. The air smelled of wet stone and metal, and as they went it grew colder and colder. Bion trailed behind with another torch, and Hellevir felt him watching her. He seemed a different man to the one she had travelled with, all curtness and obeisance, and she wondered which of the Bions was the façade and which the real man. 
They’d entered the corridor through a small stone hut in the gardens, an unobtrusive thing hidden by poplars, which may have been a gardener’s tool shed. 
“These tunnels are one of the oldest parts of Rochidain,” Sullivain said over her shoulder, her voice ringing around the space. “The palace island is one of the few which was built on an actual body of rock, instead of artificially like most of the islands the Houses occupy. The first Queen dug them out to make her own network of tunnels under the palace, under the canals, under the city itself.” 
“What do you use them for?” Hellevir asked.
“Moving around the city, mostly,” the Princess replied. “I have a few close associates who are permitted to travel by them. But they aren’t just used as tunnels.” The corridor forked and she took the left way, and the path opened up into a chamber. At first it was hard to see anything, until Bion lit a few other sconces dotted along the walls. 
“Prison cells,” Hellevir said quietly. Wrought iron doors had been forged into the rock, leaving caged hollows in the walls. The stone looked red, but it may have been a trick of the light, or Hellevir’s own provoked imagination. There was a table on one side of the chamber, chains loose upon it. 
“Relax,” Sullivain said. “No one’s been kept down here in a long time.” Hellevir shuddered, feeling a little sick.
“And House Spensa, when they were hanged . . . ?”
“Were kept upstairs with the Temple interrogator. Where we kept your brother, once.” Hellevir winced at the memory, but Sullivain continued, “No, down here we don’t keep just any old prisoner. Down here you get privacy, away from the palace, away from the Peers.” Hellevir glanced at Bion, but his expression was unreadable. She took a breath. 
“Why are you showing me this?” she asked. She tried to keep her voice steady, but in truth she was terrified. This was an interrogation room. 
No one even knew she was here. Not her father or brother, not the Order. She realized how stupid it had been not to send letters ahead. Elsevir at least would look for her, would know who to go to. She thought briefly of her dagger in her bag, still up on the surface level. 
But surely Sullivain hadn’t lured her down here to harm her? Why would she, after all this time? And why down here? 
“Please relax,” Sullivain said again, seeing the alarm in her eyes. Her voice rumbled with odd gentleness around the cold room. “I didn’t bring you here to hurt you.” 
Sullivain gestured with her torch for her to follow, and took them through a heavy wooden door to another chamber, this one kept dry and smelling of earth and something else. Hellevir’s breath plumed in front of her face, and she was glad for her coat. 
Bion went around the room lighting the sconces, brightening the room by increments. In the center was a stone bench. On it lay a body, covered by a white sheet. 
“We couldn’t keep her anywhere else,” Sullivain said, walking over to the body and fixing her torch into a holder by its head. “The staff were told to leave her in her rooms, but we couldn’t have her rotting away in her chamber, so we brought her down here. The cold keeps her from rotting away too much.” She drew back the sheet. Underneath was the Queen. She had the grey pallor of death, her eyes sunken and her cheeks gaunt. She’d lost so much of her weight her teeth looked too big for her head, the lips pulled against them. Her hair was thin and wispy. She was barely recognizable as the proud figure Hellevir had once found so intimidating, her eyes hard and her silvered head high. 
“So we’re getting right to it, then?” Hellevir growled, surprised by the vehemence in her own voice. “You wave your hand and drag me across half the country, give me a bare hour in the city before demanding I do as you wish?” 
Sullivain didn’t answer at once. Instead she dismissed Bion with a glance—he slipped silently from the chamber with a bow—and sat down heavily on a chair that had been placed by the Queen’s head. Hellevir wondered how many times she’d descended into this crypt to sit. 
“I’ve come to realize something over the past few years,” the Princess—the Queen—said ponderously. “As I’ve danced around intrigue, blackmail, and treachery, and not a few further attempts on my life.” Her eyes flickered to Hellevir in the torchlight. There was a hardness in them, something metallic. “It has taken me some time to understand and to come to terms with what you have made me.” 
Hellevir shuddered. She didn’t like the sound of that.
“What do you mean?” she asked. Her voice sounded faint.
“I have been prepared for warfare all my life. Treated it as unavoidable in a city like this. But regardless of how well I shoot or how strong my sword-hand, regardless of how Rochidain pants for it, I cannot afford to want war, because war means the risk of death. My death.” Sullivain brushed her grandmother’s cheek, the sound papery under her fingertip. 
“When you first arrived at my court, you made me feel immortal. Death was something others suffered, not me.” She laughed, a humorless sound. “Do you know what it’s like, to live without fear of Death? And do you know how much darker the shadows seem, how much larger threats loom, when that invincibility is stripped away? 
“After you left, for a long time I was paralyzed by terror, by a dread of death which it took me a long time to master, and even now I often find myself caught in its jaws.” She leaned back, her hand resting on the slab by her grandmother’s head, pale skin against grey. “I fear everything that moves,” she said quietly, talking to the body rather than to Hellevir. “Everything that twitches in the corner of my eye. I fear the food I eat and the wine I drink. I fear war, bred for it though I am.” She looked up at Hellevir, her eyes lit like lantern-glass. “It is fear I wouldn’t have known without you. You have shackled me by it.” 
“What would you rather I’d done, Sullivain?” Hellevir asked sharply. “Brought you back to life three times, or refused to?”
Sullivain laughed again, the sound echoing around the room.
“Well, quite,” she said. “What am I complaining about? And no conflict during the lifetime of a De Neïd, can you imagine? Surely concord is a good thing? They would remember my name for generations as a woman of peace.” Her tone was mocking, insincere, and it made Hellevir’s hackles rise. 
“Why would you want war?” she had to ask. “Do you want to lead armies? Win victories? Charge into battle on horseback?” She couldn’t keep the scorn from her tone, but the Princess didn’t rise to it, as she might have done once. 
“Well, that all sounds very fun,” she said. “But there is one thing more frightening than death. I don’t mean the Void you once threatened me with if I didn’t let you leave Rochidain.” 
“Which is?”
Sullivain lifted the sheet and drew it back over the Queen’s face. Hellevir suddenly had a memory of her own mother’s face under the shroud, the dip of her eyes, the peak of her nose, convinced that at any moment the sheet would rustle above a breath. 
“One day I will become nothing,” Sullivain said. Her expression when she looked at Hellevir was surprisingly candid. Hellevir wasn’t certain she had ever looked so candid. “Onaistian doctrine is quite plain about some of the things I have done, things I did before I even knew the law of the faith. There is no place for me beside Onaistus. When I die I won’t be in his embrace; I will cease to be.” She said it sadly, but there was something laced through her words, something tense as wire and hot to the touch, a deep bitterness. “Once, perhaps, if I had been raised by a different woman, I might have been a peaceful ruler, my Path to the Promise unmarred. But it is too late now. It was too late even when you first brought me back. It’s too late in the eyes of the Chron, who have watched me obey my grandmother, carry out her hangings, command her legions to commit arrests.” 
She looked down at her grandmother’s body. “I wish I could shuck this terror,” she murmured. “I wish I could fling it aside, take up a sword, rush headlong with no mortal dread.” Her lip quirked. “I wish I could lead armies and win victories, charge into battle on horseback. I wish I could test my mettle, see if I really could win a war as all my ancestors have done before me. I wish I could see if I could be great. But since I can be neither peaceful Queen nor warrior, I will be remembered as a neither.” 
Hellevir swallowed.
“Times of peace are not conducive to greatness,” she murmured, repeating words she’d heard long ago. They fell from her lips, dry as sand. 
“See?” Sullivain stood and came around the slab, leaning back against it with her arms folded. “You do understand. So when I say you have shackled me . . .” 
“You mean that I have forced you to be nothing, in life as in death.”
Sullivain inclined her head. That hot wire was bent to the bones of her face, across the ridge of her brow and the curve of her cheekbones. 
“So now I simply live,” she said. “I will live and I will rule in peace. And it will be exceptionally . . . unexceptional. When I say war is not of importance to me, you know that as much as it . . . nullifies a large part of me, it is true.” She brushed her grandmother’s arm under the sheet. “The alternative to earning my crown in civil war is lawful ascension, and this is the only way to accomplish that. Her Blessing, so I can read her journals and learn how to keep the Houses in line.” 
Hellevir could have remarked that she was going to be Queen, which was hardly unexceptional, but it seemed somehow to deliberately misunderstand. 
“Your hand has been led by the Queen in all the things you have done,” she said quietly. “Does her shadow over you count for nothing when you consider your fall from the Path of Light? Even now, you use her words, talking as if war is inevitable, as if the whole country begs for it. But I have lived for four years beyond Rochidain’s walls, and no one out there pants for war. You’d do well to remember that your kingdom extends beyond Rochidain. War would be good for no one but the Houses.” 
The Princess’s lips pressed thin as she regarded her.
“I’d forgotten how you can preach,” she remarked. “Will you help me or not?”
Hellevir swallowed, glancing at the body.
“I’ll help,” she said. “I believe that the Houses adhere to the same faulty logic as you do, to the belief that war is a game. But despite everything you’re saying I don’t think you really want conflict. I think you’ve just been told to want it.” Her eyes fell on the Queen’s corpse. 
Sullivain snorted, a harsh sound.
“Do you think I know myself so little?” she demanded.
“I think you’ve lived in Rochidain too long.” The silence of the room was complete. It reminded Hellevir of the absolute quiet of Death. Only the flickering of the torches in their sconces told her she wasn’t in its half-light. She remembered this feeling of being caught, trapped into action. It wasn’t a fond memory. She would do this, she decided, for the Chron, for Sullivain’s peaceful ascension, and then she would leave Rochidain and never come back. “All right,” Hellevir muttered. “I will talk to her.” 
Sullivain inclined her head. An acknowledgment, not yet a thanks. She gestured to the chair.
“Now?” Hellevir asked.
“Do you want to have to come down here a second time?”
“No.”
“Then now.”
Sullivain sat herself in another chair at the end of the body, and put her feet up on the slab. A bottle had appeared from somewhere and she sat drinking from it, watching as Hellevir mentally prepared herself. 
Whatever Hellevir had been expecting when she met Sullivain again after all these years, it wasn’t this. She had half-hoped to meet the wide-eyed, laughing creature of her dreams, or at least the humorous if mocking girl she’d known before. She hadn’t expected this tired and bitter woman. For the first time Hellevir realized she had no idea what the last four years had been like for the Princess. 
“I might be a while,” Hellevir said. Sullivain raised the bottle.
“I’m prepared to wait.”
Hellevir positioned her chair, putting Sullivain on her blind side so she wouldn’t be distracted by her. She took a breath, and released it slowly, before slipping her hand under the sheet and resting it on the Queen’s arm. Despite the freezing temperature of the chamber, somehow the Queen’s skin was even colder. 
 
And Death was colder still. She shuddered, opening her eyes to blackness. The slab stood empty, a marble altar to nothing, emitting that odd grey light of death. Beyond that, her eyes could see only an empty darkness. Some sense told her that it expanded far, far into the gloom, and when she looked up it was like staring into a night sky devoid of stars. 
It was so calm, here. Almost soothing. She took a moment, just breathing it in, just letting herself stop, if only for a little while. How odd, that such a place could become soothing. 
But motion caught her eye, and she looked down. There might not have been the mirrored sky she had grown so used to, but there was a mirrored floor. She looked down into her own eyes—both of them—and thought she looked like a ghost, black hair and pale skin. Sullivain was right, she was gaunt. Under her boots the mirror seemed to bow, so slightly she wondered if she were seeing things. Experimentally, she reached down to brush the surface. She had never been so close to it before. 
“If you look for too long, it’ll start to look back,” a voice said, and she straightened abruptly. The man with black eyes sat opposite her, on the other side of the marble slab. He was leaning back with his feet up on the marble as if it were a table, his coat melting into the shadows behind him. 
“You’re here for the Queen,” he said.
“Not to bring her back.”
“A pity,” he murmured, his eyes drifting to the pocket of her coat. She realized that she had the ivy flower with her, the next precious thing. She put a hand over it in her pocket. 
“Another body will come by that needs it,” she said. It felt like a promise.
“No doubt. Bodies appear around you with startling regularity.”
“Quite an accusation for you,” she replied. For a warlord, she’d almost said, for the Antlered King. She was glad she’d bitten her tongue.
The world tightened at her words, she could feel it like clay drying against her skin, and his regard darkened as if he were trying to parse what she’d said for deeper meaning. 
She wanted to say it, but felt as if to ask questions, to voice the story she thought she had found, would be to make the whole tale too vulnerable while it was still too weak, too young, and she knew it wouldn’t survive the abuse of the telling. She wondered if she could take his reaction as proof of her suspicions, but it could just as easily be that he didn’t appreciate her talking back to him. 
The man’s black eyes grew hollow, but it was not so unreasonable a thing to say to Death, and eventually the dark air began to feel less like solid rock. 
“May I speak with her?” Hellevir asked quietly.
“She’s down there,” he said, gesturing flippantly behind her as if nothing had happened. “If you can get her to speak to you, she’s all yours.” Hellevir looked back, and saw that the mirrored sky had become cracked like flagstones, in a long line leading into the darkness. 
Hellevir got to her feet and began to walk down the path. She had expected the broken fragments to crack further under her step, but they were solid. A thousand Hellevirs walked with her as she followed it. 
She felt him watching her as she walked. The air watching her. She became aware of her every footstep, the way her hands hung by her sides. She put them in her pockets. 
A shape emerged out of the blackness very suddenly, and she stopped in her tracks, heart beating fast. A lady with silver hair stood with her back to her, unnaturally still and silent. Hellevir recognized her by the straightness of her back, the poise of her head. Hellevir swallowed, and took a half-step forward. 
“Not like that!” the figure snapped, suddenly erupting into motion, and Hellevir froze. “I told you. Do it underneath.”
Someone must have answered her, although Hellevir heard nothing.
“Yes, good girl. Underneath does more damage.”
Hellevir had no idea what the Queen was seeing. She wasn’t certain she wanted to know. The Queen hunkered down suddenly, and put her hand up, speaking in a low voice. Hellevir walked around her. She was talking to the empty air as if it were a person. A child, Hellevir realized, her hand resting on its back as if to offer comfort. 
“It’s all right, sweetheart,” the Queen was saying. “We’ll try again tomorrow. I know, I know.” She gathered the absence of a child to her, embracing it and hushing it gently. 
Hellevir blinked, and the Queen was several feet away, looking to the darkness with her head straight.
“Not like that! I told you. Do it underneath.”
“Queen Crysanth,” Hellevir called. The Queen’s head turned, distracted.
“What do you want?” she asked irritably. “I said we shouldn’t be disturbed.”
Hellevir approached her.
“My name is Hellevir,” she said simply. “Do you know who I am?”
“Honestly, Malakae, I told you . . .”
“Not Malakae. My name is Hellevir.” She took a breath. She remembered entering Death, years ago, to find information from three of the dead about Sullivain’s assassination. Ionas Greerson; the cook who had poisoned Sullivain’s food; and the man who had climbed through the Princess’s window to slit her throat. She had tried to steer their memories to find the information she needed, but in the end the most effective means of getting them to talk had been directness. Telling them the truth, explaining to them where they were. “Your Grace, please listen to me. You are dead.” 
The Queen blinked, flinching a little, but shook it off.
“What nonsense are you talking?” she demanded.
“You are dead,” Hellevir said again. “You’re seeing a memory. Wake up, we need to talk.”
The Queen grimaced again, as if her stomach had just rolled. She glared at Hellevir.
“That’s not . . .” She glanced around her, looking into the darkness. “Oh.” She shuddered, passed a hand over her eyes, looked like she might collapse, but didn’t. 
“Your Grace?” Hellevir asked.
“I really am, aren’t I?” she said quietly. Hellevir had to admire the steadiness in her voice, how calmly she took the realization. “This is Death. It . . . it feels like it. It’s so . . . dark.” 
Hellevir gave her a moment to collect herself as she looked around, trying to find something to cling to in the darkness. The only object of substance was Hellevir, and her eyes eventually latched on to her. 
“How?” she demanded.
“I’m not sure. You’d been sick a long time. No one really knew what it was.”
“I don’t remember that.” She glanced around her. “So this is Death? Where Sulli came?”
“It didn’t look like this then, but yes.”
Her expression was grim, but she didn’t panic. She nodded, as if reaching a decision. She stood taller.
“Are you here to bring me back?” she asked.
“No.”
“I see. Why not?”
“I . . . I came to ask you for the Crown’s Blessing. Sullivain needs it to make her ascension stable.”
“The Blessing?” She frowned. “Did I not give that to her?”
“She says not.”
“Why would I not have given it to her?”
“You’ve not been yourself for a few years,” Hellevir said. “Please. If she doesn’t ascend without the knowledge you wrote in your books, there will be war.” The Queen smiled at that, as if remembering something amusing. Then she frowned. 
“War is not a thing a De Neïd fears,” she said.
“So I hear.” This family, Hellevir thought. “Will you tell me?” 
The Queen looked at her sharply.
“How do I know I can trust you? Anyone could have sent you. She could be dead already.”
“Right now I am sitting beside your body where it rests on a marble slab,” Hellevir said quietly. “We are below the palace in a catacomb. Sullivain has just shown me the prison cells.” 
The Queen nodded.
“Ah yes,” she said. “The cages.” She said nothing more, her eyes wandering the distance, tugged by the strings of the memories she saw. “Down there, in the cages . . .” Hellevir knew she was losing her. She reached out and took her arm, meaning to distract and bring her back, but the Queen just gripped her hand and twisted. It was so sudden that Hellevir only had time to cry out in pain as she was forced to her knees. The Queen looked down at her. She had that glaze over her eyes, and Hellevir knew she didn’t see her. 
“I told you,” she hissed. “I told you what I’d do if I saw you again.” She twisted again and Hellevir couldn’t keep a sob from escaping her. “I’ll not let you go, you know that, don’t you?” A twist, again. “Not this time.” She flung Hellevir backwards onto the floor. 
“What are you doing?” Hellevir shouted, but the Queen wasn’t listening. She caught one wrist and slammed it against the ground, and try as she might Hellevir couldn’t lift it again, even when the Queen let go. Hellevir struggled, panic welling in her gut. She tugged and tugged, but it was as if something strapped her to the mirrored ground. Even as she struggled, the Queen caught her other arm and clapped it down, ignoring Hellevir’s protests. She was so much stronger than Hellevir, despite her age, her arms wrought with muscle from years of military service. 
“Please!” Hellevir gasped. “Your granddaughter sent me! Don’t do this!” Although she didn’t know what this was. This was her memory, not Hellevir’s. Hellevir was at its mercy. 
“Begging won’t help you,” the Queen said, her tone low and grim.
“I’m not who you think I am! Please!” She kicked at the Queen, but she just caught her boot and clamped it to the floor with the same invisible restraint. 
“No use sobbing like that,” the Queen remarked. “No one can hear you down here. Honestly, I did tell you what would happen.”
“What are you talking about?”
The Queen turned away, began rummaging in the darkness. She found something, held it up to a nonexistent light. The darkness yawned around them both, featureless besides the sharp figure of the Queen and her reflection in the mirrored floor. Hellevir looked again. The reflection didn’t show the darkness. It showed the tunnels under the palace, the cages wrought into the stone. The device in the Queen’s hand. It was teardrop-shaped, iron, studded with evil-looking spikes. Hellevir’s heart shrank in her chest. 
It’s not real, she thought. This is Death, she can’t hurt you. But the shackles felt real; the iron was cold against her skin. 
“Did you think I’d just let you take her away? Steal her like a kidnapper in the night?” The Queen turned, her hand empty in the darkness, fingers holding an absence. She laughed, as if Hellevir had said something funny, the sound echoing as if they really were in the damp tunnels. “You say that now, of course you say that now. But where were you when it mattered, eh? Long gone.” Her eyes narrowed and she backhanded Hellevir, hard. “Don’t you dare bring my Amirande into this,” she snapped. Hellevir barely heard her, her head reeling. “She wanted what was best for Sulli! Which is more than can be said for you.” She caught Hellevir’s jaw, her grip tight, her nails digging into her skin. “Open your mouth.” 
Hellevir parted her lips to call for help, but she didn’t get a chance to utter a sound. The Queen forced the iron thing into her mouth, scraping the spikes along her lips, jarring them against her teeth, and then clamped Hellevir’s jaw shut. 
“I call this the pear,” she said. “I twist this,” she demonstrated, twisting the part of the device that protruded from Hellevir’s mouth, “and it expands inside your mouth. No, don’t look at the Peer, Onaistus can’t save you now.” She was talking to phantoms, people who weren’t there, enacting a memory Hellevir couldn’t see. The Queen twisted again, and Hellevir felt the spikes against the inside of her cheeks, pressing down on her tongue. She squirmed and tried to scream, but her jaw was tight around the device, her front teeth champed around it to the point of breaking. The taste of iron filled her mouth. 
Where are you? she cried out to the darkness, but it didn’t stir at all. 
Can’t hurt me, my body isn’t here, I’m not dead. But it felt real, gods—the Queen tightened the device again and the spikes pressed up into the roof of her mouth—it felt real.
“Did you think we’d let you get away with it?” the Queen demanded. “Just snatch her from her bed? Did you think she’d want to go with you?” She dug her hand suddenly into Hellevir’s side and unnatural pain exploded through her, as if the Queen had jabbed her fingers into an open wound. Hellevir screamed around the device. “You’re a stranger to her, a nothing. You were never worthy of my daughter, or my granddaughter.” 
Panic crawled inside Hellevir, up from her breast over her eyes and clouding everything except the need to get away. She heaved on her arms, the effort making her bite down on the iron pear so hard that her teeth cracked. 
And it was enough. The shackles were gone so suddenly that she shot upright, her elbow catching the Queen square in the cheek. The darkness bowed around them, heavy with sudden life and somehow blacker than it had been before. It caught the Queen up, wrapping itself around her and wrenching her back with sudden violence, the shadows engulfing her and cutting off her cry of surprise. Hellevir tried to spit the pear from her mouth, but it was already gone. Shakily, she got to her feet, watching the endless black, but there was nothing there. It had swallowed the Queen whole. She put her hand to her side, but there was no wound, no pain. 
“Queen Crysanth?” she whispered, her breath ragged. No sound came back from the gloom. Unsteady on her feet, Hellevir stumbled forward, wiping the blood from her lips. 
The darkness stretched on. The sound of her breath in her ears was too loud, as if she were in a tunnel. Then something became visible in the shadows, something pale, and as she walked forward the shape grew and settled into the bowed head of the Queen. She was bent on one knee. 
“Your Grace?”
She looked up slowly. Her eyes were glassy, but lucid. They watched each other.
“What is there?” the Queen asked quietly. “On the other side? What waits for someone who has done the things I have done?”
Hellevir swallowed, tasting her own blood. Her head was hammering, she could hardly think what to say. Her mind flickered to the shuddering madness of the Void. 
“I don’t know,” she lied. “I’m sorry.”
The Queen nodded, as if unsurprised, and let her head fall again. Hellevir hated this. This was never how she’d imagined the Queen. She wanted to pick her up, shake her, tell her this wasn’t becoming of royalty, make her do something to spare Hellevir this horrible sight of her crouched with tears dripping on to the mirrored floor. 
“The Blessing,” Hellevir said instead. “Tell me.”
“Nightingale,” the Queen murmured. “The code is nightingale. Take it to her with my love.”
Hellevir just nodded.
“I told her, you know,” the Queen said softly, looking up at the darkness of the sky, as if trying to see its edge. “To keep you under control. She should have clipped your wings and kept you in a cage.” She looked at Hellevir. “Please,” she said, and it was a word she clearly wasn’t used to saying. It sounded ill-formed, a maladapted thing, stillborn. “Will you continue to keep her alive? Watch over her? Please?” 
The Queen stared up at Hellevir, her steel hair shining oddly in the half-light of death, coming away from its braid in silver strands. Her eyes were sunken in their sockets. 
I can’t promise that were the words on the tip of Hellevir’s tongue. 
“I’ll try,” was what she said aloud. The Queen closed her eyes, and bowed her head.
Hellevir turned and walked away before the Queen could call her back again. The darkness swallowed her, swallowed the steel of her hair and the glow of her golden armor. 
Hellevir reached the stone slab in a mere heartbeat, as if it had been right behind her all along. She sagged upon it, feeling something trembling inside her like a leaf in a cold wind. She wiped her lip again; it just wouldn’t stop bleeding. The red droplets fell on the white marble, gleaming like precious gems. 
“Why did you take so long?” she whispered into the darkness. “Why did you let her do that to me?”
The darkness stepped up behind her, its boot light upon the mirrored ground.
“What makes you so sure,” it said in her ear, breath disturbing the hair falling over her neck, “that it was me who pulled her away?” 
She turned, drawing back and looking up at him. So often his eyes seemed empty, his face a mask, but now they were alight with excitement. 
“What do you mean?” she demanded. She was so tired, she didn’t want his games. She just wanted to go home, and push everything she had seen far, far from her mind. It didn’t matter that she didn’t know where home was. Right then, home was just life. This place sapped the energy from her like the waters of a frozen lake. 
“What I mean,” he said, voice low and rumbling, “is that I did nothing to help you.” He raised a hand, so suddenly she didn’t have time to pull back, and brushed the bead of blood from her lip with his thumb. He regarded it in the half-light of Death. 
She shuddered.
“Then what . . .”
She woke up.
 
She traded the watchfulness of Death for Sullivain’s regard. She felt her eyes upon her as soon as she awoke.
“You were gone a long time,” she heard Sullivain say, with an accompanying slosh of the bottle as she raised it. “I was almost through the wine.” 
Hellevir folded her arms on the slab and rested her head on them, only half-aware of the body beside her.
“Well?” Sullivain demanded. “Did you talk to her?” Hellevir nodded. Sullivain stood, her chair scraping—it was too harsh a sound and made Hellevir flinch—and came over, putting a hand on Hellevir’s shoulder and shaking her. The part of her still aware of such things noted that Sullivain didn’t touch her hand, her bare skin. “Herbalist?” 
“Nightingale,” Hellevir said into her arms. She felt unspun like a spool of thread. “It’s nightingale.”
Sullivain let her go with a laugh.
“Nightingale? Of course it was, that old coot. Nightingale, I should have known.”
Hellevir got to her feet, and took the torch up from beside the marble slab. She unlatched the door and left, ignoring Sullivain’s indignant shouts following her from that awful chamber. All the times she’d dreamed of Sullivain, and she’d forgotten what she was really like: mocking, cruel, manipulative, jaded. It was disappointing in a way that pierced right through her, and she realized how much she’d come to believe that the dream Sullivain was real. Now, she’d had enough of her for one day. She felt so naïve. 
Why had she promised the Queen she’d keep Sullivain alive? What a stupid thing to swear. A promise that was impossible to keep. 
She found the way easily enough, and emerged into the evening dusk, taking in a sweet breath of fresh air. Her damn lip wouldn’t stop bleeding, and she wiped it on her sleeve impatiently. 
She made her way through the gardens, and when she heard the footsteps behind her she pretended she hadn’t. She ignored her name being called. Sullivain caught her arm and turned her around, but Hellevir shrugged her off. 
“Enough,” she snapped. “I’m done with you all.”
“Herbalist, wait,” Sullivain called, catching her again. “What . . .” Hellevir rounded on her.
“No, I’ve had enough,” she snapped, her voice uneven. “I’ve had enough of Rochidain. I’d had enough of Rochidain four years ago and I was mad to come back here again.” 
Sullivain took her arms, held her still. Hellevir found herself fixed under her copper eyes, felt her firm grip through the fabric of her coat. 
“Stop!” the Princess ordered. “What did you see?”
“Did you know?” Hellevir asked her. “Did you know what the Queen did to people down there? What she . . .” She couldn’t speak further. She could see it on Sullivain’s face. The grim set of her jaw, the downturn of her lips. “Oh no,” she breathed. The words slid from her lips like the blood down her chin. “It was you, wasn’t it? It was you she was training.” The Queen had held her hand up to rest on a child’s back, a small child; a child of that height must have been only ten, eleven years old. Underneath does more damage. 
Sullivain said nothing. She looked away. Her silence made it clear. Her grip on Hellevir’s arms was starting to hurt, and she could feel the faintest tremble in her hands. Even now, Sullivain was careful not to touch Hellevir’s bare skin. 
“But why?” The single syllable blew threw her. “What possible reason did she have, for any of it?” 
“You know very well why.” Sullivain’s tone was hard. Too hard. The light was dusky, lavender-hued all around them, but Sullivain’s voice sliced through the air like an arrow. She let go of Hellevir, forcing her to take a step back. “How do you think she got her information in her journals, the ones we need the code for?” She jabbed a thumb at her own chest. “She did it for me, so that when I came to power I would have everything I needed already in place. She did it for our House.” 
Hellevir shook her head. She wanted to reach out to Sullivain, shake her, hold her, slap her, kiss her.
“This is so perverted,
Sullivain!
No one else would think it necessary to teach a child how to torture.” 
Sullivain let out a bark of laughter. It was an unpleasant sound that clapped against Hellevir’s ears like a physical blow.
“Do you think the De Neïds are alone in their methods?” the Princess scoffed. “Do you not remember how many times Auland Redeion tried to have me killed, the poison he slipped in my food, the assassins he sent to murder me in my bed? Do you think your brother’s knight, Calgir Redeion, wasn’t trained just as I was?” 
Hellevir flinched. She turned away towards the canal, and the gentle sound of the waters trickled in to fill the brief silence. Someone was hosting a party on the other side of the canal, and she could hear the subdued chime of music. 
“Then all of you, all of the Houses, you’re all as bad as each other,” she said quietly. “If you knew what lay on the other side, what happens to the hungry, hungry for what isn’t theirs, if you knew that the Nothing of your Onaistus is a blessing compared to what really happens, you wouldn’t be so quick to slit each other’s throats.” 
Sullivain stared at her, lips slightly parted in shock and confusion. Hellevir realized what she’d said, and wished she could retrieve her words, crumple them up and put them back in her mouth. Sullivain had known of the Void only as a threat if she didn’t let Hellevir leave Rochidain, not as punishment for all who caused harm. No one should know, that was another rule of Death, unspoken but just as obvious. No one should know. 
She turned and left, not stopping as Sullivain called out for her again. She fought the sudden urge to dive back into Death, just to get away. 



Chapter Eight
Hellevir collected her bags and walked to the Order of the Nightingale, reluctantly leaving Dune in the palace stables, for lack of anywhere else to put him. She ignored the carriage that was offered and kept her mouth shut as the guard at the gateway wished her a pleasant evening. 
The city seemed unnervingly untouched. She felt as if the world should have the grey pallor of death, but there were still boats on the canals, with couples laughing and drinking together as they passed under the bridges, music was still coming from the inns she passed. The typical sounds of Rochidain. 
Her mouth ached from the pear the Queen had shoved between her teeth. Her chest ached from the pressure of being held down. It might have been the Queen’s hands on her, but Sullivain had no doubt done the same thing to others. Sullivain had warned her, had said there were things she had done that had driven her from the Path of Light. But hearing the words was one thing, feeling her limbs crushed onto a torture table was another. 
A part of her wished she hadn’t run away. A part of her wanted to collect Sullivain in her arms, tell her that she wished her grandmother had been any other way, that she pitied her stolen childhood. But it had been too much, far too much. She didn’t think she could have borne another moment in those catacombs, looking down at the body on the table, seeing the dead resignation in Sullivain’s eyes that this was the way she had been made, and this was the way she would always be. 
Absorbed in her brooding, she didn’t notice the patrol of three soldiers until she inadvertently bumped into one on her left side. She apologized and made to keep walking, but was jerked back abruptly by a hand on her arm. 
“Watch it!” a voice barked at her. “Are you blind or something?” A soldier towered over her, his armor creaking as he held her still. 
“Only half,” Hellevir retorted. She tried to shrug him off, but he didn’t let her go. Belatedly she noticed the armor that the patrol was wearing, the twelve-pointed star of Onaistus on their arms. They were Soldiers of Light. The one who held her was a heavy man with small eyes that only grew smaller as he squinted down at her, taking in the patch over her eye. 
“You slam into me and then give me lip,” he snapped. “Are you daft?”
Sense cleared the dark cloud of her thoughts. She looked down at the ground.
“I’m sorry,” she made herself say. “It was an accident.”
“An accident, she says,” another soldier drawled. “Didn’t look like an accident. Looked like she slammed right into you, Gregin.”
“It felt like it too,” the man who held her, Gregin, growled, not mollified. “I’ll show you an accident, girl. What’s in your bags, eh?” 
“No, I . . .” His companion seized one of her bags and upended it before she could stop him. It was the one containing her dried herbs in linen pouches, and her pestle and mortar, wrapped up in an old shirt. They tumbled free of the cloth and cracked onto the cobblestones. Hellevir cried out, making to dive after them before they rolled into the canal, but Gregin hauled her back. 
“Stop it!” she shouted. “They’re just herbs, spices. I’m a herbalist!”
It was the wrong thing to say. The two men exchanged a glance, and their eyes took on a wolfish gleam. Her heart sank.
“Herbalist, eh?”
“Sounds like hedge-witch talk.”
“Right, you’re coming with us. We’ll see what you’ve got in those other bags.”
Hellevir struggled but they held her tight. Panic sparked in her gut. She remembered her father’s stories about fortune-tellers going missing, women who read the runes. 
“Is it illegal to practice herbalism?” she demanded. “Let me go!”
“Little bird chirruping like she has a choice! We’ll see how she sings in a cage.” His hold on her arm tightened.
“I wouldn’t,” a bored voice remarked. “Don’t you know who she is?” The speaker was a young woman with dark hair. Hellevir’s heart leaped as she recognized her. Her name was Kélé, and she’d once been one of the palace guards. She looked different in the new white-and-gold uniform. Gregin glared at her. 
“Why should I give a damn if she’s the lost queen of Inthira?” he remarked.
“She’s the Princess’s herbalist. She has the protection of the Crown.” 
Gregin and the other guard exchanged a look.
“You mean the one who . . .”
“Yes, that’s the one.”
Gregin glared down at Hellevir, lips pressed thin as if he’d just chewed something sour. He made an irritated growl in the back of his throat, and then released her with a shove. 
“On your way,” he muttered. “Herbalist.”
Hellevir rubbed her arm, and didn’t wait to be told again. She quickly gathered her scattered things—the mortar had a fresh chip on the rim, but she felt she was lucky if it was the only thing that had been damaged—and shouldered her bags before they could change their minds. She cast a grateful glance at Kélé as she hurried past her, but the soldier’s expression was unreadable. 
Hellevir tried to be more vigilant as she walked, keeping her head down when patrols passed her by. She noticed other signs about the city too, the twelve-pointed star everywhere she looked: carved into the bricks of houses, over lintels, painted on placards, embroidered into banners hung from windows. She noticed other people walking in the same hunched manner as she did, avoiding eye contact, scurrying to get home as darkness fell. 
The Order’s gate was already closed, and she rapped the door with the big brass knocker. As she waited for someone to answer, she looked around her, at the old buildings on either side, the waters sparkling by lantern-light, the emblem of the nightingale over the lintel. It felt so odd, being back. Like she’d never left, and like she’d been away for far longer. The smell hit her like something long forgotten, of water and wet stone, spring flowers and woodsmoke, as if stirring a far more ancient memory than one from a few years ago. Even so she shivered, and knocked again. She didn’t feel safe out here. Her hand slipped into her bag and over the dagger she’d always travelled with, but it didn’t do much to make her feel better. 
The door opened, and Edrin appeared. She stared for a moment, and then let out a crow of delight, flinging her arms around Hellevir and squeezing her tightly. Hellevir barely kept herself from crumbling into tears in her arms. 
 
That evening, Hellevir sat with Edrin and Sathir in the library study, sipping rhubarb wine brewed from produce from the gardens.
Hellevir swirled the wine around the glass, as the priestesses filled her in on what she had missed. She had calmed down a bit since the palace and her near-arrest, soothed by the priestesses’ attentions and the familiarity of the Order’s walls, but even so she only half-listened, distracted by her thoughts of what she had seen in Death. 
Underneath, do it underneath. Underneath does more damage. Underneath what? Nails, skin? Her thoughts kept slipping through what the Queen could have been seeing, what she was training Sullivain to do. She shook her head as if that would dispel it all. Don’t you dare bring my Amirande into this, she’d said. My Amirande. Amirande must have been her daughter, Sullivain’s mother. She’d died in childbirth. You were never worthy of my daughter, or my granddaughter. Who had the Queen seen, strapped to that table? 
“The arrests worried us,” Edrin was saying with a sigh, scratching her ear under her headscarf. Hellevir had told them what had happened on the way to the Order, and neither of them had been surprised. “We thought they might come after us too, once they started taking away the street seers and the fortune-tellers from the market. They began to harass the priestesses in the streets. We don’t go out much these days, just to be safe. But none of us have been arrested.” 
“Yet,” Sathir remarked, a single harsh syllable in the little room. “It’s only because of the uproar it would cause, arresting those who protect the heart of the city. Beloved tradition triumphs, always.” 
“But it isn’t illegal, is it?” Hellevir protested quietly. “Practicing other ways?”
“Not officially, no. But it is illegal to do anything that hinders a person’s journey on the Path of Light, or contradicts the teachings of Onaistus.” Her tone was grim. “Fortune-tellers presume too much if they claim to see the future Onaistus has planned. Hedge-witches are charlatans contradicting the sacred work of the Temple healers. It’s all just excuses, and I imagine soon they won’t even need those to do away with whoever they want.” 
“Do you think we are safe?” Hellevir asked. “The Temple soldiers are everywhere.” Sathir shrugged stiffly.
“They have no reason to be frightened of us,” Edrin said. “We don’t pose a threat. We are a handful of priestesses, we keep to ourselves and quietly tend to the founding willow. No one converts to us anymore, except for those who already follow in the old ways.” 
The room was silent, besides the crackling of the fire. No one could contradict her, but the air was heavy with doubt.
“Why did the Princess summon you?” Sathir asked. Hellevir had told them only that she was back because Sullivain called for her, but not why. “Did she need . . . was she . . .” 
“She wasn’t dead, no,” Hellevir said. “She . . . wanted my advice.”
“She brought you all the way back to Rochidain for your advice?” the priestess asked dubiously.
“Yes. I’m very wise, you know.” Her attempt at a joke fell flat, but she sipped her wine without elaborating. Sathir looked like she was going to press her, when a knock came at the door, and one of the younger priestesses on watch poked her head in. 
“There’s someone here for the herbalist,” she said quietly, her eyes flickering to Hellevir’s eyepatch. Hellevir tensed.
“Who?” she asked.
“Says his name is . . .” She glanced behind her, startled by something further up the corridor. “Hey, you can’t . . .” she began, but was interrupted as someone pushed the door open abruptly. Her father stepped into the room, and before Hellevir was properly on her feet he had wrapped her up in his arms, enveloping her so tightly it took her breath away. Hellevir was so surprised, taken so off-guard, that for a moment she just stood there, hands by her sides, until she remembered how long it had been since her pa had held her, and she hugged him back. She was unaware of anything except burying her head in the collar of his coat, only realizing the priestesses had discreetly left the room when he pulled away again. He looked older than when she’d last seen him, with more lines around his eyes and across his forehead, even though it had only been a few years. There was grey in his beard. He looked at her, perhaps noting the new thinness to her cheeks, the sun-kissed color of her skin. 
“My girl,” he muttered, and hugged her again. “Why didn’t you come and see us?” She shifted, uncomfortable. “You weren’t going to leave again without telling us, were you?” 
“I wasn’t certain how welcome I’d be, Pa,” she admitted. “Ma, Farvor, they wouldn’t have wanted to see me.”
He sighed angrily, brushed the hair back from her eyepatch.
“Nonsense,” he said gruffly. “It’s still my house, and there’s always space for you there.”
Hellevir smiled, putting her hand over his on her cheek.
“How did you even know I was here?”
“Your bird, he came and got me. Started pulling the buttons off my coat before I got the message and followed him. He’s waiting outside.” 
“Meddling bird.”
“A bird who knows what’s important.” His smile faded. “But why are you here?” he asked. “Why come back and not tell us?”
Before she could think to stop herself, she told him everything. The Princess’s summons, the Crown’s Blessing. She spared him her encounter in Death, not wanting to relive it. When she was finished he blew a breath through his lips, shaking his head. 
“The Queen, dead,” he muttered.
“Don’t tell anyone. I shouldn’t have told you.”
“I’ll keep quiet. The things you get involved in, my girl,” he said. “The rise and fall of dynasties.”
“I didn’t ask for it.”
“No, but you do keep coming back.” The comment was shrewd, and caught her off-guard. “Let’s go for a walk,” he said before she had to think of an answer. 
Hellevir gathered up her coat and led him out towards the grounds. As they walked they caught each other up on their news since their last letters. They made their way past the iron gate, through the tunnel, and out into the gardens. Pa stopped and looked around them, at the snowdrops sprinkling the lawn in the moonlight, the river running quietly between grassy banks. 
“I’m glad you had this place,” her pa said. “Something good, when you were no longer living with us.” She glanced up at him, saw the way his eyes rested on the trees, on the willow as it came into view. They paused, looking up into the boughs swaying in the moonlight. Bats flittered overhead. A breeze disturbed the branches and they rustled, the leaves trailing haphazard scribbles on the surface of the river. A tightness within Hellevir eased slightly at the sight. She inclined her head in respect. 
“You miss the woods, don’t you?” she asked. He smiled sadly.
“I’ve always missed the woods,” he replied, tone dry.
“Do you think you’ll go back, one day?”
“I . . . perhaps. Perhaps sooner than you’d think too.”
“Really? You’re planning on going home?”
Home was an odd word, for both of them. Home was this willow tree, the Order. But home was also a cottage by the woods that had fallen to wrack and ruin, the ivy climbing the inside of its walls, a cherry blossom that had long since caved in one of the cottage walls, a span of woodland that would barely remember their fleeting presence. Home was a memory. 
“I don’t know, Hellevir. Everything that’s happening . . . perhaps it’s best.”
“Everything that’s happening?”
“You’d be a fool not to feel it. We’re at a tipping point, Hellevir. The hangings, the arrests, it’s affecting everyone. I don’t want to be caught in the middle when the fires start.” He hesitated, as if there was something else he wanted to say. 
“What is it?” Hellevir asked.
“I’m worried about your big brother,” he said. Hellevir tensed. Pa must have felt it in her arm linked through his. “He’s keeping secrets from me, Hellevir. I know he always has kept things close to his chest, but I’m . . . worried he’s mixed up in something.” 
“What sort of thing?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps I’m just being a nervous old man. He comes back at dawn, from parties at the Houses, he says, but he’s stone cold sober. When we lived by the woods he was a serious boy, because he knew the cold was a serious danger. Then he came here and he became light-hearted, almost silly, like he was getting to act a boy. But now, the seriousness has come back.” 
“As if he knows there’s danger?”
“It might be nothing. He might just have grown up. But I’d still . . . it would help my peace of mind if you were to talk to him.” He squeezed her hand. “He talks about you. Once even said he wished he’d gone with you travelling when you asked.” Hellevir looked down at their footsteps, creasing the dewy grass. “Stay a while,” her pa pressed. “Not at my house, I know that won’t be comfortable for you. But stay in Rochidain.” 
Hellevir found herself nodding as she looked up into the boughs of the willow tree.
 
When her father had gone, after she had promised to come by the next day, she sat underneath the willow tree, her back to the trunk. The air smelled sweet, heavy with the scent of river water and grass, but it was still cold enough for her to see her breath. The river at her feet raised its head, long tresses of weed falling over snail-shell eyes, and she said hello to it. 
She started to hum a song, one she’d heard Eloé sing in Claridain. She couldn’t remember the words, but it didn’t matter. The woven figure of the willow sat beside her in silence, listening. As the waters trickled by, it gently leaned its head against her shoulder with the creak of bending branches, prickling the skin of her cheek with its foliage tresses. 
 
That night, as she slept in one of the guest rooms of the Order, she dreamed that they sat in Sullivain’s study, reading by candlelight. The Princess lay with her head upon Hellevir’s lap, and Hellevir was brushing her hair absently as she read. The fire crackled in the hearth, and it was wonderfully warm in here. The weight of Sullivain’s head was comfortable, like a cat’s. 
As lucidity washed over her, Hellevir’s hand froze above Sullivain’s hair. A potent flush of indignation quickly followed, and she made to stand, to force Sullivain from her lap, but the Princess looked up at her and met her eyes. 
“So quick to flee?” the Princess asked with a sideways smile, laying her book open on her stomach.
“And you aren’t?” Hellevir countered hotly. “I thought our jaunts bored you?” 
“Shh. Don’t break the spell.”
“It’s not a spell, Sullivain. It’s my good night’s sleep.”
They watched each other in the firelight. The spell had already been broken, something lost from the ease of their companionship in this half-lit world of dreams, lingering somewhere at the edge of Death, and Hellevir almost grieved for it. Things were different now; Hellevir knew that this was really Sullivain, not just a dream figment, knew that the real Princess was lying in her bed in a palace a mere mile away, sleeping and dreaming as Hellevir did. 
“What are you reading?” Sullivain asked. Hellevir nearly stood again, but Sullivain’s hand on her knee stilled her.
“Sullivain, I’m not in the mood . . .”
“I’m reading Twenty Best Chess Openings,” Sullivain interrupted. “Sounds dry but it’s not too bad. You?” 
Hellevir glanced at the book on Sullivain’s stomach.
“The pages are empty,” she pointed out. She felt Sullivain’s shrug against her legs.
“Please, it’s a dream. Were you reading or sitting there with a book open, and playing with my hair?”
“This isn’t a game,” Hellevir said quietly. “I don’t want to play.”
“No, it’s a dream. And we can do whatever we want.” She paused. “And I want to be here with you.”
Hellevir’s heart thudded painfully. She felt her lips press thin, irritated but unable to stop her eyes from lingering on the curve of Sullivain’s cheek. 
“But you do whatever you want anyway,” she remarked quietly. “You always have.”
Sullivain gazed up at her.
“Now we both know that’s not true,” she replied. “If I always got what I wanted, you’d never have left Rochidain.” Sullivain’s eyes were the color of molten gold, and at her words Hellevir felt a tug in her chest she hadn’t known in four years. It worried her that it still had a root within her. She said nothing as the Princess returned to her empty book, and let her hand drift back to stroke her hair. 
 
Hellevir was woken by Edrin. The low light and the birdsong told her it was dawn, and Edrin’s wide eyes told her something was wrong. 
“Oh, not again,” Hellevir muttered. Edrin shook her head.
“It’s not a body,” she said. “At least not yet. We need your help.” Hellevir sat up blearily, rubbing her eyes.
“What’s the matter?”
“It’s one of the homeless people we took in. He’s ill, something in his chest. We could use a herbalist.” Hellevir got out of bed and pulled some clothes on. She grabbed her medicine bag. 
“Is Sathir up?”
“Yes, she’s been up with him all night.”
Edrin led her downstairs and through the library into the infirmary. Hellevir could already hear the hacking before the priestess opened the door. Beyond, Sathir was standing by the man’s bedside, rubbing his back as he coughed blood into a bowl. She wore a mask over her nose and mouth, and looked up grimly as she settled him back into his pillow. 
“Can you help?” Edrin asked her quietly. Hellevir swallowed, already knowing that she couldn’t. The man was painfully thin, sweat beading on his forehead and swollen neck. He was struggling to breathe, his fist bunching around the covers. In the other hand he held a talisman draped about his neck; it looked like a coin with a hole punched through it for the cord. It wasn’t an ade, but something foreign. 
“How long has he been like this?” Hellevir asked.
“He came to us with it,” Sathir told her. “About four months ago. It’s got worse since. The last three weeks he’s been bedridden. I’m afraid it’s consumption.” 
Hellevir nodded.
“I can give him something for the pain, but . . .”
“Nothing for the cough?”
“I . . . some horehound, marsh mallow, and licorice root for the mucus, but . . .”
“Whatever you have.”
Hellevir did as she was told. She set about making a tea, setting a pot over the fire to boil and throwing in some dried licorice root, yarrow flowers, and black pepper from the Order’s stores. The previous summer she had made a white horehound-infused honey, the perfect tonic for a painful throat and removal of phlegm, and she stirred a spoonful into the water along with some wine. Then she ground up a paste of garlic, thyme, and peppermint, fresh from the gardens, and squeezed the juice into the tea. She set aside some marsh mallow root in a jar to infuse in cold water, and Sathir added ginger to it. 
Hellevir filled a burner with some of the dried herbs and passed it to Sathir, who fitted a breathing tube to it and held it over the man’s nose and mouth so he could inhale it. He had another retching fit while Hellevir finished preparing his tea, and the sound was awful. She managed to coax him into taking off his shirt, revealing a chest so thin the dips between his bones looked like the furrows of a plowed field. She rubbed a myrrh tincture into his skin. 
She’d seen this before, two or three times now, but never this bad. Over time herbs could help, but at such a late stage of the illness it was like spitting on a forest fire to put it out, almost a waste of medicine. She knew that all she could really do was try to make him comfortable, so she added a couple of drops of her own pain tincture to the tea, and took it over to him. 
“Here, you need to drink this,” she said, her voice muffled through the scarf she had wrapped around the lower half of her face. His hands were shaking so badly she had to help him. He wouldn’t stop clutching the coin around his neck. When he finally dropped it to drink, she saw one side had a king’s head on it. She’d heard some people call consumption the royal illness; according to old wives’ tales it was driven away by the touch of royalty, but somehow she doubted getting Sullivain in here would help. 
It was a long morning. He managed to reach a fitful slumber, his chest rising and falling with a wheezing like broken billows. He was maybe in his forties, but the lines on his face made him look far older. 
Hellevir lit some dried sage and elderflower for him to breathe in while he slept, and the room took on a hazy thickness.
“He’s going to die, isn’t he,” Sathir muttered, resting her head on her hand, as drowsy as Hellevir was from the thick air and her disturbed sleep. Hellevir glanced at him, but he was asleep and wouldn’t have heard. 
“I have some more tincture for the pain,” she replied. “It’ll see him through.”
“And then?” Hellevir looked up at her, met the priestess’s hard eyes.
“And then what?”
“Will you bring him back?”
“I . . .” Hellevir looked down at him. “I don’t know.”
The priestess didn’t press her. She knew that each resurrection had its cost, and knew that only Hellevir could decide whether to pay it. All the old anxieties Hellevir had thought she’d left behind, the need to preserve the treasures just in case, simmered within her. They felt like an old skin she needed to slough. She recalled the dream from the previous night, the weight of Sullivain’s head on her leg, the way her hair had shone in the light from the fire. She shook herself. 
But she remembered the old man in Claridain. She had abandoned him, and the wretchedness of that decision had followed her like a wolf on her trail. Elsevir had rebuked her for her shame at the time, saying that she should be careful whom she brought back to life, as her means to do so was finite, and she understood, logically, the sense of that. But here her heart and mind were at odds. Looking down at the dying man before her, she could only feel a heavy sense of duty. “What’s his name?” she asked Sathir. 
“Glaus. He’s from the south. He never told me what he was doing up here, though. Job prospect gone sour, I suppose.”
“No last name?”
“None that he gave.”
“And no one with him?”
“He has no one in the world.”
The herbs made no discernible difference to Glaus. He woke briefly to cough up more blood, and drank another tea before collapsing back onto the pillow, muttering something in a foreign language. He didn’t seem to see Hellevir. 
He passed away just before nightfall. She and Sathir sat in silence by his bed, the sage thick and ineffectual around them.
“Will you?” was all Sathir asked. There were shadows under her eyes from the long day. Hellevir just nodded. Sullivain wasn’t first in line for the treasures, not anymore. 
 
Death greeted her with its cold kiss. She shuddered, but it was so familiar to her now that she felt herself relax. Its clean lack of smell was a relief after the heavy sage, the odor of sickness and blood. 
The room was empty, the fire dead, the body gone. She left the infirmary and went into the corridor of the library outside, but it wasn’t the corridor she knew. This one was remarkably thin, and kept going, dwindling into an impossible distance. She looked the other way, and it was the same. Rows and rows of empty bookshelves, interrupted by the occasional chair or unlit lantern, picture frame or cabinet. She picked a direction and began to walk. 
It was too narrow for her shoulders, and she had to walk at an angle. Her torso began to hurt after a while but she couldn’t turn, so she kept on going. Just when it was starting to get claustrophobic, reminding her of the Sage Mines and the rocks she had crawled between, the corridor suddenly spilled her out into a domed room, with stairs winding down in a broad spiral. The walls were lined with more empty bookcases, making her feel oddly like she was in a mausoleum. The top of the dome was glass, and beyond it was only darkness. At the bottom of the stairs, in the center of the circular floor, was a fountain. She descended, her hand brushing the balustrade, her footsteps mute and yet cacophonous, as all sounds were in Death. 
She’d seen the fountain before, in the wooded grove where Death had brought her once or twice. There were suits of armor standing against the walls, their blades embedded in the floor between their feet. 
There was a fireplace, huge enough for her to walk into, against one wall. Blue-white flames that it hurt her eyes to look at flickered and left impressions of themselves upon the air. 
“What is this place?” she asked.
“The same place as the grove,” the world said. “The same place as the temple in your Claridain.” She realized that the man with black eyes was standing by the hearth, had been all this time, though she’d somehow missed him, or he’d meant for her not to see him. His skin was white as bone in the chilling light of the fire. “All roads in Death lead to this place, though it likes to wear different disguises.” 
“The heart of Death?” she said.
“Nothing so exciting. It’s just where I like to sit when I’m not escorting the dead, or watching the living.” She glanced around, and saw there were two chairs facing the hearth, both made of worn red leather. Death inclined his head, and she sat down. 
She didn’t speak at once. She felt like she needed to recover, just have a moment to breathe. She could still hear the man’s coughing in her head. Death let her be, watching the fire as if it didn’t hurt his eyes at all to look, and she was grateful for the respite. She didn’t ask for Glaus, not at once. 
“Why are there no books?” she asked instead, looking up at the spiral staircase lined with empty shelves.
“This place lacks the imagination to populate itself with thousands of different stories.”
“You don’t have any books here at all?”
“Some. Not many.”
“I think if I were Death and had infinite time, all I’d do is read,” she said. The air shifted.
“Would you.”
He gestured to her left, where a table had appeared with a half-dozen tattered books, all thick and all bound in leather. None of them had titles. She picked one up, but realized quickly that she couldn’t read any of the writing. It wasn’t in a language she understood. It was too old. 
“What are these?” she asked him. “I can’t read them.”
“They were gifts. Plucked from life.”
“Plucked from life . . . ?”
Insight sparked within her, and she suddenly knew where the books were from. They had come with him in his memories, from Before. She glanced up and around her, at the fountain and the statues. Perhaps everything had been plucked from his life as a warlord, long turned to dust in the living world but preserved here, forever. 
She felt a pulse of excitement flood through her, and she went still to try to hide it. She wondered if he knew her suspicions, wondered if he was prompting her to voice them by showing her these books, but she was still missing something, she could feel it; to speak now felt too premature. 
She glanced up at him. He seemed sad, distracted. She had the sudden—and bizarre—urge to cheer him up. Cheering up Death, what a thing. 
She drew her fingers over the inked words, the symbols that meant nothing to her. Words in a spidery scrawl, some of the letters large and ornately decorated, the margins brightly colored with pictures of plants and animals. 
She looked up, a thought occurring to her. “Would you like me to bring books, when I come?” she asked. He smiled at that, the half-mocking smile that suggested she’d said something amusing, and she didn’t know it. 
“Why would you want to do that?”
“You have a lot of empty shelves. I bring across seeds, flowers, pearls, even coal. Why couldn’t I bring a book?”
“What makes you so sure I could read it any better than you can read mine?”
“Because you’ve been watching the world for a very long time. I’d be surprised if you hadn’t picked something up.”
He regarded her, the hooded darkness of his eyes thoughtful.
“And what would you demand for such a gift?”
Hellevir shrugged.
“Nothing.” She swallowed.
“Something has clearly occurred to you.” She looked down again, tracing the illuminations with her fingertips.
“I . . . can I come here? Not for souls, just . . . to be here? Every time I come here the world stills. I could do with still, sometimes.” 
He watched her, and she made herself sit quietly. She didn’t think she’d ever be comfortable with how closely he regarded her, as if he could see right through her. But then again, she’d entered Death so many times. She was painted on the walls, now, just like Sullivain. Perhaps he could taste her soul just like she’d tasted Peer Aedus’s, and understood her need for silence. 
“As you wish,” he said. His dark eyes were not mocking, as she was so used to them being. “But you could have always come here, if stillness was what you needed.” He turned away before she could think what to reply, and gestured towards the fountain in the center of the domed room. “I suppose you would like your fisherman,” he said. Hellevir frowned and turned, and saw the man she’d come for standing by the waters. He was doing something with his hands, although they were empty. Hellevir had seen enough of the fishermen down by the harbor repairing their nets to recognize the motions. 
“I didn’t know he was a fisherman,” she said quietly. She stood, holding the book against her stomach, and went over to him. “Glaus?” she said. He glanced at her, and nodded his head with a smile, saying something in a tongue she didn’t speak, but still somehow understood. 
“I’ll come in for tea in a minute,” he said. “I’m nearly done.” She glanced back curiously at the man dressed in black. He was leaning against the hearth with his arms folded, watching her with those shadowed eyes. 
“I can understand him,” she said.
“There is no language in Death. Souls have no language.”
“Then how come I couldn’t read the book?”
“Honestly, I couldn’t tell you. No one has come here to read my books before.” She thought about it. If she was correct that these books had once been his in life, then her best guess was that they were committed things, still somewhere in life, even if they were dust. They were not souls. 
She came back to the fireplace, and held the book out to him. As she did, some loose sheets slipped from between the pages, and fell on to the floor. They both looked down at the papers, the book held between them. 
When he made no move to pick them up, Hellevir did so. They were notes in a new hand, a child’s diagrams, geometric designs hastily drawn in ink and charcoal. It took her a moment to realize what they were: weaving patterns. They were gone from her fingertips before she’d even blinked. So was the book in his hand. She felt suddenly that she’d seen more than he meant her to see. He watched her in silence, daring her to voice her question, and this time she found she couldn’t hold his gaze. 
Glaus was humming to himself quietly as he worked. It was a happy sound, and it brought her back to herself. She reached into her pocket and drew out the ivy flower. The man’s black eyes slid to it, caught, and she thought he might have drawn in a breath. When he took it from her, it was almost as if she wasn’t there. When she held out her hand, he drew his nail across her finger absently, and although it didn’t hurt she almost wished that it had, that there was something more to mark the occasion of her soul being shared, as the blood pooled and dripped onto the stone floor. 
“You don’t mind if I come here?” she asked. “Whenever I need to?”
That half-smile. She suddenly felt like he was a hundred miles away from her. She wished she hadn’t dropped the patterns from the book. Every time she felt like she could talk to him—to the man behind the mask—something happened to make him withdraw. 
“Bring me something to read,” he said, “and we’ll call it even.” He held out a slip of paper, the next riddle, and she pocketed it. 
“What sort of book?”
“Surprise me.” There was a beat of silence. She suddenly felt like she’d outstayed her welcome, but before she could say she should go, she awoke. 
 
It took a while to convince Glaus that they hadn’t performed some kind of witchcraft on him to heal him—although really, Hellevir thought, they were lying to him—pointing to the herbs and remedies Hellevir had brewed. Finally, he calmed down, and had the grace to thank her. Sathir went to find him some food, leaving Hellevir to keep him company. 
“I would take your hand to say thank you, but . . .” He glanced down at the blood on his fingers from his coughing. His accent was thick, but he spoke Chronish well. She brought him some water and a cloth to wash with. 
“Where are you from?” Hellevir asked as he wiped his face.
“The south. In’hir, we call it.”
“Inthira, I think that’s the Chronish. Why are you so far from home?”
“My wife, she wanted us to come here. Better work. But she got sick, died last year. Then . . .” He shrugged, gesturing to himself. He’d got sick too. Perhaps it had been the same thing. His eyes were hard. 
“I’m sorry,” Hellevir said.
“She was a good woman. I miss her.” He held up the coin. “This was hers. I wear it for luck. I wish it had worked for her, as it has for me.” 
I was wrong, then, Hellevir thought. He didn’t just think a royal emblem would save him. 
“You were a fisherman, weren’t you?” He glanced at her, suspicious.
“I . . . how did you know?”
“You talked about it while you were feverish.” She glanced at the coin around his neck. “My father knows people at the harbor. He can get you work, if you want. Or start you on the way home.” 
He looked at her, frowning, as if trying to discern her. Then he nodded.
“That is good of you,” he said. “Very good. Thank you.” He washed his hands clean, turning the water a pinkish color. “But I will stay in Rochidain, I think,” he said. “I sold all I had to come. I should stay.” 
“We’ll find you work, then.”
He gave her that same puzzled look, and nodded again.
“Thank you. But why? We do not know each other.”
She shrugged.
“I’m invested in you now,” she said, with an attempt at light-heartedness. Sathir saved her from speaking further, coming into the room with a bowl of hot soup on a tray and a hunk of fresh bread. 
The needle’s prick
Is worth the pain
When the pattern emerges from the thread.
 
She worried at the edge of the riddle as she sat in her rooms, wondering when—or if—she would ever find the last one, if there was a last one to find. The thought that there might one day be no more, that she would have all the pieces of the Antlered King’s story, frightened her. She wasn’t sure why; perhaps it was because then she would only have her own body to bargain with. Or perhaps it was because she secretly wondered if, once she’d found them all, she would no longer be able to enter Death as she was used to. The thought left her feeling oddly bereft. 
 
That evening Hellevir did as she’d promised her pa, and went to the house to see Farvor. Pa had said it was his day off and he’d be home. She remembered the route easily, and found herself before the bellpull far too quickly, before she’d really had a chance to muster her courage. She rang it. 
She heard footsteps in the courtyard, and the latch turning. She’d been expecting the Temple servant or her pa, or even her mother, but for some reason she hadn’t been expecting Farvor. He didn’t seem surprised to see her. 
“Well,” he said. “Hello.”
“Hello.”
They looked at each other a little awkwardly. He’d grown a beard. It looked good. He still needed a haircut. She was starkly reminded of the first time she’d appeared on the doorstep, after arriving from the countryside, and he’d nearly knocked her off her feet in his happiness at finally seeing her. 
“Pa told me you were back,” Farvor said. “Mentioned you’d come by.”
“I hope you don’t mind.”
He half-smiled, relaxing a little.
“Of course I don’t mind,” he said quietly. “Come inside. I brought you some oranges from the market.”
They sat in the kitchen, eating oranges and drinking elderflower cordial. Their chatter fell into an easy cadence, but all the same Farvor was reserved. She couldn’t blame him. She was just happy that he was talking to her at all. 
She told him where she’d been, let him know Milandre was still doing well, and he brought her up to date on everything she’d missed in Rochidain. He was working for the Hannotirs as an administrative assistant, handling their affairs in much the same way as he’d handled Calgir Redeion’s. He said his dead lover’s name with an ease that seemed to come from forced practice, but they didn’t speak about what had happened. The conversation felt too delicate to bear such weight. She wondered how he could endure working at House Hannotir. It was the Hannotir squire who had overheard Hellevir warning Calgir that the Crown suspected Auland Redeion of the assassination attempts on Sullivain. If she’d been more careful, the whole House might have escaped from Rochidain. 
It was noon when their pa came down; time had flown by, and Hellevir felt more hopeful than she had in four years, relieved at how easily she could still talk to her brother. 
Pa was carrying a side of lamb from the butcher’s. “What’s that for?” Hellevir asked. It was far too large for their one household.
“It’s the Spring Festival,” he said. “We’re having a roast with some friends.”
“Pa has started celebrating to annoy Ma,” Farvor explained. “It’s not an Onaistian celebration.”
“I endure the Cuiks, she can endure a good old-fashioned pagan roast.”
Farvor glanced at Hellevir.
“It’s this week,” he said. “Will you come?”
She could hardly say no.
 
As the sun set, Farvor took a bottle of wine from the kitchens, and asked Hellevir to follow him. At the end of the street was an old watchtower made of grey stone, very out of place among the brightly colored walls of the Merchant Quarter houses. Hellevir had seen it in passing, but had never been inside, mostly because it looked like it was about to fall to rubble. Farvor went in without a second thought, and she followed with a shrug. 
The inner staircase was sturdy enough, and led them up in a spiral all the way to the top. Hellevir was out of breath by the time they reached the lookout, leaning her hands on her knees. 
“All those years on horseback and you can’t climb a hundred steps?” her brother teased.
“That was more than a hundred.” She stretched her back. “And I let Dune do the uphill stuff.” Farvor was sitting on top of the broad wall, his long legs crossed underneath him. Up here, the sun still shone brightly, although the canals below were in shadow. The clouds were streaked in red and pink, and the red-tiled roofs of the houses were golden. Hellevir climbed up beside her brother, not letting herself look at the drop below. 
“Calgir and I used to come up here,” Farvor said. “Now and then. Where no one could find us.” He popped the cork on the bottle, and took a long swig. He wiped his mouth and held it out to her. 
“You couldn’t have brought glasses?” she asked.
“Did you want to carry them up here?”
“Nope.” She took a swig. It was a nice vintage, and she looked at the label. “This is Temple wine, Farvor,” she remarked.
“And do you care?”
“Hardly.” She took another drink, a long one, and handed it back. They sat in silence, passing it between them, watching the sun sink lower. 
“Pa thinks you’re in a cult,” Hellevir said. Farvor raised an eyebrow.
“He thinks what?”
“You’re coming home too sober. He thinks you’re up to something. He told me he’s worried.”
“Gods forbid I be up to shenanigans,” Farvor muttered, taking a swig. “Too sober, my, my. He’s just worried because I finally seem . . . well, fine. He doesn’t trust it.” He shrugged. “Can’t say I blame him. Been a rocky few years.” 
“And are you?”
“What?”
“Fine?”
“I am more fine than I’ve been in a long time, Hellevir. Really.” They sat in silence for a moment. He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry I didn’t write,” he said without looking at her. She glanced across. 
“I didn’t expect you to,” she replied quietly. “Not after everything.”
“It took me a while to come to terms with it all,” he said. “I’m not going to lie, I blamed you. For Calgir, for the whole of House Redeion. Part of me still does.” He took a long draft, passed the bottle over. She swallowed, trying not to let him see how much that hurt. 
“Me too,” she murmured.
“And I think part of me always will.”
She took a mouthful.
“Me too.”
“But I missed you,” he said. She glanced across at him, met his eyes. She saw him studying the eyepatch, scuffed and threadbare after years of use. 
“Me too,” she said.
“It wasn’t your fault, anyway,” he remarked. “You were just trying to warn Calgir, you weren’t to know we’d be overheard. Four years let me get some perspective. I was only angry at you because I couldn’t pulverize Auland. Because you couldn’t bring Calgir back. But that wasn’t your fault.” Hellevir felt her stomach clench. There it was, the opening she’d been dreading, the opportunity to tell him the full truth. She fought for something to say, and as she struggled she realized she was taking far too long to reply. Farvor had turned his head and was looking at her. His brow grew furrowed. 
“Hellevir?” he asked.
She felt bloodless. She looked down at the street below, resisted the sudden intrusive impulse to jump.
“I . . .” Her throat felt tight. She swallowed.
“Hellevir. There’s something you’re not telling me.”
Here it was. No going back now.
“When I went into Death,” she began, hesitant, unable to look at Farvor as she spoke, “I was offered a deal. My life in exchange for Calgir’s. It was the only way to bring him back without a body, after the Queen . . .” Burned the body, ground his bones to dust. 
She felt Farvor go still beside her.
“And you didn’t take the deal?” he asked quietly. She just shook her head. She couldn’t meet his gaze. “You chose your own life over his.” She closed her eyes, nodded. 
He made a noise and swung his legs back over the wall, turning away from her. She glanced up at him.
“I . . .” What could she say? Farvor put a hand to his head, looking lost.
“What am I supposed . . . Why did you tell me that, Hellevir?” he demanded.
“I don’t know. I just thought you should know.”
“For whose peace of mind, exactly? Mine or yours?”
“I . . .”
“You told me you tried and you couldn’t!”
“I wouldn’t have been able to anyway,” she said. “Death told me he wouldn’t have let me if I’d tried to give my life for his. He needs me alive.” 
Farvor put his arms around himself as if trying to keep warm, looking out restlessly over the city. The sun brought dark umber out of his hair. 
“Well, then,” he muttered. “If you couldn’t anyway, it’s all moot, isn’t it?”
“Farvor . . .”
He sighed, an aggravated sound.
“You were always too honest, you know,” he said unhappily. “You always had to make sure everyone had the truth of things. Even when it hurt. What am I supposed to do with this, Hellevir? Say that you should have given your life in exchange for my partner’s? Say that you should have died instead? You know I can’t say that, you’re my sister, it’s . . . it’s impossible . . .” He pushed his hands through his hair and it fell haphazardly over his forehead. “All this, raking it up again, I didn’t want to do this. I wanted to put it behind us.” 
“It was impossible,” Hellevir said, slipping off the wall and taking his hands. He didn’t immediately shrug her off, staring down at her with glassy eyes. “It was an impossible choice. I weighed up the lives I could save against Calgir’s, and that was what decided it for me.” 
He stared at her, his expression disfiguring his face. Her heart sank as she realized she’d said something wrong.
“But you saved Sullivain next,” he exclaimed. “After everything she did? After she had him hanged, after she had her brutes beat the shit out of me? She threatened you for months. You weighed her life against his?” 
“No, of course not, Farvor, it’s not about her! Since then I’ve saved others. If it had been just me, just my life, I would have given it . . .” 
“I have no idea if you would have,” he snapped. “You can’t ask me to have that kind of faith in you, not after this.” He shook his head, pulling away from her. “All this time, I’ve been trying to forgive you for what happened, telling myself that at least you tried to bring him back. But now you’re saying you didn’t, that you wouldn’t even if you could have, that Sullivain was one of the lives you weighed against his. Sullivain’s! That vile creature, that . . .” He stopped abruptly, cutting off his own words. He was shaking. “It’s so utterly pointless. Why would you tell me this?” 
Hellevir was wondering much the same thing. She’d imagined this moment a hundred times, imagined unburdening the secret and still being forgiven, but she had told herself she wouldn’t because it would only cause Farvor pain. She’d been right, and yet she’d still opened her accursed mouth and ripped the wounds afresh. He turned away, back towards the staircase. 
“Farvor, wait,” she started, trying to catch his arm, but he shrugged her off.
“Don’t,” he shot at her. “Just . . . don’t. Leave me alone.”
She stood there as his footsteps receded down the stairwell, feeling cold. She’d felt a glimmer of hope that they would be all right. That they’d sit on the wall together, drinking wine and talking about Calgir as they watched the sun set. That he’d say he had forgiven her. But she’d believed forgiveness without all the facts was a lie. She should have known a lie was sometimes kinder. 
She sat down on the wall again, and finished the bottle on her own. She watched the sun even though it was too bright and hurt her eye, until it vanished from sight. From here, she could see the red and ruined roofs of House Redeion, fallen to dilapidation, and in the distance, the towers of the palace. 



Chapter Nine
Hellevir decided to make herself useful while she was staying at the Order, if only to distract herself, and offered to help Edrin in the gardens. Seedlings were growing in a greenhouse, and together they watered them and checked for any insects. They spent a pleasant morning kneeling in the soil, transposing seedlings into the beds. 
Around noon, the new priestess from the gate hurried over, and cleared her throat to get their attention.
“Herbalist, there’s someone here to see you.” Hellevir got to her feet, brushing off the dirt from her knees.
“Is it my father? I told him . . .”
“No, it’s a lady. I . . .” She bit her lip, and whispered, “She looks like the lady from all those pictures, the Princess?” Hellevir froze. 
“What does she want?”
“She said she wants to speak to you. She wanted to see the willow too.”
Hellevir glanced back down at Edrin.
“Can she come in here?” she asked her. The priestess shrugged, but it was stiff. The idea of letting Sullivain into the Order must have felt like inviting in the enemy. 
“Anyone can who asks,” she replied. “The willow belongs to the whole city.”
Hellevir took off her apron and gloves and left them with Edrin, following the younger priestess back out through the tunnel and towards the long courtyard. The fuchsia was not yet blooming, but its foliage was lush and heavy. 
For all her civilian clothes Sullivain looked like a creature from a fairy tale, just by the way she stood there amidst it, by the look in her eye. Her pale hair hung over one shoulder in a braid, a thin thread of gold twined through it. There were a couple of other people with her, dressed as civilians but clearly soldiers in disguise. 
“What are you doing here?” Hellevir demanded in a low voice as she came near, unwilling to say her name more loudly in case anyone heard. 
“Nice to see you too,” Sullivain replied. She reached out and wiped some dirt from Hellevir’s cheek with her thumb, smiling wryly. Hellevir flinched, but she was wearing gloves. “You’re all mucky,” she commented. 
“I’ve been gardening.”
“Show me?”
“What?”
“The gardens. And the library, and the choir hall. Show me everywhere. I want to see where you stay when you’re here.”
“You want to see around the Order?”
“Yes, is that so strange?”
“Yes. Very.”
“Humor me, herbalist.”
“Is everything all right? With the . . .” She glanced around. “The Blessing?”
Sullivain smiled, a sideways smile as if she were amused by Hellevir’s guarded tone.
“Yes,” she replied. “I’m halfway through deciphering Grandmama’s books. But that’s not why I’m here.”
“You want to see the Order?”
“I want to see the Order.”
Hellevir looked at the soldiers who were with her.
“Fine. But they stay here. Don’t expect a friendly welcome from the priestesses.”
Sullivain cocked her head to the side.
“Whyever not?”
“Your Soldiers of the Light are hardly making life comfortable outside the Order.”
Sullivain waved a hand, infuriatingly dismissive.
“Oh, they’re not doing any harm,” she said. “You must give a dog a bit of leash or it’ll bite the hand that holds it.”
“Even if that means it will bite anything else it meets?”
“The thing about the Temple, herbalist, is that their bark is worse than their bite.”
“Tell that to the Peer who ordered me flogged.”
Sullivain met her eyes for an instant, fleetingly, and then looked away again, as if she could hardly recall what Hellevir was talking about. 
“If you please,” she said, gesturing ahead. Hellevir shook her head, mystified.
She took her around the library first, half-hoping that the Princess would get bored before they reached the gardens, but Sullivain just ran her hands along the walls, the balustrades, the bookcases, as if she were touring a house she hadn’t visited in years. As they walked, the passing priestesses and visitors glanced twice at them, half-recognizing the Princess from her public appearances and paintings of her, but mostly caught by how striking she was. 
“Do you sit here reading?” Sullivain asked as they walked past the reading rooms.
“I used to.”
Sullivain’s hand paused on a shelf of dusty tomes with blank covers, which were conspicuous by their modesty compared with the decoration of their neighbors. 
With a start Hellevir recognized them.
“What are these?” Sullivain asked, and made to pick one up. Hellevir stopped her abruptly.
“Private,” she said quickly, and cursed herself as soon as she’d said it, knowing it was exactly the wrong word to use if she wanted to deflect Sullivain’s curiosity. Sure enough, the Princess’s eyebrow rose. Hellevir sighed. 
“They’re old journals,” she conceded. “Written by priestesses who toured overseas, in the Galgoros.” The Princess’s hand hovered over them, as if wondering whether to dare Hellevir to stop her. 
“The Galgoros, you say? These are the famous Ollevin journals?” Hellevir blinked, surprised. She’d thought only the Order was aware of them. “They’re accounts of the Onaistian faith before it came to the Chron, no?” 
“I . . . in a manner. How do you know about them?”
“The Peers have been trying to get their hands on them for some time.”
Hellevir shivered, glancing at the nondescript covers. She could guess why the Temple would be interested in them; Onaistian doctrine had forbidden its followers from recording any teachings of the faith until relatively recently, to keep the faith more “organic” as an oral tradition, as Peer Laius, her mother’s friend at the temple, had once explained. Hellevir wondered if the Temple wanted the journals in order to destroy them, or to recover its own history. 
But they were more than just diary entries. For the priestesses of the Order, they were a warning. Priestess Ollevin had filled her journals with pictures of the overseas temples, the congregations, and—most disturbingly—she had recorded the slaughter of heathens as the Onaistian religion grew into its strength in the Galgoros. Charcoal sketches of hangings, burnings, torture, the cages marked with Dometiks for binding and purity. Hellevir had struggled to forget them. She considered her next words carefully. 
“It would mean a lot to me if these books were kept away from the Peers,” she said. “They’re an important historical source for people like me, a reminder that we need to be careful.” 
Sullivain glanced at her, her fingertip brushing one of the warped spines. She slowly lowered her arm.
“Are you afraid of the new faith, herbalist?” she asked quietly.
“I’m afraid of any faith when it’s wielded like a weapon.” Hellevir met Sullivain’s eyes. “Or like a dog on a leash.”
Sullivain parted her lips, closed them, regarded the old books thoughtfully. Then she stepped back, and with a gesture indicated Hellevir should lead the way. Hellevir let out a breath and stepped past her, her shoulder brushing Sullivain’s in the narrow corridor as she made a mental note to warn Edrin to keep the journals somewhere more secret. 
She showed Sullivain the choir hall next. It was a small, high-ceilinged chamber, decorated with murals of nightingales. Sullivain turned around in a circle, craning her neck to look up at the gold-plated ceiling, her footsteps ringing. It was the only ornate place in the whole Order, where the priestesses came to sing on an evening. The first time Hellevir had heard the evensong, it had guided her towards the first of Death’s riddles. There were no windows, only archways in the stone, for the song to fly freely out onto the canals. 
“I haven’t heard them sing in years,” Sullivain said. “Is it still lovely?”
“Yes. It is. They sing less now, for fear it will attract the Soldiers of Light.”
Sullivain said nothing to that, but kept her circuit, eyes tracing the murals.
“Show me the gardens,” she ordered.
Hellevir led her back through the tunnel, opening the wrought iron gate to let her through, and out onto the tulip lawn. Sullivain stood for a moment, her copper eyes wandering over the swaying flowers, the array of reds, yellows, pinks, and whites, the carefully tended grass leading straight to the curving river. She looked up into the tree canopy overhead, shielding her eyes against the sunlight. 
“Well,” she said. “Quite a little paradise.” Hellevir walked her past the vegetable plots, nodding to Edrin as they passed, and back around the path to go back inside the buildings. 
“And the willow?” the Princess asked. Hellevir hesitated.
“Why so curious, all of a sudden?”
“I’m about to be crowned Queen. Is it so strange I’d like to reacquaint myself with the roots of my city?”
“No, I suppose not.”
Hellevir led her back down the lawn, following the river until the willow came into view. Its drooping leaves brushed the waters, and at the sight of it Hellevir tensed. This was such a sacred place. It felt invasive for Sullivain and all her bloodshed to be here. But then again, Hellevir reminded herself, the seed of the willow had fed on blood, the blood of the founder’s brother, slain in battle. 
Sullivain walked up to the edge of the canopy, and parted it gently, slipping inside. Hellevir reluctantly followed.
The Princess was leaning up against the trunk. She pulled off her gloves one finger at a time as she looked up into the leaves overhead, and rested her hand on the bark, much as Hellevir did to say hello. It felt like two worlds colliding, seeing her there. 
“Did you know,” Sullivain said, “that my family served the first Queen?” She sat cross-legged, and patted the bare earth beside her. Hellevir sank slowly down to join her. “My ancestor was the general who led the Nightingale Queen’s armies,” she went on. “When our symbol was still the lion. It was one of the first things recorded in the family journals. The Roaring Knight, she was called. She was responsible for defeating the Antlered King.” She waved her hand. “The original journals collapsed to dust years ago, but a shrewd ancestor copied them out somewhere along the line.” 
Hellevir realized she must have known Sullivain’s family was in some way related to the Nightingale Wars for some time. It seemed obvious, knowing what she did of the De Neïd family’s mentality regarding war, and their ancient roots in the city. She suddenly felt as if she were at the center of a complex knot that looked like it was made of a hundred threads, when really there were very few. She was only surprised that the De Neïds were descended from the Nightingale Queen’s general, and not from the Nightingale Queen herself. 
“She fought on the Golden Moors,” she said.
“Yes. And out at sea, in the final naval battle.” Sullivain looked up into the branches, and the dappled light played across her face. “It seemed right that I should come here. Ask for another type of blessing. One from the founder.” Here, now, she seemed more like the Sullivain of Hellevir’s dreams than she ever had before; her copper eyes were calm, her voice without its edge. Being honest, for a change. The stand-offish Princess who had met her in the palace, who had called their shared dreams “jaunts,” seemed suddenly an entirely different creature. This version smiled at Hellevir with disarming openness. Sitting there with her, side by side, Hellevir found she didn’t really want Sullivain to go. She wanted her to stay, to be the dream Sullivain exactly as she was right now. Hellevir relaxed a little. 
“Why are you here, Sullivain?” she asked quietly. “It can’t just be for the willow.”
The Princess drew in a breath, then released it slowly, her eyes still wandering the canopy.
“I came to talk about . . . what you saw. When you went to speak to Grandmama.”
Hellevir looked down at her hands. She had dirt under her fingernails.
“It’s not my business, Sullivain.”
“I asked you to go into Death to talk to my grandmother so I could become Queen. I think it’s very much your business.”
“Well, maybe I don’t want it to be.” Maybe I want to be back in Claridain, teaching Lykus and helping Eloé raise her little boy. 
But as she felt Sullivain beside her, her arm warm where it lay close to hers, she wondered if she was telling herself the truth. She was so aware of Sullivain, of her every movement that brought her closer to and further from Hellevir. 
Sullivain nodded.
“I would understand that. I wanted to talk to you about what you said before you ran away.” She looked at Hellevir. “That Nothing is not what I should be afraid of in death. That there’s a worse fate for people like me.” 
Hellevir didn’t meet her gaze. She couldn’t. Sullivain nodded again. She stood, brushing off the back of her cloak.
“I see.”
Hellevir got to her feet.
“Sullivain . . .”
“You once told me that your eye had turned black because raising your brother had pushed you too far into Death, that Death watched me through you and you were his agent. You said he would throw me into that place, the Void, you called it, if I didn’t let you go.” Her gaze flickered to Hellevir’s eyepatch, and she reached up to tug it gently free. Hellevir didn’t stop her, and her skin prickled with the cold air. Sullivain exhaled a small laugh. “It’s just glass, isn’t it? You tricked me just to get away from me.” 
Hellevir couldn’t look at her.
“I thought it was the only way out,” she said, honestly.
“But your Void is real, isn’t it? And I’m going there anyway, no matter what I do.”
Hellevir said nothing.
“I see,” the Princess said again. She turned, as if to leave.
“Wait, Sullivain . . .”
The Princess caught Hellevir’s wrist. She wasn’t wearing her glove, and Hellevir gasped.
Hellevir had raised Sullivain from the dead three times, and their souls were twisted, knot-like, around each other. It had led to the shared dreams that had accompanied Hellevir for four years. And it meant that every time they touched, skin to skin, they could each feel the heart of the other in that moment. 
Sullivain watched her, copper eyes to green. Everything flickered between them. Everything Hellevir felt was laid bare. It hurt. 
When Sullivain let go, it was gentle.
“I thought so,” she said quietly, and lifted the canopy, slipping out into the sunlight.
 
Edrin looked up at her as she came back to the plot.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
“I’m fine,” Hellevir replied. “Do you have any spare books I can take?”
 
Hellevir sat in one of the reading rooms with a book of fairy tales—one copy of four donated to the Order, the librarian had assured her—with the door closed so no one would disturb her. 
When she entered Death it always felt like she was tearing herself away from something, an unnatural feeling, and without a body to hold on to the sensation was intensified. But once she was there, the silence, the stillness, was a welcome relief. 
This time there were no endless narrow corridors of empty shelves. Instead she opened the door to find herself at the top of the winding stairs in the domed room, as if it had been waiting for her. It seemed smaller, this time, more contained. 
She sank into one of the armchairs in front of the fire and put the book on the table at her elbow. An odd choice of reading for Death, but perhaps he would like it nonetheless. 
Her thoughts churned. Sullivain’s visit had left her feeling raw. She ached from the encounter, and kneaded her chest with her fist as if it would make the sensation go away. 
You don’t know what Sullivain sensed through your touch, she told herself. It could have been anything. Your fear of the Temple, or love of the Order. Anything.
But she knew she was fooling herself. She knew exactly what Sullivain had felt. She’d felt Hellevir’s inability to let her die. She’d felt her ache, her longing, for the Sullivain she’d dreamed about for the last four years. 
“Curse it,” she muttered to herself, running her hands through her hair. She’d barely felt a thing from Sullivain; she’d been guarded, prepared, and Hellevir had been too abruptly afraid of what the Princess would see to look for herself. That sudden and instinctive fear had told Hellevir a lot too. A lot about her own heart. 
She sat that like for a while, head in her hands, hearing again Sullivain’s quiet I thought so.
Not haughty, not dismissive, just sad. Hellevir had never heard her sound sad before. 
She could feel the watchfulness of the place around her, the regard of the man with black eyes, omnipresent in Death, but he didn’t disturb her. She was grateful for it. 
 
Hellevir received an invitation the next day for the Spring Ball at the palace, held on Markday. Even the Onaistians couldn’t suppress some traditions. 
She regarded the cream-colored paper, the gold inlay, her name written in formal cursive. It smelled of rosewater, and Hellevir wondered if Sullivain had dabbed it with scent deliberately. 
“Will you go?” Elsevir asked from his nest, arranging a trinket into Hellevir’s scarf. He was developing quite a collection of shiny things, from dropped jewels to pretty stones. 
“No,” Hellevir replied, putting the invitation aside.
 
That night was Pa’s roast dinner, and Hellevir could hear the music and laughter even before she’d turned the corner and crossed the bridge. The house was lit from inside like a lantern, the gates open where Pa stood welcoming guests, dressed in his finest like a real nobleman. She paused, simply enjoying the cozy sight, before her pa saw her and shouted for her to come in. 
Inside were dozens of people she didn’t know, but she felt distanced from the world and didn’t really care. She accepted a glass of cider and went to find Farvor, not knowing quite what to say, but wanting to see him, to throw some lifeline across the gap between them. He was in the sitting room, pouring drinks for the guests and passing them around with red-gloved hands. Pa had put up tokens and charms around the room; Hellevir recognized some Milandre had made, long ago, to keep evil from the door, made from lavender and bird bones. He’d kept them all this time. She felt a flicker of apprehension as she looked at them, recalling how tightly the Soldier of Light had gripped her arm, the gleam in his eye when he realized he’d found a heathen. 
“Is this safe?” Hellevir remarked, eyeing them. Farvor glanced up at her, and it hurt her how his expression closed.
“The only danger he faces is from Ma,” he replied. “But she’s staying at the temple with Peer Laius, so what she doesn’t know can’t hurt her.” 
“I mean the Soldiers of the Light.”
“Oh, them. It’s not illegal to celebrate the old ways, at least not yet. Might as well make the most of it before it is illegal.”
Hellevir swallowed, wishing she knew what to say.
“Farvor, I . . .”
“Look, Pa’s ordered a Burning Oven.”
Pa and two other large men were uncovering a brazier in the shape of a bull’s head in the courtyard outside, much to the delight of the guests. Each person brought something to the meal and roasted it for everyone to share over the flames, symbolic of the sharing of harvests or something; Hellevir wasn’t really certain, but she’d always liked the tradition. She hadn’t seen a Burning Oven since they’d lived together in the cottage by the woods. 
She piled out into the courtyard with everyone else, finding a perch on the windowsill to watch the fire being built up and the food prepared. Soon the smells of woodsmoke and cooking meat filled the air, and a violinist set up to tune his instrument in the corner. 
She gave up on the thought of talking to Farvor again. It seemed very much like he didn’t want to, so she was surprised when he joined her of his own volition. He said nothing, but he had his old pipe and tobacco pouch. 
“Want to share a pipe?” he asked, filling it.
“Yes. Thank you.” They swapped it between them, watching the brightly dressed people as they smoked. Everyone was wearing at least one red item. 
Farvor took off one of his red gloves and handed it to her.
“Can’t have you letting the side down,” he remarked, and she put it on.
“Farvor, I . . .”
“Not tonight, eh?” He released a mouthful of smoke. “I just want to get drunk and eat until I feel sick. I want to do what I’ve been wanting to do for the last four years and share a pipe with my sister, the one other person who I thought understood me. I don’t want to think about death, or Death with a capital D.” He looked at her. “Deal?” 
She sighed, and nodded.
“Deal.” He handed her the pipe, and she took a long lungful, letting the stress of the last couple of days dissipate with the smoke. She let herself fall into Farvor’s make-believe, that everything was all right and they were just at their father’s festival, celebrating good things. “Do you know all these people?” she asked. 
“They’re all Pa’s people really, from the butcher’s. A few other merchants. Seems like food’s ready.” He hopped down from the window ledge. 
Hellevir watched him go, slipping between the people like a cat through the grass. She found she’d missed this place, not just from when she’d left, but from before that. The house had been different after Calgir died. Empty, devoid of Farvor’s happiness, a pillar of joy she hadn’t realized was keeping the house standing until it had been knocked down, the roof allowed to crumble. Now, the house felt stronger again, but she doubted it would ever feel as it once had. She sighed, suddenly very tired. 
Her pa came over with two mugs of warm cider and pressed one into her hand.
“Makes a change to the cold ceremonies of the Temple, eh?” he remarked. “Brings a bit of life to the place.”
“It does, Pa. This is nice.”
“Shame your ma couldn’t be here, but I doubt she’d have liked it.”
“You really don’t like the Temple, do you?” she remarked.
“Not a bit. Don’t like the Temple, don’t like the cult, don’t like Peer Laius. Don’t like what they’re doing to this city, don’t . . . Ah.” He shook his head. “Listen to me go on. This is a celebration, and here I am moaning.” 
“It’s a lovely feast, just like back home.”
“Aye, back home. Such a mistake to leave that place, Hellevir. Why did we ever come to this city?” He took a swig of his cider, and Hellevir wondered how many he’d had. “We were doing all right, by the woods. Sure the cold could freeze your arse to your chair, but I kept us fed, didn’t I? Kept the hearth burning?” 
“You did, Pa. You looked after us all.”
“But no, your ma had to have her Temple, her people. Never mind that the woods were all I’d known.” He glowered into his cider. “But your ma had to get all afraid, like the woods were out to get her, wanted bustle to pretend the dark wasn’t here too.” 
“She was afraid?” Hellevir asked. “What was she afraid of?”
“Aye, barely slept, after you brought her back from the dead.” Hellevir glanced around, worried that someone would overhear. “I think she was frightened of you, what it meant that you’d brought her back.” He felt her worry, and shook his head again at his own dourness. “Ah, I’m sorry, my girl, listen to me running my mouth.” 
“I didn’t know I’d frightened her into leaving.” It was obvious, now she thought about it.
“One thing of many that made her want to leave, Hellevir. Just one thing.” He put his hand over hers on his shoulder, felt the empty fingers of Farvor’s glove where they were missing. He frowned, looking thoughtful, his cheeks red from the cider. 
“You wouldn’t bring her back, would you?” he asked. “The Queen? Not after all she’s allowed to happen. The hangings of House Spensa . . . it was brutal. I’ve never seen so many bodies swinging.” 
Again, Hellevir cast her eyes briefly around them, but no one had heard.
“No,” she said quietly. “I won’t raise her.”
“Good. If that Princess is anything like the apple, she’s a tree that’s not fallen far from it.”
“That makes no sense, Pa.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Somehow I do.”
He raised his mug of cider, and clinked it against hers.
“Here’s to the Queen,” he said. “May she rest in peace. Who’s for a refill?”
“I think . . .”
“The Queen is dead?”
Hellevir glanced up to see Farvor beside them, holding two plates of food. He looked alarmed.
“Well, there I go running my mouth again,” Pa muttered. Hellevir tried to conjure an explanation, a white lie, but nothing came to her at all. She hopped down from the window ledge and drew her brother aside. 
“How do you know?” he demanded. He looked angry.
“The Princess told me.”
Farvor shook his head with a disbelieving laugh. He dropped the plates onto the window ledge with a clatter, and turned to go inside. Hellevir ran after him, catching him as he was going up the stairs, and pulled him into an empty room. He shrugged her off as soon as she’d closed the door. 
“Please,” she said desperately, “don’t tell anyone. No one can know until Sullivain is prepared to ascend.”
He scowled at her, his arms folded. Any pretense of goodwill between them dissipated like the smoke from his pipe.
“And you’re all right with that?” he demanded. “For her to be your Queen?”
“I’d rather that than civil war.”
He shook his head, disgusted.
“How many years has it been, and still that’s your excuse? It’s getting old, Hellevir, very old.”
“That’s why I’m here, Farvor. I . . .”
“Look around you, Hellevir,” he exclaimed, gesturing to the canal outside. “It’s not just that she had Calgir killed for nothing.” They both winced as he pulled the bandage from the wound, exposed it rotting to the air. “It’s not just that she had me beaten to within an inch of my life,” he persisted. “Look at the hangings, the arrests, the people going missing. Have you heard the rumors about what happens in the dungeons? This is just the start.” 
“But that was the Queen, Farvor. Not Sullivain. When she wears the crown it will be different.”
“Just an hour ago you were wondering if it was safe for us to put up charms in the sitting room. How long do you think until it’s not? Sullivain is letting that happen, not the old Queen. She’s encouraging it, because it works for her to keep the Soldiers of Light, the Temple, on her side.” 
“It’s still an improvement on the Queen’s reign,” Hellevir countered. “Do you know how many died in the War over the Waves? Do you want another war like it?” 
“It won’t be like it.” 
“How do you know?”
He shook his head, turning away.
“Why do you keep going back to her?” he demanded.
“I’m just trying to do what’s best. She wants peace, Farvor. If I help her, be her friend, her reign will be different to her grandmother’s.” 
It was the first time she’d voiced the thought. The vague hope that she could undo the terror the Queen had seeded in the catacombs. 
“You’re her friend?” he exclaimed.
“I . . . I have a bond with her.”
He laughed.
“A bond? Hellevir, you sound . . .”
“No, listen!” She found her temper rising, and took his arm. “I have brought her back three times now. Each time we have been bound closer. When I touch her, I can feel what she feels, literally. Everything that has happened, the Redeion hangings, the Spensa hangings, the terror, it was all her grandmother, not Sullivain, but she’s gone now. If I stay with Sullivain, help her ascend peacefully . . .” 
“She’ll what, not threaten the Houses? Not order hangings? Not terrorize the people? Tell the Peers to stand down?”
“Perhaps . . .”
“She’ll stop her spying and her torturing? Don’t be an idiot.”
“I’m not! I believe in her!”
“Why? What possible reason do you have to believe in her?”
“Because I know her!”
“You don’t know anything, how can you . . .”
“Farvor, I can avoid a civil war! I don’t want her or you or Pa to die in a stupid conflict and I don’t want to have to bring you all back! There’s not enough of me!” 
The words rang through the room. The babble of voices downstairs, the music, came to them as if it were underwater.
“You’ve brought me back,” Farvor said through his teeth. “So go on, tell me what I’m feeling.” 
“That’s not . . .”
“Right now.”
Hellevir had never had to share his emotions to know what he was feeling.
“Like I’ve betrayed you,” she said quietly.
“Damn right, like you’ve betrayed me. Again.”
He turned and opened the door, slamming it shut behind him.
 
No one noticed when she left, not even Pa. He was too busy regaling a group of merchants with stories from the shop, their laughter loud and raucous. She just hoped he wouldn’t slip again and tell the whole world the Queen was dead. 
She walked in a random direction, not ready to return to the Order yet, to lie in the dark and stare at the ceiling, running over how the evening could have gone so terribly wrong. Instead she walked and walked, over bridges and under archways, and found herself at the palace gates, of all places. She stopped, but one of the guards had already seen her, and recognized her. 
“Is the Princess expecting you, herbalist?” he asked.
“No.”
“Shall I tell Her Grace you’re here?”
“I . . . yes. Thank you.” And what am I going to say when I’m admitted? Hellevir asked herself. That I’m finished with doing as she tells me? We’ve played this game before.
What am I still doing in Rochidain? She never ordered me to stay. I could leave. I could just leave.
She waited until a servant appeared, and led her through the gates and through the palace—a twilit palace, with none of the bustle she was used to—to the captain’s old study that Sullivain had claimed for herself. 
The servant knocked, and Sullivain’s voice told them to come in. Hellevir entered, and found the Princess sitting at her writing desk, her hair loose about her like a lion’s mane, halfway through penning a letter. 
“To what do I owe the pleasure, herbalist?” Sullivain asked. Hellevir glanced behind her as the servant closed the door. The study was just as it had been in her dreams; the fire lit and crackling comfortably, a book with a marker halfway through it on the chair, a glass of half-finished brandy on the table. When Hellevir didn’t answer at once, Sullivain got to her feet and went over to the drinks cabinet. 
“A glass of brandy?” she asked, pouring one and holding it out to her. Hellevir didn’t take it, instead drawing off Farvor’s red glove. Sullivain lowered her arm. 
“What is . . .” she began, but Hellevir came forward and took her wrist before she could speak.
The sensation crackled through her. Sullivain wasn’t prepared for it, and Hellevir felt everything.
Fatigue, bone-deep fatigue. Still-fresh grief like an open wound that made every breath hurt. She was alone on an island surrounded by a sea of deceit, the waters dark and threatening and full of unseen dangers. A seething anger lapped at its shores, and beneath her feet, beneath the waters, was a bedrock of shame. 
And the sudden pleasure, the aching relief, that Hellevir had turned up at her door, like the brightness of a lighthouse.
It was a slice of Sullivain’s heart, a momentary glimpse into the emotions that churned within her.
Sullivain shook her away, the drink splashing onto the floorboards. The glass fell but didn’t break. The Princess stared at her, for the first time since Hellevir had known her at a loss for words. 
“Just as I thought,” Hellevir said softly.
“How dare you,” Sullivain snarled.
“But it’s acceptable for you to do it to me?”
“And what exactly was the point of doing it?”
“I was confirming something.”
“Enlighten me.” It was a growl through her teeth.
“That you hate all of this,” Hellevir told her. “All you want is to rest. All this death, the bloodshed, hangings, torture, blackmail, you’re exhausted by it. You do want peace.” 
Sullivain raised her head, her cheeks flushed with anger. Once, Hellevir might have been intimidated by the sight, but not now she knew she was right. 
“What could you possibly know of it?” the Princess asked. “It’s in my blood. In my nature.”
“No. It’s just what you’ve been taught.”
Sullivain flicked her hair out of her eyes, regaining her composure.
“Is what I’m taught not my nature?” she countered.
“Please, just tell me,” Hellevir said. “Will you do as you said when you are Queen?” She laughed without humor, realizing she was still drunk from the cider. “Be a woman of peace? Or will you rule Rochidain like your grandmother did? Will Rochidain keep declining like it’s doing now? How soon before it’s fully in the hands of the Temple? Is this just the beginning?” 
“Is this what you came here for? To discuss city management?” Sullivain turned away with a snort, a callous sound, wiping the brandy that had spilled on her hand with a cloth. “And what’s more, herbalist, why do you care? Surely once I’m crowned you’ll be somewhere far away, selling spices and weeds on the roadside.” 
“I care because if you rule like your grandmother did, the city will turn against you.”
“And again, I ask, why do you care?” she demanded.
Hellevir came forward. Sullivain blinked, taking an involuntary step back.
“Because I don’t want you to die, don’t you see that?” she exclaimed. The words were out, smoothed by her same admission to Farvor but no less hot on her tongue. A part of her watched herself speak, appalled at the outburst, but she didn’t stop. “I’ve invested too much of myself into you, so much that Death looks at me and sees tatters. You’re afraid of death, and I’m afraid of it too, not mine but yours. And I hate it. Because the things you’ve done, to me, to my family, they’re unforgivable. All under your grandmother’s command, perhaps, but that excuse is getting so very stale. And yet here I am, begging for any excuse to forgive you, begging to know you won’t be like her, because all I want is for you to be alive, and for it not to feel like I’m betraying everything I love just because I know I’m going to bring you back every time you die.” 
Hellevir stopped, shocked at herself. The silence of the room was broken only by the sound of the rain that had started pouring outside, hitting the windows at a slant. An intrusive thought floated into her mind: what a shame it was that Pa’s Burning Oven would be doused. 
Sullivain was looking at her, copper eyes wide, impossibly lovely by the firelight. It made Hellevir’s heart hurt, and she turned away, wondering how humiliated she would feel in the morning when the cider had worn off. 
“Forget I came here,” she muttered. “I’m going.” She made towards the door.
“Wait, herbalist.” Hellevir paused, wishing she could just leave, put this whole night of confrontations behind her. She heard Sullivain walk over, and she stopped with her arms folded in front of her, barring the way. “No one’s ever talked to me like that before. I should have you locked away.” Hellevir met her eyes. Then looked down. 
“I’m sorry, I spoke out of turn, Your Grace,” she said, her tone formal to hide how much she wished she hadn’t spoken at all.
“No, none of that. Your Grace was my grandmother. To you I’m Sullivain.” She reached out and, before Hellevir could draw away, put her palm to her cheek. Hellevir tried not to shudder as Sullivain’s thoughts bore through her own, weighed down by shame and pain. Hellevir felt herself react, desiring nothing more than to find the words to say that the shame could stop if Sullivain would only be more than her grandmother had made her. That peace was within her reach. 
Gods. How she had missed this version of Sullivain. Her reticence, her coldness, had left Hellevir bereft, but now she felt how Sullivain had ached to let the façade drop, how she had burned to close the distance between them and bury herself in Hellevir’s arms. The dreams, those wonderful shared dreams, Sullivain wouldn’t have survived without them in this den of wolves. They had been her light in the darkness. 
They conversed silently, palm to cheek, copper eyes to green, their thoughts rolling between them. They talked without speaking, searching and finding, spiraling together until everything that wanted to be said was known to each of them. Their hearts, Hellevir noticed abstractly, were beating at the same pace, slow and heavy. 
At last, Sullivain let her hand fall. Deprived of her touch, Hellevir suddenly felt cold, as if the hearth had gone out. The Princess watched her. 
“How dare you know me like this,” she murmured. Hellevir didn’t have to touch her to hear the bitterness to her words, and knew she really meant them. 
“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I didn’t know that this . . .”
Sullivain’s hand rested gently at the back of Hellevir’s head, and she kissed her.
 
From beyond the study, from beyond the darkness and the rain, dark eyes watched, melancholic, glinting with the blazing colors of life. After a moment they turned away, back towards the shadows. 
 
The morning broke through the rain, bright and blinding. It glinted in the raindrops on Sullivain’s window, in the cobwebs hanging outside. The breeze brushing through the curtains smelled sweet. 
Hellevir let the sunlight fall on her face, enjoying its warmth against her skin as she lay on her stomach, her chin resting on a silk pillow. She watched the birds flitting around outside, listened to the drip of rain. She closed her eyes. 
A hand rose from behind her and slid lazily down her arm, raising goosebumps. She shuddered, feeling Sullivain’s drowsiness as if it were her own as the Princess brushed her hair back and kissed the nape of her neck. 
Hellevir turned over, resting her head on her hand.
Sullivain was lovely in the morning’s light. Her hair, ruffled by sleep, was light as dandelion seeds, her eyes bright as coins. She looked like a piece of fallen sun. Sullivain smiled and traced the chain around Hellevir’s neck, her touch pausing featherlight upon her collarbone above where the roaring lion pendant lay. 
“You wear my family’s symbol,” she murmured.
“It was a gift from my father,” Hellevir said. “When I was a child.”
“It’s too vicious for you, too snarling.” Her thumb followed the curve of Hellevir’s jaw, and she shivered. “You should wear silver. You are a creature of moonlight.” 
They lay there, talking quietly without words as their fingers brushed over each other, memorizing, remembering. Hellevir wasn’t really certain when they had made their way to Sullivain’s room. She just remembered her touch, their hearts so caught together that Hellevir no longer knew which feelings were her own and which were Sullivain’s, but it didn’t matter. She just remembered giving in, the painful relief of giving in to Sullivain. She remembered the same whisper repeating itself through their touch, again and again, the desire for the other not to let go. And neither of them had. 
“You’re worried,” the Princess said softly after a while.
“I am?” Hellevir asked.
“Yes. Because you don’t trust me.” She slid her hand back through Hellevir’s hair, knotted and catching in her fingers. “Even now. You still don’t know what I’ll do.” 
“And you’re afraid,” Hellevir replied. “Because you want me to trust you. You wish I did. You don’t know how to convince me I can.” 
“What a dilemma we have.”
“Yes.”
The sounds of the waking palace drew around them. The clatter of the gardeners outside, the clop of hooves through the courtyard.
“What do we do now?” Hellevir murmured. There was that spiral of hair over Sullivain’s ear. Hellevir reached out and let it curl around her fingertip, something she’d wanted to do since the moment she’d met her. Their legs were entangled together, and Sullivain trailed her hand from the tip of her shoulder, down along her hip, around the curve of her thigh. 
“I think breakfast isn’t too absurd a thing,” the Princess said, rolling onto her back and stretching. When her touch was gone, Hellevir suddenly felt bare, as if she’d been awoken abruptly from a dream. She resisted the urge to reach out and pull her close, press their bodies together again, feel the warmth of skin against skin. “Shall we be lazy and call for some in here?” Hellevir watched her as she sat on the edge of the bed, her back shaped like a violin. 
“That’s not what I meant.”
“No, I know.” Hellevir’s stomach growled before she could reply, and Sullivain glanced back at her with a quirk to her lip. “Priorities,” she remarked. “Food first. Everything else second. Yes?” 
Hellevir found herself smiling, and she nodded. It was so easy to just smile and say yes.
Sullivain rang for a servant and summoned some breakfast while Hellevir stretched and looked out over the morning gardens. When the food came, left discreetly outside the door, Hellevir found she was ravenous. She’d missed dinner last night, she realized. Farvor had been about to bring her food before everything had happened. It seemed a year ago, here in Sullivain’s bright room, with the birdsong outside and Sullivain’s foot lightly brushing hers as they dug into eggs and warm bread. 
Hellevir wished she could capture the moment. The taste of butter, the smell of toast and the rosewater Sullivain had brushed through her hair, the heat of the sunlight on her cheek. The way Sullivain watched her, eyes open as seashells, with nothing left to hide. The silken touch of the Princess’s foot against hers, daring to let her feel what she felt. The promise, she realized, that things might get better. 
She felt from the Princess’s touch that she was wondering why Hellevir was sad. Sullivain’s natural ease insisted it was nothing to do with her, but there was a nagging doubt, which faded as she felt from Hellevir that it was not the case. They shared in moments what would have taken far longer to say. 
“My brother is angry at me for helping you,” Hellevir said, buttering a slice of bread. “That is why I’m sad. And here I am, doing what will upset him the most.” 
“What did you tell him?”
“The truth. But he won’t tell anyone.” Emotion flickered through Sullivain, like the woven cord of a whip, and Hellevir took a moment to parse it. First, Sullivain’s apprehension that the world would know the Queen was dead. Second, her consolation that Hellevir trusted her brother. And third, a pang of envy, that the herbalist could trust Farvor, and not her. The last emotion coiled itself within that resigned shame and was buried, automatically guarded, but Hellevir felt it nonetheless before Sullivain could hide it. 
Hellevir reached over and took her hand.
“You’re covered in buttery crumbs,” Sullivain said, but didn’t pull away.
“So are you.” Hellevir wanted to say that she did trust her. Completely, intimately. She wanted nothing else in the whole world. 
“But after everything I’ve done, it’s hard for you to trust me,” Sullivain remarked, her eyes low. “I’m going to have to prove to you that you can.” Hellevir swallowed and said nothing, but she listened. She listened and heard the resolution to win her trust resonating like a bell within Sullivain, strong and deep and loud. It gave Hellevir hope. Sullivain felt that too, and looked up to meet her eyes. Pools of gold. 
“You really think you can save me, don’t you, herbalist?” she murmured. Hellevir felt she was being teased, but beneath the teasing was a keen of something sincere and desperate. Something that wanted nothing more than to be saved, or at least to have the hope of being saved. To have a chance at something other than what she had been raised to be. A chance of peace. 
“Yes,” Hellevir said simply. “If you listen to me.”
“And why should I do that?”
“Because I don’t see anyone else offering to help.”
They watched each other. Conversing. Breathing in and out at the same time, their heartbeats synchronous. The Sullivain that Hellevir knew from Death, from her dreams, sat before her. 
“All right,” Sullivain said quietly. “All right, herbalist.”
 
Sullivain was required at court for the rest of the day. Hellevir could feel her reluctance against her skin, her desire to stay. 
“We can talk later,” she said, pressing her forehead to the Princess’s. “And we can continue . . . this.”
Fondness. Fear of what they were doing. Fear that it wouldn’t last, that it couldn’t. They both pretended they weren’t afraid, and felt the other pretend the same. But as Hellevir listened, she sensed something slither across Sullivain’s heart, something slick and dark as an eel. But as if sensing her curiosity, it suddenly buried itself too deeply for her to catch what it was. She frowned, about to search for it, when Sullivain squeezed her hand, and she felt from her a quiet request to let it go. Hellevir did so, feeling instead Sullivain’s aversion to leaving. 
“I would much rather spend the day with you than listen to those halfwits babble on,” the Princess muttered. “I want to teach you fencing.” 
“Fencing?”
“Yes. It’s like a dance but with swords.” She hesitated, her hope like the brush of silk. “I’m good at it. Better than with a real blade.” 
She wanted Hellevir to see that she was more. More than what Hellevir had witnessed in the prison cells, a child raised on torture and seeing the world through her grandmother’s eyes. That she always had been more. Hellevir wanted to wrap Sullivain in her arms, and she realized she could do just that. The rosewater in her hair smelled even sweeter so close. 
“It’s the Spring Ball tonight,” Sullivain said. “I expect you there.”
“Yes, I’ll come.”
“I want us to dance together.”
“In front of everyone?”
“Why should that matter?”
“You’re not worried about them knowing?”
“Why should I be? There have been rumors about us for years.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“See? Spies can be useful.” She winked at Hellevir, and turned away. “Bion will order you a carriage. I’ll see you tonight, herbalist. Don’t be late.” 
 
Bion didn’t seem surprised that Hellevir was already in Sullivain’s rooms, or if he was he hid it with a butler’s professionalism. He took her back outside and handed her up into a carriage. 
Hellevir should have been anxious about what all of it meant. Instead she just felt full to brimming, a smile on her face all the way home. She wondered if her heart was still beating in time with Sullivain’s despite the distance between them, and couldn’t quite bring herself to think it foolish. Her thoughts kept returning to their night together, and her heart skipped a beat as she remembered every touch. They had each felt the desire of the other, had spiraled within it, and the night had been . . . perfection. 
She’d never felt so hopeful. It sat in her chest like a budding flower, so delicate she barely dared to touch it. There could be peace. She could have peace. Sullivain could have peace. 
At the Order she changed out of her festival clothes into something more casual, pinning her straggly hair up, and left immediately after, making a beeline for her father’s house. On the way she passed wreaths of flowers decorating the railings along the canals in celebration of the Spring Festival, and she plucked a red carnation to put in her hair. She was feeling strong. She knew Sullivain, knew what she really wanted. She knew enough to convince Farvor that there was hope. She wasn’t going to lose him again in a fight over this. She would convince him of that, regardless of what he thought of her otherwise. 
The house-servant from the Temple opened the door for her, austere in her grey clothes, and let her in without offering to announce her. Hellevir hung up her coat inside the door, and was about to enter the sitting room when she realized she could hear voices coming up from the kitchen. She recognized Farvor’s. 
The door was open and she slipped down, her feet quiet on the stone steps, meaning to call to let him know she was there, but she froze as another voice rose in anger. 
“It’s not important,
Farvor,” the voice snapped. “Just tell me how you found out.” 
It took her a moment, but she recognized this one too, although she hadn’t heard it in years. She found herself crouching low, peering down into the kitchen through the banister, her heart in her mouth. 
It was Ionas Greerson. He had his back to her, but she knew it to be him by the reddish tinge to his hair. He had lost any boyish ungainliness he might have had when they last met at the palace. He had the bearing of a soldier, now, his shoulders straight and toned. 
“It was my sister,” Farvor was saying. “Hellevir. The Princess told her.”
“She’s back in Rochidain? Never mind, did she see the body herself?”
“I don’t know. She just made me promise not to say anything.”
Oh no, Farvor, Hellevir thought in mute shock. What are you doing?
“This is . . . we have to act on this. Now. I need to alert my father.”
“Will he manage to get his soldiers armed in time?” Farvor asked.
“He’ll have to. We can set upon the palace by tonight. Have you . . .”
“I’ve already told Artis and Feye.”
“And the others?”
“They’ll come to meet us at the House.”
“Were you careful?”
“Of course I was,” Farvor said, irritated. “When . . .”
Hellevir’s foot slipped off the step. It was a quiet sound, the scrape of her boot against the stone, but it was enough for them to hear her and whip around. She yelped and turned to run, obeying a base instinct, but Ionas bounded up the stairs and caught her like a hound upon a rabbit, his hands tight on her arms as he pulled her down into the kitchen and flung her back against the table. She shouted out in pain, but the sound was cut short as he clapped a hand over her mouth. 
“Stop, Ionas!” Farvor exclaimed, but Ionas ignored him, pinning her against the table.
“Curse it,” he swore. “Curse it all! How much did you hear?” He clearly didn’t really expect an answer, keeping his hand clamped over her mouth. She struggled but he was strong. 
“Ionas, let her go!” Farvor demanded. Ionas made a sound that was halfway between a laugh and a snort.
“So she can go and tell the Princess? I don’t think so.”
“We didn’t say anything, you brute. She won’t have heard anything.”
“She knows enough!” He looked at her, dark eyes assessing. “She knows enough.”
This is about the coup against the Crown, Hellevir realized. The one he tried to talk me into before I left. All this time, and he was still planning it all. He must have seen in her eyes that she’d put two and two together, as his lips pressed into a thin line. 
“Curse it,” he muttered again. Then he dashed Hellevir’s head once, twice, against the kitchen table, and she was knocked out, Farvor’s cry lingering in her ear. 
 
Hellevir was carried somewhere. She was half-aware of it, her head throbbing and her vision blurred. She heard voices, distantly recognized them, caught words and phrases like didn’t have to and brutal. Her boots scraped on stone floor, and something dark came before her eye, something head-shaped. 
“Farvor,” she muttered, the word thick in her mouth. Panic dragged her down like heavy silt. “What . . . ?”
“It’s not for long,” the head shape said. “I’m so sorry, Hellevir. We’ll come back for you.”
“What . . . ?”
“We can’t afford for you to alert her. You’ll see, it’s for the best.”
The head shape removed itself, and the last thing Hellevir saw was a slit of daylight, before it closed and she was left in blackness. 



Chapter Ten
She wasn’t certain how long she was in the dark. It could have been minutes or hours. Smells assailed her, confusing smells, of beans and vegetables and flour. Her head made movement impossible; every time she shifted it throbbed sickeningly, and she had to curl up again under the nausea. She tried to move her arms, but both wrists were tied to something that forced her into a half-sitting position. She wished she could put her head on the ground, be horizontal and let her head rest. 
She had to move. Had to get up. Had to get to the palace. If only she could recall why.
Something scuffled in the darkness. A crack opened in the blackness. A dark shape darted towards her, something soft and cool against her cheek. 
“Elsevir,” she murmured, but the soft cool thing didn’t stay. It vanished, saying something she couldn’t catch.
More time passed. At last she heard a sound, and the darkness opened up. A figure knelt before her, cool fingers upon the bonds at her wrists, untying them, letting her head fall blessedly back. 
She came to her senses lying on the kitchen floor. There was something on her chest, and she coughed. Elsevir fluttered up and away, cawing worriedly and watching Hellevir with his jet-black eyes. She felt a cold hand on her forehead. 
“Hellevir?” her ma asked. “Hellevir, wake up.” She opened her eyes groggily, seeing her mother’s face above her. Her green eyes were wide, worried, her dark hair loose from its pins. 
What Hellevir had overheard rushed upon her, and she sat up, her stomach churning at the sudden motion, and groaned, putting a hand to her temple. Her eyepatch was missing, knocked from her head when Ionas had cracked her skull against the table. 
“Easy,” her ma said, voice high and worried. “Why is your head bloody?” Hellevir swayed and let her mother sit her back down. “Hellevir, what happened?” she demanded. “Why were you in the cellar? Who did this?” 
Ma picked up a cup and pressed it into her hands, and Hellevir drank thirstily. She was parched. How long had she been down there? 
“How did you find me?” she muttered, voice thick.
“Your crow. It came to find me at the temple. It kept pecking at me until I followed.” Hellevir looked up at her. There were new lines on her face. Hellevir had to resist the urge to hug her, to bury her face in her shoulder. She was wearing the grey uniform of the Temple, and it made her look pallid. 
“I . . .” Hellevir shook her head, ignoring the pain. “I have to find Farvor.” Her mother wiped at her temple with a cloth. It stung. 
“Do you know something about what’s happening, Hellevir?” she asked anxiously.
“What do you mean?”
“The . . . the madness. The fires, the fighting.” Hellevir took her arm, stopping her from dabbing at the cut on her head.
“Fighting?”
“Soldiers of the Light and the House Guards,” her mother said grimly. “There’s fighting on every street. I’ve never seen . . . it’s not good, Hellevir. What happened?” 
“Farvor, Ionas Greerson. They were plotting something, I overheard them.” She made herself stand, almost knocking the cloth from her mother’s hand. “I have to get to the palace,” she slurred. 
“You can’t, there are riots outside, Hellevir. You won’t be safe . . .”
“I can. I have to. I have to get to Sullivain.”
“Sullivain? What . . . ?”
“I have to go. Stay down here.” She lurched up the stairs, ignoring her mother’s voice calling after her. Gods, her head hurt. She could hear her blood pounding in her ears as she toppled out into the courtyard, and for the first time heard the sounds. Metal against metal, shouting, sounds of panic and fire. The night sky should have been black overhead. Instead it was a sickly orange like burnt clay. 
Sullivain was her only thought as she pulled open the gate. I have to get to Sullivain. Before they do. Elsevir tried to land on her shoulder, but her gait was too uneven as she tried to run, and he resorted to flying overhead, watching her worriedly through the smoke. 
She didn’t know what they’d do. The thought haunted her as she stumbled over bridges and through archways, evading the sounds of conflict, treading in the darkness where no one would see her. For all these years, her brother had been nurturing his hatred for the Crown, for Sullivain and all she’d done to Calgir Redeion. Hellevir should have known it. Should have felt it. 
And Ionas. That night, the last she’d spent in Rochidain before she’d become a wanderer, he’d come to her and whispered plans to overthrow the De Neïds. She should have known his talk of conspiracy wouldn’t go away because she’d slapped him once on the wrist. 
She should have predicted all this. She should have known. Perhaps she had, on some level, and she’d just chosen to ignore the signs. 
She saw guards dressed in House colors—no single House, but dozens of them—fighting against the Guard, against the Soldiers of Light, against each other. As she hurried and the houses became more affluent around her, so the fires grew, crackling high to the timber roofs and quenching their bright colors in a monotonous black. It felt like running through a nightmare. 
But it almost didn’t matter. All she could think of was finding Sullivain. The heat of the flames against her cheek, the screams as soldiers died on the roads, they didn’t matter. Sullivain did. 
The palace gates were open, unmanned, the guards lying dead in the gravel. Hellevir skirted them, barely sparing them a glance, and ran inside. She ducked behind statues as patrols marched past, hid inside empty rooms, moved mechanically, methodically, through the palace. The captain’s study was empty, as was Sullivain’s bedroom. She did not let her mind conjure the things that could have happened, moving almost drunkenly from goal to goal with a single-mindedness that might have frightened her, if she’d had the space in her heart to be frightened for herself. Elsevir tried to call out to her, to get her to slow down, but she didn’t listen to him. 
The underground cells were the only place left she could think of. She tripped down the grand staircase leading from the double doors of the palace. The gardens were filled with muted shouts, and as she ducked across the pool courtyard she glimpsed one of the guards as his throat was slit from ear to ear, his armor cracking against the cobblestones as he fell. She ran, hand to her mouth, unable to stop. 
She found them in front of the gardener’s shed which led to the underground tunnels. Lying half-hidden behind a holly tree. The Princess, dressed for the Spring Ball in white and gold. Bion, pressing his hand to the wound over her stomach. Hellevir let out a sob, and the manservant looked up at her, his eyes red and his face smeared with blood and soot. 
“Help her,” he said through his teeth.
She dropped down beside the Princess, took her head on her lap. Her golden hair was messy, falling loose from its careful braid. Her eyes were closed. Hellevir put her ear to Sullivain’s chest, and heard a resounding silence. Any second now, she’d hear a heartbeat, she knew it. Any second. A heart could take this long to beat. Seconds, it could take to beat, when under stress. Any moment it would beat, perhaps the moment she drew her ear away. 
The cold skin grew warm from Hellevir’s ear. Minutes passed.
Bion was talking, she realized. She’d been listening for no other sound besides the heartbeat and she’d missed his words.
“. . . the ball,” he was babbling. “Suddenly they came upon us, dressed as guests. Bodyguards and soldiers of the Houses, upon us in moments. They ran her through before I could get to her, she was all the way across the room. They tried to finish her but I stopped it, helped her out here, but she fell before we could get inside the tunnels.” He gripped Hellevir’s wrist so tightly it hurt. “Your brother,” he spat. “He was with them.” 
Hellevir brushed Sullivain’s hair from her cheek, only half-listening. The world was on fire around her, filled with the wails of the dying. The Princess was so empty to the touch, the silence potent after everything they’d shared. 
Bion took her shoulder and shook her. Hellevir raised her head. She felt drugged, drunk, half-there. The blood that had dried on her scalp cracked as she moved. 
“Can you bring her back?” he demanded. He glanced behind her, at some looming threat she could not see. “We can carry her downstairs, we should . . .” But she’d dived into Death before he could finish his sentence. 
 
Cold enveloped her. It spilled down her throat and into her chest, seeping tendrils into her belly and her limbs. The cold was better than the fevered fire, better than the stench of soot. Cleaner. 
The gardens were dead. All around her the plants were grey, smooth-barked, their leaves without veins, plain as marble. The sounds of slaughter and fire were snapped off as if behind a closed door. Her lap was empty yet still seemed to resonate with Sullivain. 
She knew before she even looked up that the mirrored sky was above her, that the small figure of herself would look back at her, face pale and gaunt. It seemed impossibly high, and yet she could see every detail as if it were right before her eyes. 
Gods, the silence. It was blissful.
“You seem at the center of every major event in this city,” the world murmured, rustling the stone leaves, brushing against her hair. “Assassination attempts, the Redeion hangings, now the Houses’ revolt.” She looked around her, but could not find him. She could not see the palace; the gardens grew infinite, the bushes a low maze to trip her, the trees way-markers in an incongruous labyrinth, one she had no patience for. 
“Where is she?” Hellevir demanded.
“She’s right here,” the world remarked, the air reverberating as if with the pluck of a violin string. “If you pay the price.” She sensed distance in him, a step back from where their conversation had been as if what he saw in her concerned him, but she paid it no attention. 
“Show yourself!” she shouted into the semi-gloom of Death. The world tightened, constricted, made it hard to breathe. She ignored it, fought against it, stole air into her lungs and did not care for his temper. Not this time. 
The world grew a form in the corner of her eye, and she turned to find the man with black eyes regarding her as he stood by a garden statue, his arms folded. The statue depicted a lion, mid-leap, teeth bared, as if it meant to maul him. 
They watched each other. Hellevir could taste his displeasure on her tongue. She was snatching, she knew. Snatching as she had once done with Elsevir. But all that mattered, balanced upon the edge of a knife, keeping her teetering upon the brink of panic and pain, was bringing Sullivain back. 
She reached into her hair and pulled out the carnation that was still—somehow, after all this madness—threaded through her braid, and held it out to him. 
“Take what you will,” she said through her teeth. She could feel tears on her cheeks, wiped them away impatiently. The gloom continued to tighten around her, but she ignored it, meeting his dark gaze with her own. He had withdrawn fully, the man behind the eyes in deep slumber, hidden and hiding, and all that was left was the pale mask of Death. 
“This is not the spirit of our deal,” he rumbled, although his lips had not moved. “The precious things mean more to me than parts of your soul.” 
“I don’t care,” she said. “Bring her back.”
“No matter the cost?”
“No matter the cost. I don’t have the next precious thing. Whatever you want, take it.”
“It doesn’t matter what I want. It has never mattered.” He was beside her in the blink of an eye, his hand upon hers. “And it never will.” He raised her hand, holding the flower, and plucked it from her fingers abruptly. “Hers was an unnatural death,” he said through his teeth. “The price is . . . less.” He seemed to hate admitting it, as if he wished he could take more from her. He seemed to hate the law of his own land. 
She held her head higher.
“She is worth it.” He put a hand to her cheek and with iron-cool fingers gently traced her jaw. For an absurd moment she thought he meant to kiss her, but instead he let his arm drop as if all life had suddenly left it, as if it hurt him to touch her. 
“As you wish,” he said, eyes dark as coal. “But I feel I must warn you. You think you know your Princess because you share your hearts in a touch. You don’t.” The garden was dark around them. The lion statue loomed like a ghost. 
“What are you talking about?” Hellevir demanded. “I can feel what she feels.” The world was starting to shudder around her, flickering like a dying candle. 
“I’ve drunk from her soul, as you drank from the Peer’s, and I have seen her through and through. I know her in her entirety, not just in the moment of her touch. She may seem tired of bloodshed, but when the knife is in her hand, she’ll wield it with a spite few others could.” He was standing close, and she wished he were not so tall. He seemed to be everywhere, blotting out the garden, the labyrinth. She wished she did not feel so small, in this place. “I’ve tasted that shame that gives you so much hope. Her shame, Hellevir, is not just for the things her grandmother made her do. It is for the pleasure she has drawn from them, that she will continue to draw from them. I . . .” He paused, the first time he had ever hesitated, the first time he had ever reconsidered his words. “I know such pleasure. I know such hunger.” 
Hellevir’s breath was loud in her own ears. Ragged, as if she were frightened. It was hard to look at him, hard to look at anything. In the twitching shadows it seemed that antlered tines grew from his black hair, sliding upwards like veins. His presence was everywhere, a heavy pressure like a growing storm. 
This was his world. Sometimes she forgot how much it was his. She hated it.
“Why are you saying this to me?” she whispered.
“Because we had a deal,” he said, and she felt it rumble in her chest like thunder, “and she is getting in the way of it. Three times now she has forced you to give a part of yourself. I have no use for a soul in tatters.” 
“You want me to just let her die? I can’t. I’ve given too much of myself already. It can’t just be for nothing. And . . .”
And I just can’t. The darkness grew still. The shivering gloom became tangible, and she saw that Death was holding a glass. A simple thing of the kind Sullivain would have had in her study. Dark liquid filled it, too thick to be wine. 
“I am not speaking in abstracts,” he said darkly. “See for yourself.”
She took it, numbly, looking down at it. She could smell it. It made her stomach curl, and she held it out again, lips pressed thin. 
“No,” Hellevir said. “I won’t.”
“Why?” The air growled with the word.
“Because I’m going to bring her back, and I won’t have her know I took such liberties with her soul.”
They watched each other. The whole of Death pressed against her from every side as if she were in the shuddering darkness of the Void, pinned under the searchlight of a thousand eyes. She stood firm against it, although her heart trembled like a leaf. 
“You are so very arrogant,” he said quietly.
Before she could reply, he had taken her hand and cut her palm, letting her feel the full pain of it. More than the full pain; it felt like fire across her hand. She cried out, pulling away. 
“She is by the statue. Take her and go,” the world said, and he was gone. So was the carnation. Hellevir turned. Sullivain’s flaxen hair shone in the gloom as she studied the statue of the lion, running her fingers over its bared teeth. Breath slid from between Hellevir’s lips as if she had just taken her first lungful of air after a dive. For a moment she’d been afraid the man with black eyes would forbid her to take the Princess, but it seemed the law of the trade was one that he couldn’t break. 
Hellevir went forward, and brushed Sullivain’s wrist by her side. She couldn’t feel what she felt, not in this place.
“Sullivain?” she asked. The Princess hummed to show she’d heard, taking Hellevir’s hand and giving it a squeeze, but seemed distracted by the statue. 
“We don’t have one like this in the gardens,” she said. “I should get one made. We were the lions once, after all.”
Hellevir looked around her, at the growing gloom, the half-light of Death. Anger curled within her like the toxic churn of smoke. 
“Thank you,” she said through her teeth. “Antlered King.” She said it in the same way a fisherman will stab his spear into a stream and skewer the trout. Even as she said it, she knew she shouldn’t have; the words felt newborn on her lips, too vulnerable to be spoken. It was too soon for such things, too soon for her to name him. 
The world hissed as if she’d scorched it. It drew back and lashed at her, hurling her out of Death.
 
It hurt more than usual, emerging from the darkness. As if she were being cast out, abruptly dropped on the shore of life like a cat that had escaped drowning. The roar of fires and fighting pressed against her ears. She groaned and tried to move, but the weight on her lap prevented her. In the same instant she felt agony that wasn’t hers, tearing pain through her chest, shock and fear, anger so potent it made her gasp. 
Sullivain awoke with a shudder, the grey leaching from her skin, her eyes losing their flatness. She coughed and Bion helped her to sit up, then she sank into Hellevir’s arms, a gesture so vulnerable that Hellevir could only let out a sob and hold her close. She was careful not to touch her bare skin again, not wanting to drown her in feeling. Death’s warnings hung about her like a smog, and she held Sullivain tighter, screwing her eyes shut. 
“We have to go,” Bion urged, tugging at Hellevir’s arm. “We aren’t safe here.”
Hellevir didn’t care. She had Sullivain, and she was breathing. She was here.
“What did you give?” the Princess whispered. Hellevir was about to reply, when she heard shouts behind them. Bion swore.
“They’ve found us,” he said. “We have to go.”
“Too late,” Sullivain murmured, and she was right. Hellevir was vaguely aware of heavy footsteps, and turned blearily, still borne down by the heavy weight of Death. 
It was Farvor. He ran towards her, his sword unsheathed, his face soot-smeared and blood on his hands. Hellevir couldn’t tear her eyes from the blood. Her big brother, bloody. 
“Hellevir,” he shouted. “What are you . . . ?” He saw the Princess curled on her lap.
Hellevir and her brother stared each other down. Hellevir felt her chin rise, head high.
“Go on, then,” she said. “Take her.” She felt as soon as she spoke what Death had taken this time. Her jaw was empty of its teeth all along the left side, both top and bottom. Farvor’s eyes widened at the sight. 
“I . . .”
“You wanted to get back at her for Calgir?” she pressed on. “Here she is.”
“Hellevir . . .”
“But know this. If you touch her, if you send her back into Death, I’ll only go after her again. And again. As many times as it takes.” She could feel her arms shaking around Sullivain, the beading of her sleeves biting into her fingers as she clasped the Princess close. 
“Hellevir, after everything she’s done, you’d still defend her?” Farvor exclaimed.
“Yes. Because I know her.” She eased Sullivain away and got to her feet, wobbling a little from the aftereffects of coming back into life. Farvor came forward instinctively, holding out a hand to steady her. She heard Sullivain stand behind her. 
“Hellevir . . .” Farvor began.
“It’s not nonsense. I feel what she feels. I . . .” She reached back to take Sullivain’s hand. It was a mistake.
A red tide rolled through her. Dark and malicious, intent and filled with more fury than Hellevir had ever felt before. She hadn’t known a human heart could feel such hatred. She felt it as if it were her own, a tempest that roiled like the madness of the Void. Her innards felt like they were writhing. 
How dare he think to do this to her, how dare he, stupid, stupid boy,
thinking he could stop her, she’d get her hands on him and when she did she’d scorch and tear and raze the whole city to the ground if she had to she’d rip him bloody and no one could stop her . . . 
Hellevir hadn’t realized she was upon Farvor until Bion gave a shout. She blinked, coming back to herself, and released her hands from around his throat just as Bion pulled her back. 
Farvor crawled away, coughing, hand to his neck, and she scrambled backwards with a cry. Sullivain was there behind her, wrapping her arms around her shoulders, her palm against Hellevir’s forehead. Hellevir clenched her eyes shut and put her hands over her ears as if it would block the Princess out, all her shame and regret, all her anger. Sullivain was trying to show Hellevir that she hadn’t meant it, that she was sorry, that she never would have acted on the impulse, but Hellevir was aware of nothing but Sullivain’s shame. Not just shame for what she’d done, but for who she was. A shame, like Death had said, for the pleasure she took in her deeds. A subtle and monumental difference that Hellevir hadn’t been able to see. She felt the surge of more, a whole tide of emotion and memory threatening her, almost submerging her, and she heaved herself away. 
She backed towards Farvor, staring at Sullivain on the ground. Her beautiful waistcoat was stained with her blood, her hair wayward about her face. Her eyes, watching Hellevir, were desolate. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. She seemed to push the words past her teeth as if unused to their taste. “Hellevir . . .”
“He was right,” Hellevir murmured, more to herself than to the Princess. “Death was right about you. You hid it all from me.” She’d had no idea Sullivain could hide her heart so cleverly, but then, Sullivain was a creature of the court, where keeping one’s heart hidden was an art form. All their shared feelings, they were all just a surface, just shallows. She felt as if she’d been swimming in a lake and the bottom had vanished from sight beneath her, and there was only a yawning darkness filled with unspeakable creatures. 
“I . . . I don’t want to be this way. You know this. You’ve felt it, Hellevir.” She glanced behind Hellevir at Farvor, hating the audience, hating having to say these things out loud. “You seemed to think there was a chance for me, and I wanted to believe it.” She held out her hand, coated with her own dried blood. “I want to believe it. Come with me and I will try to be . . .” She searched for a word, shaking her head. “Onaistus, I can’t even say it. Better, saner. It’s in me Hellevir, this . . . thing that I am, it has been in me since long before I met you. I loved that you hoped I could be better. The way you saw me, I didn’t want it to stop.” She glanced back. “But we don’t have time. Hellevir, we have to go. I can only promise I’ll try.” Hellevir became vaguely aware that the sounds of fighting were coming closer. She looked back and saw that the east wing of the palace was on fire. 
Sullivain kept her hand held out in front of her, illuminated by the growing flames. She didn’t spare a glance for her burning home, as if it hadn’t hit her that it was happening. She only watched Hellevir. A realization dawned. 
“It was all you, wasn’t it,” Hellevir murmured. “The stories I heard over the last four years. The torture, the arrests, the hanging of House Spensa. It was all you, not the Queen.” 
Sullivain pressed her lips thin, her eyes wide. “Please,” she said, the word as rusty on her lips as it had once been for her grandmother. “Please come with me. I will try, Hellevir, I will try to be different to what she made me. I wouldn’t try for anyone but you.” Hellevir had never heard her beg before. She hated it. 
“You used the Queen’s madness,” Hellevir said. “You made her a scapegoat.”
“There was conspiracy everywhere,
Hellevir. House Spensa was at its heart.” She glanced at Farvor. “Or so I thought. If my grandmother’s madness took the blame for the hangings, I knew I could ascend in peace, unblamed, and without risk of being opposed by the Houses. In peace, Hellevir. Isn’t that what you wanted from me?” 
“Hellevir,” Farvor said quietly behind her. She felt his hand on her arm. “We need to leave. They can’t find us with her.” He paused. She felt him weighing the odds, knowing he couldn’t fight both Bion and the Princess. “We’ll let her go, all right? Our work is done, her reign is over. But we can’t be found here.” She heard the gritted reluctance in his voice. 
Hellevir watched her. She couldn’t look away. Tears were sliding down her cheeks.
Hellevir had enjoyed it. The power over Farvor. The feeling of having his life in her hands. She’d enjoyed his wide eyes. It had felt like a familiar feeling, one Sullivain had felt many times before. And every time, she’d reveled in it. 
But Sullivain wanted to change. She wanted to fight her nature. Hellevir had felt that too, she’d felt the truth of it.
She’d hanged a whole House. Men, women, children. Then pinned the blame on her mad grandmother.
Hellevir felt Farvor’s hand tight on her arm. Farvor. She couldn’t do this to him. She couldn’t betray him again.
Running with the Princess and then what? Fighting against her own brother and his co-conspirators? Watching him die on some battlefield, giving another part of herself to bring him back, all while trying to convince herself that these horrific actions of her Princess were not in her nature, even as the bodies piled high? A memory struck her, from years ago—lifetimes ago—when Calgir had found her hiding from a party. They’d studied a painting together showing the Battle of the Prye,
one of the last battles of the War over the Waves, when Queen De Neïd had defeated old King Bergerad and seized the Crown.
Fires, bodies, corpses, among them Calgir’s own father. Hellevir suddenly imagined Farvor’s face among those being trampled under the horses. 
And it would happen regardless of whether she went with Sullivain. No matter which side she picked. It suddenly seemed so naïve of her to have once believed war could be avoided, if only Sullivain would change her ways. It was too little, and she was arriving far too late. Even if she’d tried to change Sullivain from the moment they had met in Milandre’s cottage, with that horrible smell of rot in the air, it would have been far too late. 
Sullivain was a lost cause.
The Princess saw it in her eyes. The decision. She let her hand drop, her body sagging, and Hellevir almost reached out to wrap her in her arms, but she couldn’t. It was all so sudden, all of it, ever since she’d returned to Rochidain everything had been a whirlwind, and she wished it would just stop and she and Sullivain could sit in her study and talk it through, be themselves again, but they were out of time. 
“Please,” the Princess said again. Hellevir said nothing. She felt Farvor tug on her arm, wanted to resist just to have more time to think, but she let him drag her away, just as Bion took Sullivain’s wrist and pulled her into the darkness of the underground tunnels. Her brother led her back through the gardens, his hands leaving bloody prints on her sleeve. 
Her heart felt like it was fracturing. She had never felt such pain. It felt so real, so physical, that she looked down at her chest for the blood that must be pouring from her, the bits of bone sticking out of her flesh. Gods, it hurt. She could barely breathe. She gasped in pain. 
I promised I’d save you, she thought. I promised I’d try. And you said you’d try too. But without me there, you won’t. You need me.
I wouldn’t try for anyone but you, she’d said. 
What a fool. Gods, what a fool she was. It hurt so much, she realized, because she’d made the wrong decision. She wrenched away from Farvor and darted back, running as fast as her legs would take her through the smoke-clogged gardens. She shouted Sullivain’s name, her voice hoarse from the ashes. The shed loomed out of the twilight and she fell against the door, pulling on it, heaving on it, but it was locked. She beat her fists against it, shouting out for Sullivain, but she and Bion were gone. Hellevir was too late. 
 
Hellevir sat in her father’s kitchen. Someone had draped a blanket around her shoulders, and Elsevir sat nestled against her neck. There was a cup of something warm in front of her, but she hadn’t touched it. The kitchen was large but even so it was crowded, full of men and women in armor, still dusty and bloody from the fighting. There was wild chatter in the air, giddy in the aftermath of the takeover, and the drinks were flowing as they planned their next steps. She wondered why they were all here. Ionas and Farvor must have brought them. 
Hellevir felt disconnected from it all. As if she were a paper cut-out of herself, a silhouette. Her hair was ragged about her. 
They’d lost the Princess. So Ionas told her. But they hadn’t lost the fight; a large number of Houses which hadn’t been part of the conspiracy had taken up arms in the streets as soon as they’d got wind of the uprising, fighting against the City Guard and the Soldiers of Light. Even civilians had joined in, sick of the arrests and the missing people. It was all out in the open now, all the hatred of the De Neïds, all the resentment. The Houses still loyal to the Crown had fled their homes. There was rejoicing in the streets, and Hellevir wondered how people could celebrate when there must still be so many bodies just lying out on the paths. 
“She’ll be rallying the remaining Houses,” she heard Ionas say behind her. “We have to track them down before they regroup.”
“We’ve sent out patrols to the hinterland. I’d assume that the Princess is going north to her grandmother’s stronghold.” Hellevir didn’t recognize the woman who was speaking. She didn’t recognize most of the people here. 
“It might be where the other Houses converge as well,” Ionas agreed. “I’ll suggest to my father that he target there first.”
There was a clatter from the stairs and another person entered the throng.
“The Black Swan is missing from the docks, Lord Greerson,” he panted. “Her and five others of the fleet. Best guess is they ran when they saw the city turning.” 
“Any sight of them offshore?”
“None, my lord. Do you think they’ll try to rendezvous with the Queen?”
“It’s what I’d do. Nearest harbor?”
“Dunriddich, sir.”
“Send a team there too. Have patrols up and down the coast. We’ll launch when we know where they are.”
Hellevir closed her eyes, her hands around the mug in front of her. It was too hot to hold but she didn’t pull away. The noise of the people around her was making her head hurt. She felt a hand on her arm. 
“Are you all right, my girl?” her pa asked. She opened her eyes and looked at him.
“Should I be?” she asked. He flinched at the sight of her missing teeth. The whole left side of her mouth was empty, upper and lower. A “lesser” cost, Death had said, but her jaw ached where the teeth had been, and drool kept pooling against her lip. Better than a finger, she supposed, but she sensed from her exhaustion that it had been more than just teeth that had been taken. 
“Did you know anything, about this?” she whispered. “What they were planning?” He took her hands in his larger ones.
“No,” he said. “Well, I had inklings. But I didn’t think it was anything like this.” He huffed, looking out at the crowd of people, and she saw a brightness in his eyes. He was exhilarated. “And honestly, it came none too soon.” 
“Where’s Ma?”
“The temple.”
“Is she safe there?”
“I should think so. People don’t have a problem with the Peers themselves, most are Onaistian these days. They won’t have been harmed.” 
“Ma was out on the streets,” Hellevir said. “She was here when it all happened.”
Her pa’s eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to speak, but they both glanced up as Ionas sat down opposite them. His red hair was tousled from the fighting, and he had a bad cut across his cheek which Hellevir thought would probably scar. 
“I’m sorry about . . .” He gestured to her head. She put a hand to her hair, and realized it was still matted with her blood. She’d completely forgotten she’d even been hurt. “I didn’t have a choice.” 
“Yes, you did.”
“I thought you would go to the Princess.”
And I did, she thought. She glanced up at Farvor, who was pretending not to listen, helping himself to a cider. Neither of them had said they had been the ones to let the Princess get away. 
“So what now, Ionas?” Hellevir asked sharply. “You’re going to instate your democratic council? The one you told me about when you cornered me at the ball?” 
Ionas looked down at the grain of the wood. He clenched his jaw. He wasn’t so handsome a man with all that dirt and soot on his face. But then, she supposed she wasn’t one to throw stones with half her teeth gone. 
“Yes,” he said honestly. “It wasn’t a thought-through plan when I brought it to you, I’ll admit, but that was four years ago. I’ve toured since then. Been to the Galgoros with my father’s soldiers. Helped them in their conflict with the eastern mainland. The Galgoros has a democratic government, and I learned what I could from them. We’ll have a court of our own formed by the Houses, but no one will be at the head of it. The Houses will decide how the city goes forward unanimously, it won’t be at the whim of a madwoman.” 
Hellevir snorted. She wondered how the common people of Rochidain who had joined in the revolution would feel about having no more power in this new regime than they’d enjoyed under the De Neïds. 
Ionas pursed his lips.
“We could use you,” he said. “It won’t be easy, changing the way of things, chasing down the loyal Houses. It’d be good to have your help.” Hellevir folded her arms. 
“In what capacity?”
“As a herbalist.”
“Is that all?”
“You want me to say it? As a resurrectionist too.”
Hellevir shook her head.
“Right,” she said. “I see.” She stood, dropping the blanket onto the table.
“Where are you going, my girl?” Pa asked her.
“Home,” she muttered. “Milandre’s. I’m not going to stay here and be strong-armed into being another person’s shield against Death.” 
“But . . .”
“No,” she cut him off loudly. So loudly that the chatter in the room died down a little, people glancing her way, before it resumed. “I want no part of this. Or are you going to stop me, my lord?” 
Ionas matched her gaze for a moment, but he couldn’t hold it. Perhaps it was because she had no eyepatch, and the black glass stared him down. 
“I won’t force you,” he said. “That won’t be the way of things anymore.”
Hellevir nodded and left, Elsevir heavy on her shoulder. She found her coat still hanging on its peg from when she’d first come back after seeing Sullivain—was she in a bad dream, for all of it to go so wrong so quickly—and let herself out into the cold air. She heard someone coming after her, and Farvor calling out for her to wait. 
“Are you all right?” he asked her.
“No,” she replied. “Not even slightly.” She paused, and took a breath. “But I should thank you. For letting her go.” She paused. “And why did you? You loathe her.” 
“Believe me, I didn’t want to. But I imagine in a swordfight she’d have won and we’d both be dead, so . . .” Hellevir looked up at the sky, seeing the embers from the Houses dyeing the sky a sickly red. She wondered how many bodies she’d see on the way back. Farvor brushed her arm. “This all would have happened long ago, you know,” he said gently. “If you hadn’t brought her back to life the first time. You only delayed the inevitable.” 
Hellevir laughed, a brief exhalation of breath without humor.
“That’s one way to think of it.”
“It’s true. There would always have been conflict for the crown. It’s why Ionas’s plan made sense.”
“And that’s why you joined him? Because it made sense?”
“And because I’d seen firsthand what the Princess could do. The thought of her as Queen? It terrified me. The whole world would be a prison cell. So when Ionas asked me to help, to be his spy on some of the Houses he knew would be loyal, I knew I had to.” 
“That’s why you worked for Lady Hannotir? Even after her squire gave you and Calgir up?”
“Not a day went by when I didn’t think how nice it would be to run her through with a hot poker. But she’s gone now, fled with the rest of that sorry lot.” 
“But if I hadn’t brought Sullivain back the first time, I wouldn’t be in the middle of it all,” Hellevir said quietly, watching the poisoned sky, devoid of stars. “Sullivain would never have hanged the Redeions, she would never have kept doing what she was doing. And I wouldn’t feel . . . Sullivain wouldn’t be . . .” She didn’t know how to finish. She wasn’t sure she could, not through the tears that were suddenly catching in her throat and making it hard to think. 
“Hellevir.” Farvor took her elbow. She barely felt it. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what was between you. If I had, I wouldn’t have been so hard on you.” 
“It would have changed nothing. You still would have wanted her dead. Rightfully so.”
“Hellevir . . .” Farvor reached out as if to hug her, but she turned away abruptly, and left through the gate.
 
Hellevir went to the temple first, against her better judgment. She wanted to know her ma was all right. On the way she passed a group of Soldiers of the Light laying down arms under the watch of a rebel patrol, their actions reluctant and their eyes sullen as the ship emblem was torn from their shoulders. Hellevir found her mother tending to the sick. Her face was soot-smeared, but she was unharmed. 
“I never knew,” Ma whispered as they sat together under the trees in the courtyard. The place was as bustling as Pa’s house had been, full of people who had fled there, thinking it a religious attack. Grey-robed Peers rushed here and there, seeing to the wounded. They drew Dometiks for healing on their patients. “I thought Farvor was just recovering. I thought he was just moving on.” 
“What will you do?” Hellevir asked, squeezing her hand.
“I . . .” She glanced up, watching the Peers running between patients with bandages and poultices. “I don’t know. I’ll stay here until I know.” She looked back at Hellevir. “And you? What will you do?” 
“I’m going to Milandre’s. I don’t want any part in this.” Her mother nodded, as if relieved.
“For the best, perhaps,” she murmured. She hesitated, and then took Hellevir’s hand, gently, as if she expected Hellevir to pull away. Her fingers were surprisingly dry to the touch, coarse as if from labor. She took a small box from her pocket, opening it up to take out a piece of charcoal, and began to draw on the inside of Hellevir’s wrist. 
“This is the Dometik for Protection,” she said quietly. “You may not believe in it, but it helps me to know you have it. Symbols only have the meaning we give to them, and I give them a lot of meaning.” It was a complicated knot, and took her some time to draw, but Hellevir let her. It was a symbol she hadn’t seen before. 
“Thank you, Ma,” she said, looking down at it. In five minutes it would smudge, but she supposed that didn’t matter. She wished suddenly that it would never go away, evidence that her ma did care after all. 
 
She spent the night helping Sathir tend to the wounded at the Order. Being busy kept her distracted. She only stopped to let Edrin clean her head wound. 
“What happened?” Edrin asked quietly, dabbing with a wet cloth. She took her chin gently. “And your teeth, Hellevir, my goodness. Did you bring someone back?” 
Hellevir said nothing, and Edrin didn’t press her.
Hellevir didn’t stop until she started to make mistakes, clumsy with fatigue, and Sathir sent her to bed, but the thought of lying in her chamber, alone with her thoughts, made her feel unwell. She fled instead out into the gardens, blessedly empty at this time of night but unpleasantly cold for spring. Under her arm was a book, writings of an explorer from half a century ago, who’d travelled far beyond the Galgoros to the White Lands. 
The willow stood like a woman with her head bent in sorrow, branches rimed with frost and glistening blackly in the night. Hellevir parted the curtain of leaves gently, letting herself through its domed arms, and lowered herself beside the trunk. She didn’t hum a tune, not wanting to disturb the willow’s slumber, and instead looked up at the stars glittering between its boughs. 
“It’s cold,” Elsevir remarked, huddling against her neck. She undid her scarf and wrapped it around him, and he nibbled her finger. They sat for a time, listening to the breeze, the distant sounds of merrymaking drifting over the walls. “You really intend to leave?” the raven asked her. 
“Yes.” She felt his rebuke in his silence. “You think I’m running away,” she guessed.
“I would never say that,” he countered, but she knew he was just being kind.
“I want no part in this war,” she said, tone sour. “And I will not remain as Ionas’s resurrectionist.” Her face softened. “If I am a resurrectionist, anymore.” She put her hand to her head, looked down at the book in her lap. “I wounded him, Elsevir. The man with black eyes. I called him by his name. I wielded it like a knife, plunged it into him without hesitation. I wonder whether he will welcome me back after I broke his trust, his laws.” She rested her cheek against Elsevir’s feathers as he ruffled them. 
“I will watch over you,” the raven said. “Go.”
Hellevir closed her eyes and entered Death. As soon as the cold consumed her, she felt him watching. He let her find the domed library easily enough, the empty shelves yawning at her as she descended the spiral staircase, but when she reached the bottom there were no chairs, and the fire was not lit. The whole place felt unwelcoming. 
She took the book she’d brought from under her arm and put it on the mantelpiece, then stood there for a moment, her hand resting on its cover. 
“You were right,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry.” There was no answer. She hadn’t really expected one.
She turned to leave, and found the leather armchair waiting for her. Something like relief uncurled within her. She settled into it, feet tucked beneath her and head resting on her hand, watching the flames in the hearth as they began to flicker. 
 
Smoke rose from the palace in a black column. Two days, and it was still burning down, clogging the sky and the horizon. Hellevir wondered what the new regime would build in its place. 
She stood in the highest tower of the Order, looking over its walls across Rochidain. Tomorrow, she planned to leave the city, make her way to Milandre’s cottage by the woods. Her saddlebags were packed, and Dune awaited her in the Wall Stables. The horses had been taken by the conspirators before the palace had been set alight, but Farvor had recognized Dune and kept him for her. It had been a relief she hadn’t expected, seeing him safe and whole when she had worried he might have been caught in the fire, and he was just as pleased to see her, nuzzling her forehead with his soft nose. 
Earlier that morning, Ionas had sent her a message to meet him at his House. There he had introduced her to a man she knew already, who had once sold her the eyepatches and glass eyes. He was an expert with teeth too, it turned out. 
Gods, it had hurt. No matter the pain tincture they gave her. In the manner of Death, her gums had sealed over, and they’d had to recut to fit the teeth. Losing a finger would have been easier, almost. 
Now, she ran her tongue along the new teeth, not liking the taste of silver. They clicked together oddly. She didn’t like the look of them either, but it was better than forever having to chew on one side of her mouth and wipe the drool from her chin every five minutes. Ionas had called it a gesture of good faith. She wondered what Sullivain would have thought of them. 
Sullivain. Her heart twisted at the thought of her. Hellevir’s feelings were too knotted, spiked like a rose’s stem, for her to even begin to grasp hold of them. She felt exhausted, like the worst of fools, a naïve idiot. She felt betrayed, duped. But worst of all, she felt bereft. Sullivain had been within her grasp, and she had let her go. 
Hellevir took in a breath and released it slowly, as if it would expel some of the tightness in her chest. She could feel Sullivain, out there. Somewhere. It was a vague sense of her presence, angry and in pain. Roiling like the churning smoke Hellevir could see hanging above the palace. Their bond was even stronger now, reaching past their touch, and Hellevir wondered how much distance she would have to put between them to feel nothing of her. Her dreams had been empty of Sullivain, perhaps because her sleep had been filled with nightmares instead. 
Sullivain would not forgive her for leaving her, she knew. The damage had been done. Whatever hope there might have been of Sullivain finding peace was gone. Severed like a finger. 
There would be war, and it was Hellevir’s fault.
I barrel from mistake to mistake,
she thought to herself. I only wanted to help. And here we are.
Time stretched out, the sun sank lower. Soldiers in squads moved below her, heaving carts weighed down with the dead. As she’d walked through the city, she hadn’t been able to look away as they were piled up, flung like racks of meat for the butcher. Peers, soldiers, civilians, children, all caught in the crossfire. She’d tried not to look at their faces, tried not to let the color of their eyes, the curl of their hair, the delicate looseness of their wrists as their palms lay open to the sky, sear into her memories. 
I could save every one of them, she thought. If I were willing to pay the price. But for every one of them another finger, another piece of herself, another slice of soul. Her whole body screamed with shame, as her nostrils were filled with the stench of smoke and death, and she thought of the Void awaiting many of them in Death. 
I am finite, she told herself, again and again. I cannot save everyone. I am finite.
The chill of night bit at her skin, and she was unable to move, until the sun was dipping towards the horizon. It dawned on her slowly that she wasn’t going to be able to leave the Order, after all. As she watched the bodies carted off to some mass grave beyond the city wall, she felt like a coward for thinking it. She had caused all this, and the very least she could do was stay and be what Milandre had taught her to be: a herbalist and a healer. The miasma in the distance coiled and flickered like a storm, churning with Sullivain’s misery. 



Chapter Eleven
The next morning, Hellevir penned a letter to Milandre. She kept it short, telling her all that had transpired in Rochidain, and that she intended to stay as a healer. “Healer” was underlined, so that Milandre would understand she didn’t intend to be a resurrectionist. She entrusted the letter to Elsevir, tying it with red string about his leg. 
“Fly safely, dear one,” she said, and kissed his head. He took to the air in a flurry of midnight, and she watched him vanish over the Order wall with a pang in her heart. She didn’t wallow, but returned to her work in the infirmaries. Many had been hurt in the attack, and there was much to keep her busy. 
It was soothing, to lose herself in the mundane and the curable. The days slipped by in a bustling blur.
But of course, not every ill is curable.
Sathir found her as she was sewing up a leg wound, tying off the horse hair she had used as thread. The older woman waited until she was done, clasping her hands across her belly, before she said, “We need you. There’s been a death.” 
Hellevir felt her body go still. She had known, of course, that it was inevitable someone would die on the wards. Surprising, really, that it hadn’t happened sooner. She stood and went with the priestess, knowing she shouldn’t look, knowing she shouldn’t put a face to the person she was choosing not to save. 
He was in his late twenties. He’d been badly burned, and Hellevir had spent hours swapping out cooling bandages dipped in honey and milk, running through her pain medication at a frightening pace. She tried not to remember his name, deliberately tried to keep her mind blank, but it surfaced like a bubble of air. Alestir. Alestir Larisson. 
He’d been coughing badly. The smoke must have got in his lungs, burned him within as well as without.
“Will you?” Sathir asked quietly. The wards hummed with activity around them, but it felt distant as they stood by Alestir’s bedside. Hellevir looked down at him, the bandages stained with poultice and blood. She had no treasure to save him. She had only herself. 
I am finite, she thought. I am finite.
“I can’t, Sathir,” she murmured. “If I save him, I have to save them all. And I can’t save everyone, it’s impossible.” She closed her eyes, deliberately turned her back on the bed. She felt the decision solidify within her, sharp and hard and digging thorns into her with every breath. “Please don’t ask me again.” 
There were others. Many others. Sathir and Edrin understood, she knew, but sometimes she still caught them glancing at her, their eyes deep-set, weighed down in their own way by the deaths. She turned her back on every single one, and each time she did, she felt something within her wither, as if the garden of her soul were slowly dying. She missed Elsevir. 
 
Two weeks passed in the blink of an eye, and each night she saw the dead in her dreams. Among them was the old man from Claridain. The smell—blood, sweat, feces—pervaded her clothes and seemed to have sunk into her skin, and she caught its edge even in deepest sleep, although her head lay upon a clean pillow and her hair was freshly washed. She tied bundles of rosemary, lavender, and thyme to the bedposts in a vain attempt to cover the odor. 
She didn’t dream with Sullivain again, and she knew—somehow, she could feel it—that it was because Sullivain didn’t want to. Hellevir hadn’t realized how much she had relied on those dreams, those brief moments of solace as she slept, until abruptly they were gone, as if a crutch had been kicked away from her. 
She missed the Princess. She hated that she missed her. She hated that she’d seen what could have happened, how things could have been different, and hadn’t had enough faith in it—in Sullivain—to stay. She hated that the door had been locked. It was like another tear in her soul. 
And further, she was beginning to worry about Elsevir. He had been gone a long time. She knew it should have only taken him a few days to reach Milandre’s, another few to return to her, and one night in her dreams she found herself looking for him. She searched through the Order, through the palace, through the mountains of Claridain and the forests near her old home. She called his name as she ran, the trees tall and dark around her, their bark eerily smooth like bone and the air thick with silence, soaked and glowing with an eerie half-light. 
She became aware that she was being watched, the knots of the tree bark following her like eyes. Vines hanging low caught in her hair, and bushes snarling with barbs tore at her trouser legs. 
Wake up!
The command boomed around her, heavy and deafening as the sound of a tower bell. She kept trying to run, looking for the hint of feathers, the flash of bead-bright eyes. 
Hellevir! came the voice, wrapping around her and pinning her so tightly she could barely breathe. Wake up! Now!
She gasped, sitting bolt upright in her bed, the booming voice echoing around her. Sweat slicked her hair to her forehead as she searched the darkness for a figure, but found the room empty. Concussive sounds rushed in upon her, no longer part of her dream but upon the very air. The bells in the Order tower were ringing, but not to signify the evensong. It was an alarm. It joined the tolling of others from outside the walls, throughout the city, but beneath the ringing there was a heavy and repeated pounding that Hellevir at first thought was her own beating heart. She scrambled out of the bed, falling over to her window and staring out into the darkness. 
Her window looked out onto the central courtyard of the Order. Priestesses were gathering around the front gates, some gesturing angrily. The pounding was coming from the doors. Hellevir saw Edrin coming through the door below her window. 
“Edrin! What’s going on?” she called down. The priestess looked up at her, face pale and worried. She had pulled her headscarf on in a hurry and her hair was escaping at the sides. 
“I don’t know,” she shouted up. “I . . .”
The pounding on the gates intensified, and they both looked towards it. There was something wrong about that sound, and after a moment Hellevir realized what. It wasn’t the sound of the knocker on the other side, or the beating of fists on the wood. It was heavier, angrier, an iron strike which seemed to sing with the promise of violence, and she knew suddenly that it was the sound of a sword pommel. She heard a shout, deep and forceful. 
“Open, in the name of the Queen!”
Hellevir’s stomach shrank. Before she could react, something on the other side of the Order’s high walls caught her eye, and she could only stare at the now too-familiar sight of flames licking up into the sky, staining the clouds with soot. A scream erupted into the night, and she retreated from the window. For a moment she was paralyzed, her mind flickering back to the night of the uprising. Then she shook herself and hastily pulled on some clothes, darting out of the door. 
Another battle, another attack. She hadn’t expected Sullivain’s forces to retaliate so quickly. The churning darkness of Sullivain lurked upon the horizon, still distant and yet . . . no, she wasn’t in the city herself, but her whole mind was trained upon it, and Hellevir flinched at the hatred that glinted like a whetted spearpoint aimed straight at Rochidain. At the Order. At Hellevir. 
Fear crawled along her skin, found purchase and burrowed in, an unspoken dread that it took an effort of will to excise as she slipped out into the courtyard and joined the clamor of priestesses by the gates, their breath lingering on the dawn-cold air. Sathir was at the head of the group, her hand against the wood as if to ward away what was on the other side. Hellevir saw that huge crossbeams had been nailed to the gates; it was odd to see the Order doors locked and barred. 
“We should open them,” one priestess said. “Our gates are always open. Perhaps they need help.” A chorus of scorn hushed her.
“Are you daft? Can’t you hear the alarms?”
“Do they sound like they need help?”
“They’re the Queen’s soldiers, they aren’t here for our help.”
“How’d they even get into the city? Wouldn’t they have been arrested at the city gates?”
Hellevir pushed her way to the front of the crowd, took Sathir’s elbow.
“There’s fire on the other side,” she exclaimed. “The whole city’s under attack.”
“But why would they be attacking us?” one of the priestesses protested. “We’re neutral ground.” 
The pounding behind them suddenly stopped. The distant, muted clamor of steel and screams and bells echoed in the night as the priestesses fell silent, staring. 
A boom shook the gates, dislodging dust and old stone from their upper arch. The priestesses all took an involuntary step back, as another boom cracked against the wood on the other side. 
“They’re trying to break in!” Edrin exclaimed. “What do they want?”
Hellevir swallowed, glancing at Sathir.
“Me,” she said quietly. “She wants to get to me.” It had never occurred to her that Sullivain would seek her out, would hunt her down. That she’d punish the Order for harboring her. Perhaps she hadn’t wanted to believe it, and yet how could she doubt it, now that she knew the real Sullivain? Not the Sullivain of her dreams, but the Sullivain who would slaughter a family and lay the blame on her ailing grandmother? Another boom, rattling the hinges, and a deep, dark splinter appeared in the wood. 
Sathir’s eyes widened. Then she turned from Hellevir and started barking instructions, singling out women for duties with a wave of her hand. She had the air of someone who had once been very used to issuing commands and having them obeyed. 
“Gather what weapons you can,” she told them. “You and you, get the infirmaries packed up and ready to move. You, go to the food stores, get bags packed. Get everyone down into the cellars, we’re leaving through the tunnels.” 
“We’re evacuating?” Edrin asked quietly.
“We’re evacuating,” Sathir confirmed grimly. “Take only what you need.”
Numbly, Hellevir rushed to obey.
Back in her rooms, she packed her bags unthinkingly, as if her hands belonged to someone else, and she drew on her travelling coat still dusty from the road to Rochidain. Her knife lay in her bag, and after a moment’s hesitation she withdrew it and tied its sheath to her belt. 
As she ran downstairs to join the throng of blue robes, the air thick with fear and barely bridled panic, her mind churned with horrific thoughts; where were her parents, her brother? Were they safe? Should she just open the gates and let the soldiers take her? But no, they were attacking the whole city, no one would be safe inside or out. What would they do when they couldn’t find her? The thoughts fluttered around her like moths around a candle flame, useless and peripheral, and as she entered the infirmaries she swatted them aside, shouldering her bags to take one end of a stretcher carrying an old woman, nodding to the priestess who took the other side. 
“What’s happening?” the old woman asked, her voice trembling.
“We’re just moving somewhere safer,” Hellevir said, trying to make her voice soothing. “We’ll be fine. Lie back down and don’t you worry.” She pointed the other priestess towards a pile of supplies. “Put them on the stretcher too, carry as much as we can.” 
They made their way down the cold corridors, the sound of the booming at the gates slow, heavy, incessant. As they passed a window Hellevir thought she saw the flicker of a figure in their reflections, a figure made of shadows with dark tines growing from its head, but when she looked again it was only her own pale face looking back at her. They descended a broad staircase, the air becoming cold and damp, and joined the throng of priestesses and injured. Those who could walk had been made to, those who could carry had been weighed down by supplies. Children were hurriedly given hands to hold. 
The cellars were lined with shelves, bottles glinting in the torchlight and burlap sacks neatly arranged in rows. Hellevir lowered the stretcher gently and saw Sathir and Edrin marching through the crowd. Sathir carried a sword at her hip, and looked like she knew what to do with it. The priestesses parted for them like a shoal, and when Sathir caught Hellevir’s eye she jerked her head for her to follow. Another boom permeated the air, and Hellevir flinched. 
The back of the cellar was in darkness, unlit and heavy with cobwebs. Sathir stopped before a heavy-set door, the wood black with age but no less sturdy. It had no lock, no handle. 
“I’ll go ahead into the tunnels, light the way,” Sathir said. “Edrin, you should keep to the middle, stop people lagging. Hellevir, I need you to ferry everyone through, and close the door behind you.” She lifted the key chain at her belt and searched through it, selecting an old iron key the length of Hellevir’s hand. She brushed dust from a stone in the wall and gently eased it free, revealing a large keyhole behind. 
“I had no idea we had tunnels under the Order,” Edrin murmured.
“Defeats the point of secret tunnels if everyone knows about them,” Sathir said. At her words, something rang in Hellevir’s memories like a pebble dropped into a deep well, but she was too dazed to heed it. Edrin caught Sathir’s wrist as she raised the key to the lock, made her pause. 
“Are we really abandoning the Order?” Edrin breathed. “This is our home. It hasn’t been abandoned in a hundred years.” Sathir put a hand over hers, her expression grim but unafraid. 
“We are the Order,” she said. “We’re more than walls and a garden, we’re a belief, a way of seeing the world. We survive, and so may others who see as we do. And I’d never abandon us.” Her voice had risen slightly, carrying to the other priestesses who were glancing at the ceiling in fear. Her words seemed to strengthen them, make them nod, but Hellevir felt only empty. 
I put them all in danger. The thought was deafening, drowning out all other sounds. Secret tunnels. 
Something wasn’t right. She could feel it in her chest, a sickly wrongness. She glanced around, not listening as the priestesses spoke, her blood thick in her ears and her skin prickling with an unnamed dread. 
There was a dusty bottle sitting on the shelf beside her, a large jar used for brewing beer. In its domed surface she could see herself, stretched and misshapen, and behind her was darkness. As she watched, the darkness bent, distorted, and a whiteness appeared at her shoulder, a pale, long-fingered hand, reaching out as if to grip her. To shake her. To warn her. 
Secret tunnels. 
These tunnels are one of the oldest parts of Rochidain, Sullivain had said as she’d led Hellevir into the catacombs to speak to her grandmother’s corpse. The first Queen dug them out to make her own network of tunnels under the palace, under the canals, under the city itself.
Sathir raised the key.
“Don’t open the door,” Hellevir gasped, at the very moment that Sathir twisted it in the lock.
 
The darkness of the tunnels yawned, smelling of damp stone and deep earth. Silence fell, besides that endless boom, boom, boom at the gates, a chesty cough from one of the sick, a thin wail from one of the children. There was a moment of held breath. 
Something glinted in the shadows. A single gleam of the cellar torchlight as it reflected from drawn steel. And then the shadows moved. 
They spilled from the tunnel like insects, carapaces shining and pincers sharp. Sathir had the presence of mind to draw her sword and attempted to heave the door closed, but they charged through and Hellevir felt a sound erupt from her, a shout of “Run!” before the soldiers surged among them, overwhelming her. 
She couldn’t see their faces, obscured as they were by helmets and the dim light, as she was knocked to the ground, a scream lodged in her throat. They swarmed over her, trampled her under their boots, ignored her as if she were an animal carcass by the side of the road, crushed by carriage wheels. She couldn’t stand, couldn’t find purchase, could only curl up and cover her head with her hands. A voice shouted her name, panicked and high, but it was drowned out in the thunder of boots and the screams of women and the chaos of violence. 
A hand appeared from nowhere, gauntleted and strong, and heaved her to her feet, pushing her back roughly against the shelves of supplies. A blade was levelled at her chest, and absolute certainty flooded her: she was about to die. 
She didn’t hear the sword as it was stabbed into the soldier’s back. She only saw him stiffen and stumble to his knees, and the only sound was his cry of surprise and pain. Sathir withdrew the blade and kicked him to the side. Hellevir stared down at him, paralyzed. 
“Go!” Sathir gasped as she heaved Hellevir after her. Behind her was Edrin, her headscarf drifting loose and her forehead bloodied. The cellar was in chaos, armored figures and blue robes clashing in the flickering torchlight. Some of the priestesses carried weapons, and they fought with bared teeth and fire in their eyes, but most had run at the first sight of soldiers, fleeing while they could back up the stairs. 
Hellevir felt Sathir’s hand on the small of her back as they hurled themselves towards a gap in the melee. There was a child curled up in a ball crying, a little boy, and Hellevir scooped him up onto her hip, holding his face close to her shoulder. She was vaguely aware of Sathir’s blade slicing through the air as they went, heard the clash of steel upon steel and grunts of pain, but she stumbled up the stairs, not looking back until she reached the top. Blood was thick on the floor, slick and dark against blue robes, and the smell of iron was hot on the air. 
“We can’t just leave them . . .” Hellevir began, but Sathir pushed her forward, grunting, “Too many. Go!” She turned, just in time to parry a sword as it struck like a snake towards her. “Go!” she shouted over her shoulder, and Hellevir obeyed. 
She and Edrin fell into the night, the cold air sweet against their cheeks. A crack shattered the darkness like the sound of a tree blown in half by a gale, and they jumped, wide-eyed. The child in Hellevir’s arms whimpered and buried his face in her neck. 
“They’re through the gates,” Edrin gasped. They sank back into the shadows of the ivy-thick wall as they heard bootsteps, their tread heavy with the unmistakable weight of armor. Hellevir held her breath, holding the little boy close. He was perhaps five years old, and trembled as he clutched at Hellevir’s collar. They waited, tense as mice beneath the shadow of a hawk, until the bootsteps faded. 
“Where are we going to go?” Edrin whispered. In the darkness the whites of her eyes gleamed. “We’re trapped.”
“The gates are open now,” Hellevir replied. She could hear a tremor in her voice, tried to hide it. “Unless they’ve set someone to guard it, that’s our way out.” 
“Is it really our only option?” 
“Or we find somewhere to hide in the gardens, and hope they don’t look there.” The idea of cowering, waiting for the soldiers to leave—and who was to say that they would?—seemed unbearable. 
“All right,” Edrin said. “We’ll try the gate.” Hellevir held the little boy close, peering around the wall for other patrols. The ivy brushed her cheek, whispering warnings to her. 
“Where is everyone?” the boy asked quietly. “Did they escape?” Hellevir swallowed, parted her lips to reply, and then a scream pierced the night. It was so sudden, so agonized, that Hellevir flinched and the boy let out a sob, wriggling suddenly in a panic to get away. She tried to hold on to him but he wrenched free, dropping to the ground and tearing off into the night. 
She darted out after him, just as a soldier emerged through one of the doors. He was tall, broad-shouldered, a hint of blond hair escaping from under the cheek guards of his helmet. His arms were heavy with—of all things—books, stacks of them. A soon as he saw Hellevir, he dropped them without ceremony to draw his sword, pages falling open and crushed beneath his boots as he stepped over them to lunge for her. 
“Stop right there!” he shouted, and he was upon her before she could run, his arm at her throat as he drove her back against the wall. She struggled, kicking and biting, but she might as well have been batting against the trunk of a tree. “Hold still, curse it!” she heard, before a blow like a kick from a horse struck the side of her head, and she felt her limbs go momentarily limp. She was vaguely aware of Edrin’s cries as the priestess threw herself upon him, beating at his back with her fists, and he turned and shrugged her off with an irritated growl. It was with an almost casual gesture of his wrist that he thrust his sword forward, and into Edrin’s side. 
Her scream went through Hellevir. It pierced the miasma, the paralytic numbness that had descended over her the moment she’d realized the Order was under attack. This wasn’t a nightmare, this was real, and Edrin was going to die. 
Hellevir’s knife was in her fist. She didn’t remember freeing it from the sheath. She charged forward with a snarl she’d never heard herself make before, shoving the soldier back, and felt the blade cut through flesh. She felt the sinews tear, the hair-raising grate of steel against bone, the blood pooling revoltingly hot over her hand. The soldier gripped her arm, tilting forward as if about to lean his head against hers, and she jerked away. He fell. 
For a moment she stared down at him, bleeding over the books. Then Edrin was tugging at her arm, one hand pressed to the wound at her hip. She was saying something but Hellevir couldn’t hear her over the roaring in her ears. She felt the knife slipping from her senseless fingers, and forced herself to tighten her grasp, forced herself to focus. 
Edrin gripped her hand and pulled, and Hellevir stumbled after her. She was vaguely aware that the windows they passed were too bright, flickering with the mad dance of flames. Her eyes smarted and her vision became blurred with what she realized was smoke. 
The priestess was beginning to lag, her left side black with blood, and Hellevir took her arm over her shoulder, hauling her blindly through the wrought iron gate and past the herb gardens, into the safety of the shadowed trees. Their path turned—perhaps unthinkingly, perhaps drawn by some thought of sanctuary—towards the river, towards the willow tree. 
Somehow, over the growing roar of flames, over the shouts erupting from the darkness like the barking of hounds, she heard when Edrin gasped. The priestess stopped dead, dragging Hellevir to a halt, her bloodied hand raised to her mouth. Hellevir looked up. 
“No,” she breathed. “No, no . . .”
The willow was on fire. Its long tresses were brilliant snakes of flame, the crown roaring and belching black smoke into the air. It burned radiantly, beautifully, lighting up the night as the embers flew and danced on the breath of the flames. She could feel the heat from here, intense and stinking of burning sap, but sharper still with what she recognized was alcohol. Dark figures stood watching it, heavy barrels lying overturned and empty on the ground beside them. They’d doused the tree, she realized, they’d come prepared to burn it. 
Had a patrol found them at that moment, as Hellevir pressed Edrin’s headscarf to her side and told her it would all be all right, it might have been the end. But the brightness of the burning tree cast the rest of the garden into deep shadow, hiding them beneath the twitching boughs of the surrounding trees. 
They sat, huddled on the ground, arms around each other as they watched the willow burn.



Chapter Twelve
The soldiers did not linger, did not stake a claim to the ground they’d won. As dawn brushed the sky, they scattered and vanished. The willow still gleamed with heat, but its limbs were blackened, skeletal, all ribs and bones, all crooked fingers. 
A thin snow was beginning to fall. Odd, for this time of year. Hellevir looked up, felt it brush her cheek, and wiped it away. She rubbed the substance between thumb and forefinger. 
Not snow, she realized. Ash.
Edrin was shivering. Her skin was pale, clammy, her breathing labored. Hellevir helped her to stand, taking most of her weight. Other priestesses were appearing from the smoke to gather water from the river in buckets, their faces sooty and jaws tight with fatigue. When they saw Hellevir and Edrin, they rushed to help, ushering them towards the courtyard. Hellevir cast her eyes around, saw the blackened walls and the collapsed roofs, the air above shuddering still with a heat haze, before the priestesses led them out through the broken gates. An impromptu field infirmary had been set up on the street beyond, beds made from pallets and pillows from old sacks. Sathir was among them, directing the able-bodied, and a violent pang went through Hellevir, relief that her friend hadn’t been hurt. The priestess let out a cry when she saw them, rushing forward, and helped her lower Edrin onto the ground, cushioning her head with her coat. 
Hellevir cast about in vain for medical supplies.
“Is there anything we can use?” she asked desperately. The priestess shook her head grimly.
“They took everything,” she said. Her voice sounded hoarse from smoke. “Food, medicine, even the books. Anything they didn’t take, they burned.” 
“Water? Alcohol? Anything?”
“There’s a cauldron over the fire boiling water . . .” She stopped, looking further down the thoroughfare. Hellevir followed her gaze, and went still as she saw familiar grey robes. The Peers were hesitating at the edge of the crowd, uncertain. Sathir’s eyes narrowed, but she stood and went to talk to them, and after a moment she gestured them past. They began to walk among the wounded, lowering bags of supplies onto the ground by the cauldron. It seemed they’d come to offer help. 
Civil relations between heathens and priests,
Hellevir thought. And all it took was civil war. 
Hellevir found some thread, bandages, and—her heart tightened—some willow bark tincture. She cleaned Edrin’s wound as best she could, stitched it up and bandaged it, told her it would be all right. 
“Would you bring me back?” Edrin murmured. Her eyes were deeply sunken in her head, forehead slick with sweat. “If I died?”
“You’re not going to die,” Hellevir said abruptly, not meeting her eyes.
“I don’t want to.”
“Good thing you’re not going to, then.” She gave Edrin a few drops of tincture for the pain, and then let her sleep. The dead were being brought out, laid in neat lines along the edge of the canal, but she couldn’t bring herself to count them. 
She found herself standing before the broken gates. The heavy wood was cracked, the knocker hanging at an angle. The symbol of the nightingale was carved on the arch above, its wings outstretched and beak parted mid-song. It was untarnished, untouched by soot. Hellevir tried to take some solace from that, but could find none. 
Beyond, the ivy and fuchsia bushes had been torched, and all that remained were their blackened trunks clinging to the blackened stones. Hellevir reached out a hand to the remains of the fuchsia that had once bloomed so brightly in the summer, but the spirit that had lived within it, watching with petal eyes, was gone. 
The walls had crumbled, unsupported by the wooden beams. The roofs had fallen in, the windows had cracked from the heat. The choir hall was gone, Hellevir knew without having to step inside; she could see its caved-in ceiling, its collapsed doorway. She felt old, infirm, and the more she saw, the less strength she had. When she walked to the corridor leading to the gardens, she found someone had taken a mallet to the walls, and it was no longer a tunnel but a path. She hobbled along it, taking in the gardens. 
The trees had been old, but still fresh, still living. Not everything had caught fire, but many were charred. The river still flowed, but it flowed around debris and fallen stones, and the tulips had been crushed underfoot. Blackened patches of earth formed stepping-stones across the lawns. She looked to the conservatories, but they had been smashed into a thousand pieces, the glass glinting like tears among the ash. 
The willow was a husk. She approached it slowly, feeling like a ghost, and when she put her hand to the bark, her palm came away black. She searched for a feeling, a whisper, anything to indicate the spirit made of woven branches was still there. Her knuckles cracked with blood; it came away in flakes as she flexed her fingers. Edrin’s blood, that soldier’s too. 
The soldier Hellevir had killed. An unspeakable hollow yawned before her as she stared down at her hands, and she felt herself falling towards it. 
Sullivain felt her pain, she knew. She felt how much it hurt Hellevir to see the place burned to the ground. Hellevir knew because the presence faltered, far away on the horizon, like a note that couldn’t be carried. It faltered only once, and then withdrew, as if it couldn’t bear to witness any more. 
“Hellevir?”
It was a voice from another time, another place, hauling her back. For a moment Hellevir was convinced she was half-asleep, her exhaustion getting the better of her. Then she turned, and saw the old woman standing watching her. Her silvered hair was pulled back, exposing the smooth side of her head where her ear was missing. 
“Milandre?” she breathed. The old healer approached, took Hellevir’s face between her parchment-dry hands. She glanced behind Hellevir to the willow. 
“The garden will grow again,” Milandre said gently. “Burning makes for good soil. It’ll all grow back.”
“The willow won’t,” Hellevir whispered.
“It might. You never know. Its roots run deeper than our small affairs.” With one thumb she raised Hellevir’s lip and studied her silver teeth, her magpie eyes sad. “Oh, my dear,” she said quietly. “What have you gotten yourself into?” 
 
Hellevir sat with Elsevir on her knee, trying her best not to wrap her arms around him and never let him go again. She fed him crusts, enjoying his comfortable weight, the smell of his wind-soaked feathers as they brushed her cheek. 
It had taken him so long to reach the city because he’d been accompanying Milandre. As soon as the old woman had received Hellevir’s message, she’d packed a bag and made for Rochidain. 
“But why?” Hellevir demanded, her voice cracking from the smoke she’d breathed in. “Gods know I’m happy to see you, but why come to a warfront? You were safe in the village.” 
Milandre waved the point away dismissively.
“Pah. Safe. No such thing.” She wrapped her old hands around the mug of cider in front of her. They sat by a small hearth in a tavern, still open for business, to Hellevir’s surprise. She supposed life must go on, but it felt so normal. The only signs that there’d been an attack the night before were the stink of smoke in the air and the number of wounded nursing their own pints, freshly scarred and grimy with soot. There was still a line of brown under each of Hellevir’s fingernails, hints of it in the creases of her palm, although she’d tried to wash it away in the canal water. 
“Then why?” she asked the healer. She sat as close to the fire as she could, feeling a soul-deep chill the flames were doing nothing to thaw. 
Milandre scowled down at her drink. She looked older than Hellevir remembered, her face more lined and her movements stiff.
“I got your note, that you intended to stay as a healer,” she said. “My dear I . . . I’ve turned over so many ways to say this to you. I knew a letter wouldn’t do, that I had to come myself. I want you to come home with me. Back to the village.” 
Hellevir could only stare at her. She had lost her eyepatch in the mayhem, and she saw Milandre’s gaze flicker to her black glass eye and away again. 
“Home?”
“The journey was fine, thank you for asking. It’s amazing how invisible you are when you’re an old woman. It’s like a secret power.” 
“Milandre . . .”
“No, I’ve come a long way and I’d like you to listen.” Hellevir closed her mouth. “I was in Rochidain during the War over the Waves. I never thought to see it sacked twice in my lifetime, but here we are. 
“I want you to come back with me because I am afraid for you. I know what it means to be a . . .” She glanced around. “A healer, like we are, in times of war. I served in the camps, treated hundreds, saw most of them die. Young boys, girls barely able to lift a sword. They lasted five minutes before they were stabbed or shot or sliced open from groin to throat.” Hellevir winced, but Milandre pressed on, putting a hand over hers. “I tried to bring back every single one of them, every time. And do you know how many times I succeeded?” 
“Once,” Hellevir said quietly. “Your nephew.”
“Once. Death took an ear from me. And that one time whetted my need to try. I would have happily given every part of me I could to stop them all from dying. I couldn’t, I didn’t have the power, but you do.” Her grasp tightened, cold from the condensation on the cider glass. “And that’s what frightens me. I know you, child; I’m frightened that you might try to do just that, bring them all back, until there’s nothing left of you.” 
Hellevir closed her eyes, and shook her head.
“The last two weeks I have seen more dead than I could count,” she said. “After the first insurgence, they needed carts there were so many of them. You’re right, I wanted to save them all, but I knew I couldn’t. I made myself turn away.” 
Milandre regarded her, perhaps noticing the deep shadows like coal smudges under Hellevir’s eyes, the sunken dips in her cheeks.
“But at what cost to you?” she asked gently. “You will go mad if you stay.”
“I can’t just leave,” Hellevir went on. “I’m needed here. As a herbalist.” The old woman leaned back, studying her.
“Why do you think they attacked the Order, Hellevir?” Milandre asked. The question took Hellevir off-guard.
“They attacked the whole city,” she murmured, then swallowed, remembering the barrels of alcohol that had been brought all the way through the tunnels to the roots of the willow tree to help the wood burn. “They were under instructions,” she amended quietly. 
“Whose instructions?” Milandre already knew the answer. She clearly just wanted Hellevir to acknowledge it. Hellevir ran her hand through her hair, feeling wretched. Elsevir nipped at her sleeve affectionately. 
“Sullivain. Sullivain told them to.” She picked up one of the logs from the basket by the hearth, needing something to do with her hands. “She did it to make me pay for leaving her at the palace,” she said, throwing it on the fire. “To make me see what the consequences are of betraying her, for not having faith in her.” She threw on another log. “And to cause me pain.” She jabbed the embers violently with the poker, setting up a billow of sparks. “And it worked. It worked wonderfully.” They watched the fire lick along the dry bark, crackling and spitting. 
“I know what you’re doing, Milandre,” she said. “I know you want me to acknowledge that if I stay Sullivain will do whatever she can to hurt me.” Hellevir put her head in her hands. “Every time I interfere, every time I try to help, I only make things so much worse. I tried to help Calgir, and look what happened. I went back to help Sullivain ascend, and now we’re in the midst of civil war. Even Eloé: I tried to protect her, and ended up causing the death of a Peer.” 
And I killed a man, came the unwanted thought. He was just a soldier following orders, and I drove a dagger through his side. Felt his blood wash over my hand.
She heard Milandre stand and come to sit beside her, her hand resting on her hair.
“She burned the willow,” Hellevir murmured. “It’s my fault she’s so angry, my fault she attacked the city, the Order.”
“You aren’t the one who gave the command,” Milandre said. “Or the one who lit the torch. You are saved by your good intentions, in all matters.” 
“And condemned by them.” She lifted her head, let out a breath. “Perhaps you are right. Perhaps I should learn my lesson, stay well clear. But I can’t just run away. I owe the Order my help, after what they’ve lost because of me.” 
Milandre looked doubtful, her face creased with worry. When she spoke again, her tone was gentle but firm, as if she knew what she was going to say would hurt. 
“As long as you are a piece on the board, the Princess will treat you like one,” she said. “As will anyone else who knows what you are. The best thing you can do, child, to protect what you care about, is to remove yourself from the game.” 
Hellevir knew Milandre was right. Her words rang with truth. But before she could reply, a small cough made her turn to her blind side to look up at the guard who had just approached the table. 
“Pardon the interruption,” she said quietly. “But are you Miss Andottir?”
“Yes?”
“I have been asked to bring you to House Greerson,” the guard told her. She glanced at Milandre. “Urgently, and alone.”
“Why?”
“Lord Greerson just instructed me to bring you as soon as I could.” Hellevir’s stomach twisted a little, and her mind slid over conjectures. The first worry to flicker across her mind was for her brother. She glanced at Milandre. 
“I have to go,” she said.
“I don’t think you should,” the old healer warned. “The Greersons want what you can do as surely as Sullivain does.”
“I hear you, Milandre.”
Hellevir stood and followed the guard, realizing for the first time how tired she was. She had barely slept, had barely stopped since the attack, but she drew upon what reserves she possessed to keep her head high and her shoulders set. A carriage was waiting, and the guard handed her inside. 
 
House Greerson was on another island near the palace, its gardens lush and overgrowing its walls. The building had been painted an eggshell blue, which might have begun to look drab and dirty after a certain number of years, had it not been kept meticulously clean and bright. Clean and bright, that is, besides the scorch marks on the upper floors, the broken windows, and the large gap in the mansion’s roof. 
Hellevir had never visited House Greerson before, and wondered what it might have looked like before the attacks. The front hall was filled with boxes of weapons and supplies, racks full of armor and tables laid with gear, but beneath their boots the floor was a checkerboard marble, and above their heads a crystal chandelier glittered in the midday sun streaming through the high windows. Standing over a table, studying a map pinned down by inkpots and a dagger, was Ionas. His red hair was streaked white with ash, and there was a purpling bruise on his jaw. He glanced up as the guard announced her, and with a nod of his head dismissed the other soldiers standing around him. His eyes were hollow, not just from fatigue but something that cut bone-deep, raw at its edges, and Hellevir had the sinking foreboding that Milandre’s worries had been well-placed. 
“Good,” Ionas said, his voice a little hoarse. “You’re here.”
“My brother?”
“Here, safe. Your father too. They fought bravely.” Ionas swallowed, pushed his hair from his face, and looked suddenly so young that Hellevir almost felt pity for him, dressed up in his armor. “I heard they attacked the Order, I’m glad you’re all right.” 
“They came through the tunnels,” Hellevir murmured. “Took everything we had. Our food stores, our herb supplies. They even emptied the libraries. They burned the gardens, the willow.” He flinched. 
“The libraries,” he murmured. “Why would they empty the libraries?” Hellevir knew that when he was younger, the libraries of the Order had been like a home to him. She watched as he mustered himself and straightened. 
“The tunnels were how they got into the city,” he said. “They emerged from the very earth under our feet, behind our walls, within our cellars, like rats. I knew of the De Neïd network but I had no idea it was so extensive.” He took a breath. “I would like to think we routed them, but in truth they withdrew once they had what they needed. Their aim seems to have been to seize equipment, supplies. And to make targeted attacks on particular people.” There was a beat of silence when he wouldn’t look at her. Hellevir girded herself. 
“Who is dead, Ionas? Who are you asking me to raise?”
“I wasn’t going to involve you, believe it or not. You told me your decision, and I would like nothing more than to respect it.” 
Up until the moment you need me, Hellevir thought bitterly. 
“Just tell me,” she said.
“They have struck with dire precision, Miss Andottir. They must know that open warfare is a possibility, and that we would hold the upper hand. They’ve struck at our leaders, our strategists, our tried-and-tested warriors. Some survived, many didn’t.” He raised his hand as she began to object. “I’m not asking you to raise them all,” he said. “But one of them, I . . .” He seemed to struggle for words, resting his hand on the table as if to support himself. “Sullivain targeted my father, Lord Greerson. He is dead. You may not know this, but he has been a Knight of the Court for three decades, and in that time he has led forces to aid our foreign allies, not least the Galgoros. He is a veteran, a soldier first. I am telling you all this because I want you to know that I asked you here not as his son, but as his second-in-command. We need him in the coming war. Without him, we are at a disadvantage. With him, the war may be a short one.” He stood before her, his plea whetting the edge of his words and adding a light to his eyes as he looked down at her. It was a moving speech. 
Hellevir didn’t give herself a moment to think. She didn’t allow the usual churn of fears and worries and doubts to drag her down into the now-familiar mire of guilt and shame. Her hand wandered only briefly into her pocket, where the parchment with its unsolved riddle was cool against her touch. 
She shook her head.
“No,” she said simply.
Ionas stared at her for a moment.
“No?” he repeated, dumbfounded. He clearly hadn’t expected her to refuse.
“No. I’m sorry for your loss, truly. But I told you, I will not be your resurrectionist. There is not enough of me.” She turned to go, but his hand caught her elbow, his grip tight. 
“If you have any care for what happens to the Chron,” he growled, “you’ll bring him back. Sullivain is untried in war, but the De Neïds have it in their blood, dare I say in their souls, and she has good advisors with her. We need everyone we can to win this war, and to win it quickly. Please, Hellevir.” 
“I am not the one who began this war,” Hellevir snapped, shrugging him off. “That was you and your rebellion. I have endured more than you can imagine to keep the peace, and you knocked me out and locked me in a cellar for my troubles.” He had the grace to wince. “I want no part in your war, and I’ve learned through painful experience that every time I try to help, it only comes back to bite me.” 
She walked away, her bootsteps ringing in the ballroom, now war room.
“If Sullivain wins,” Ionas called after her, voice stony, “I dread to think of the repercussions for those who stood against her. If our armies can’t stop her, she will hunt you down.” 
“She has already begun exacting her price from me,” Hellevir growled over her shoulder. “And your armies were nowhere to be seen. Save your concerns for your own cursed hide.” 



Chapter Thirteen
Hellevir made plans to leave. She helped the priestesses set up the wards again, made sure that Edrin had enough bandages and pain medication—her wound, thank the gods, would heal well—and checked that her dear ones were safe. Farvor and her father were settled at House Greerson, helping in the war effort, and her ma was safely tucked away at the temple. Milandre helped her with her preparations with unspoken approval. 
They left at dawn. Hellevir insisted that Milandre sit upon Dune, and she walked beside him with the reins. She didn’t look back at Rochidain as they reached the rise, not wanting her last memory of the city to be one of burned roofs. Her mood churned like the roiling smoke still rising from the gardens of the Order, and Milandre did not try to talk to her. 
They avoided the main roads, wary of deserting soldiers turned bandits, of enemy patrols. Milandre knew the backroads well, and directed her unerringly. 
Fog settled upon the road like a wet blanket, sharp with cold in her nose and pressing silence against her ears. Her thoughts drifted sometimes, snagging on unwanted memories like the trees emerging from the mist around her to catch upon her hair. She only shuddered and carried on, her hood drawn high over her head. Elsevir huddled inside on her shoulder, feathers fluffed; he’d had to leave most of his trinkets behind at the Order, and it had made him irritable. 
Hellevir was not expecting the next riddle. It was the furthest thing from her mind as they made their way home.
It was the scent that caught her first. Heady, sweet, and sultry like a warm summer’s breeze drifting through gauze curtains. A mostly unlikely scent to be found out here in the cold murk. She turned her head towards it, breathing it in, and Dune came to a halt beside her. 
“What is it?” Milandre asked grumpily from the saddle. The old woman was cold, and she’d been coughing badly.
“Do you smell that?” Hellevir asked. “It’s like flowers.” She peered into the gloom of the woods. Not a soul shared the road with them, and the only sounds were the drip of moisture and the caw of crows. Hellevir handed the reins up to Milandre. 
“My dear, I’m always one for appreciating flora,” the old woman remarked crossly, “but if I stay out here much longer my bones will go limp from the damp.” She shifted, uncomfortable. “Besides, there’s something wrong with the air here, it feels unnatural.” 
“I’ll be back in a moment.”
Hellevir stepped over the wildflowers along the roadside. Her trousers were instantly soaked, but she ignored it, going deeper into the forest. 
At first she thought she was seeing gates. White as bone and three times her height. But as she drew closer she saw that they were silver birches, ghostly in the gloom, the eyes of their bark staring at her. She passed among them, and the smell grew stronger. The copse thickened, and among the trees there appeared the remains of stone walls, black in the damp, uneven like broken teeth. All around them, wrapped like bunting, were roses in full bloom. Some were white, some yellow, some so red that they seemed to glow in the darkness like blood, growing in bright rivers up the stone and spilling around the roots of the trees. 
It was haunting. Hellevir couldn’t draw her eyes away. She had never expected to see roses in full bloom at this time of year.
“I wish I could take some with me,” Hellevir said. Her voice didn’t seem welcome in this place, and she kept her voice low. “But it seems such a shame to kill them.” 
“Can you use the petals?” Elsevir asked her.
“You could make an incense, I suppose. They aren’t bad for dressing wounds.” She reached out to brush the petals of the nearest rose, dusty with a purple sheen, and took it by the stem to hold it up to her nose. She flinched as a thorn pressed into her finger, and she cursed, bringing it to her mouth. 
“Idiot,” she muttered to herself, and reached into her pocket for a handkerchief. Her hand found something that felt like linen, but when she brought it out, it was the slip of paper which held the sixth riddle. 
The needle’s prick
Is worth the pain
When the pattern emerges from the thread.
When she reread it, it was obvious.
“The needle’s prick,” she said with a sigh. “Here we are again.”
“The next riddle?” Elsevir asked from within her hood.
“Yes.”
“Out here?”
“It seems so.”
She considered simply turning around and leaving, abandoning the next riddle. Right now, she had no strength for seeking it, and she had Milandre to think about. The journey to Rochidain hadn’t been kind to the old woman, and Hellevir was worried about her. The muscles in her hand braced to scrunch the paper into a ball, throw it far away. 
But she steeled herself, and regarded the wall of blooms, discerning a path to the left. She followed it, clambering over the fallen stones, and found herself in a wide circular space, the ruins high all around her, their windows empty and staring, the ceiling long crumbled. Her finger still hadn’t stopped bleeding; it was starting to drip onto the ground. She put it in her mouth, irritated, but her eye caught on the droplets sinking into the soil. 
There was something half-obscured by the dirt and detritus. Something white, oddly shaped. She knelt to pick it up, laying it flat in her palm, and saw that it was a tile of some kind, a mosaic piece. She brushed away more of the soil from the ground, more of the loose tiles—some blue and red—and found a solid sweep of them underneath. The original floor, underneath the mud of centuries. 
She stood and regarded the small space she had cleared, knowing what she had to do, but hesitating to do it. She wanted to be home, to sit by Milandre’s hearth, and she wished that she had no bargain with Death, that she could just leave and there would be no consequences. 
“You’re just tired,” she told herself. “That’s all. Just tired.” She glanced up at the watery sunlight coming through the canopy, and guessed that she had two hours or so of daylight left. She went back to the main road, where Milandre was waiting. 
“I’m afraid we have to stop here for a while,” Hellevir said. “I’ve found the next riddle.”
Milandre, who knew well her bargain with Death, scowled into the gloom of the forest.
“Are you sure you want it?” she asked. “His treasures have brought you nothing but pain.”
“No, I’m not sure. But I can’t leave it behind, not after everything. I have a story to finish, and this is the next chapter.”
The old woman looked down at her, expression unreadable.
“As you wish, child. Help me off this cursed beast, then. I can’t feel my legs.” Hellevir eased her from the saddle and led her back into the forest. She lit a fire to keep the old woman warm, wrapping her coat about her frail shoulders—had they always been so frail?—and then returned to the mosaic floor. 
She set to work as Elsevir watched, bead-eyes bright. It wasn’t a large space, but it was still taking her a long time on her own, and dusk had fallen before she had cleared it all of mud and leaves. There was a brook nearby, from which she fetched water to wash the mosaic clean. It grew dark and became difficult to see. 
“I’m afraid I will need another day,” she told Milandre, to much grumbling. “Will you be all right here for a night?” The old woman waved her away impatiently. 
“Do what you must. I’ll prepare us dinner.”
She brought Dune further into the woods and took off his tackle, brushing him down and leading him to the stream to drink. It was full night by the time she settled herself with a bowl of Milandre’s stew, making sure the fire would stay alight and keep the healer warm. She brought out another blanket from the saddlebags, wrapping it around the old woman as she dozed, feeling guilty for exposing her to the elements like this, before she settled herself against a tree with its roots for a pillow. 
She tried to sleep, but her thoughts wove in and out of the wet earth, churning in the cold as if she were trapped in a sodden grave. 
 
Hellevir awoke in the morning feeling like her body was made from damp-warped wood. The birds’ dawn chorus was loud, and at any other time she might have found it charming, but right then it was just noisy. The fog still hadn’t lifted, and her hair was heavy with moisture. She groaned, aching from head to foot, and found Milandre watching her from the fireside, Elsevir tucked into her lap. The healer’s expression was grim, her lips thin. 
“What’s wrong?” Hellevir asked irritably, putting a hand to her head. She blinked, stopping herself just before she rubbed her face. Her hands were filthy. Dirt was pressed into the skin and under her nails, which were chipped as if she’d been clawing at stones. “What happened?” she asked, staring at her hands. 
“You got up in the middle of the night,” Milandre said, tone cautious. “You didn’t heed me when I called to you.”
“I tried to get your attention too,” Elsevir added, “but you brushed me off your shoulder.” He fluffed his wing feathers to show how affronted he felt by that. 
“I . . . I’m sorry,” Hellevir said, reaching out to stroke his head and then thinking better of it as dirt fell from between her fingers. “I don’t remember anything. What was I doing?” 
“Come and see,” the old woman said, getting stiffly to her feet.
Hellevir pushed back the blanket and followed, realizing that her clothes were also covered in grime. She stumbled after the healer back to the rose room, where the stones grew in a black circle around a mosaic-tiled floor that was now clear and clean. 
“I did this?” Hellevir asked, turning in a circle.
“All night. You stopped just before dawn.”
“I had no idea. I don’t remember a thing.”
She had been supposed to do this, she knew that well enough. Something here had made her. The pattern emerging, unearthed, threading through her and making her dig. And there was a pattern, she was sure, woven into the many-colored tiles, but she was too close to see it. It itched at her mind, oddly painful, as she tilted her head and studied the floor. 
She glanced up at the black stones and pulled herself up on to one of the empty window ledges so she could get a higher view. Taking a step back, the white and blue and red tiles came together and did form a pattern, a geometry of colors in the form of a blue rose, red thorns around it. It was lovely, an ancient, knotted style formed of looping threads which wove together in a clever way to form the whole. So clever, in fact, that as she studied it, it almost seemed to move. 
“Hellevir,” Milandre breathed. “Get away!”
It was the sound that gave it away, that let her know it wasn’t her mind playing tricks. The clicking together of tiles as the mosaic shifted, a stark sound in the muted gloom. The tiles rucked and lifted like a long thread from the ground, revealed bare earth beneath, rolling and twisting between more threads of itself until Hellevir became certain they would pull themselves too tightly, become stuck like a knot, but they didn’t. She stared as the tile chains became thick like twisted ropes, became arm shapes and finger shapes, became bunched as they slid over each other into a chest shape and shoulder shapes, and finally slid up and around and over and became a head shape that had no eyes or ears or mouth or nose, skin kaleidoscopic with shifting patterns that made Hellevir’s eye ache. 
The figure stopped growing, shoulders heaving as if from a great effort, though it remained submerged from its torso down in the mosaic floor. Its ceramic fingers clawed the soil as if it meant to pull itself further, the ground churning beneath the sharp edges of its still-shifting skin. Hellevir watched it, speechless, until its head rolled and stopped, and she knew it had caught sight of her. 
Milandre, Elsevir, any thought of the world beyond faded, until it was only Hellevir and the creature made of mosaic.
“Hello,” she breathed.
It didn’t answer at once, but cast around, as if looking for others. It sagged when it didn’t find who it was looking for.
“They have not come back,” it said. “Why have they not come back?” It spoke not just with one voice, but many. Dozens, perhaps more, in perfect synchronicity. 
“Who hasn’t come back?” Hellevir asked.
“The ones who were here before, the makers,” the voices replied. The sound was eerie, and made the hairs along Hellevir’s arms stand on end. The voices whispered like the whistle of wind through reeds. 
“The makers of what?”
“Everything, all you see. The stones, the roses, the trees, the looms.”
“Looms?” Hellevir repeated.
“The wood has crumbled, the fabrics gone to dust, but the dust becomes earth, feeds the roots of the trees. They are still here.” 
Hellevir looked around her, at the black stones, the silver birches.
“Are the makers the people who lived here? Before it fell to ruin?”
The figure pulled itself straight, the tiles of its skin scraping against each other like clicking teeth. The red threads of the pattern wove in and out of its ceramic flesh, winding amongst the blue. 
“I have their voices, you see,” it said, and though there were a hundred voices, each one sounded as if it were lamenting. “I need to give them back. I said I’d keep them safe.” 
Hellevir lowered herself slowly from the window ledge, and came to sit cross-legged at the edge of the floor to face it. “What happened here?” she asked gently. “Why did you need to keep their voices safe?” 
The figure raised its hands to its head, and the tiles slid from its fingertips across its scalp in a long, unbroken thread of blue. Hellevir tried not to flinch, unnerved by its distress. 
“They came,” the voices chanted. “Fire in the darkness. Noise in the harmony. Roaring lions. You,” the figure exclaimed suddenly, and lunged for her so violently that she scrambled back, her shoulders hitting the stone wall behind her. The voices became shouts, screams. “You stink of them! Were you the one who brought the fire, who burned them and made the voices cry until I had to catch them, calm them, keep them safe?” The being strained towards her, but the ground held it fast about its waist. The skin of its arm shifted and began to grow towards her. “You wear their mark, roaring like they do!” A finger was pointed at her chest. Hellevir realized the lion pendant had fallen from her shirt and sat upon her heart, gleaming in the semi-light. She clasped it in her hand. 
“No,” she gasped. “This was a gift. I did not attack your people.”
It paused, flesh clicking and turning, watching her with no eyes.
“No,” the voices said, and she hoped it was agreeing with her. “No, you aren’t them, although you wear their mark, their stench. But you are not whole, you have missing pieces. They had no missing pieces.” A tile fell from the figure’s chest, hitting the ground with a soft clink. Another followed it, and the rolling patterns of its skin faltered. It pulled away, as if the sight of her suddenly offended it. “Missing pieces,” it said again. “It hurts to look.” 
Hellevir swallowed, and allowed herself to relax a little away from the wall.
“It’s why I’m here,” she said.
“Yes, of course,” the voices chanted, echoing around the circular room. “Something to stop more pieces falling away, falling into his hands. His is a voice I kept too, although he did not scream.” 
Hellevir stilled.
“He?” she asked.
“I’ll give you the next missing piece,” the voices said, ignoring her question. “We are the patterns that make us, a missing piece destroys us, tells no story.” 
“Whose voice?” Hellevir asked again, resisting the urge to move forward. “Do you mean the man with black eyes? The Antlered King? Was he here?” 
“Too young to know to scream,” the voices went on, high and low and deep and coarse. All male, she realized. Some she had thought women’s voices, but now she realized they belonged to young boys, not yet broken. “I will not say.” 
“Why not? Why can’t you tell me?”
“The precious thing, or the boy’s voice that I kept, which would you have?”
“I have to choose?”
“Both are precious things to me, although only one will keep you whole. I will not give away both.”
Hellevir sagged a little, her heart thumping heavily. Her breath hissed through her teeth with frustration. Here was another piece of the story, and one she could grasp, know as truth without having to rely on hearsay and fairy tales. She pressed her lips together. 
“Which would you rather give me?” she asked.
“The voice is safe here with me. I will not let harm come to it. Do you know how to care for a voice?”
“No,” she admitted quietly. “Could you tell me?”
“It is not a thing to teach,” the voices said scornfully. The figure swayed, as if exhausted, and Hellevir noticed it was beginning to sink back into the mosaic floor. 
“Can you not tell me anything about what happened?” Hellevir pleaded. “What happened in the attack?” It shook its head, putting its hands over its ears as if it didn’t want to hear her. 
“They sang in the morning,” it murmured as the ropes of tiles pulled it back into the ground. “Every evening, while they worked, and that is why I knew their voices were important, why I had to keep them safe. They wove their patterns every day upon their looms, and I made sure they lasted to feed the trees, the roses they tended to so well. Their patterns I kept safe too, within me.” Their skin roiled, complex and knotted. 
Hellevir sat back, resigned and frustrated. The sight of the figure vanishing kindled despair deep within her, as if she were witnessing its death. 
“I’ll have the precious thing,” she said quietly. “If you are willing to give it.”
It didn’t reply as it laid its head down on the floor, and the mosaics slid like chains from its jaw and cheeks. The tiles shifted and whirled, growing slower and slower until they stopped altogether, and all that was left was the pattern of the rose. The muted quiet of the fog pressed around her. 
Hellevir stood slowly, shakily, staring at the empty floor.
“Behind you,” Milandre said quietly. Her voice startled Hellevir—she had forgotten she wasn’t alone—but she glanced back towards the empty window. The rosebushes had grown over the space in silence as she’d been distracted by the mosaic figure, and amongst the leaves and thorns was a single blue bloom. She reached up and let it rest in her palm, the petals delicate and soft. It came free with a gentle tug. 
Unlike all the other flowers in the ruins, the blue rose smelled of nothing.
 
They didn’t linger, having an unspoken understanding that the further they got from the ruins, the better. It began to rain as they reached the road again, a heavy drizzle scattering the mist. Hellevir was exhausted, more shaken than she wanted to admit by the encounter. 
An inn emerged from the gloom like a beacon. It was a relief to be warm and dry, and the bone-deep chill that had settled into them both began slowly to thaw as they huddled by the hearth in their room, drinking hot cider. 
The old woman hadn’t commented on what she’d seen, but she seemed disturbed, her magpie eyes dark with thoughts. Hellevir’s hand fiddled with the pendant on her chest, the snarling lion’s face. 
She caught Milandre looking at it.
“When you told me you spoke with spirits made manifest, I didn’t know you were being quite so literal,” the old woman remarked. She took a sip of her cider. “Poor creature.” 
“You could see it?”
“Yes and no. Not like you can. I understood the essence of what it was saying, but I couldn’t hear the words. It seemed . . . frightened.” 
Hellevir hesitated, and then rose to rummage in her bag, drawing out the journal where she recorded all her encounters with the Antlered King’s past, and the old book of fairy tales Edrin had once given her. 
“Everywhere that I have found a treasure,” Hellevir said, “the place was linked in some way to old legend. The legend of the Antlered King.” Was it just her, or did the room feel suddenly colder at the utterance? Milandre went still, as Hellevir showed her the pages in her journal, the etching of the crooked king in the book of fairy tales. She explained everything she’d found, tracing the history of the dark king from his final battles on land and at sea, to the edges of the country where he’d first marshalled his forces. “I think the monastery was another place that held meaning for him,” Hellevir said. “I think it’s where he was a boy.” 
Too young to know to scream.
Suddenly she remembered the weaving patterns she’d found in his book, that had fallen between its leaves onto the floor. The man with black eyes hadn’t wanted her to see them. The chiming voices had said they used to weave, that their looms had fed the trees as they rotted. The more she thought about it, the more it made sense of him. The clear way he spoke, almost academically, odd for a warlord. The guarded way he kept those books in Death, even though in his time so few would have been able to read. 
“I think he was a weaver,” Hellevir went on softly. Her mind felt like it was made of the tiles from the ruins, clicking and slotting into place. Her hand drifted to the lion pendant about her neck. “And I think his monastery was attacked by someone wearing this symbol.” 
You wear their mark, roaring like they do! The being that had given her the rose had witnessed it, had gathered the victims and protected their memories within itself. She had been right not to take the voice; she couldn’t keep it safe like they could. Milandre lifted a weathered hand and picked up the pendant from Hellevir’s chest, studying it by the firelight. Its ruby eyes glowed. 
“Only one family wears the snarling lion,” the old healer said quietly. “No doubt this has occurred to you.”
The thought had indeed brushed against Hellevir’s mind but she hadn’t let it find purchase. It was too uncomfortable, too bizarre, but she made herself voice the name that sat barbed and unpleasant on her tongue. 
“The De Neïds,” she said quietly. “Before they wore the galleon, they wore the lion.”
My ancestor was the general who led the Nightingale Queen’s armies, Sullivain had said. When our symbol was still the lion. It was one of the first things recorded in the family journals. The Roaring Knight, she was called. She was responsible for defeating the Antlered King. 
Another piece of the pattern fell into place. “It must have been why he raised an army. His home was sacked, his family killed. He fled after the attack, north-west into the mountains, where he gathered his forces and came sweeping down in retaliation.” She shook her head. “But in all the stories, the Antlered King was the first to bring fire and bloodshed on the land. The Nightingale Queen and her armies only rose to ward him away.” 
“And she won, my dear,” Milandre pointed out. “The victors write the annals of war, not the conquered. Legends grow twisted over time, untruthful and misshapen. Do you know how many stories I heard about a crooked old witch with a raven familiar on her shoulder and an eye that could curse you with a glance?” She hesitated. “Who set her dark magics against the Peers of Onaistus? Folk will make villains of their enemies, and they’ll make enemies of whatever they don’t understand.” 
Hellevir opened her mouth, closed it, could find no way to argue.
“If this is true,” she murmured, “Death and I have both seen our homes burn at the hand of a De Neïd.” She shuddered at the unexpected kinship, and wondered how he had been able to bear letting her raise Sullivain so many times. 
“I suppose the next question is whether the creature was so afraid of the symbol of the lion, or the pendant itself?” she wondered aloud. “Did it recognize it?” She shook her head. “But that’s silly, Pa said the pendant was found by his mother when they were digging the foundations for the house by the forest. If the pendant really was from the Nightingale Wars, had belonged to House De Neïd, what would it be doing out in the middle of nowhere?” 
But it would make sense of something else, and it hit her like a slap; the way that the man’s black eyes were always drawn to it. 
“I’ve tried to offer the pendant to him,” Hellevir said quietly. “Three times now, in exchange for Farvor, for Calgir, for Peer Aedus. Every time he has refused, saying it is too seeped in blood. This thing would earn you legions, a hundred lives, if I were willing to give them.” She looked up at Milandre, saw from the grim set of her lips that the healer had already reached the conclusion her old student was struggling so hard to fathom. “If the chiming voices recognized it, that means this pendant saw the Nightingale Wars. It has seen the blood of thousands. It means that all this time, I’ve been wearing the pendant of Sullivain’s ancestor.” 
 
Milandre retired to bed, but Hellevir knew she wouldn’t sleep. She sat up by the fireside, brooding darkly as she stared into the flames. Elsevir perched upon her knee, dozing in the warmth. 
She was thinking about Sullivain. The lion pendant sat in her palm, its new importance weighing heavy in her mind. She remembered the first time she had ventured into the half-light of Death for Sullivain. It had been an attempt to avoid civil war, but also an attempt to see if she could do it, a way to test her abilities. It was also the first time Death had offered her a bargain, the treasures for souls. The day that changed her life. 
He had seen the pendant about her neck, had recoiled from it, unable to look away. She realized he must have known since that moment what it was, had recognized it from when he had been alive. 
“He warned me about Sullivain,” she murmured to the raven. “So many times. He warned me because he knew what the De Neïds were capable of doing.” 
The bird stirred himself, gently preened a lock of hair flowing past her face.
“I remember you once said he was excited to see what she would do,” he remarked. “That he watched the growing war with interest.”
“Yes, as if it entertained him. Perhaps he hoped she would cause her own ruin. That the line would die with her.”
Hellevir shuddered. Even now, after everything, after Sullivain had gone out of her way to hurt her, still the thought of her death caused her to flinch. Was it because of their bound souls, twisted four times by Sullivain’s four deaths? 
Was it hatred she felt? Hatred for the Sullivain who had burned her home to the ground, had hurt the ones she loved? Hatred was certainly all that Sullivain deserved, but there was something deeply melancholic to the pain, and Hellevir recognized it suddenly as grief. She grieved for Sullivain. Grieved for her as if she were already dead. She’d seen, briefly, beautifully, what could have been, the woman Sullivain might have become and the life they might have shared together, and it had been snuffed out. Replaced by a woman who could cause her so much pain. Hellevir kneaded under her ribs with her fist where it hollowed her. 
The nature of this war was going to become a reflection of the woman who waged it: bloody and brutal. Hellevir had harbored a sullen hope that Sullivain would wage a quiet war, if such a thing existed. A quiet war. A peaceful war. What a foolish dream. 
Hellevir sagged in her chair, and put her hand to her face. She felt trapped. The little room they’d rented had a small selection of books on the mantelpiece, and she chose one at random. With a breath, she drew herself into Death. 
 
She opened her eyes to another fireside, her body reclining in a leather armchair as red as a pomegranate. She sat within the empty library of Death. She looked about her at the fountain and the high spiral stairs, the suits of armor staring at her vacantly. 
She turned around again, settling into the chair and putting the book aside on the table. She supposed it was nice not to have to walk, not to have to wander Death’s maze at his whim. 
“Are you there?” she asked quietly. Of course he was there, he always was. She realized he was sitting in a chair beside her, perhaps had been all along, but still she jumped in surprise. In the gloom of Death, his skin pale and his hair so black that it seemed to swallow what little illumination there was, she felt as if she had gone color-blind. 
He picked up the book she’d brought with her, turning it over, and raised an eyebrow.
“Puns, Tall Tales, and Tricks,” he read aloud. “A Guide for the Dramatically Perplexed.”
He looked over at her, less than amused. Quite involuntarily, she snorted with laughter. 
“I just took the nearest book,” she said. “Sorry.”
He flicked through it, pausing on some graphic etchings showing a man balancing a glass of water on his nose.
“Yes, for all the theater I perform,” he remarked.
“Did you like the last ones at least?”
“Yes,” he admitted, “but the illustrations in the book of tales were less than flattering.” Hellevir blinked, not understanding, and then remembered that the book of myths and legends, the same edition as Edrin had gifted her, had included stories about the Antlered King. He’d been shown with a crooked nose and long greasy hair. 
“Sorry,” she said again with a smile. “I forgot about that.”
“Evidently.”
“You’re not offended?”
“Deeply. Morbidly.”
They sat in silence. Hellevir would have dared to call it comfortable, and wondered at how the years had eroded her fear of him. No, that wasn’t quite right. She was still afraid. She just knew more about what there was to fear than she had as a child. There was no more fear of the unknown. She dared to think she knew how to manage his company. 
She wanted to ask him about the monastery. About the weaving pattern that had dropped from the book. About a child too young to know to scream. She wanted to ask him whether he’d felt this same yawning emptiness as he’d watched his home burn, as she had felt witnessing the willow in flames. But she didn’t ask, she couldn’t, not yet. It would anger him, in the way all questions about Before did, as if exposing a raw wound. In the end there was only one thing she needed to know. 
“May I ask you a question?” she said quietly, watching the blue flames of the hearth. “You don’t have to answer me, if it’s not something to be spoken of.” His silence did not forbid it, but the tension of the air around her, the tightening, told her she would need to tread carefully. “The De Neïds have a history of courting violence,” she said, choosing her words with precision. “It goes back centuries. Now we’ve slipped past the point of no return into a war.” She glanced across at him, saw the stony set of his jaw, lips pressed thin. “Should I be afraid?” she asked quietly. 
He didn’t answer at once. He wasn’t really there, his eyes watching another place, another time, a time from Before. A time when a different De Neïd general had torn his home apart. He seemed suddenly so incorporeal, she felt like she could almost see through him, raise her hand and brush him away like smoke. His voice, when he spoke, was faint. It had none of the mocking edge she was so used to. 
“Yes,” he said after a while. “Yes, you should be afraid.”



Chapter Fourteen
“Back to Rochidain?” Milandre exclaimed. “What do you mean you’re going back?”
Hellevir didn’t look at her as she packed.
“You can continue home if you like,” she said. “I’ve left some coins here for you to take a carriage . . .”
“I’ve never known a more indecisive girl! I thought you had learned better, and yet here you are, meddling again.”
“Ionas thinks we can keep the war short, with the right people, with his father alive.”
“Isn’t it a fine coincidence that the one person who can turn the tide of war happens to be his father?”
“If I can do anything to help, I have to.”
“No, listen to me!” The old healer took Hellevir’s arms and shook her so violently that she dropped her bag. “You haven’t thought this through! This is war you’re marching into!” 
“I’ll only raise his father. I won’t raise other soldiers. I’ll just be a herbalist.”
“You tell yourself that now! Your bruised little heart may even withstand the temptation for a little while, but when you see the tenth soldier die in front of you, the fiftieth? When that damnable shame of yours, of failing to act when you know you could, has been fanned by the dying breath of hundreds? You won’t be able to resist.” Milandre let go abruptly. “Because if you can do anything to help, you have to,” she parroted back bitterly. 
They watched each other. Hellevir took the old woman’s weathered hands in her own.
“Sullivain has been on a leash for so long, constrained by peace. I hadn’t realized before what a force I was handling, what a legacy of bloodshed. Now she’s a De Neïd let loose, and I am terrified of what she will do.” 
Milandre put her hand to her cheek, her touch cold and dry.
“They will kill her, you do know that, don’t you?” she said grimly. “If you win. Can you live with that?”
The thought felt like a fresh wound in her chest. It felt so physical. 
She couldn’t help but think of their quiet shared dreams, sitting in the firelight, of Sullivain’s clear smile unfettered by the base things that hung heavy about her during waking. She couldn’t help but remember how hopeful she had felt in those last days, a cautious hope so delicate that they’d both barely dared to look at it, so delicate that when Hellevir had left her there, letting Farvor pull her away, it had shrivelled and turned to rot in the only place where good things might have grown. It didn’t matter that she’d changed her mind. She’d still turned away. 
Perhaps she could convince Ionas to keep Sullivain as a prisoner of war, if she could get her to surrender, or . . . she shook her head. 
“I don’t know,” she said quietly.
Milandre nodded, jaw tight. Hellevir wondered if Milandre would ever forgive her for this. She put a hand over the old woman’s where it lay on her cheek. 
“I won’t be gone for long,” she said. “I will likely come back to the village after I’ve raised Ionas’s father.”
“I taught you never to make false promises.” Milandre shook her head harshly, and drew back. “Fine. Do as you will. You always have. But don’t think I’m coming back with you. I’m done with war, with Rochidain.” 
She stood to the side, letting her pass with her lips pressed thin. Hellevir hesitated, and then gave the old woman a hug.
“I’m sorry,” she said fervently. 
“I know,” Milandre muttered. “Much good your sorries are if you don’t listen to a word I say.” But she returned the hug. Hellevir withdrew. She tapped her shoulder, and Elsevir flew to his usual roost. 
 
As she neared Rochidain, the outlying towns bristled with House soldiers, where checkpoints had been set up to control entry to the city. She was questioned multiple times before she even reached the gates, until the monotony of it had begun to set in. I am a herbalist, I’ve come to help a friend in the city. I’m a herbalist, I’ve come to help a friend in the city.
Rochidain was not much better. The squares had been turned into supply holds, where food and weapons were being gathered and counted. In case of a siege, Hellevir realized. Volunteers with white scarves around their upper arms were helping the soldiers in their stock-take. Tents had been put up along some of the streets, and people seemed to be living in them. Farmers, townspeople, who had fled from the hinterlands where Sullivain’s forces were conducting raids. 
As she made her way to the main square, she saw that a protest had risen up where the hangman’s gallows used to be; the gallows themselves were now dashed aside in a symbolic rejection, the wood left to rot in shards. The protest was made up of members of the Temple, dressed in their greys, protesting the treatment of the Soldiers of the Light. A crowd had gathered to watch. Hellevir stilled Dune, recognizing the bright red of Ionas’s hair among them, and dismounted. 
“We are not here to diminish the standing of the Temple,” a man was saying, voice raised to be heard over the shouts of the protesters. His arms were high in a gesture of peace. “This fight was never against the Peers.” 
“Then why arrest the Soldiers of the Light?” a voice demanded from the crowd, and shouts rose in agreement. It took a while for them to subside enough for the man to make himself heard again. 
“They have not been arrested,” he said. “They have simply been disarmed until they are questioned by our City Guard. And then . . .” 
“And what then?” another voice shouted. “They’ll be hanged?”
“No,” the man said, and Hellevir could tell he was trying not to lose his temper. “Of course not, that is not the way of things anymore. It is only a temporary disarmament. Many of the Soldiers of the Light were loyal to the Crown, and once we are sure that none are the Queen’s loyalists, her spies, we will reinstate them as a collaboration between the new City Guard and the Peerage.” 
Hellevir led Dune around the protest. She caught Ionas’s eye as the man went on placating the crowd, and saw his brows go up in surprise. He slipped through the crowd to meet her. Two guards extricated themselves to join him. 
“You’re here,” he said simply.
“So it would seem.”
“Why are you here?” 
“Do you really believe your father can help us win this war?” Hellevir asked him. “Or do you simply want your pa back?”
Ionas didn’t answer her at once, but instead glanced at the crowd. In the sunlight, his hair was as bright as a fox’s pelt.
“Would you accept ‘both’ as an answer?”
“I will accept honesty.” She took a breath. “All right. Take me to him.”
 
Ionas led her upstairs to one of the rooms at the top of the mansion. He paused outside the door, hand poised above the golden handle to open it, before he shook his head. 
“I hope you’ll forgive me if I don’t go in with you,” he said. “I find it hard to look at him.”
Hellevir glanced at the door as if she could see through to the body beyond it.
“You’ll be true to your word, won’t you?” she asked him. “You won’t make me raise any others?”
“I won’t make you do anything,” he said. “You’re here by choice, aren’t you?” He sounded irritated, worried perhaps that she had changed her mind again. 
She just nodded. Here by choice. Yes, of course. How odd, that it would somehow be easier if she were forced.
“What was your father’s name?” she asked.
“Davros. Davros Greerson.” She put her hand on the door, but he stopped her briefly. “Thank you,” he said without looking at her. “I . . . thank you. I’ll wait out here.” 
She opened the door and went past him.
The smell hit her first, the smell of a days-old corpse. They’d garlanded the room with spring flowers, and incense burned in the corner to mask the stench, but that somehow only made it worse, more nauseating. Hellevir held her hand over her nose. 
The poor man was beginning to decompose. It always shocked Hellevir how little time it took. He was horrifically bloated, and his skin had begun to turn a marbled yellow-black. She didn’t get close enough to see if any maggots had yet made him their home. The smell made her stomach heave. Why on earth had Ionas kept him in here? Why not move him to the city morgue? 
The last thing she wanted to do was touch him, but she made herself pull over a chair and sit by the bedside. Averting her eyes from the putrefying face, she brushed the very tips of his fingers, and drew herself into Death. 
 
The stench was cut off immediately, and she let out a breath of relief. She opened her eyes, looking at the creased sheets of the bed, as if its occupant had just got to his feet and walked away. The corridor outside was empty, but as she looked up she jumped, seeing above her—bare meters away—the mirrored sky, following the corridor like the waters following the channel of a canal. She reached up, but it was still just too far to touch. She lowered her hand, staring up at her pale complexion, her eyes. She bared her teeth, just to see them without the glint of silver. 
The corridors were longer than she remembered from life. And there were more twists and turns, until she was quite certain she should have found the stairs by now. She sighed and kept going, mindful of her dark reflection overhead running this way and that. Striped walls after striped walls, door after door, until her eyes started to play tricks on her. The corridors seemed to elongate, not just onwards but upwards too, and when she glanced up again there were more doors above her as if she were looking through an invisible floor. When she glanced up a third time, a fourth, there were even more, and with each new layer of doors the mirrored ceiling shifted further and further away, until she was a tiny speck looking down upon a vast slice of striped walls and doors and the endless carpet under her feet. 
She stopped eventually, letting out a long breath.
“Having fun?” she asked the now-vast air of the corridor. No answer came, although she knew the world watched, knew it enjoyed letting her run from hand to hand like a ladybird on a child’s finger. She heard movement, echoing around her like a distant landslide, and glanced to her left to see the wall shifting. The striped wallpaper was changing, expanding like meshed fingers pulling apart. It played tricks on her eyes, and when she blinked she saw that the dark strips were the walls, the pale strips the ceiling and the floor, and she stood in a wholly new corridor. She looked behind her, and it extended tunnel-like into darkness. 
“Now you’re just showing off,” she muttered, but nonetheless kept going. She thought the corridor might be endless, but eventually she reached another door, and opened it to find herself in Ionas’s hall-turned-war room, crates still piled high with supplies, weapons in racks against the wall, tables strewn with plans and letters. At one of the tables sat the man wearing black, his boots up on the tabletop as he leafed through maps. Where his coat hem fell upon a black marble square in the checkered floor, it slipped over the edge and down as if it were a hole, dangling into nothing. 
She wondered, briefly, if he was remembering his own time as a leader in a war.
“Since you’re here without a book for me,” he remarked, “I assume you’re here for a soul?”
She walked over, avoiding the black squares automatically. She sat down in one of the other chairs by the table.
“Yes. Ionas Greerson’s father. Davros.”
“I see you are taking a stand against your Princess. It’s refreshing to be bringing someone else back for you.” Hellevir stiffened, and said nothing. He noted her silence, engulfed it, made it a part of the world around them until it pressed against her ears. 
“I don’t want a long, drawn-out war,” she said eventually. “I’ve told you this before.”
“No, but now it’s different. Now you know what she really is. You’ve felt it for yourself, you’ve seen her legacy trailing behind her like bloody footprints. You’re no longer fooling yourself that she can be different. You’ve grown up.” 
She wasn’t certain she agreed. He said it with that smile. The one that should have been sharp with a wolf’s teeth, red with blood, the smile that matched the devilry in his eyes. He was in a good mood, she could tell. He was due a precious thing, could feel it in her pocket, knew it would be his. It drew the man behind the mask from whatever darkness he slept in, made him peer through the holes of its eyes. 
She drew the rose from her pocket, and placed it on the table. The change in him was instant, like a dog catching the scent. The bloom glowed, in this place. Blue as water, still as fresh as if she’d just plucked it. 
“When will you let me ask you about it all?” she asked him. He drew his eyes away, reluctant.
“When you have found them all, I’ll consider it.”
“And are there many more?”
“No. Only one.” The words struck Hellevir. Only one. She felt suddenly as if the edge of a cliff had appeared out of nowhere in front of her. Part of her had wondered if it would never end, if she would keep finding the precious things, in caves, forests, swamps, ruined monasteries. To hear that there was an end, and that it was so close . . . she wasn’t certain how that made her feel. She pushed the rose over to him. 
“They say they’re keeping your voice safe,” she murmured without looking at him. “Until you return for it.”
The world stilled, as if pausing on an intake of breath. His eyes were full of the rose, and he reached out to pick it up, turning it over by the half-light. He put it to his nose and took a long inhale, as if he could smell it, although Hellevir couldn’t. 
“I have my voice,” he said quietly. “Do you not hear me speak?”
“I think they meant the voice that lets you sing.”
“I am Death,” he said mockingly. “What use do I have for songs?”
“Well, regardless. They’re looking after it. They offered it to me instead of the precious thing.”
“And you refused?”
“I don’t know how to care for a voice.”
“Ah. It’s just as well. No voice of mine could ever be exchanged for a soul. It is not worth enough.” She sensed withdrawal in him, in the world, pulling away from her skin. She knew him well enough now to see through his nonchalance. What she had said had made him unhappy. 
The rose was gone. Its absence left the room more monochrome than before.
“Your warlord is behind you,” the man with black eyes remarked. “May he bring you fortune in your conflict.” Hellevir looked back and saw a tall man standing with his arm at an angle, as if he were holding something large and flat. He glanced up, perhaps counting something, and then made a motion as if taking a note with a quill. He wore his knight’s uniform, the symbol of his House—a boar—stark on his shoulder. Hellevir got to her feet and went over to him, still stepping only on the white squares of marble, and gently tapped him on the shoulder. 
“Lord Greerson?” she asked. He turned abruptly, frowning at her. Even in the half-light, she could tell his hair was as bright red as his son’s, his expression twice as hard. His moustache hid thin lips. 
“Well?” he said sharply.
“You’re to come with me, sir,” she found herself saying, formal. “You are needed.”
“What for?”
“Your son. He wants to speak with you.”
“Can he not come here himself?” he asked, irritated.
“No, sir. He told me to bring you to him.”
“Right. Very well. Lead the way.” He gestured her on, and she took his arm before he could march away. He glanced down at it, surprised, but didn’t pull away. His manner shifted suddenly, relaxed, and he nodded as if to someone walking past them. She wondered if he was seeing a new world around them. 
“That was Lady Indolen, my dear,” he said quietly to her as they walked towards the table where the man with black eyes watched them. “She believes you do not belong in court, but we will show her, won’t we?” 
Hellevir wondered who he thought she was.
“Yes, sir,” she said. “We will show them.”
“You talk to the dead so easily,” the dark man said from across the room, fingers intertwined across his stomach as he reclined.
“It’s easy enough to play a part from their memories,” she remarked. “They see what they want to see.” She held out her hand to him. He didn’t move at once, watching her, but when he did, appearing before her, it was with that unearthly speed. She jerked automatically. 
“Will I ever learn not to flinch?” she muttered.
“You react as a living person,” he replied, taking her hand. “You won’t flinch when you’re dead.” He drew his nail across her thumb, and the blood dripped three times. She watched it fall, and realized the man with black eyes was standing on a black square, although he wasn’t falling through it. His coat hem did, however, and the drops of blood as they fell past his boots vanished into the darkness with it. 
“Sometimes it feels as if more of me is here than in life,” she said. He smiled almost sadly as he pressed the new riddle into her hand, and she woke up. 
Overthrown, I will stand.
Burned, I will bloom.
Scarred, I will thrive in my beauty.
Hellevir folded the riddle and slipped it into her pocket, turning her attention to Lord Greerson. It wasn’t often that she had the chance to watch a decomposing corpse regenerate. It was fascinating, watching the skin shift and fill, the black and yellow fading and blooming with color. The stomach sank down under the coverlets, losing its bloat, and the man gasped before he was even fully formed again, giving her the unpleasant sight of a coughing corpse. The smell grew so strong that Hellevir almost gagged. The nose regained its structure, and the lips, pulled back in death’s grimace, crept lower over the protruding teeth, catching on the dry enamel. 
Greerson coughed again, sagging into the fetid pillows, blinking around himself, eyes watering from the stench.
“Onaistus,” he muttered. “What is that smell?” He saw her, frowned at her. “Who are you?” he asked.
“I’m a friend of your son,” she said.
“I . . .” He looked around, took in the odor, the stained bedsheets. He raised a hand to his face in time to see the black fade from his nails. “You’re that herbalist, aren’t you?” he muttered. “I was dead.” 
“I’m afraid so.” She got up and went to the door, opening it to find Ionas standing outside, biting his thumbnail with uncharacteristic anxiety. His eyes were wide as he looked at her. She just stood aside, and he barrelled past. He gasped and sank beside the bed, clasping his father’s hands. 
“Onaistus, boy,” she heard Lord Greerson mutter as she left. “Couldn’t you have put me in the city morgue?”
 
Hellevir sat with her pa in the war room, a plate of half-eaten food on her lap. Outside dusk had fallen, and the chandelier had been lit over their heads by servants, its glittering light in stark contrast to the rough wooden crates, the tables brought up from the kitchens, the muddy boot-prints on the marble floors. She wondered absently why she had never attended a ball with Farvor here before, but watching Lord Greerson, his stern features and his straight shoulders, she thought parties were probably not to his taste. 
He stood in a fresh uniform, crisp and clean and a far cry from the body she’d found upstairs. They’d have to burn the sheets he’d been lying in, she thought. He leaned over a large map with his son beside him, pointing at various parts of it, asking questions of other soldiers around him as he caught up on what he had missed. They all wore white sashes, she saw, like the volunteers in the marketplace. She wondered what he had told them, whether they knew he had been dead, or Ionas had concocted a story about an illness. 
Her pa had been employed by Lord Greerson to arrange meat supply for the soldiers. He and his partners at the butcher’s had been able to keep the orders open by sea from Dunriddich and Solden. 
“Ionas has sent patrols there to make sure they aren’t taken. If needs must, we can move the cattle by land on the north road,” he said. He spoke like a soldier. 
“What do you remember about the War over the Waves?” she asked him. He went quiet, helping himself to a slice of cured ham from her plate. 
“I remember enough to know I didn’t want to see another,” he said quietly.
“What side did you fight on?” she found herself asking. It was the first time she’d asked. She wondered why she never had before. 
“I fought on the side of the King,” he said. “Under one of his knights, Lady Guthwaite, as a foot soldier. We did well enough, but in one of the final open battles of the war we didn’t have enough weapons to go around. We ended up fashioning them out of stone and sticks, like barbarians. We were slaughtered.” He spoke softly, but matter-of-factly, as if he were reading from a history book. “We were routed, and when we realized we had no friends left, that the war was lost, we scattered. They tried to hunt us down, but that’s the thing with civil war; we all look alike, we all talk alike, and you can’t tell which side of the mud we had dug our flag into.” 
“Is that why we ended up by the woods, in the middle of nowhere? You were hunted as loyal to the King?” Suddenly she saw her childhood in a new light. 
“Your grandma had a house there anyway. She took us in. Your mother was reluctant, tried to convince me that anyone from the Galgoros was safe in Rochidain, but I didn’t trust it.” 
“Why did you fight for the King?”
He shrugged.
“His army conscripted me first,” he said bluntly. “Convinced me I was fighting for the Chron, for the country. The more I saw in the war, the more violence that was inflicted on us, the more I believed it. But in all honesty, it was just chance that put me on the side against the De Neïds. I had no reason for any strong loyalty to the King. I just wanted to live in a world where I could hunt in my woods, till my own fields.” He glanced around the hall. There was a glint of pride in his eye. “Now, though, I have a reason to fight. I’ve picked a side, this time. It feels good, Hellevir. Feels good.” 
Hellevir followed his gaze, saw the soldiers unpacking armor, polishing mounds of blades. A cook sat peeling a mountain of potatoes for the hundreds of mouths to feed, and Lord Greerson stood with his men planning how to defeat a hundred more. 
I’ve picked a side now too, she thought grimly. 
Sleep beckoned her, and she thought to excuse herself to the Order, before she remembered the Order didn’t exist anymore. Exhaustion lanced her mind. Their discussion turned to supply chains, how they were going to feed so many mouths without turning all the farmers of the Chron against them, their low voices a pleasant hum, and Hellevir must have drifted off. She awoke as light footsteps approached across the floor, and she turned groggily in her seat to see who it was. A woman dressed in a simple peasant’s tunic and trousers was hurrying towards them. A guard standing nearby intercepted her. She didn’t hesitate, but pushed back her hood, revealing pale hair spiky as a hedgehog, and drew out a sash from her pocket, stained but still white. 
“I have a message for Lord Greerson,” she said, her voice high. The guard glanced back, and Davros nodded his head to let her through. 
“Elia Cranstin, reporting,” she said, tapping her forehead like the Peers did. Davros humphed in amusement, and then indicated she should continue. “Message from scouts stationed around Queen’s Holding.” She hesitated, licked her lips, nervous. “They’re mobilizing, my lord. It’s unmistakable. They’ve begun to dismantle their camp, and their own scouts have been apprehended watching the area towards Rochidain.” 
An urgent murmur went around the table. Davros stood upright.
“You are certain?” he demanded.
“Yes, my lord. Me and three others, we took different routes with the same message.” She glanced around. “I’m guessing I’m the first to reach you.” 
“You are indeed. Show me.” He pointed at the map. She did as she was told, putting small markers on the map to indicate where she had come from. There were three camps, she explained, here, here, and here. Supplies coming in from the south. Scouts had been found here, here, here, and here, all checking the area for ambushes, indicating they were planning a move west, towards Rochidain. 
“Thank you,” Davros muttered when she was finished. “Go and get yourself something to eat. You’ve earned it.” She bobbed a quick bow and hurried off. 
There was a silence around the table.
“So open battle is unavoidable,” Ionas said quietly.
“So it would seem,” Davros agreed, his tone grim. He passed a hand over his eyes, and Hellevir felt a pang of sympathy. He must be exhausted after returning from Death. He brought out a large map of an area of the Chron, north-west of Rochidain. “Three days’ march,” he said, “and we can be at the Brough plains a day before they reach us, give us time to prepare and build our defenses.” He pointed to a place on the map. Hellevir could just make out an open space, marked with hills. The knights regarded it, and a few of them nodded. 
“If we can get them into the basin, we’ll have height on them,” a woman with a gold earring said.
“And the river will stop northward retreat,” another agreed. “They won’t be able to outflank us on the right.”
“The hills will hide any troops we might send around to their rear,” Ionas pointed out, drawing his finger along the map. “We could surprise them from behind. Perhaps even use a cavalry charge while their pikes are at the front.” 
“Alert your divisions,” Davros said sharply. “We leave the day after tomorrow.” The table stirred, and the knights began to disperse with mutterings of “Yes, my lord” and “Right you are, Davros.” 
Hellevir felt his pale eyes slide to her. “And you?” he asked, his voice low. “You will come with us?” The knights stilled, waiting, looking at her. She realized they must know about her after all, and that Davros had died. Her father was watching her, she could sense it, but he said nothing, waiting for her answer as much as the rest of them. She glanced up at Ionas, saw him with a blackened face, rotting just as his father had done. Two men she’d given her soul for, whom she couldn’t afford to let die again. She heard footsteps and glanced across to see her brother entering the hall, sheafs of paper under his arm. His face brightened at the sight of her. Three men, she corrected herself. She looked around at the other knights, a dozen of them at least. Three men with pieces of her soul, and how many more who would need it? 
“Yes,” she said, and heard herself say it as if from far away. A response written for her by someone else. “I’ll go.”
And I’ll only save those I must, she swore to herself. I won’t save them all. It would be stupid to try.
Out of the corner of her eye she saw her pa bow his head over his hands.



Chapter Fifteen
Hellevir slept like the dead. When she awoke it was nearly noon, and she only woke at all because Farvor had dashed open the curtains to let in blinding sunlight. She had a half-memory of Sullivain, fingertips brushing her cheek, and with a pang wondered if it had been a shared dream, but the way it dissipated in the brightness made her doubt it. 
“Up you get,” her brother said chirpily. “That’s enough beauty sleep.” She grumbled and pulled the covers over her head, but he yanked them away. 
“Come on, up, before all the bacon’s gone. Besides, I need your room.”
“What for?” she protested as he continued opening the curtains. She was sleeping in one of the many guest bedrooms of the Greerson mansion. 
“We need the rooms for the lieutenants,” he said. “And Sathir needs you downstairs. She wants you on board for all things healing.” 
“All right, all right, let me get dressed.” He came and sat on her bed, plucking at her snaking hair.
“Might I say how radiant you’re looking today,” he remarked. She stared at him blearily, wondering how he could be so cheerful. He’d seemed happy to see her again, after assuming she had left Rochidain for good. 
“Sod off, Farvor.”
“Alas, in no radiant mood.”
“It’ll be fixed by bacon. Go and save me some.”
“Your wish, my command.” He rolled off the bed onto his feet, but paused by the door. “Do you really sleep with it in?” he asked, pointing at his own eye. “Doesn’t it itch?” She threw a pillow at him and he ducked out in time for it to hit the door behind him. 
She dressed and went downstairs, dodging messengers as they ran to and fro, following the smell of food. She was about to descend into the kitchens when she heard someone calling her name, and turned to see Sathir coming towards her. 
“I’m glad you came back,” the priestess said. She looked haggard. “I could use another pair of hands. Are you free?” Hellevir glanced down the stairs towards the smell of breakfast, and then reluctantly nodded. 
Sathir led her away to another wing of the mansion, one that seemed to have been given over to the remnants of the Order. Medical supplies were stacked against the walls, labelled roughly, and areas had been cordoned off for treatment and procedures. Hellevir looked around her, at the homeless people in their cots, the infirm, the remaining priestesses helping them to eat, and felt hollow. 
“Is this all that’s left?” she breathed. Sathir nodded grimly, pushing a wayward strand of hair under her scarf. She stopped suddenly amid a fit of coughing, a chesty sound that worried Hellevir. 
“I’m afraid so,” Sathir said when the coughing had subsided. “Many of the priestesses left Rochidain after the attack. Edrin was among them; she was collected by her sister’s family, she’s gone to stay with them in the country. Come with me.” She went to the back of the hall where a booth had been set up as a makeshift dispensary. It smelled of ginger and thyme, sulphur and honey. “They seem to forget their soldiers are flesh and blood,” the priestess muttered. “That they’ll get hurt. It’s all about the food and the weapons and the horses, never the herbs and the bandages and the saws.” Hellevir picked up one of the sawblades lying on the table. Sathir took it off her and put it down among her gear. “Have you ever done an amputation?” 
“Once,” Hellevir said. “But I had Milandre’s help.”
“Good. That’s a start.”
Hellevir spent the rest of the day helping Sathir to get their supplies in portable form to trail behind the main army. She made a mental note of where everything was, feeling in her gut that she would need to be able to find things quickly. It was at that moment that the trepidation really began to build, that it began to sink in that she was going to war. War against Sullivain. 
 
That night Hellevir sat with her brother in a room they’d found that hadn’t yet been claimed. They built up a fire in the hearth, and drank some pilfered wine and smoked what little tobacco Farvor had left. 
“Will you fight?” Hellevir asked her brother. He nodded, his long hair falling over his eyes.
“Ionas has asked me to lead a group of archers,” he said. At her worried look, he nudged her with his shoulder. “Don’t worry,” he remarked. “No one bothers with archers. We appear, we shoot, we leave.” 
“No fighting?”
“Maybe a little.”
“Farvor . . .”
“Calgir taught me to handle a sword. I’m not going to lie, Hellevir. I do mean to use what he taught me.”
“Please, just be careful. I don’t want to lose you again.”
“Me neither.” He snorted. “Being dead? Doesn’t suit me.”
She looked at him in the firelight, at the new lines on his face.
“I’m glad to hear you say it.”
“Well,” he muttered. “It may have taken me a while to feel it.”
Later, their pa joined them, bringing cheese, bread, and meats. Hellevir told Elsevir to stay with him until she came back, and after a little bickering, the raven agreed, but only because her pa always gave him so many treats. They sat until dawn, drinking and talking, feeding the firelight with the wood and their stories, until the sunlight crept through the windows, and reminded them that it was time to march. 
 
When the army began to move, it was like a gargantuan creature emerging from slumber, rolling over the land and heaving itself with tidal strength down the roads, line after line, division after division, banners glinting as far as Hellevir’s eye could see. The roads became churned by the march, turning to slick mud which sucked on the cartwheels. 
They stopped for the night across a few fallow fields, and the tents were lit from within under the waxing moon, the colors of the different Houses shining brightly like lanterns. Hellevir noticed that some of the soldiers wore the symbols of the old ways, the eye woven from lavender for good luck, the cross made from elderflower stems for courage. She sat up making them from what she could find in the hedgerows, tying them neatly with twine, and when the soldiers saw and shyly asked for them, she gave them freely. She ended up making hundreds, and the other priestesses helped her too. When a man asked her to make the twelve-pointed star of the Pillars, as he’d left his own with his wife back home, she did so out of a willow twig bent in a circle, with thread spanning across as the points. 
“Symbols have the meaning you give to them,” she said at Sathir’s raised eyebrow, repeating what her mother had said to her after the first rebellion. “If it helps, it helps.” 
All the while, she felt Sullivain churning at the edge of her thoughts, planning, plotting, distracted. Readying herself for battle. Preparing to do what she had been trained to do best. 
On the morning of the second day there were shouts from beyond the hill, and a short while later they passed the first of the bodies. 
Soldiers had been strung up in the trees. They’d been butchered, their faces barely recognizable as human. Their eyes and ears were missing. Hellevir had to look away, her stomach rolling. 
“What is this?” she breathed as they were cut down. She winced as the bodies thumped heavily onto the ground. Ionas, who stood beside her, watched steadily. 
“The Queen,” he said. “The missing ears, the eyes, mark them as traitors. She sent these as a message to us.”
“What message?”
“That she knows which road we’re on. That this won’t be a surprise. That she’ll treat us like she treated them.”
I am finite, she told herself, as she imagined taking the hand of the nearest body and drifting into Death. I can be strong.
Another body dropped. She heard its bones crack from the impact.
So it continued, for the second night, for the third. The bodies multiplied, and her wretchedness grew with the number she witnessed. Every time, she turned away. 
At last the shifting creature prickling with pikes and banners heaved itself to a halt, and two horn blasts signalled longer camp. Hellevir worked with the priestesses to set up their own tents, the cots in neat rows, ready for the wounded. When they were done, Hellevir surveyed them, feeling a mixture of excitement and gut-wrenching dread. They fought within her, making her limbs buzz and her breath shallow. How she could feel excitement, she had no idea. She knew what was coming. She knew how hard it would be. But excitement was what she felt, like the day before a celebration. 
Why should I celebrate? she asked herself. Death, bloodshed. A day of terror.
The part of her that felt this way was small. The rest of her was drowning in fear. She felt like she was sinking into it, becoming stuck, just like the carts had sunk into the mud of the road. 
I could just run, she thought. No one would blame me. But she didn’t move. She just stood there, looking at the empty cots which tomorrow would not be empty, feeling like she’d reached the border of her life and was peering over it. It didn’t help that she could feel Sullivain out there, alight with her own elation, brimming with it, overflowing, unable to wait for the morning. 
Perhaps that’s where the excitement comes from, Hellevir thought. Not from me, but from her.
 
The next day trenches were dug along the north side of the rise where the main army would assemble, and lined with sharpened trunks. 
“No risk of poisoning the river. We’re upstream.”
“Cavalry will take the left. If they meet us there we retreat and lead them to Senodin’s army behind the hill, ambush them.”
“Archers on the rises, hidden behind the barriers.”
“Scouts confirm they’ve reached the edge of the moorland. They’re four thousand stronger than we thought.”
The night was heavy with apprehension. Soldiers wandered restlessly, small pockets of singing, dancing, music, emerged. Violins and pipes were brought from nowhere, and a cacophony of mismatching tunes rose above the campsites alongside the smoke from the fires. Hellevir stood at the entrance to the healers’ tent, her arms folded. The healers’ tents were far away from the main campsites, looking out instead over tomorrow’s battlefield, where they would need to be easily accessible for the wounded. Before her was a dark stretch of moorland, lit by the whispered light of the moon. It was peaceful; but over the farthest hill, torchlight bleached the night sky from the enemy camps beyond. 
Sullivain, I know you’re out there, she thought. She swallowed, then dared to close her eyes and reach out. 
 
She was there. Waiting for her. Just a brush away.
Hellevir opened her eyes, and saw the half-light of Death spanning across the moorlands, vanishing into pitch darkness at the horizon. Grey shadows lurked around her, pulled at her boots, at the edge of her coat, but she paid them no attention. The Princess stood in front of her, a hand on one hip. She wore her grandmother’s armor, her sword, with her helm under one arm. In the semi-gloom, her wheat-colored hair shone white. 
Hellevir couldn’t speak, not at first. The sight of Sullivain took her breath away. She could still feel the breeze from life brushing against her cheek, her foot only half in Death, and it was disorienting. 
“Princess,” she said. Her voice echoed mutedly, coming back to her as a ghost of itself.
“Herbalist,” Sullivain replied. “Been a while. I’ve missed our shared jaunts.”
“You were the one who stopped them.”
“It seems unprofessional to be sharing dreams with the enemy, don’t you think?”
She had withdrawn so completely. There was nothing left at all of their time in the palace. Her manner was so changed Hellevir half-wondered if she had hallucinated it all, if she’d somehow been horribly mistaken. But no, she’d felt what Sullivain had felt. Even if she had misunderstood it at the time. 
“I’m not your enemy,” Hellevir said. “You don’t have to do this. You could surrender, and no one else needs to die.” She shouldn’t promise such a thing, but she had to try. 
“No one besides me,” Sullivain remarked. “Surrender means execution.”
“It might not be like that. The Greersons don’t believe in the gallows as you did.” She could have gone on. She could have pleaded further. But she knew what she was saying sounded trite and surely fell on deaf ears. And she knew it probably wasn’t true. Sullivain was too great a threat for mere imprisonment. 
This was exactly what Sullivain had wanted since she was a girl. The chance to fight, the chance to put herself to her grandmother’s test. The chance to go to war, because war was in her blood. Now Hellevir thought it didn’t matter how mortal Sullivain felt. Now the fear that tomorrow could be the end—the real end, with no coming back—only made the aching tension of a promised battle that much sweeter. 
Sullivain didn’t answer, merely raised one eyebrow as if waiting for Hellevir to see how ludicrous her proposal sounded.
“I didn’t want to give up hope, Sullivain,” Hellevir went on quietly. In this odd half-world, her voice still carried. “And I didn’t. I came back, I tried to find you again, but the door to the tunnels was locked.” Sullivain’s head tipped slightly to the side, but her expression was unreadable. Hellevir had no idea if she believed her. “We could have talked it through. I just . . . I was devastated. I felt how much you wanted to hurt my brother. But despite that, I didn’t want to leave you. I tried to come back.” 
“Is that so, herbalist? Well, then, come and join me. I’m only a field away.” Her tone, her disdain, was a wall between them. Hellevir felt her words knocking against it ineffectually. 
“You know I can’t.” Although why not? an intrusive voice asked. 
“Why?”
“It’s too late. I can’t leave my pa, my brother, not after what I felt from you. Not after you burned my home. Not after I’ve seen how brutal you can be.” 
All of this sounded so wrong, as if she were on some high horse. It sounded patronizing, even to her own ears, but she couldn’t think of a different way to put it. Sullivain would never respond to her talking like this. The only time she’d responded with any honesty was when they had touched, when they had dreamed together. 
“You think what I did to the Order was brutal?” Sullivain laughed, scornful, as Hellevir had expected her to be. “The Order was a tree and a stack of books. You haven’t seen brutal.” She turned, her white cloak gleaming in the darkness. “Watch the battle tomorrow, watch me send you soul after soul, knowing you could save them all, if you only had the mettle. My gifts to you. Then you might understand how brutal I can be.” 
Hellevir knew she meant every word. She’d seen the bodies, felt Sullivain’s hunger lingering on the horizon. That it would cause Hellevir pain was merely a fortunate consequence of the wound she meant to inflict on the Chron. 
Hellevir found herself running forward. Her footsteps made no sound, not here, but still Sullivain turned. Hellevir tried to reach her, tried to hold her, although in this place they could never share each other’s hearts, but the Princess batted her away with practiced ease, catching her wrist and bending it harshly until Hellevir was on her knees. It reminded her jarringly of the Queen forcing her to the ground in Death, the exact same twist of the arm. 
“Please,” Hellevir said, gasping from the pain in her shoulder. “I just want to talk. Properly, like we did before. It all happened so fast at the palace.” Sullivain looked down at her, copper eyes bright as a snake’s. 
“You don’t understand, do you?” she breathed, her tone almost desperate. “You think of me as gold, shining, beautiful perhaps, but I cannot be melted down, poured into a mold, made into something delicate like an ornament for a crown. I am iron. I have been beaten to a point, whetted to an edge. There is nothing shining, nothing beautiful, about me. I’m no good for anything but drawing blood.” Her grip was no longer painful, but she held Hellevir’s wrist as if about to help her to her feet. “And by Onaistus, drawing blood is what I’ll do. Either join me over that hill, or stay out of my path.” 
“You aren’t a weapon,” Hellevir protested, reaching up to clasp Sullivain’s hand. “You can choose another way. I’m begging you to choose another way.” 
“You are begging me to be weak,” the Queen said through her teeth. She let go, leaving Hellevir on the shadow-churned ground. “Gather your strength, herbalist,” she tossed over her shoulder. “The battle begins at dawn.” 
 
Hellevir barely slept. She couldn’t, not after that. Her mind wouldn’t slow down, but kept churning around the what-ifs, the scenarios that might have been, rifling mercilessly through her memories to find each account of how this was all because of her. Her memories stood in judgment of her, found her guilty. In the end she couldn’t bear it any longer and gave up trying to get any sleep. She went to sit at the entrance to the healing tents, and watched the sun rise over the campsites. They had already begun to stir, the food tents spilling out steam and smoke. 
It was cold. There was trepidation in the morning dew, on her tongue. She shivered.
A horn sounded, but it was not theirs. It came from over the hills, and it was deeper. She felt it on the air, felt it in the way the camp roused itself. Horses neighed. The House banners snapped in the wind. 
She stood, and found her knees were quivering. Sathir came up beside her.
“Come on,” the priestess said. “We have to prepare.”
 
The horns blew, high and low. She looked for her brother on the rises, but couldn’t see him. The soldiers were all armored, all helmed, all indistinguishable from each other. Sathir made her rip bandages, wouldn’t let her watch the first attack. But she could still hear it. A distant roar like a waterfall, the clamor of birds on a cliffside roost. Horns blaring signals. 
Sathir put her hands over Hellevir’s to still their trembling.
“It’s all right,” the priestess said. “Help me get logs for the fire. We need to keep it burning.” Hellevir did as she was told, and was gathering the logs in her arms when the first one was brought in. She froze, watching as the stretcher was rushed past, and he was heaved up onto the cot. 
“Hellevir!” Sathir snapped. “Rags and water!”
That broke Hellevir’s daze. She shook her head, and got to work. She cleaned out the wound, pulled the arrowhead from between the man’s ribs. The tip was barbed, caught on the bone, but she twisted and it came loose. The man was unconscious, didn’t even scream. She clamped rags doused in honey over the hole. 
They came in fast after that. One after the other. There weren’t enough healers. She wished she’d thought to put up her hair to keep it out of her face. She snatched up a bandage and wore it like Sathir’s scarf. 
Her focus staved off her fear. This was her world, this was what she did. Her limbs stopped shaking as she tore rags, cleaned wounds, set bone, and her heartbeat slowed. 
The supply of rags dwindled quickly. There wasn’t enough water being brought from the river and boiled in time to clean wounds. The alcohol was being used too generously, splashed around like it was a festival. She performed an amputation, tying off the upper leg with a band and putting all her strength into sawing through, just as Sathir told her. 
“You don’t want to fracture the bone further,” Sathir said. “Quick and sharp.”
The smell of pain medication and blood was thick in her throat. Willow bark, vinegar, bryony root, hemlock, poppy blood, and henbane. Her mind rolled over the ingredients as she forced the tincture between lips, dripped it into water. 
“Hold him, hold him!” Sathir ordered, as one of the soldiers began to cough, blood from his ruptured lung spattering over Hellevir’s apron. 
The first one to die was a man Hellevir’s age. He was dead when he arrived, had died on the stretcher. He’d been trampled by one of the horses, his chest caved in and one of his legs crushed. 
“Leave him,” Sathir muttered, wiping her hands on her apron. “Get the next one.”
Hellevir didn’t move. She reached out and brushed the pale hair from his face. His eyes stared up at the tent ceiling, a brilliant blue. He looked so much like Peer Aedus that for a moment it hurt to breathe. He wore one of the talismans she’d made out of lavender. 
“Hellevir!” the priestess snapped. “I need you!”
It hit her. Washed over her. Helplessness, not because she couldn’t save him, but because she knew she didn’t have a choice. Over the miles of their marching, witnessing the corpses by the roadside, she had imagined this moment. She had practiced in her mind what she would do when the first battle-dead came before her, had played out the scenario of turning away, dealing with the next wounded. She had told herself again and again that she would not succumb to the guilt. 
And she realized she couldn’t do it anymore. She couldn’t handle the shame of doing nothing when she was the only one who could do something. Milandre had been right. 
“I can’t,” Hellevir breathed. “Gods.”
“Hellevir!”
She took his hand and slid into Death, as easily as if it had been waiting for her.
 
The silence cut off the roar around her. The cries of pain, the shouts of the healers, the rumbling river of the fight. She stood there, breathing heavily. The empty cots were messy around her, loose bandages and medicine bottles strewn on the floor. The stillness was at odds with the ringing still in her ears from the din. 
“Are you here?” she asked, raggedly. The world hummed around her, contemplative. “Please,” she gasped. “I don’t have time. I have to get back.” 
The world noted her lack of a book. It noted her lack of a precious thing, tucked away in her pocket. It noted the blood on her hands and her apron, felt the flex of the living world against the barriers of Death as soldiers died in their masses. 
“What are you doing, Hellevir?” it rumbled in her ear.
“I have to save him.”
“Who?”
“The boy, the man, the one who just died, right here.” She waved her hand on the empty stretcher. “He was here. I don’t know his name. Please.” 
“You want to bring him back?” The air was heavy with disbelief.
“And why shouldn’t I?” she demanded shakily. “Why shouldn’t I?”
“You know why, Hellevir. He is one of hundreds to come.”
She swallowed.
“I know.” The word loomed, hundreds, and she felt it prickle along her skin, but she brushed it away. She didn’t think about the hundreds, merely the one who had died in front of her. “Just bring him back.” 
She felt the world tense and become tangible, and she turned to find him standing by the fire in the middle of the tent, his dark eyes hooded like the sockets of a skull. 
“This is not what we agreed,” he said, though his mouth did not move. “We agreed treasures in exchange for souls, and yet you keep coming to me without them.” The darkness pressed in. 
“It was never forbidden in our bargain,” she countered. “You’ve always respected an exchange in the old way. I need to take him. I can’t watch them die for something I caused.” 
“This war was coming, whether you helped to birth it or not. You are not the mother, only the midwife.”
“I will take him,” she said again. “Will you stop me?” 
“No,” the world growled. “I can’t.”
“Then take your price, and let him come back.”
He was before her in an instant, and even then she flinched. His hand brushed along the marks on her apron, over her stomach, before he took her wrist. He did not take her blood at once, but instead pressed her hand between his own as if in supplication. When he looked at her, the man behind the mask looked at her too. 
“Don’t do this,” he said, his voice low. He had an earnestness to his voice, a realness, she hadn’t heard before. “I see your intent, it is a mistake. There will be nothing left of you to find the last treasure.” 
You are so close, the world breathed. So close to finding them all.
She held out the eye of lavender that she had made, that she had pressed into so many hands.
“Why should I not save everyone I can?” she demanded. “Take your price. Curse your treasures.”
 
She emerged, and bone-deep as the cold was this time, she felt as if she had been cleansed, purified as she swam back into the heat of the tents. She sank to her knees, just as the man on the stretcher coughed and heaved himself upright, hand to his unmarked chest. He looked about him wildly, searching for the horse that had been bearing down on him moments ago. 
Sathir was by her side, helping her to her feet.
“What did you do?” she demanded.
Hellevir just shook her head.
“Was I gone long?”
“What? No, moments.”
“Good. What can I do?”
Sathir blinked, at a loss for a second, then she pulled herself together and pointed to a woman lying on another cot.
“Abdominal wound,” she said. “Clean her up.” Hellevir nodded and did as she was told, leaving the man on the stretcher looking about him, confused. She cleaned and bandaged the wound tightly—not so difficult, really, without the little finger on her right hand—and gave the woman a few drops of pain tincture. Logs on the fire, keep the water boiling. Heave and click the dislocated shoulder, pinch the artery in the thigh, keep the soldier on his side to prevent him from choking on his blood and vomit. 
A shout told her another stretcher had been brought in. Stomach wound, too severe, dripping on to the floor. Hellevir removed the woman’s front plate, cut the shirt away. The innards slid out as they removed the cloth that had kept them in, drenching the elderflower cross on her breast. A priestess muttered that she was dead. Hellevir shook her head and entered Death. 
 
“Hellevir . . .”
“Take your price.”
She was snatching, she knew. Clutching too tightly in her hunger to save.
 
Keep the fire burning. More bandages cut from the linen, fetch new ones from the crates. Head wounds bleed too much, soaking through. One soldier was mumbling something about the taste of brass teeth. Another arrow to the thigh, Sathir taught her how to snap the end, twist and push, all the way through. This one did scream. More stretchers, one after the other. 
 
“How long will you keep doing this?”
“As long as I have to.”
“Please.” Not a word she often heard him use. “Stop. Soldiers die, this is the way of war.”
“It is the way it has been made to be. It doesn’t have to. Take your price.”
 
A soldier’s broken spine. No matter, he would live. Another’s fingers cut off, quickly cauterized on the edge of a knife when the alcohol ran out. She learned to stitch an intestine closed, the needle slippery. 
 
“Hellevir!” Hellevir gasped as she swayed. Sathir caught her, hand to her stomach to keep her steady. “This is enough, you must stop.” The priestess hesitated, felt something wrong under her hands. “What . . .” Hellevir didn’t give her time to press again, to feel the absence of her ribs. 
“He’s having a seizure,” she pointed out, and rushed to one of the cots to hold down the man’s tongue with a leather bite.
 
“Death must happen,” he hissed. “It will happen. You can’t prevent it forever.” 
“I can prevent it today,” she replied. Her voice was coming from somewhere beside her, not from within her chest. “Take your price.” 
“And when you’ve lost every part of yourself? What then? You are not infinite, Hellevir.”
“As long as I have an eye to see, an ear to listen, a tongue to talk, I may as well be infinite. Take your price.”
 
It became a chant. As long as I have an eye to see, an ear to listen, a tongue to talk. An eye to see, an ear to listen, a tongue to talk. An ear to see, an eye to talk, a tongue to listen. An eye to sky, an ear to tear, a tongue to walk. She lost track of where exactly she was, in Life or Death, in a half-light in-between that stole her away, bit by bit. 
 
She was vaguely aware that the battle had stopped. They must have won, but it didn’t sink in. Still there was work to do. She and the healers continued on, as long as the wounded were brought in, as long as the cots were filling, overfilling, long into the night. She didn’t pay attention when Farvor came to the doors of the tent, his face smeared with grime and blood, his arm hanging loosely by his side. Sathir was the one who went to him, drawing him away before he could go to his sister. He watched Hellevir, lips drifting apart, as she hobbled to another cot using a crutch. He couldn’t tear his eyes away. 
“What has she done?” he breathed.
“She won’t stop,” Sathir said grimly as she pulled his jerkin loose to see to the arm. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” She held his hand and popped his shoulder back into its socket, and he hissed, biting back a moan of pain. “Please make her stop,” she said so only he could hear. “She’s vanishing.” 
He closed his eyes, breathing through his nostrils against the pain. When he had collected himself, he asked, “How many?”
“I don’t know. I lost count.”
 
Hellevir was only vaguely aware of Farvor taking her arm. Something unknotted in her, relieved that he was alive, but she didn’t stop moving. 
“I can’t, Farvor,” she said distractedly. “I have to help.”
“And you have,” he replied gently. “But you need to rest.”
“No.” She shook him off. Her arm slipped through his grasp. No fingers left, no knuckles, gone to above her elbow. He pressed his lips together, eyes wide. 
“Gods,” he whispered. “Please, Hellevir. I want to show you something.”
“No, Farvor, I . . .”
“Now. Davros demands it,” he said.
“I . . . all right. Quickly.”
He drew her away, supporting her as she hobbled out through the doors, onto the top of the rise. It was almost dawn, a thin fog layering the ground like gossamer. The sky was the color of lavender. 
“What is it, Farvor, I . . .”
She stopped.
Before her lay the battlefield. Mud churned as far as she could see. Weapons pricked the soil, water gathered to reflect the sky in uneven patches like glass. Among it all, piled in a way that had no comparison: the bodies of the dead. Hundreds of them. Thousands. The land was encumbered with them. The mist seemed their final exhalations. Figures moved between them, heaving them over, putting them on carts. Peers wandered here and there, finding their followers by the stars on their chests, murmuring and drawing Dometiks on their foreheads. 
Hellevir sagged against her brother. He caught her.
“So many,” she whispered. Farvor brushed her hair away. She heard him swallow as he tried not to be repulsed by the sight of the empty, smooth skin where her ear used to be. She made to go forward, but he stopped her. 
“No!” she cried. “I have to . . .”
“There are too many, Hellevir!” he exclaimed. “There are thousands of dead. You cannot raise thousands.”
He took her tightly, held her back. It took so little strength to keep her still, exhausted as she was. “You’ve done enough,” he said, holding her to him, resting his chin on her hair. She didn’t fight him, didn’t put her arms around him. “You’ve done enough.” 
“I can’t stop now, I can’t . . .” She let out a long, sobbing breath, holding on to him as she looked over his shoulder at all the dead she couldn’t save. He pulled away just in time to see her withdraw, closing her eyes as she slipped once more into Death, and collapsed in his arms. 
 
In the darkness she looked out over the churned earth, pockmarked and gouged. She walked down the ridge, her footsteps echoing as if the ground were marble. The darkness pressed around the valley from the sky—no mirrored sky for her tonight—like a physical thing. Her body was whole, her limbs full, but she didn’t care. 
She could see handprints in the mud. Boot-prints, hoof-prints. Notched swords lying discarded, shattered shields. But no bodies. Never in Death. 
“Where are you?” she breathed. The pikes sticking up from the ground seemed suddenly taller, impossibly tall, like trees. A forest of sharp things all around her. She hardly dared to move in case they pricked her. 
“Antlered King,” she called, and the forest shuddered, the iron spearheads clicking together like the ticking of a hundred clocks. They arched above her, as lofty as the pillars of a temple. She didn’t care how the words hurt him, that it was too soon to utter them. 
“What do you demand now?” the world rumbled. She turned, and found him standing among the pikes, his long black coat wrapped about him like folded wings. The air seemed to shiver with anger, playing at the edges of her vision, warping the half-light and the debris from the battle. She didn’t know what to say, too exhausted at first to speak. He watched her, features set in stone, waiting, and as he waited the world grew darker, pressed in further, tattered as it was by the lacerating agitation of her despair. He spared it a glance, eyes flickering to the air around her. 
Hellevir reached up to the collar of her shirt, and drew out the lion-head pendant. It shone like a penny at the bottom of a pool, and his gaze went to it instantly. 
“Who are you trying to raise now?” he growled derisively. “I told you, it is worth too much for any single soul. It is not an even trade. It is worth legions, a . . .” 
“A hundred lives,” she said, her words cutting the world in two. “Yes, I know. It is not for any one person.” She clenched her jaw, her nostrils flaring with a shuddering exhale. “A hundred souls. That is what I’m asking for.” 
“A hundred souls, if I were willing,” he corrected her. “Which I am not. It is not a trade I need to respect.”
“Why not?” Wrath flickered around her like distorted shadows amid flames. She didn’t know if it was his anger, or hers. She wasn’t certain there was enough left of her to feel wrath. He was before her in an instant, tall and looming, coating her in his darkness. 
“Why not?” he repeated. “Why not, she asks? After you have snatched and grabbed from Death like a child taking sweetmeats from a table, after you have treated this world like your playground, after you reneged on the spirit of our bargain, you ask me why not?” He laughed, humorlessly. The sound was unpleasant. “I wouldn’t have granted this when you had my respect, why would I grant this now?” 
“Because they don’t need to be dead in this useless war.” The words slid molten from between her teeth. “This useless war which I let happen. Take what you want from me, I don’t care. Just let them live.” It sounded like begging. She was begging. 
His eyes narrowed and she knew it was not enough.
“I want to resurrect soldiers,” she said. “They will fight against Sullivain. They will bring her to you, once and for all. They will turn the tide of war.” 
The black eyes grew somehow darker, leaching the light away until it was hard to see them, blots of shadow on his face.
“No,” was all he said.
“No?” Hellevir repeated. Anger, exhaustion, the throttling knowledge that she had failed, roiled like eels deep within her, black and slick. 
“It is past her time,” he said. “She is due here and now more than ever I don’t want her among the living. But I can’t. I will not grant you legions.” 
“But . . .”
“I said I won’t give you what you want. Leave, now.”
Her exhaustion scraped at the air around her, cutting gouges from it like claws. She nearly crumpled as she came closer to him, but sheer stubbornness kept her standing. “How can you deny me this,” she demanded, “when I know you would raise your own legions in an instant?” 
He went still. His face betrayed nothing.
“I know where they are,” she pressed. “I have seen it in the way you look down into the Void. Your legions, your soldiers, the men and women you led, they are down there, aren’t they? Put there because of the things you commanded them to do when they were alive, things you all did to try to win the Nightingale Wars. You made them fight, you made them snatch at things they shouldn’t. You taught them hunger. You made them fit only for the Void.” 
She should have paid attention to the creak of the pikes, as if under a growing wind. The shields fracturing further under the pressure. She should have felt the crackle of his anger slowly caging her own. 
“You know what it’s like to watch people die, people you brought to the battlefield,” she persisted, not letting herself look away from him. “I know you’d do anything to raise your own, to spare them the nightmare.” 
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” the world growled.
“This time it’s my fault they’re here,” she cried. “I couldn’t save them, couldn’t save Sullivain. Please, please do as I ask. Please let me bring them home.” She stumbled, but bullish will kept her standing. “Take what life you want from me,” she begged. “I don’t need to live. Half of me is gone already. I know you can bring them back, you just choose not to.” She took the chain over her head and tried to press it into his hand. He flinched from her as if it burned him. “I know who this belonged to. It was the general’s, the one who destroyed your monastery when you were a boy. The De Neïd. The Roaring Knight. It has the blood in it of all the souls she took, the blood to do what I ask!” 
He had caught her up before she even realized he had moved, his hand clamped about her throat. She struggled, gasped against his grip, hands tight around his wrist. He was suddenly everywhere, all she could see, all she could feel, encompassing Death as it encompassed her. His anger hissed and burned, but greater still was his pain. It seared her. A thousand-year-old pain, deeper than a simple lifetime could ever afford, embedded into the fabric of this place, into the hand that held her. She felt how her words, her pleas, had wounded him, felt his shame even as it bit into her. 
“You know the rules of this place,” the everywhere rumbled. “And once, you respected them.” Tines were rising from his head, piercing and splitting the darkness. She couldn’t tear her eyes from them. 
“Please!” she gasped, although now she didn’t even know what she was begging for.
“Do you think you know guilt, shame?” he demanded, shaking her like a rag doll. His face was creased, ugly with a grief his mask had never let her see before. But now there was no mask, only the warlord, his features etched and scarred with thousand-year-old misery. “Just because of your trite mistakes? Do you think you know what it’s like to be responsible for a thousand deaths? To send them to a slaughter where death isn’t even the end of their grief? You talk about my hunger, but you have no concept of what it means to be diseased by it, what it means to infect the men and women who follow you until you look in their eyes and see only beasts.” His fist was so tight about her neck, she couldn’t breathe. She felt something beginning to crack under his grip. “You do not know shame,” the world roared at her. “You do not know pain. I will show it to you. See for yourself how the Void feeds on the hungry.” 
Before she could protest, before she could scream, he dropped her. She fell, and kept on falling, until the world caught her up and coiled her in darkness. 
 
Once, a couple of years after her family had left for Rochidain, Hellevir was out foraging when she came across a beehive. It was inside the hollow of a dead tree. She tried to say hello, but the bees only gave her a distracted murmur and continued about their work. She watched them drifting lazily to and fro, making the summer hum pleasantly. She thought Milandre would probably like some honey. 
“May I take some?” she asked the bees. They did not respond, but they didn’t say no. She assumed they wouldn’t mind, so she found a stone to stand on so she could see inside. She didn’t mind being so close to bees. Sometimes when she found them in Milandre’s garden, drunk on nectar, they were so dozy that they’d let her stroke their fuzzy backs. 
The honeycomb was thick, heavy with the insects. It smelled wonderful. She reached in carefully, and gently eased a column free. It collapsed against her fingers, oozing honey. She had a glass jar she’d been using for collecting strawberries, but she emptied them into her pocket and eased the honeycomb inside instead. 
“One more,” she murmured, reaching up on her tiptoes. “Thank you, bees.” Her foot slipped on the stone. Her hand, already inside the nest, flailed and grabbed automatically, sliding through heavy layers of honeycomb and tearing a great hole in the nest. She saved herself by catching hold of the edge of the tree hollow, but it was alive with bees. They stung her instantly, happy to die to keep her away, and she fell back with a shout. 
“Stop!” she cried out. “Stop it!” She ran, hands raised to protect her head, but some of them were trapped in her hair, up her sleeves, and continued stinging and stinging until she pulled off her coat and shook her hair loose. 
Milandre was not amused. She cuffed Hellevir round the head, and set about cleaning the stings with witch-hazel, and applying, of all things, honey, to keep the wounds clean. Hellevir looked down at her bandaged hands miserably. 
“I asked them if I could,” she protested, sniffing. “They didn’t say no.”
“They didn’t say you could rip their hive apart,” Milandre retorted. “Really, Hellevir, I thought you knew better.”
“It was an accident. I tried to ask them to stop but they wouldn’t listen to me!”
“Just because you can speak to them doesn’t mean they have to care about what you say.”
 
She was down there for years. Or it felt like years. Roaring silence that spilled into her like the blood of the Peer that Death had offered her to drink, that choked her, consumed her. Her mind had a tick to it, a jerk. She shivered and shook like a creature afraid of being whipped. It left her mind raw, scorched, flayed, and all the while it watched her with its thousand eyes, rolled her on its thousand sandpaper tongues, fed a thousand wires into her and used them to tear her apart. 
It felt like years. It was bare moments. And then the Void spat her out.



Chapter Sixteen
It took her a long time to emerge from the fever. She tumbled through half-waking and half-dreams, her bones aching and her mind still raw. Her skin wriggled as if it were filled with writhing things. 
In the half-dreams, as she struggled towards the light, she thought she could hear music. Archaic music that sent shivers down her arms. A cold hand was in hers, and she was being pulled along in a slow dance, her feet barely touching the floor, her hair catching on the branches as she passed. Half-light glowed around her, upon his face as he looked down at her, the antlers high upon his head. 
 
They carried her back to Rochidain on a stretcher. She floated in and out of consciousness, but when she was awake she wasn’t lucid, murmuring about things that made the soldiers carrying her shudder. Her eyelids fluttered as if she were dreaming. Spasms shook her, and it was disturbing to watch. 
Farvor stayed with her. He tried to get her to drink, holding her head in his arms and easing water between her lips, but she was oblivious to him and it dribbled down her chin. When they reached Rochidain and House Greerson, he found her a room and wrapped her up in the covers. Pa watched from the doorway, arms folded and brows furrowed with worry, as her brother held her hand, and talked to her about nothings. 
 
She awoke in a bed, somewhere. Daylight spilled in from a window, blinding her, and she flinched. The panes were wet, as if it had been raining. She blinked, drawing breath. It felt like the first breath she’d drawn in a long, long time, sweet in her lungs. Her mind was no longer roiling, but she felt naked, her skin sensitive as if shards of glass were embedded in it. 
Farvor was by her bedside. When he saw she was awake, he put aside his book and took her hand.
“Hellevir,” he murmured, brushing her hair from her face. “Thank the gods.”
 
The nights were the worst, her mind filled with vile thoughts that made her feel unclean. There was something sitting in the corner of the room, watching her. It spoke and its words were full of regret, apology. It called her name, urgently, but the urgency reminded her too much of its anger and she cowered away from it. 
 
Farvor looked after her. He brought her bone broth and warm bread. The broth felt too hot on her gums, the bread sharp. Even Farvor’s hugs were too tight, the blankets too heavy. She felt frail, but lacked even the strength to hate her frailty. Elsevir, nestled beside her in the covers, brushed against her, and his soft feathers felt horribly cold. She kept thinking she saw things burrowing into them. 
“What happened on the hill?” Farvor dared to ask. “I couldn’t wake you.”
“I . . .” she faltered. “I tried to do too much.” She wouldn’t elaborate, not even when Farvor pried. She couldn’t tell him what happened, not without telling him about the Void. She shivered as if the memory brought with it a draft. When her eye had been taken she had looked at herself in the mirror until its absence had become a part of her, but she couldn’t stare down the memory of that place. She felt as if it were in her every sinew, as if it had infected her with foulness. It wasn’t something she could accept as a part of her. Her mind shied from it. 
Enjoy forgetting it while you can, she told herself. You’ll be back there soon enough. And oh gods, so would Farvor. She remembered the blood on his sword outside the palace. He’d caused harm. The thought jammed in her throat. It forced her back under the sheets of her bed, made her cower there. Farvor tried to coax her out, but in the end he just resorted to wrapping her up more tightly in the blankets, making sure the bread he brought with the stew was warmed through and soft. 
 
The dark thing in the corner of the room would not go away. Sometimes it was closer, so close she could see the black eyes in its skull. It reached for her and she couldn’t look at it, no matter how many times it said her name, no matter how beseechingly it called her. 
Eventually its presence became unbearable and drove her from the bed, sending her on nighttime wanderings through the house and the gardens on a crutch. It felt awkward, inelegant, to hop around with so much of her missing, but she needed movement. She felt like a ghost haunting the place. On one of her walks, she stopped by the canal with the lion pendant in her hand. The moonlight played on the waters, glinted on the lion’s bared teeth. It felt like the light should have been warm on her cheeks, but it held nothing, like the half-light hearth in Death. She remembered her father placing the pendant over her head, telling her what a lion-hearted girl she was. 
She drew back her arm and threw the pendant out over the river as far as she could. She felt a pang as she watched the ripples spread out and vanish, her three-fingered hand pressed to the empty place on her chest where the pendant had hung for so much of her life. 
Sorry, Pa, she thought. I’m tired of carrying so much blood around.
 
When she heard the dark thing calling, she put her hands over her ears and tried not to listen, told herself she couldn’t hear its pain. 
One last treasure. She would never look for it.
 
After that first battle, Hellevir saw none of the war. They wouldn’t let her stay. There had been a murmured conversation between them: Farvor, Ionas, Davros, her pa. They had all agreed she should be sent away. She was taken home on Dune with an escort of soldiers and handed over to Milandre’s care. The old woman took in her state, hand to her chest. 
“Oh, my girl,” she murmured. It was the first time Hellevir had seen the old woman cry. “What have you done to yourself?”
Ionas sent gifts. Prosthetics. A new arm, a new leg. A belt, of a kind, to hold her in where the organs pressed against her sides painfully, in the absence of her ribs. A staff, its tip shaped like a raven’s head. Hellevir didn’t know how he knew what to send. She thought Milandre had probably told him. The old woman tried to help her into them, but Hellevir refused so sharply that she just left her alone. Hellevir sat in the bedroom, staring at the array of body parts in front of her, for a long time. They looked almost like a whole other person. 
Then she strapped them on one by one, figuring them out. She started with the right arm. It was attached with a strap that went up over her shoulder, fitting onto the stump just above her elbow. There were buckles up its length to tighten it, and Hellevir was grateful the craftsman hadn’t chosen laces. The hand was beautifully carved, even down to the detail of nails and knuckle creases. She realized with an odd pang that the wood they’d chosen was willow. 
There was a lever at the side that made the prosthetic fingers close in a grip. She tried it out on a door handle, and was pleased with the amount of weight she could lift. It came with a padded glove so the wood wouldn’t be too damaged by use. 
Next were the three wooden toes for her right foot. They were part of a tailored sock which slipped onto her foot. It was difficult to pull it on, at first, but she found she could use the prosthetic hand to grip the top and pull it up. She strapped on the left leg next, which attached over powdered fabric at her hip, tightened with a belt around her pelvis. It took her a while to figure out the order; her undergarments first, then the belt, then the leg, then the toes, then her trousers, and finally her shoes. When she wanted to sit down she had to jerk her hips slightly to make the knee joint bend. It was metal, and in the parcel from Rochidain there was a small bottle of oil with a label explaining that the joints would need to be kept lubricated. 
Oiled like a door hinge, came the intrusive thought. 
Last were the two new digits. She’d had only three fingers on her left hand for many years, but even so Ionas had sent her a glove of sorts. She found that they got in the way more than anything, and set them aside. 
It took her nearly an hour, but she put everything on, noting the pressure points. Then she took it all off, and went through the process again. 
There were other pieces of her gone too, which she discovered over time. She sometimes found it hard to breathe, and wondered if he’d taken parts of a lung. Her right shoulder couldn’t take weight. Her heart seemed to skip beats. She stopped bleeding every month. 
Milandre didn’t let her wallow in it. She put her to work.
“Three fingers left, you can still measure out thyme,” she said. “You can still plant a bulb. I’m old, remember? I can’t be doing everything myself.” 
Elsevir arrived early on, carrying messages tied to his leg for Milandre, but Hellevir didn’t read them when the old woman offered them to her, only enjoyed the soft feel of the raven’s feathers against her cheek. 
Spring passed. Hellevir slowly grew used to her absences. She stared at them, refused to look away, made them inherent to her. Eventually, it was only taking her ten minutes to get everything strapped on each morning. 
She was lucky, she supposed. She’d seen enough wounded in her life to know that if she’d lost these parts of herself by injury or disease she would have been in unbearable pain. The nature of Death’s cost meant that her absences were sealed over as if they’d always been missing; there were no wounds, no aching scar tissue, no half-cramped muscle. Death could have hurt her much, much more. 
“I should have stayed,” she sometimes said. “Helped more, where I could. I’m still a herbalist.”
“Don’t be stupid,” was all Milandre replied.
Summer dawned. All of Milandre’s seeds pressed up from the earth, smelling fresh and sweet. Soon the paths of her garden were lined with rosemary, thyme, sage, and mint, and Hellevir breathed it in, let it fill her, let it be all that concerned her. 
She didn’t let herself think of the war still raging around Rochidain, not listening when news came of this battle or that, the siege at this fortress, the ambush in the other valley. She didn’t listen to the awful tales she heard about the De Neïd Queen, closing her ears to stories of bodies on pikes, still alive when they were first impaled, men who had surrendered but were slaughtered regardless. And she absolutely refused to let herself look at the presence that still lurked, dark and stormy like a thundercloud on the horizon, teeth gritted and eyes ablaze, watching the war unfurl with a vehemence that Hellevir had wanted for so long to believe that Sullivain wasn’t capable of feeling. 
She couldn’t quite fathom how wrong she’d been about her. How stupid she had been to believe the Princess could be anything other than a De Neïd. 
 
One balmy day, as they sat in the garden, enjoying the evening sunlight, Hellevir said, “Every time I come here, you heal me again.” 
“You’re healing yourself,” Milandre muttered, pouring her another glass of sloe gin. “But that does me good to hear.”
The villagers, at least, changed their attitude towards her. Hellevir was no longer a witch, an evil creature who could save lives but chose not to. Now she was another cripple, worthy only of pity. Hellevir didn’t let herself think of that either. Cripple wasn’t a word she connected with herself, not as she pulled carrots from the ground with her remaining fingers or lashed pumpkins to the fence, each as heavy as a filled bucket, taking their weight on her new wooden arm. Not as she sowed the beans and stuck the poles in the earth for them to climb, and brewed tinctures and ointments in Milandre’s workshop, Elsevir heavy on her good shoulder, and nipping at her remaining ear. 
 
The creature in the corner of her room didn’t stop trying to reach her, but she grew better at ignoring it, until she realized one day that she couldn’t hear it anymore. She was relieved, at first, but as time went on and she found herself actively listening for him, it worried her. She didn’t know what it meant. Perhaps he was letting her heal. Perhaps he had given up on her. Perhaps he hadn’t stopped reaching for her, she had just stopped being able to hear altogether. 
But for all that, she still couldn’t find the courage to seek him out again. Sometimes, she sat on the edge of her bed, on the brink of sliding past the curtain, but she could never bring herself to do it. Every time, she’d start shaking, her mind coiling in unpleasant circles. 
She even had a book for him that she’d bought at the market, travellers’ tales from Gal Earith. It was filled with wood engravings, showing men and women in odd garments, endless plains of grasses dotted with wild horses, icy mountaintops in the distance. She liked it. She’d thought he probably would too. At least more than a book about performing puns onstage. 
The truth was, she was frightened of him. She had wounded him, brought to light his pain. Every time she thought of it, she felt ashamed. 
 
Letters were few and far between, now, since the roads weren’t safe. Six months into the war, and thieves and bandits had taken advantage of the chaos while villagers were away fighting, and anyone not part of a patrol was easy prey. But a letter from her father did sometimes make its way through, and from Farvor too. 
We march tomorrow morning, her brother wrote once, during the summer when the sunflowers had all come out. It seemed so strange to read about war when the village was so untouched. Ionas has promoted me to his squire. I help him where I can, but he’s not like Calgir. He does his own accounting, makes his own arrangements, leaves me feeling like a sheep standing there doing nothing. I think he’s made me squire to keep an eye on me. I’d bet money he was afraid of having to tell you he’d let me die in combat.
We keep coming across places where her legions have passed through. I know it wasn’t easy for you, leaving her at the palace. But the more I see of what she can do, what she enjoys doing, the more I wish I’d been able to kill her then. Even so, I’m glad, grateful even, that you came with me. If you’d been on her side while she did all these things, I don’t know how I could have coped.
Hellevir closed the letter, folding it carefully.
Perhaps she wouldn’t be doing these things at all,
the intrusive thought suggested to her, if I’d chosen her when it mattered.
It struck her then, regarding the knotwork of her life with Sullivain, that perhaps it didn’t matter. Once, when she’d seen the Princess lying dead on Milandre’s workshop table, she’d been unable to resist bringing her back to life. She’d wanted to know if she could, and now, looking back, she knew she would never have made another choice, because it had grown from the deep earth of who she was. From this same earth had grown her desire to bring back every soul since, every soul at the first battle of the war. The roots of her every action were fed by her curiosity—about herself, about her place beside Death—and from her need to save anyone it was within her power to save. 
It was in Sullivain too: a fundamental need to test herself, but through pain rather than through healing. Perhaps that’s what drew us to each other all along,
Hellevir thought. The need to see what we are made of, chipping away at each other.
The damage to Sullivain’s soul had been done long before she’d known Hellevir, wrought on her by her grandmother. Her decisions after her first resurrection had almost been written, her own stone-set character playing off the fundamentals of Hellevir’s soul with an almost predictable downward spiral, like pieces in a game where the strategy has already been decided. 
The battle lurked in the darkness of Hellevir’s missing eye. The pikes lodged in the ground. The bodies contorted over each other. All the ones she couldn’t save. 
And of us both,
she thought, I was the first to reach my limit. 
 
The year lengthened, tightened, grew cold. Rumors flitted like bats from town to town as winter clenched the land, rumors of imminent defeat, of imminent victory. No two stories matched, but the tension mounted. Hellevir found it stifling. Spring slid past with a brightness that didn’t match her mood, until finally a letter arrived from her pa. She read it aloud to Milandre as she peeled potatoes for a stew. 
My girl,
he wrote. Ionas may have already told you, but he’s been away and I doubt he’ll have had the time to write. Farvor too.
Sullivain is losing the war. Rumor may have reached you. I hardly dare to put pen to paper, in case I’m wrong. She lost the battle at Argain last week. It was an important stronghold, and she threw everything she had into keeping it, but still Lord Greerson routed her, captured many of her court knights. Two of the Houses have defected, even frightened as they are of her. Now Lord Greerson lays siege to Queen’s Holding where she is trapped with the last of her forces.
Your Ma has left Rochidain. She took a supply boat with some of the Peers, travelled to the Galgoros. Peer Laius has been missing for some time, now, and your ma doesn’t feel safe; he was her friend, and the rumor is that he defected with a few others to the Queen after the palace burned; excommunicated from the Temple now, I hear. I expect he’s either already dead, or in Queen’s Holding. It comes as no surprise; he worked as second at the palace altar, but your Ma was hurt by it. I’ve enclosed a note from her. After all this is over, I might join her.
It’s nearly over, Hellevir.
Hellevir opened the other letter. It was heavy, and as she tore it open a metal plate slid out of it and onto her palm. She turned it over. It was a silver disc, no larger than her hand, and on it was engraved the same Dometik her ma had drawn on her wrist after the first battle, the Dometik for Protection. The envelope contained nothing else but a single slip of paper. 
Please carry this,
Ma wrote. I would feel happier knowing you had it. The symbol is an important ward. Come and join me, when you can. You’d be welcome. Below was the name of a house and a town where she could find her. 
It was an option, if the war was nearly over, like Pa supposed. Hellevir didn’t put it from her mind, not entirely. She started carrying the Dometik in her pocket, alongside the riddle she had never tried to find. 
 
It was that night when she met Sullivain again. It had been nearly a year since Hellevir had left the warfront. A year since the war had begun. 
They sat in the palace study. Unblemished by the rebel fires, the room was warm, the world outside as dark as if it did not exist. Hellevir felt the weight of Sullivain’s head on her lap, and shuddered. Sullivain had been crying, her copper eyes distant as she looked into the fire, letting Hellevir’s fingers brush her head as if she had never stopped. 
“My dear,” Hellevir sighed. “Why couldn’t you let it be this way?”
The Princess stirred, but didn’t sit up, didn’t reply. Instead her hand came up to rest on Hellevir’s knee beneath her own cheek. Her tears were soaking into Hellevir’s trouser leg. 
Hellevir felt oddly vindicated. She was here, at last, she was here. The Sullivain she’d looked and hoped for. Her Sullivain.
“Why are you crying?” Hellevir asked.
“Bion’s dead,” the Princess said. “He stayed so I could get away.” She shifted, looked up at Hellevir, eyes wide, honest, without that cruel narrowness. Hellevir had missed that look in her eyes. “He told me I was a fool, before he died,” she went on. “Said I shouldn’t have punished you. Said I should have looked for you.” 
Hellevir’s heart twisted. She hadn’t known the prim manservant well, but she’d shared the road with him for long enough that news of his death hurt. She found herself holding Sullivain tighter. The Princess had known him since she was a child, had practically been raised by him when the Queen was absent. He’d still be alive, she thought, if you hadn’t waged your stupid war.
“And what do you think?” she asked.
“I couldn’t,” Sullivain said quietly. “He also said I should forgive you.”
“Forgive me?” Hellevir repeated. Anger smoldered in her tone. “Sullivain, you burned my home to the ground. My body is half-lost to Death because of the soldiers’ lives you took. And you say it is for you to forgive me?” 
“No. It’s too late now,” Sullivain murmured softly. “You’re right, we’ve come too far for forgiveness.” She turned back towards the fire. “But I can stay for a while.” 
“You can’t have both, Sullivain,” Hellevir said. She found that she’d wrapped that curl of hair around her finger so tightly that the blood began to thrum beneath her skin. “You can’t do what you’ve done, refuse to regret anything, refuse to forgive me, and still expect me to hold you when you’re here.” 
“I know.” She curled her knees tighter, shoulders hunching like a child’s. “I know. It’s just for tonight. Just let me stay. Please.” 
Hellevir said nothing. She just continued to stroke Sullivain’s head, watching the fire crackle in the hearth that no longer existed in real life, because it had been burned to the ground. 
She hated how hard it was to push Sullivain away. It was more difficult than releasing parts of herself in exchange for souls, because she gained nothing from it besides knowing she’d done what she must, what Sullivain deserved. She shoved aside the yearning to pretend, to return to how it had been in the years she’d been travelling, when their shared dreams had been a place of solace on unknown roads. She pushed aside the Sullivain she’d known in those dreams, the one she’d hoped was real but now knew was just a facet—perhaps the only unbloodied one—of her character. She stood, and let Sullivain’s head fall. 
The Princess sat up slowly, looking at Hellevir as if she’d just left her at the garden door again. Hellevir hardened herself to the look, reminded herself of the bodies she’d seen, the skeletal shape of the willow, the smell of the alcohol used to burn it. She held Sullivain’s copper gaze. 
“I see,” the Princess growled suddenly. Just like that, her eyes were closed again, her hands in fists. “You’re right. Enough. Onaistus, I am a fool.” Before Hellevir could speak, the dream snapped shut, and she awoke to a feeling of being cast out into the cold. 
 
For the rest of the next day she had a bitter taste in her mouth, like pennies left too long in the rain. She was distracted, spilling the oil for a decoction, bumping into more things than usual that loomed on her blind side. 
“What’s the matter with you today?” Milandre demanded with her hands on her hips. “You’re like a newborn colt smashing about the place.” 
“Sorry,” Hellevir muttered. “Just had a bad dream.”
“What sort of dream?”
“Nothing, it doesn’t matter.”
“You’re ruining my herbs. It does matter.”
Hellevir sighed, impatient.
“I dreamed of Sullivain,” she muttered, avoiding Milandre’s eye. “She was upset. Wanted to . . .” Wanted to be held. “But she got angry and ran away.” 
“Was it a shared dream?”
“Yes.”
There was a pause.
“I see.” She was angry, Hellevir could tell by the way she pounded up the willow bark with the pestle and mortar. “And was it pleasant, this shared dream?” 
Hellevir flinched. No, it hadn’t been pleasant. But in the beat of moments before she’d gained lucidity and known where she was, when she had simply held Sullivain’s head on her lap, it had felt . . . like coming home. At the same time she knew it was wrong, knew that no one in their right mind should feel that way. 
“Why do you give her the time of day anymore?” the old woman demanded. “After everything she’s done?”
“I . . .”
“Have you heard the reports from the war? I’ve never known anything like it, not in all my years. She hasn’t a good bone in her body and you still let her into your dreams.” 
Hellevir crushed the burnt sage between her remaining fingers.
“I pushed her away, Milandre,” she said quietly. The old woman paused, the smell of willow pulp strong and woody. Hellevir glanced up at her and away, before she stood, clearing her throat, and went over to the workbench, refolding the linen cloth that was already folded. The old woman put aside the mortar and went over to her, taking Hellevir’s hands—or what was left of them—in her own. 
“You have every right to be angry, my dear,” she said. “It worries me that you aren’t.”
“I am angry, Milandre. I’m more angry than I know how to contain.”
“Please,” the healer said. “Speak to me, child. You’ve barely said a word about the war since it began, but I can see it in your eyes.” Hellevir looked out the window. Milandre was on her blind side, blotted from her vision. 
“I’m angry at what could have been,” Hellevir murmured to the empty air, because it was easier than looking into Milandre’s eyes. “At Sullivain’s grandmother and her malicious training, at the Houses for being so eager to go to war, and yes, I am angry at all Sullivain has done and all she keeps on doing. Of course I am.” The words spilled from her. All the pain and misery that had been choking her emerged from her throat and bloomed like a bloody rose on her lips. “But I don’t hate her. I want to hate her, I think it would be easier if I did. But I . . . understand her too well, after everything I’ve felt through her. I know why she is the way she is.” She raised a hand to her face, the glove over her wooden hand rough against her skin. “I know the story of her, and every part of it—blood, violence, and all—is like watching a force of nature at its work. Destructive, yes, but also beautiful in its chaos. If I were a god and unable to be hurt by her, I would simply watch her unfurl like a flower and turn to fruit and wither and rot, and I’d find every moment fascinating. Her beauty has nothing to do with whether she is good or kind, but lies simply in the fact that she is. 
“But you know, she did try, however briefly,” she muttered with a humorless chuckle. “In our dreams, or when we touched, I saw a different version of her, one that wanted to be better, even if it couldn’t be better. I can’t hate her because that was a real part of her, and it was a precious, bright part that only I could see, that was all mine. I saw her again, just briefly, in that dream last night. And all I wanted to do was protect her.” She pursed her lips, tasting the salt of tears as they slid down her cheeks. “But I’m not a fool. I know it’s too late. I know she’s lost. And I know she can only do me harm.” She lowered her hand again, took a breath and released it slowly. 
“She didn’t choose to be better, in the end,” Milandre said softly. “In the end, she chose to hurt you, and she chose to wage a bloody war. She turned her back on you, Hellevir.” She snorted. “And yet still she wants to have her cake and eat it.” 
“What does that mean?”
“Your dreams, you said you found them peaceful, no?” Hellevir nodded. “She’s at war. Doing gods know what around Rochidain. She wants some peacefulness, so she comes to the only person who has ever promised it to her. But she burned down her only altar to peace. She deserves no peace from you, my girl. She may have seemed beautiful to you, but her actions have been nothing but ugly, and her actions are what define her, in my book. Not some phantom you see in dreams.” 
There was a beat of silence.
“I’m not her altar to peace,” Hellevir muttered.
“You know what I mean. You were her only hope of peace. You were her second chance, her third and her fourth. As long as she had you, she knew she had as many chances to get it right as she needed.” Milandre stood and went back over to the workbench to fill the linen bags. 
Hellevir didn’t reply, instead looking out of the window. Elsevir was out on the fence, chattering with the sparrows. He was an old bird, now, and moved a little stiffly. 
Hellevir closed her eyes.
“I can feel her,” she murmured. Milandre paused in what she was doing, and looked up. Hellevir glanced over at her. “Her . . . presence, for lack of a better word. She’s moving east.” 
“What?” Milandre demanded. “This way? Your pa said she was besieged at Queen’s Holding.”
“Perhaps she is, but that’s not what I can feel. She’s getting closer. I don’t know if she’ll come here, but we should be prepared to move. I don’t know what she’ll do, now that I’ve turned my back on her a second time.” 
Milandre nodded. Only her fingers tapping on the workbench betrayed how much Hellevir’s words troubled her.
“Right you are, my girl. We’ll be prepared. Don’t you worry.”



Chapter Seventeen
Hellevir had no more shared dreams, and the silence seemed deafening. It was ominous, like the still air before a storm. She sat linking rosemary together to hang above the window for drying. She held each sprig on the edge of the table with her wooden hand, looped the knot, and pulled it tight with her teeth. 
Milandre came shuffling into the kitchen, grumbling about the aphids. Dusk had begun to fall around the cottage, driving the old woman inside from her gardening. 
“Every year I destroy those creatures,” she grumbled. “Every year they come running back. Gluttons for punishment.”
Hellevir smiled stiffly, starting on a new string.
“It’s the lettuce you grow,” she said. “It’s too good to resist.”
“Well, chop me some garlic. They won’t know what’s hit them.” Hellevir minced her up a clove and put it in some water to soak overnight. Then a sound outside made her jump slightly, and she hesitated, tilting her head so her good ear could catch it, but heard nothing more. 
“Did Elaira pick up the ginger tea?” she asked distractedly.
“No,” Milandre said. “She said she might be late.” She paused. “Have you had another bad dream, my girl?”
Hellevir paused, untying her apron.
“No, but . . .” She hmmed anxiously. “It’s hard to explain.” 
“Can you still feel Sullivain?”
“Yes. Her presence, it’s as if she’s a storm cloud. She’s been gathering for weeks, always distant, but now, it feels almost like the storm is about to break. She’s so angry, Milandre. It makes me feel ill.” 
Milandre put her hands on the back of her chair, watching Hellevir worriedly.
“She is closer?”
Hellevir shrugged a little helplessly.
“I don’t know why she would be. This isn’t where the war is.” She bit her lip. “But yes, it feels like that. Perhaps I’m wrong, perhaps she’s just somehow more angry, or maybe . . .” 
The clangor of the village bells broke the silent night outside.
They came from the darkness. Crooked things, distorted by the play of torchlight and gloom. Beneath the sounding of the alarms, their boots seemed silent, the figures shadows that flickered down the roads, into the houses, their swords unsheathed and glistening. When the alarm bells faded, shouts and screams could be heard instead, rising up to fill the dead night like fire rushing through the undergrowth. 
Hellevir watched through the window, her eye wide and her cheeks pale. The storm of Sullivain’s presence pressed down on her, ignoring her as it let the flickering shadows set light to the roofs, break down the doors, cut down the villagers on the road. The Queen was out there, leading those soldiers, watching the fires and hearing the screams, and her blood was alive with it. Hellevir could feel it, the savage joy like a drug. She put her hands to her head, Sullivain within her and around her, choking the thoughts from her mind. 
“Get out of my head!” Hellevir screamed. Milandre caught her arm, pulled her around roughly. She followed, blindly, as the old woman dragged her out of the back door, seizing their coats, their ades, the packs they had prepared, anything that came to her hand between the front window and the back. The cold of the night came as a slap, and Hellevir forced herself after Milandre, past the vegetable beds and the herb rows, out through the back gate and into the empty field beyond, tripping over the mud clods. The sounds followed them, the unmistakable crackle of fire, the shouts. Hellevir heard a scream, recognized it as the blacksmith’s girl. 
“Elsevir,” Hellevir gasped.
“He’ll find us,” Milandre assured her. She was wheezing, her pace slowing, and soon it was Hellevir pulling her along instead. They reached the end of the field and Hellevir helped her over the stone wall just as it began to rain. Hellevir dared a glance behind them, but no one was following; the cottage was on the edge of the town, and the alarms had bought them some time. She hesitated, watching the firelight bleed into the night sky, the thatched roofs of the old inn catching like hay, too strong for the rain to douse. Figures darted here and there, silhouettes before the flames. Was one of them Sullivain? 
“We should . . .” she began.
“We should run,” Milandre interrupted her. “Now’s not the time, Hellevir. We can’t do anything.”
Hellevir didn’t argue. She recognized this feeling of helplessness, of having no choice but to flee. The last time she had felt it was when the Order was burned to the ground. She hobbled with Milandre higher up the hill, expecting arrows to come whistling through the darkness after them, but the woodlands were empty, the night their own. 
“Stop, stop my girl,” Milandre gasped as they crested the rise, their boots clogged with mud and their coats heavy with it as the rain churned the earth. “I need to rest. Need to rest.” Hellevir lowered her to the ground under the cover of a tree, half-falling with her, feeling the wet earth soak into her trousers. They sat panting, looking down at the smoke-choked night, shaking from exertion as their breath billowed in the cold. The whole village was ablaze, the river gleaming with the curling flames. Villagers they knew ran here and there, some fleeing for the fields, but many didn’t make it. She saw figures struck as if by an invisible hand, archers emerging from the smoke, long swings of the sword, heads rolling like stones. The streets were soon obscured by fire. 
They could see the lights they’d left on in the cottage, and as they watched dark shadows crowded around it, throwing torches up onto the roof. She saw the windows flickering with them as they pillaged the workshop, imagined she could hear the clattering of their boots and the furniture as they broke it to pieces, but up here all she could hear was the falling rain in the leaves and the call of night birds, the steadily growing crackle of fire that the wet night couldn’t match. She took Milandre’s hand, felt it shaking, and she looked across at the old woman. Her hand was to her chest, bright eyes filled by the flames. She was wheezing badly from the run. 
“Oh, my girl,” she coughed. “Our home.”
They sat there for a long time, watching the village burn to the ground, watching the cottage as the roof caved in and the garden went up in flames. Milandre shivered, coughing and rubbing the heel of her hand against her chest. Hellevir hugged her close, wishing she had real limbs to keep her warm instead of wood. Every moment, Hellevir expected them to be found, for black-clad soldiers to emerge from the woods, for steel to catch the firelight as they drew their blades, but no one came. 
Then Sullivain’s tempest began to fade. Hellevir felt it, and stood, stumbling a little, ignoring the misting rain as it slid through her hair. The storm began to grow distant, returning to a rumbling upon the horizon as the black figures withdrew, leaving the houses to turn to ash. 
“She’s leaving,” Hellevir gasped. “How can she be leaving?” Milandre didn’t reply. There was nothing to say. Hellevir didn’t move from where she stood, sensing Sullivain turn and watch her, drawing backwards, her presence as heavy as fog. She’d done what she came to do. And what had been her purpose? To burn the village? To punish Hellevir a second time? 
“You coward,” Hellevir breathed. “You can’t even kill me.”
The storm flinched. Just once. Then it turned and left her standing on the hilltop. Hellevir and Milandre watched the fires belch and writhe in the darkness in silence, even as the dawn grew. 
 
A patrol found them sitting on the hilltop. It was an advance scouting party, sent ahead of Lord Davros’s troops as they followed Sullivain’s tracks from Queen’s Holding. They accompanied the two women back down into the village, and helped them to try to douse the rest of the flames. 
Sobs choked the air. Sooty-faced people appeared from hiding places, wrapping their arms around Hellevir and Milandre.
The inn was gone, the blacksmith’s. The bakery and the tanner. Most of the outlying buildings had been spared, including the village stables where Dune was kept. A mercy, Hellevir thought, as she buried her head in his mane. Perhaps a tenth of the village’s population had been killed. Many more of them were injured. 
 
They gathered up the dead, and built new cairns to house them. She could sense Milandre bracing to stop her if she tried to raise them, watching her like a hawk, but she didn’t. She knew that Death was not the same place for her as it had been, did not welcome her. And besides, she had so little left to give. 
The villagers met on the hill to put the dead to rest, each person wearing a line of ash on their cheeks. Some had been Onaistian, and were being buried on the sacred ground down by the mill, a Peer from the local temple overseeing. From up here by the cairns, Hellevir could see him in his grey, surrounded by mourners like blackbirds, the bodies shrouded in white, Dometik symbols carefully painted in red from head to foot, the eel-like patterns interlocking with each other. Symbols for guiding the dead, for purity and grace. 
She turned back as the bodies were carried into the cairns, draped in white as well, with the symbols and totems of the old gods laid on their chests. At a glance, the two rites didn’t look so different. Milandre took her hand and held it tightly. 
 
She and Milandre were still the healers of the village. They would let nothing shake that. Most of their medicines had been burned, but Hellevir foraged and found a lot of good things in the hedgerows. She treated the wounded with salves, tore up old cloaks for bandages, used horse hair to sew up wounds again. 
Some she knew she couldn’t save. Imri would die from her burns. Her husband Dilen had an arrow through his chest, and if she removed it he would bleed out. Warrek, one of the farmer’s boys, had soot on his lungs from trying to rescue the swine, and he coughed and wheezed. They clung on, for far longer than Hellevir thought they would, but she knew all she could do was treat their pain. 
 
Ionas came to see them at the camp, following after his father’s patrol. Davros Greerson himself had taken troops to hunt down Sullivain. Ionas asked Hellevir what had happened in the village, and she told him all she knew. 
“But why was she here?” he asked. “Why leave the Holding and come here, of all places?”
“I thought it was to burn the village,” Hellevir said. “To make me pay again for siding against her, but . . .”
“But?” he prompted.
“I don’t think she was here for me, not really. She could have found me, killed me. But I don’t know why else she would be here.” She bit her lip, looking down at her hands on the table. “She was going north-west,” she said. “Towards Gal Earith.” 
“How do you know?”
“I can sense her. Tell where she’s going. We are bonded. Or at least we were.”
“You aren’t now?”
“No.” The truth was, she’d severed whatever bond they had. When she’d walked through the village, had seen how bad the damage was, at the sight of the blackened houses she’d felt it cut, like a nerve severed by a surgical knife. It was a relief, not to have Sullivain looming in the background of her thoughts, lurking like a second shadow. She didn’t know how she’d done it, but she was glad she had. Stiff with scar material, she was tired of bearing more than was useful to her. 
“Well, north-west is good,” Ionas said. “Father is on her trail, and honestly I don’t rate her chances of getting away.” He stood to leave, but paused, tapping his thigh with a rolled-up letter. “We will be moving camp soon. You’re welcome to come with us.” 
Hellevir frowned, and glanced out of the tent. From here, she could just see the edge of the woods, a dark green smudge in the distance. 
“I think I’ll stay,” she said. “I can’t see that I’ll be any use to you. Here I can at least help to rebuild the village, see to the wounded.” 
“Right.” He turned to go, paused again. He glanced back at her. He looked like there was something else he wanted to say. Eventually he held out the rolled-up letter to her. 
“What’s this?” Hellevir asked. She cracked the seal and unrolled it. It was a list, two columns wide, with names.
“It’s a record from the Battle of the Brough,” he said. “All the men and women who came into the medical tents with fatal injuries, and emerged fit and healthy to fight again.” He glanced over at her. “They’re the ones you brought back.” 
Hellevir’s heart tightened, as her eyes slid over the names. She took her time in counting them.
“Fifty-three,” she said, and gave a sharp little laugh. “And here I was going to bring back thousands.”
“See, this is why I hesitated to give it to you,” Ionas said. “Because I knew you’d see it that way.” He sounded irritated. “Hellevir, I’m giving this to you to show you how many lives you did save, not how many you couldn’t.” He took her shoulders. “What you did has gone down as a story of the war,” he said. “The men and women who fought that day, they felt invincible, because of you. It’s why we won the first battle, and the first battle is why we are winning the war.” 
Hellevir was shaking her head. She couldn’t accept that. Ionas made an impatient sound.
“Onaistus, you’re a pessimist. The Battle of the Brough saw us take the land north-west of Rochidain, saw us give the loyalists a beating that they felt for the rest of the war. Of course we had losses, and you never know, if we’d lost the battle we may have won the war anyway with the help of my father.” He clicked his tongue. “But wait, you brought him back too.” Hellevir wasn’t looking at him, but down at the names. They were becoming blurry as she desperately tried not to cry. He took her hand with uncharacteristic gentleness. His fingers were calloused, rough as wood. “We have a lot to thank you for, Hellevir,” he said. “My father knows it, and the new court knows it too.” He half-smiled. Never a full smile from Ionas. So different to the young boy she’d first raised from the dead after a drunken duel. “And I know it too.” 
She glanced up at him, her eye glassy. “Thank you,” she said. “Really. Thank you.” He nodded, looking a little awkward, but he was saved from her tears by a blare of horns. They both started, glancing towards the door. Ionas had that look in his eye, one that she recognized because she knew the feeling well. A surfacing worry that was as much a constant as her beating heart. Fear that she was about to be informed of another death, another disaster. 
“Father’s here,” Ionas muttered. “Already?”
 
The sound of horses’ hooves thudding on the ground, the creak of armor and the snap of banners, stirred new life in the camp. The soldiers looked worn out and gaunt as they rode in, their clothes torn and their faces bloody. Some of them were carried on stretchers, and these were quickly sent off to the medical tent. Hellevir saw her brother carrying one of them and made to go and see him, but Ionas held her back as his father rode into view. 
Davros Greerson looked many years older than when Hellevir had last seen him. There was new grey in his hair, there were new lines on his face, but he also looked somehow stronger, as if the war had weathered away the loose sand to reveal granite. 
“What happened?” Ionas asked as he dismounted, taking the horse’s head by the bridle.
“We found her,” Davros said simply. Hellevir tensed.
“And?” Ionas demanded.
“And we caught her.” There was a glint in Davros’s eye, something bright and fierce. Triumphant. “The war is over.”
They’d caught Sullivain’s remaining troops on the road towards Gal Earith. The skirmish had been brief; although Sullivain’s soldiers were handpicked, Soldiers of the Light who had been taught by Galgarian trainers, there were just not enough of them, and they were taken by surprise. 
Hellevir sat outside the tent where they were keeping her. A thin piece of fabric was all that separated them. It made Hellevir’s skin prickle with anxiety to be so close, kept from Sullivain by so little. Elsevir was nestled on her lap, and she stroked his glossy feathers, taking comfort from his weight. She couldn’t hide from him that her hands were trembling, and he tugged affectionately on her hair. 
She couldn’t feel Sullivain, not anymore, and she was grateful for that. The pressure of her presence would have been too much, this close to her. She felt Milandre come up beside her and sit down with a heavy huff. They watched the tent flaps as if they could see inside. 
Hellevir pressed her head against Milandre’s shoulder, closing her eyes.
“They’re going to hang her, aren’t they?” she asked quietly.
“I imagine so. I’m sorry.”
Hellevir took in a breath, and released it shakily, making herself sit straighter. She gently pushed Elsevir over into the old woman’s lap. 
“What will you do?” Milandre asked her. Hellevir just shook her head. “Do you want to talk to her?”
“I don’t think I could bear to,” Hellevir replied quietly. “But at the same time . . .” At the same time something in her ached. She wanted to see Sullivain. She couldn’t leave it at this. “At the same time I should probably say goodbye.” She got to her feet, her prosthetic leg creaking, and approached the tent with her head held high. 
The guard stationed outside stood as she approached. When she asked to go inside he looked uncertain, but one glare from her ink-black eye and he held the tent flap back to let her in. 
It was dim inside. It smelled of hay and the waxed cloth of the tent. Sitting on the ground, tied to the tent pole, her head bowed, was Queen Sullivain De Neïd, first and last of her name. Her ankles were shackled. Even here, even now, Hellevir felt the sight of her like a solid blow to the chest, punching the air from her in a breath. 
Sullivain looked up at the sound. Her eyes were sunken in her head, her hair pinned back and strands falling wayward about her face. Hellevir was so used to seeing the Princess in golds and whites, bright colors that made her skin glow. Now she wore a soldier’s under-armor clothes and riding boots, her knees scuffed and her cheeks smeared with dirt. 
“Herbalist,” she said quietly. Her lips were cracked and dry. The sound of her voice, soft as it was, stirred Hellevir, and she wished it didn’t. 
“Princess,” Hellevir replied numbly. They watched each other. Hellevir could feel Sullivain’s eyes on her missing pieces. The sounds of the camp outside, the tramp of boots and shouts of soldiers, seemed muted in here. 
“The Battle of the Brough took a lot from you,” Sullivain remarked. “I’d heard rumors, but I hadn’t realized how much you’d lost.” 
“I didn’t lose anything. I gave it away.”
“Right. Of course.” Her eyes flickered to the water jug on a table by Hellevir. “Would you mind?” she asked. “I asked for it hours ago and I think they put it there to taunt me.” Hellevir glanced at it, hesitating, but she poured out a cup and went over to her, hunkering down as best as her leg would let her. Sullivain watched her, copper eyes dark in the gloom of the tent, as Hellevir lifted it to her lips. She still had gold in her hair, Hellevir saw. Even out here, even in war, she still threaded it through the braid pinned up at the back of her head. 
“Thank you,” she said, resting back against the tent pole. Hellevir sat down opposite her.
“Why did you attack my home?” she asked. Sullivain didn’t answer immediately.
“You know,” she said. “The story of the Brough followed me everywhere. The resurrectionist who refused to let any of the army die. One after the other, she raised them and sent them back out to fight. The stuff of legends, really.” 
Hellevir said nothing.
“Made me think,” she went on. “That story’s going to live for hundreds of years. Might be a fairy tale of its own, one day. The people you raised will tell their children how they were snatched from death, and their children will tell their children.” She spoke tiredly, looking down at her shackled ankles. There was no fight in her voice, the first time Hellevir had ever heard her without fight. 
Hellevir didn’t have to ask what her point was. She knew full well.
“It was supposed to be you,” Hellevir said quietly. “It was supposed to be your glorious war that people remembered. Not some heathen from nowhere giving away her ribs one by one.” She swallowed. “Instead, you lost your war, and you were captured. And now you will be hanged. You will be remembered as the last monarch, nothing more.” 
She wasn’t saying it to be cruel, and Sullivain knew it. She was just stating the truth. Sullivain made a sound which might have been a half-laugh, her lips quirking as if it were funny. Her teeth weren’t as white as they used to be, not as gleaming. She’d been at war for too long. 
“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I suppose that’s true. The last monarch.” She shifted, stretching her arms behind her as best she could to ease out some stiffness. She must have been uncomfortable. “What drove you to save them?” she asked. “The men and women at Brough?” 
Hellevir didn’t know how to answer that at first. It was so obvious a thing that it defied explanation.
“I had to.”
“Why?”
“They were dead. They didn’t have to be.” She hesitated. “And I had to see if I could.”
Sullivain hmmed, nodded. 
“There it is,” she said. “You had to see if you could. But you couldn’t. There were thousands still dead. You couldn’t save them all.” 
“No.” Hellevir raised her head, met Sullivain’s gaze. “Just like you couldn’t win your war.”
“Well,” Sullivain remarked. “Here we are, then. Two failed creatures.”
Minutes passed as they studied each other. Hellevir wished she could reach out and take her hand, feel what she was feeling, but she didn’t dare. 
She shook her head.
“Sullivain, why did you come here?” she pressed. “Your soldiers killed people I knew.”
Sullivain’s face darkened. She visibly withdrew.
“It’s the way of war,” she remarked. “It’s my way.”
“It was your grandmother’s way.”
She turned narrowed eyes on Hellevir with an irritated sigh.
“Really? No, Hellevir. It’s mine. How many times do I have to prove that?”
“You made it your way. I know you may enjoy it when you’re in the heat of it, but I also know you wish you didn’t. I know that when you stop to draw breath, the shame of it cripples you. That’s the difference. You wanted to be better.” 
Sullivain let out a humorless bark of laughter. It was an unpleasant sound. Her expression was closed, that careless Sullivain with copper eyes like a snake’s. 
“Will you not let it go?” she demanded, her tone hard. “You are like a dog with a bone. It’s too late for better. It has been too late since the first man I killed. And do you know who that man was? Do you know who he was to me?” Her tone was goading, sour as an apple plucked too soon from the tree. Hellevir scowled. 
“Sullivain, I . . .”
“My own father,” she spat the words. “The first man I killed was my own father.” Sullivain leaned her head against the tent pole, taking a vicious delight in Hellevir’s expression. 
She had said those words to shock Hellevir. It worked. She had no idea what to say.
“How . . . ?”
“I stabbed him in the belly when I was eight years old,” she snapped. “Do you think a person who’d do that can be saved? It’s too late, don’t you see? It’s been too late since the beginning.” Hellevir stared, lips slightly parted at the violence of her words. “Everything you felt in Rochidain, before the attack? Everything we shared?” It was a sneered word, and Hellevir flinched. “I was trying it on for size. I wanted to see what it felt like to be like you. Normal, caring, wanting to save every last soul in the kingdom. But it wasn’t going to last, it never was. I was always past your saving. I never wanted your saving. Never wanted you.” 
Hellevir wished she could stop her ears. She felt so raw, so frail already, that Sullivain’s words bruised her.
“You punished me for letting you go,” Hellevir said hotly. “You punished me for giving up on you. You burned the willow, you burned down my home. That’s an odd way of showing you don’t care.” 
“I didn’t do it for you.” That bark of laughter again, a mocking sound. “I did it . . .” Sullivain seemed to stop herself, shook her head, her lip curled as if in disgust. “I burned it all because that is what I do, herbalist, and it is what I am made for. Warfare.” She gave a savage smile. “I may have lost the war, but I got to taste it. You can’t imagine what it’s like, the exultation of riding into battle. The feel of the horse beneath you. The pounding of the first blow, all the way up from your sword to your shoulders and into your chest.” She yanked on the chains violently, as if the very memory gave her a surge. “Watching soldiers powerless to stop you. Knowing you are their death. There is nothing like it in the world, and I’d trade you for it a hundred times over. I already have.” 
Hellevir clambered to her feet shakily.
“But you did want to be saved,” she whispered. “You did want another way. I felt it.” It sounded repetitive. Like she was in denial. 
“Listen to me. There was nothing left to save.” Sullivain spoke clearly, enunciating her words as if to finally drill them through Hellevir’s skull. She went on in a whisper, “You were a convenience. You were useful to me when I needed you to bring me back from the dead. Nothing more.” 
Hellevir shook her head angrily.
“No,” she growled. “I don’t accept that. I know what I felt from you was no lie. No one can lie with their soul.” She reached forward. Sullivain’s eyes went wide. 
“Don’t!” she gasped, but before Hellevir could take her hand, the tent flap opened again and Lord Greerson came in. He didn’t seem surprised to see Hellevir there. 
“Miss Andottir,” he said, a little sharply. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t talk to our prisoner of war alone.” He held the flap open with one arm expectantly. Hellevir glanced back at Sullivain for a moment, her heart pounding, before he took her arm and pulled her out into the daylight. 
“What were you saying to her?” he demanded.
“We were . . . just talking,” she replied. She took a breath, trying to slow her pounding heart. Her thoughts were scattered. Lord Greerson considered her, watching the comings and goings of his troops amid the camp. They were packing up, she realized. Getting ready to march. 
“You have revived her many times,” he said. “It’s no secret. I was concerned you were discussing how to raise her again.”
“So you are going to hang her?” she murmured.
“Yes. We are taking her back to Rochidain for public execution.”
Hellevir felt the blood leave her cheeks. Although this was not news, it still felt like a shock to hear it. Lord Greerson watched her expression with a scowl, but he didn’t seem angry as much as pitying. She wondered how she looked to him, half of her made out of wood and iron, a ghost of herself. 
“Do you know the bloodshed she is responsible for?” he asked, almost gently.
“I do.”
“And you still concern yourself with her death?”
“I’m sure you have done things in the name of war you’d rather not tell me about too,” she found herself saying. His scowl deepened. 
“Whatever I have done to keep the land safe, it is nothing compared to her atrocities,” he remarked, tone dark. “We cannot let her live.” 
“But more death, more hangings,” she muttered, “do you really want to usher in a new government using the tools of the old? Aren’t you sick of all this death?” The violence to her tone caught them both by surprise. Her breath felt poison-flecked from her words. “Please, Lord Greerson,” she said. “You do owe me your life. Can’t you spare hers?” But even as she said it she didn’t know why she was defending Sullivain, why she was pleading for her. She felt hopeless suddenly, wondering what she was fighting for, what she had been fighting for every time she tried to explain away Sullivain’s actions. Sullivain didn’t care, had never cared, had simply used her as a resurrectionist. 
She didn’t deserve to live, not after everything she had done. What is wrong with me? Hellevir thought. 
She suddenly felt dizzy and swayed, not knowing what to believe or what to think. Her own heart felt too bruised by her scrutiny to give her a proper answer. Lord Greerson caught her arm, concerned. 
“Are you all right?” he asked.
“Yes, I’m fine.”
By the way he looked down at her—tiredly, regretfully—she knew already he wouldn’t change his mind. He put a hand on her shoulder, the heavy weight of a sword-hand. 
“I can’t let her go, Miss Andottir,” he said. “You know I can’t. She has to be seen to be executed. Too many people of the new court want her blood, and I won’t start a new government with discontent.” He glanced behind her, towards the tent. “And I imagine you won’t be surprised when I tell you I’m not letting you come to Rochidain with us. I can’t risk you raising her.” 
Hellevir felt a spike of panic in her chest. So much of her soul had been lost to Sullivain. All for nothing.
“But . . .”
“She is a war criminal, Hellevir,” he said, his tone becoming hard. “You are going to stay here until she has been hanged. And I’m going to set a guard to make sure you don’t follow us.” 
She watched him go, speechless, breathless, as the camp packed up around her.
Someone was on her left. She turned her head, saw Farvor beside her. They watched the camp move away, the horses kicking up dust in their wake and the banners limp in the still air. He put a hand on her arm. Prepared for the road, his pack on his shoulder, he looked suddenly so grown up, and why shouldn’t he; he had survived a war. 
“It’s for the best,” he said. She didn’t reply. She just kissed him on the cheek, and watched as he joined the columns marching back to Rochidain. 



Chapter Eighteen
That night was a bad one. The worst for a long time, since the Battle at Brough. The darkness seemed thicker somehow, seeping into her skin, into her eyes and nose and mouth and choking her. She was paralyzed by it, unable to get up and go for a walk to distract herself from it, pinned to her hot sheets. 
She felt a cold hand on hers, soothing to the touch, and she turned her head to look.
He was bowed over her wrist, forehead pressed to it, black hair spilling around her arm like dark feathers. He had his eyes closed, and didn’t seem to have noticed that she was watching him. He shivered as if it were a winter night. 
The cloying darkness gathered around him, thicker than she’d ever known it. There was something ragged about it, something wild and wrong, but as she watched him she realized he wasn’t doing this to her. It was happening to both of them. 
“Hellevir,” she heard him murmur, a hopeless, hoarse sound as if he had been calling her name for a long, long time. “Hellevir, please. Please hear me.” 
She moved her hand, brushing his cheek. He stirred, looking up at her with his black eyes. He took a breath and released it, shudderingly, like a horse that has just run for miles. 
“Please,” he whispered, and winced as if something were causing him pain. “Go home, Hellevir. Go home.”
Then the darkness wrapped around him, engulfed him with a howl, and he was gone.
 
As soon as dawn broke Hellevir made her way over the bridge and up the hill towards the woods. As promised, Davros had set a guard who followed her about the village, stone-faced and not much of a conversationalist, sullen perhaps at being commanded to watch a cripple. She’d asked him his name, and he’d muttered Hastel, but that was the only information he’d volunteered. 
Although she rose early, he was outside when she left their room at Dirrig’s farmhouse, where most people whose homes had been burned down were staying. She didn’t wake Milandre, although she knew she would worry. 
The uphill climb was difficult, as used as she was to her prosthetics by now, but she pushed forward with the wooden staff that Ionas had sent her. Hastel walked in silence a few steps behind her; he didn’t offer her an arm, and she did not ask for it. Milandre had made her do laps around the garden, until she had grown used to walking on her own. Her sides pressed against her belt as the climb made her pant, holding her upright. 
She didn’t let herself think about Sullivain. She couldn’t, not without buckling. Execution seemed so wrong, even after all she’d done. She knew what she felt was not rational, but born out of a soul-bond, and knew it had to be this way. It had to be this way. 
To the right and left she could see where some of the hay fields had been set alight by the soldiers, the earth blackened. The remains of houses spiked from the ground like burnt bones, a reminder of what Sullivain had done. 
They walked up the dirt trail towards the cottage by the woods, and as it came into view Hellevir stopped in shock. It had been dilapidated when she’d last seen it before her first journey to Rochidain, but now it had fallen to ruin. Peering through a window, she saw even the hearth had turned to rubble, pulled apart by moss and tree roots, and felt a pang of sadness. Hastel seemed to sense that she was unhappy, and gave her some space, retracing his steps a little way down the path. 
Milandre had warned her that the cherry blossom had caved in one of the walls, but she hadn’t mentioned how much it had grown. Half the house was submerged under pale pink flowers. Hellevir might have found the tree lovely, had her eyes not been drawn to the long scorch mark up one side of it. It looked like the wood had been too green and new to burn, and the soldiers hadn’t cared to bring alcohol to help the flames. 
“Looks like you fought back,” she said quietly, reaching up her hand to brush the blossoms. “But what were they doing up here?”
Her gaze was drawn to the ground beside its roots, and she frowned, realizing that the earth had been disturbed, gouged as if a giant dog had been scrabbling there. The roots were torn and exposed, white like bones. 
“The soldiers did this?” she asked quietly of no one in particular. Perhaps she was talking to the tree. “Why would Sullivain bring her troops here, all the way from Queen’s Holding, just to dig up our old back garden?” 
And why would the Antlered King tell me to come up here? To come home?
She looked into the hole, peering down. She couldn’t see anything, only the indented soil, sweet-smelling and rich. The hole seemed almost square, as if there had been something buried there, recently unearthed. 
“Gods,” she murmured.
She reached into her pocket.
Overthrown, I will stand.
Burned, I will bloom.
Scarred, I will thrive in my beauty.
“Overthrown, burned, and scarred,” Hellevir murmured. The riddle was creased and worn, but as always, still legible. She laid a hand on the tree’s bark. “Nothing more overthrown, burned, or scarred than us two.” The wind rustled in the boughs, smelling warm, of summer, sending flurries of petals about her that caught in her hair. As she watched, the blossoms overhead seemed to drift in the shape of a figure that Hellevir had dim memories of seeing when she was a little girl, slender as it reclined along a black branch. One arm hung down lazily like a cat’s and its fingertips made of buds brushed the crown of her head, gentle and cool. The breeze stirred and a pair of cherry eyes blinked at her from the foliage. 
“Hello,” Hellevir breathed.
“Welcome home,” the air whispered. “I missed you.” Hellevir wondered that a tree spirit as old as this could notice a life as fleeting as hers. 
“I missed you too,” she murmured. “All this time, when I thought of you and thought of home, and you were the answer to the final riddle.” 
The figure seemed to smile, almost mischievous.
“I have been here far longer than riddles,” it chided. “I have grown from seed to leaf to bough a hundred times over, and I will do so a hundred times again. I am not the answer, I am the question.” 
A pair of birds alighted in the branches, playing and scattering the petals. They reformed languidly, and Hellevir could just make out the graceful line of the figure’s side, from ankle over hip to shoulder. 
“You were here from the beginning,” Hellevir murmured.
“The beginning and before. I have been guarding a memory. A deed. A prisoner carrying out a sentence.”
Hellevir’s heart thudded. Her skin felt alive as if a storm were brewing all around her, threatening lightning. This was it, the end, the final riddle. The full story, and right here for her to find. The truth within her grasp. 
“What were you guarding?” she asked. “What did they take?” Her voice trembled.
“My roots have fed on a thousand years of memories.” The voice now came trilling from a bird perched delicately in its boughs. “A thousand years of pain. Would you like me to show you?” 
Hellevir hesitated.
“You are offering freely?”
A chuckle, rolling on the breeze with a flurry of petals.
“You are too used to his ways,” it said. “Yes, freely. No cost, no soul sacrifice, no pricking of your finger. I was and always will be your home guardian, and I still have the privilege of loving you.” The figure lowered its hand again and held out a blossom between its fingers. It was perfect, whole, delicate, gleaming with dewdrops. “Will you bear witness?” The scent of it drifted around Hellevir, intoxicatingly rich, the scent of her childhood. 
“Yes,” she said. She reached up to take it. Beneath her touch, the petals withered and turned grey, and within their circle a green fruit began to swell, pale at first and ripening to a ruby red. It fell into Hellevir’s palm, a sheen on its full surface. She looked down at the cherry for a moment, wondering if she was doing the right thing. 
Then she lifted it to her lips, and bit.
 
Hellevir sat in Death. Darkness pressed around her, thicker than smoke, but she occupied a still pocket of half-light.
Far above her was the mirrored sky, her own face staring back at her. She looked wan, a ghost, but her body was whole. She heard her own breath, thundering and yet muted as all sounds in Death, and as she breathed the surface of the mirror rippled like water. Its reflections shifted, became something other. 
She watched from the vantage of a raven. A garden was spread before her, glowing with roses of a hundred colors. Green-robed men walked between the bushes, pruning here and there, pulling weeds and dead-heading withered flowers. One was followed by a young boy with black hair, who carried a bucket filled with crushed eggshells and bone meal. He was helping to scatter them around the roots of a rose that bloomed blue as water. The world was calm with the gentle hum of summer bees, and in the distance Hellevir could hear a choir singing in a language she didn’t know. 
Then, an unspeakable darkness that brought fire. Soldiers in the night, led by a lion, teeth bared and eyes gleaming red.
Hellevir blinked. The roses were gone, burned to matchsticks. The green robes of a corpse were the only color left. She flew from her perch to land beside it, pecked at a scorched palm. A movement caught her eye, and her gaze flickered to several barrels lined up against the monastery wall. A boy was watching her from behind them, his knees drawn to his chest, his face sooty and streaked with tears. His upper lip rose in a snarl when he saw her, anger staining his dark eyes, and he stood, waving his arms at her and shouting hoarsely. 
She fled, and so did he. She watched the black speck of him running through wind and rain. He ran without direction, without stopping for longer than exhaustion commanded. There were other monasteries, other havens he tried to hide in, but always they were burned, always the priests were slaughtered. Why? He never really learned. Perhaps it was because the priests worshipped in the wrong way. Perhaps it was because one of their Order had offended the Queen and her brother. Perhaps because the Roaring Knight—he learned her name, consumed it like a morsel of meat, made it part of him—simply enjoyed the sound of her blade. Perhaps there was no reason at all. 
Hellevir circled above him as he tried to find safety in villages, but was shunned as soon as they learned where he’d come from, the danger he brought to their doorsteps. He slept curled at the foot of an oak, the roots his pillow and a threadbare habit his only protection against the night. She watched him from the boughs. When a mongrel came close, salivating in its hunger, she drove it away with her beak and claws. 
Merchants found him. They traded in furs and tools made of bone. Northmen, gruff and impatient in their care of him. They took him over the mountain, through the passes, to the plains. They taught him to ride, to shoot, to hunt, to fight. 
She watched from the vantage of a stag. Her body bore the scars of bone-rattling combat from many seasons of fighting and defeating other males. She bolted through the undergrowth, her heart pattering like rain in her chest. She’d lost sight of the herd she ruled as king, could no longer smell them, but she could hear the hunting horn on her trail, the heavy stamp of boots. Her antlers caught in low-hanging branches, their weight making it difficult to swerve and change her course as she heard behind her the twang of a bow string. 
Pain lanced her. Her knees buckled.
The boy knelt beside her, brushed his hand down her long nose with something like tenderness. He smelled of sweat and leather, and although he watched her sadly as he drove a knife through her heart, she could see resolution in his eyes. In taking her life, he was donning the mantle of a man, and was ready to go back home. As if by killing on a hunt—for she knew she’d at least be consumed, her bones used for tools, her skin for clothing—he would know what it meant to murder. She died listening to the others clapping him on the shoulders, congratulating him, offering him a small hand-saw to take her antlers. 
She watched from the vantage of a hound. She followed at his heels, the snow-rimed air sharp upon her lolling tongue as she padded in the hoofprints of his horse, her breath pluming. He travelled south with the men and women who’d grown to love him, to respect him. His childhood among the priests had taught him letters, how to be smart, logical, but his boyhood over the mountains had taught him how to speak the language of soldiers. They followed him, because the attack at the monastery had given him a flame, a reason, a spark, igniting their own hatred of the southerners who’d stolen their lands, and they were drawn to it like moths. 
First they took the villages by the mountain pass. The scent of blood on the air stung her nostrils, made her pant for more, and she saw the same hunger in her master’s eyes. She tore out throats in his name, adored the way he urged her on and rewarded her with prime cuts of meat, stroked the length of her back and rubbed her ears when she found villagers who’d thought they could hide. 
Soon ash and coal-fire joined the stink of death, and the blistering heat of furnaces sent sparks circling into the night sky. The mines yawned darkly; she hated their stifled coldness, felt her hackles rise whenever he took her in to inspect them. He told her off if she tried to eat the yellow birds his workers kept caged. 
He wore armor that gave his tread a heavy authority—she could feel it through the ground when he walked—and the sword at his hip became notched from use. His power grew as other villages surrendered, or even defected, taking up arms under his banner, and his territory swelled. She accompanied him as he inspected camps, garrisons, watchtowers. Soon those who opposed him weren’t farmers or blacksmiths, but soldiers, sent to stop him in a Queen’s name. 
She watched from the vantage of a warhorse. She screamed and beat the air with her heavy hooves, felt skulls give way beneath their pounding as booted heels dragged into her flank. He drove her on with a shout and she surged forward, steady as the rolling thunder as she felt his weight shift from side to side, felt the cool of displaced air as his blade whistled past her ear. The metal plate on her forehead made her itch with sweat, the stirrups dug painfully into her sides, but she had been bred for this and let his bloodlust fuel her. He’d chosen her for her ferocity because it matched his own, and by the gods she would be ferocious. Even as a spearhead became lodged under her leg, even as a sword sliced through her ribs, even as an arrow skimmed her eye and left her half-blind, still she fought and bore him through the battle lines as he commanded her, her ears filled with the sounds of his dying soldiers. 
She watched from the vantage of a gull. The silence of the breeze was blissful, the undercurrents gentle as she let them float her above the battlefield. From horizon to horizon, the plain was empty of all but the churned earth and the dead, their flags ragged and still, their spears pointing up at her powerlessly. Lazily, she let the air take her seawards, where she could see the ant-like forms of the routed forces running for their ships. He led them, encouraged them, made sure all who could walk were on board before he let them weigh anchor. She wondered if he’d meant to fight at sea or simply flee, but a battle was upon them nonetheless. 
Hellevir drifted so high that she could barely hear the clamor of fighting. They battled almost like dogs, heaving themselves upon each other and tearing holes in their flanks. She watched with interest, other gulls drifting beside her as they waited to see if the battle would bear meat. 
Despite a life on land, he captained well, and his ship rammed three others—its figurehead was a bare-armed boy, one arm raised with an oyster in his hand, grinning as if it reveled in the chaos of splintering wood and groaning masts—before his hull was struck and a gaping hole was torn wide. 
Far, far below, he dragged himself onto the rocks, his legs all crooked. The tide began to rise, but his death would not be by drowning. A patrol spotted him, hauled him up the hill, threw him at their Queen’s feet. Upon her word, they hanged him from a tree without trial, his dark hair buffeted by the whistling sea winds. Hellevir alighted on the ground beneath him, pecked at the swaying toe of his boot. 
She watched from the vantage of a blossoming cherry tree. She stood, graceful and serene, at the edge of a wood, miles from the nearest town. Three people were gathered around a pit at her roots, their breath misting in the cold dawn. Two were soldiers, both in armor. One wore a crown which glinted like splintered glass, and a nightingale emblem was pinned to her cloak. The other had a pendant at her throat, a snarling lion, its eyes glinting ruby red. Both were stony-faced as they watched a woman bring forward an iron box, its lock heavy and its lid carved with old runes. 
She paused at the edge of the pit. When she opened the lid, the two women had two different reactions to what lay inside. One looked away, hand to her stomach. The other smiled, teeth white in the morning light. 
“A curse will follow its caster,” the witch warned. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
“Do it,” the Roaring Knight replied. “He doesn’t deserve rest.”
The witch glanced at the Queen, waiting. After a moment, the royal head nodded.
“I just want this all to be over,” she murmured. “I want to go home.”
“You have no home,” the knight remarked. “He burned it.”
“I just wish I knew why.” The words were growled. “Why?” 
All those gathered knew what she meant. Why he had brought war upon them. He had never made demands, had never shown signs of stopping until the whole country was burned to the ground. 
“He was a madman,” the Roaring Knight remarked. She turned to the witch. “Do it. May his soul never know peace, as long as my bloodline lives.” She removed the pendant from around her neck, cast it into the waiting pit at Hellevir’s roots, a promise and a curse. 
When they’d gone, Hellevir felt the dew evaporate from her blooms as the sun rose. The ground beneath her had never been still—it wriggled with worms and crumpled with rotting things—but after the box was buried the earth writhed and bucked as if in pain. Her boughs died and she was reduced to earth to feed the seed of herself a hundred times, but every time she grew to sapling she let her roots dig deep, searching for what they knew was there. They found the box, curled around it. A mere metal lock could not keep her prying fingertips from finding a way in, and she burrowed under the lid, prising it apart. Within was an emptiness heavy and cloying with the dense power of binding magic, but she did not stop her searching. Her roots found coolness, hardness, a treasure, and they wrapped themselves around it. 
For a thousand years, she kept it safe.
And then the Roaring Knight . . . no, her descendant. She dug up the earth, her face illuminated by torches. With her were soldiers and a priest wearing a twelve-pointed star. 
Her roots clung tight to the box, tried to hold it, but the sharp ends of their spades cut through her and she was forced to relinquish it. The Roaring Knight took the box upon her knee, opened it without the reverence such a precious thing required. 
Within was a skull, gleaming like a pearl in the gloom, the sockets of its eyes dark with perished memory.
“Found you,” the golden-haired woman said. She didn’t seem triumphant at winning her treasure; if anything her tone was profoundly unhappy. She closed the lid, and vanished with the box and her soldiers into the night. 
 
Hellevir gasped. She felt like she was falling, but suddenly she was back in her own body. She stumbled from the shock and nearly slipped into the empty pit beside her. 
“His skull,” she gasped. “You were guarding his skull.”
A cherry blossom eye, lidded by a curving leaf, winked once. Then it was gone in the space of a breath, leaving only that heady scent. 
There was a full bloom carefully threaded through Hellevir’s hair, and she eased it free of her locks. It was perfect, whole and delicate. The last treasure. 
“Thank you,” Hellevir murmured, and slipped it into her pocket. She looked down at the gouged earth. Her heart was pounding from what she had seen, but it pulsed with a thrill of power that made her breathless. She knew, she understood. She’d witnessed it all. 
A fluttering of feathers caught her attention. Elsevir landed heavily on the bough above her head, strewing petals.
“Come quickly,” he said. “It’s Milandre.”
 
He led her to Milandre’s little cottage, or what was left of it. Davros’s guard, Hastel, followed her, his hand resting lightly on the pommel of his sword, and didn’t say a word as she followed Elsevir back to the village. She ignored him as best she could. 
She found Milandre sitting on the ground, just inside where the door had been. Hellevir bent down beside her, worried, but Milandre’s eyes were open and she met Hellevir’s with a sad smile, patting her hand. 
“Are you all right?” Hellevir asked. “What happened?”
“I just came to look at the place,” the old woman said. She coughed, and the cough took over her body, racking her small frame. When she was done she waved away Hellevir’s hands trying to hold her steady. “Just wanted to have a look, see what was left. Then my knees went and I found myself just sitting here. It’s a state, isn’t it? Going to take years to build up the reserves again, all our stocks.” 
She sighed, surveying the blackened spurs of wood around her. The stone walls still stood, the doorway and windows empty, but the innards, the roof, were all gone. Elsevir ruffled his feathers on Hellevir’s shoulder, looking about him silently. Hellevir saw the mortar half-submerged by debris—she couldn’t see the pestle anywhere—and cleared the mess away with her foot, but it had cracked in two from the heat. 
“Come, sit with me,” Milandre said, and Hellevir sank down next to her with her back to what remained of the lintel.
“Are you all right?” Hellevir asked again. “Elsevir was worried.”
“He saw me fall, nervous bird.”
“Why did you fall?”
Milandre didn’t answer at first, regarding the ruins of her home. She didn’t look at Hellevir. Then without a word she took Hellevir’s remaining fingers and put them over her wrist, pressing down hard. At first Hellevir didn’t know what she was doing. Then she waited. And waited. A minute passed. 
She felt the shock go through her, and was about to speak when she felt it, a solitary beat through her thin veins. Another immediately followed, and she thought she must have been mistaken, but then her pulse stopped again. 
“I don’t understand,” she breathed. “How are . . .”
“I think something might have happened up on the hill,” Milandre said gruffly, pulling her sleeve back down.
Hellevir put her good ear to the old woman’s chest to listen. Nothing, not a sound.
“You can’t . . . you don’t have a heartbeat, Milandre. How is this happening?”
“Now don’t make a fuss.” She patted Hellevir’s hand again, but Hellevir could see in the way she wouldn’t meet her eyes, in her stiffness, that she was in pain. “You know what it feels like? You once described entering Death when you were awake, that it felt like you were being wrenched in two, torn unnaturally. This . . . well, this feels like that. And the cold, it feels like the cold in that place.” She met Hellevir’s eyes then, her old face sad. “Hellevir, I don’t want you to be scared, my girl. But I think I died, up there on that hill.” 
Hellevir was shaking her head, whether because it was impossible or because she didn’t want to hear it, she didn’t know. Her fingers gripped Milandre’s, as if she might be able to keep her there by simply holding on more tightly. 
“I felt my heart stop,” the old woman went on. “I keep feeling it stopping. And then it just starts again, as if it hadn’t realized I was still in here.” She laughed at the absurdity, and the sound came back to them in the old ruins, high and quiet. 
“That’s not possible,” Hellevir insisted. She felt tears start to fall from her eye and she dashed them away, angrily, impatiently, confusedly. “It can’t . . .” She stopped. 
“What is it, child?” Milandre asked.
“Sullivain,” Hellevir said. “She did this.”
Everything fell into place. Hellevir felt the realization spread through her like frost.
After Hellevir had witnessed the Antlered King’s life, two questions had remained. The first, how Sullivain had found the skull, was easy enough to answer. 
Hellevir had helped her to find it. She’d gone into Death and made Queen Crysanth tell her the Crown’s Blessing, the codeword that would allow Sullivain to read the De Neïd journals, and keep all the noble Houses in line with the secrets it held about them. But not only that, it had been a record of everything her ancestors had thought was important, including the Nightingale Wars. Hellevir remembered Sullivain talking about it at the Order; it had been such an offhand comment, but it had stuck with Hellevir because her ears always pricked when she heard anything about the Antlered King. It stood to reason that they may have recorded where the Antlered King’s skull had been buried. 
The second question was why. Why had Sullivain searched for the skull at all?
As she watched her old mentor’s eyes go distant, half-glaze as if with the grey of Death, before color returned to her cheeks and she stirred and blinked, Hellevir realized she knew why. 
Sullivain was terrified of Death. She had been from the moment Hellevir had given her a taste of immortality, raising her from the dead four times. Two possibilities awaited her in the afterlife; one was the Nothing that was awarded Onaistians who failed to live according to the Pillars of the faith, and were denied eternity in their God’s embrace. The other was the Void, which Hellevir had all but promised was her fate. 
There had been something wrong when the man with black eyes had come to her in a dream. The darkness around him had howled as if untethered, and now Milandre—who should have died, as horrific as it was to say—couldn’t pass over, couldn’t even leave her body. She was being kept alive. Was this Sullivain’s plan? Had she done something to the skull to make death impossible, knowing that if she were ever captured she was destined to be hanged? 
A third question emerged. How had Sullivain even known that Death was the Antlered King? Did she know at all?
But of course she does, Hellevir thought unhappily. I told her. She’d called him by his name, the last time she’d brought Sullivain back. She’d said it spitefully, through her teeth, goading him by hurting him. Sullivain must have heard her. 
Sullivain knew that Death had once been the Antlered King. Then when she’d translated the journals, she’d learned where he was buried, because her ancestor had buried him. 
Hellevir looked inside herself for a reaction, a new wound of betrayal to add to the long scars Sullivain had given her, but she found she wasn’t surprised. She wondered if there was anything Sullivain could do now that would surprise her. 
Sullivain meant to cheat Death, as she had done her whole life. But this time, she didn’t need Hellevir to do it.
 
He was waiting for her. There were no games this time, no labyrinths. Just the door of Milandre’s workshop, and beyond it, the top of the spiral staircase. The glass dome above her gave a view only of darkness, a darkness which pressed in like a weight. She flinched at the oppressiveness of it, felt it in her chest. 
The world around her seemed . . . at odds. As if the ground might give way beneath her. It shook at the edges of her vision, feverish, almost. Unbalanced. Disturbed. 
She descended slowly, her hand resting on the banister, the empty shelves yawning about her. She realized—abruptly, although once she realized it, it was obvious—that this place had been part of the monastery. Where the fountain stood had instead been the rose mosaic, perhaps an intrusion from another memory, a binding of two places to create the focus of his world. 
She found him standing by the hearth, looking into the blue fire that flickered unnaturally, casting odd shadows on the walls. He didn’t look up as she appeared, although—as always—she knew the world watched her, drawn to her as his eyes were always drawn to the precious things she brought. She could almost see the story of him, the boy and the King, moving as he moved like a ghost trying to cling to his bones and retain a memory of life. 
“Once,” he said, and the air resounded as if with the plucking of a deep string, “I wasn’t bound by a world with rules I couldn’t explain. But when I became bound by them, it was all I knew for a thousand years.” He looked over at her then, and she saw the mask had slipped, held loosely to his face. “When the rules are broken, this place breaks with them. And when this place breaks, it is as if I break too, because we are one and the same. Bound.” 
“This place is you, and you are it,” she murmured. “Break one, and both will suffer for it.” He nodded, absently. He seemed unwrought, the thread of him pulled until his edges frayed. She glanced around her, at the walls that seemed between the darts of her eyes to be nothing but darkness. This whole place seemed as delicate as gossamer, likely to collapse with a wave of her hand. 
Of all the states she’d expected to find him in—perhaps still enraged, or brooding—this wasn’t one of them. Before she could react he had walked over to her, slowly enough for her to watch him, without the nightmarish speed that used to unnerve her so much. 
“The priests at the monastery used to tell me I had a temper,” he said. “I didn’t believe them, until it destroyed half the Chron trying to avenge their slaughter. Until it killed all the soldiers who followed me, and condemned them to an eternity of pain.” He picked up her hand, whole now in Death, his skin cold as iron. He turned it over as if to read her palm like a fortune-teller. “I was . . . brutal,” he said. “I shouldn’t have thrown you in there. Not before your time. I am sorry.” She frowned at him. His hair, usually combed back, was falling loose over his eyes. She pushed it back, left her hand upon his cheek. Her childhood self looked on, enthralled by how much she dared. 
All her life she had feared this man, revered him as she revered the concepts of life and death, as one would revere a god. He had seemed untouchable, wrathful, obeying laws she could only intuit but never name. Now he looked at her and she saw a man, nothing more, nothing less, a man who had made mistakes and even after a thousand years of suffering for them, had still made one more in hurting her. 
“No, you shouldn’t have,” she said.
“Do you forgive me?” He hadn’t asked such a thing in centuries. She could tell by how rusty the words sounded. The world twitched and shook. She felt as if she were standing at the top of a tower that might collapse at any moment. 
“No,” she said gently. “I’m tired of forgiving people for causing me pain.” She swallowed. “But I was brutal too. I was demanding what I had no right to demand. I was . . . arrogant.” 
The pause was heavy. He didn’t move away from her touch, running his thumb over her palm where he’d drawn her blood so many times. 
“I called out to you before, but you drew away, until my voice could barely reach you. I cannot blame you for drawing away, not after what I did. But then it grew suddenly . . . harder. I am . . . drifting,” he said. “My strength, the strength of this place. It’s growing fragile.” He laughed, a self-mocking laugh that echoed mutedly around the library. The echoes escaped through the gaps that flickered in the walls. “As if I am becoming a ghost. I tried to find you again through the darkness but I . . . This place it . . . presses around me, in a way it has never done before.” 
There was a pause.
“Sullivain,” Hellevir said. “She found the root of your soul.”
“She did. And she snatched it.”
“What do I do?”
“I can’t see her,” he said with a frown. “She is hidden from me. I can’t see beyond the darkness.”
“Do you know how she did it?”
“I don’t,” he said through his teeth. The air bowed, bulged around them, returned to its state with a ripple like fallen curtains. He flinched. “I don’t think it’s safe for you to stay here much longer,” he said. “This place is not . . . sturdy.” He put a hand over his eyes, swayed as if he were dizzy. She steadied him, and the fact of needing to keep him upright sparked an unnameable terror in her. If he were to crumble, so would this stepping-stone place between life and death, and then . . . and then she had no idea what would happen. She felt a tremble go through them both, and didn’t know if it had begun in her bones or his. 
“What do I do?” she asked again, her voice high.
He laughed again. It was a discordant sound, like the laugh of a madman.
“Find me,” he said with a grin. His eyes were turning dark, hooded as shadows pulled them back within his skull. She could see the bones of his jaw, edged with teeth, through the translucent filaments of the skin on his cheek. The world shuddered. “Uncage me. Bring me back to our home. I feel . . . untethered.” 
“But what will happen?” she asked. “If I can’t?”
“Death and I are each one half of a coin. Without the other, we are a river without a bridge to cross it. We are simply . . .” He looked up, up at the dome pushing back the darkness. “We are simply the darkness. An emptiness with no one to perceive it, to make sense of it.” 
“But what does that mean?” she insisted, gripping his arm. He dragged his gaze down to her.
“It means no one can cross,” he said quietly. “There is nothing to cross. Bodies will . . . waste away. And the souls in them will stay.” 
Hellevir stared at him, horrified, but before she could speak he caught hold of her wrists, suddenly and violently.
“You must bring me back to our home,” he hissed through his teeth. “You must.” 
“I can’t,” she said helplessly. “I don’t know where she is. I cut our bond.”
“Don’t lie to me, Hellevir,” he chided. “Your souls are knotted, by death and by obsession.” He growled the words, and the air growled too, the hot breath of a predator against her cheek. “You can always find her.” He closed his eyes and shivered, and she felt it all around her. 
“Go,” he rumbled.
“But . . .”
“Go!” It was not the first time he had roared at her, but it was the first time his teeth were sharp like a wolf’s, the first time she felt a cry of terror rip from her chest. He cast her out, and she awoke with a jolt. 



Chapter Nineteen
Milandre wasn’t the only one. It had happened to others in the village who had died after the skull had been unearthed, or bound, or whatever Sullivain had done to it. Imri came and went, her burns causing her excruciating pain, long past the time she should have died. Dilen was sometimes lucid, sometimes not. Warrek, too, whose lungs had caught the smoke. 
The boy’s skin was waxy and pale, his eyes going grey already. But then they flickered to her, and suddenly they weren’t so flat. 
“You see?” his mother whispered, rubbing his hands. “He hasn’t taken a breath in an hour, and now . . .” She gestured helplessly as his chest rose and fell. 
Hellevir bent down and took his wrist, but couldn’t feel any blood pumping against her fingertips. His eyes followed her and his lips opened and closed. A stiff motion, as if rigor mortis had set in. Even as she watched, the blood began to pump through his veins again, and he twitched. A moment later and he stretched his jaw to ease it, moving less rigidly again. As if Death had rejected his soul, and forced him back into his body. The ends of his fingertips were beginning to turn black, to rot. 
“Can’t you do something?” his mother asked. “He says it doesn’t hurt, but I can tell. I can always tell with my boys.”
 
Sullivain wouldn’t hear her. Hellevir called, and called, but she couldn’t reach her through the darkness of Death, as she had done before the Battle of the Brough. It was too thick, too all-consuming. Hellevir knew that she heard her, she could feel it in the shifting turmoil of her presence on the horizon towards Rochidain, but either she didn’t want to answer, or the darkness stopped her. 
Hellevir had reopened that part of her, the link she had severed between them. It had hurt, the sudden pressure of Sullivain, but it hadn’t done any good at all. Sullivain wouldn’t listen. 
“Curse it, Sullivain,” she whispered, opening her eyes. “What have you done?” Milandre was lying on one of the cots, and smiled tiredly as Hellevir pulled the covers up over her. Hellevir parted her lips to ask if she wanted water, before the old woman began to cough, her skin flushing white. Hellevir held the cup to her lips, ignoring the irritated sound she made, hating to be helped. She sagged back into the pillow as if her strings had been cut, breathing heavily. Hellevir went to put the cup away, but Milandre gripped her by the sleeve. 
“Why are you still here?” the old healer whispered.
“What do you mean?” Hellevir asked.
“Why haven’t you gone after them? After her?”
Hellevir parted her lips, but she had nothing prepared to say. Milandre watched her as the silence lengthened, not letting her get away without giving an answer. At last Hellevir exhaled sharply and had to look away. 
She didn’t want to voice why, because she knew her reason wasn’t good enough, and wasn’t one that Milandre would accept. She felt like the reason was a dark bloom she had been trying to nurture for many years, one too beautiful and dreadful to name, one that she now knew she had to cut. Unfair wasn’t a strong enough word. Unfair was a child’s word, and couldn’t begin to encompass the agony she felt in knowing what she must do. 
“Why do you think, Milandre?” she muttered evasively.
“I have an inkling, I just hope I’m wrong. I hope you wouldn’t be so selfish.” The words were harsh. Hellevir knew she needed to hear them. 
“I don’t know whether I want to find the skull,” she admitted, haltingly. “To bring it home. If I do, you’ll die. Warrek will die. Everyone who is on the edge.” 
“Do you think I’m frightened of dying, Hellevir?”
“That’s not . . .” She sighed, impatient, worrying the coverlet between her remaining fingers. “All my life this is all I’ve wanted, to save everyone. For no one to have to die, if I could help it. It . . . it wasn’t achievable, I knew I could never save everyone, the Battle of the Brough proved that. I knew I could never stop Death forever. But now Sullivain has actually managed to do it, and . . .” 
“And now you can’t believe you have to undo it, after all this.” Milandre chuckled at the irony. Hellevir stared at her, not knowing how she could find this funny. “I’m sorry, my dear, but this is childish.” She patted Hellevir’s hand before she could be offended. “Death must be. Without Death there’s no room for what comes next, no room for the new things to come, and no soil for them to grow in. The world would be a stagnant place. The world would start to look like the realm of Death.” She put a hand to Hellevir’s cheek. “And such beautiful things as you need space to grow. Precious things. We are herbalists, tenders of hedgerows and gardens, you should understand this in your soul.” Hellevir put her hand over Milandre’s. She clenched her jaw so she wouldn’t cry. “Besides,” the old healer went on, “you have seen for yourself what an eternal life can do to a soul. We’re not meant to be eternal, not just in our bodies, but in our spirits. We are not built for the strain of it.” 
“You mean the Antlered King?” Hellevir murmured. Milandre nodded.
“He had a thousand years with only his regret, his shame, as his companions. Watching people suffer, make the same mistakes. He has had no happiness in lifetimes. 
“And Hellevir, my dear, this in-between state, this . . .” She gestured to herself, her lips downturned. “It hurts, Hellevir, I can’t lie to you. I don’t want to live with my body stopping and starting in fits, my soul dragged back into it like there’s a rope around my throat. Do you think I want to cling to life at all costs, even if it means watching myself rot? How foolish of you.” She said it gently, and then winced. “I . . . I don’t remember what I see when I’m there, in the darkness, the half-place that isn’t the end-place, but I do remember it’s not where I want to be.” She scowled. “It’s not where I want to be,” she said again, forcefully. 
“But I don’t want you to die,” Hellevir whispered unhappily, looking down at the old woman’s hand in hers. “What will I do without you to come home to?” 
“My dear, you’ll make your own home. And I’ll have a place in it too.”
 
Hellevir didn’t have much to pack. There wasn’t much left. Hastel found her as she was tying her boots, holding the end of the lace with her teeth. 
“What are you doing?” he demanded. Hellevir jumped; she hadn’t heard him at the door. For a moment she just stared at him, wondering how on earth to begin explaining all of this to him. 
“I know what you’re going to say,” she began. “I have to go and speak to Sullivain . . .” She saw his face close, and he folded his arms over his chest. 
“Lord Greerson told me you’d try something like this,” he remarked.
“I need to talk to her. She has something that doesn’t belong to her, I have to get it back.” The big man was already shaking his head, deaf to her. 
“How stupid do you think I am?”
“It’s not like that.” Although she couldn’t for the life of her think what it was like. “Milandre is . . .” 
“No, I don’t want to hear it. Lord Greerson told me to keep you here, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” Hellevir felt a stab of panic, and got to her feet shakily. 
“You don’t understand,” she exclaimed. “She’s stopping people from dying, she . . .” But Hastel had already closed the door, and she heard the scrape of the key as he locked it. Her wooden fist thumped against the door. “Hastel!” she shouted through it. “What are you doing?” She heard his footsteps vanish down the stairs. 
Hellevir cursed loudly. She glanced over at Milandre, but the old woman appeared to be sleeping. Perhaps more than sleeping. Her skin was grey, and rigor mortis had set in to her hand when Hellevir took it in her own. Hellevir tried to think about how painful it must be to have one’s body die again, and again. 
“I’ll fix this,” she whispered to the old healer. “I promise. Whatever it takes.”
She tried the window. It wasn’t locked, but there was nothing but bare wall and a ten-foot drop into the stony river on the other side. She’d break all the bones left in her body. She thought about picking the lock, but she didn’t have anything to use as a pick. She sat on the bed with her head in her hands, listening to Milandre’s wheezing as she fought for breath in a body that didn’t want to breathe. Hastel brought them food, some water for Milandre, around midday, but he refused to hear a word Hellevir said. 
 
It didn’t help that Hellevir was beginning to feel it. It pressed against her mind, slid down her throat, through her veins like tree roots through the soil. 
Too much of her soul was missing. Too much of her was exposed to Death. She was too tattered, and through the tears the ungoverned darkness entered into her. The darkness of an untamed Death, without the Antlered King to control it, to give it form. It was not the Void; it was just emptiness and its vastness was terrifying. She could do nothing but grit her teeth against it, pretend it wasn’t there, at the edge of her vision, the corner of her mind, pressing and pressing and growing ever stronger, cold and empty as a grave. 
It hurt.
When Elsevir came to find her, perching on the open window, she was curled up on the floor, as small as she could make herself, shivering. She only stirred when she felt his soft feathers against her cheek, and opened her arms to hug him close. 
 
She must have slept, because she dreamed. She dreamed of Sullivain’s study in the royal palace, the gentle flickering of the fire, the tick of the clock on the mantelpiece. Sullivain humming softly as they played a game of chess. 
Hellevir watched her. Despite everything, despite the shadows pressing against the windowpanes, Hellevir allowed herself this one moment just to watch her, to absorb everything that she was, knowing she would never have a chance to again. Sullivain was so lovely by the firelight. The way she sat with her elbows on her knees, so certain of herself, her hair tumbling over one shoulder. The way she frowned down at the board, unwilling to believe there wasn’t a way out of the check Hellevir had caught her in. The smell of rosewater hung lightly upon the air. 
This woman deserved to die, and all Hellevir could think was how she couldn’t bear it if she did.
Sullivain glanced up at her, the frown softening incrementally.
“What’s all this?” she asked, not unkindly. Hellevir shook her head and dashed her tears away impatiently.
“Nothing,” she said. “I just can’t believe what a terrible player you’ve become.”
Sullivain snorted a laugh and sat back in her chair, staring at the board balefully.
“Not much time for chess out there,” she remarked. “Not much time for anything. Not for fencing, or dancing, or drinking.”
“None of the things you really enjoy,” Hellevir murmured with a quirk of her lip.
“No.” Sullivain watched her a moment. “Why am I here, herbalist?” she asked gently. “Our time for shared dreams has long gone.”
Hellevir collected herself, taking a breath and releasing it slowly.
“You took the skull,” she said. “The Antlered King’s skull. I need it back.”
Sullivain went still. After a moment she just leaned forward and moved a rook, breaking the check. She sat back with her arms folded. 
“Why?” she asked, her tone hard. “Why should I give you the only thing that stands between me and death?”
Hellevir sighed, feeling exhaustion lining her bones. The darkness scraped at the glass of the windows, and she shivered. It was taking more than she’d thought it would, keeping it at bay. Keeping this one chamber alight for them. She wasn’t sure how she was doing it. 
“Because it won’t stop you from dying. Not completely. You’ll be stuck in a body that keeps trying to live because its soul has nowhere else to go. You’ll feel your body giving up, again, and again.” She reached forward and picked up the knight. “And when your soul does intermittently leave your body, it will brush emptiness.” She placed the piece. “And although you won’t remember it properly, you’ll remember enough to fear it.” She paused. “It’s the Nothing you’ve always feared Onaistus would cast you into.” 
Sullivain’s face may have become paler, it was hard to tell by the firelight.
“Why should I believe you?”
“Milandre died after you attacked my home. She is one of the people trapped in a body that wants nothing more than to be allowed to rest.” 
The Princess’s jaw was tight. Hellevir couldn’t tell what she was thinking. She wished she could reach across, take her hand, feel what she was feeling, but it didn’t work that way in their shared dreams. 
Sullivain took the knight, setting it beside the board with a click.
“And is this half-life better or worse than the Void I hear about?” she asked quietly. “To me, it still sounds the kinder alternative.” 
“Yes, it is,” Hellevir said simply.
“You’ve been there, haven’t you?” Sullivain murmured. “Into the Void? He showed it to you.”
“He did.”
“And that’s where you want me to be?” she remarked coldly. “In that place, forever. Is that what you want?”
No being should have to endure what Hellevir had endured in the Void. A Nothing was bliss in comparison. To imagine Sullivain’s mind ripped to shreds, her soul pulled apart, was even more painful than the howling darkness gnawing at her edges. 
“It doesn’t matter what I want,” Hellevir said through her teeth. The strain of keeping the study safe from shadows was beginning to make her tremble. “It has never mattered. It doesn’t matter if I want to bring back legions, because I am finite. It doesn’t matter if I want to save you, because you refuse to be saved.” She shivered. “I cannot grant life, I’ve never been able to. All I can do is grant second chances. And I gave you so many chances. I really did try to save you, and you wasted it each time.” She laughed, a humorless sound. “And still I can’t bear the thought of watching you die. Still. After all this. I’m a fool.” She pulled herself upright, her limbs quivering. “But it doesn’t matter. What sort of healer would I be, if I let people live these half-lives of agony, all to keep you from dying? I am a herbalist, first and foremost. A healer. Not your savior. And I need the skull back.” 
Sullivain stared at her. The darkness seemed to be screaming in Hellevir’s ear, a pressured keen that emitted no actual noise. She sagged suddenly under the weight, but didn’t buckle. Sullivain had half-reached across, she noticed, as if to steady her. 
“What’s happening to you?” Sullivain demanded. She almost seemed concerned.
“I am made of rags, Sullivain,” Hellevir said, unable to keep the fatigue from her voice. “My soul is in tatters. With the Antlered King gone, there is no will to shape the darkness of Death, and it is like a howling storm. I have nothing left to weather it.” It fought her, screamed at her, and she closed her eyes. “You have made us all immortal,” she whispered. “I’ll live forever feeling the nothing of death whistling through every gap, every tear for every time I tried to save you.” The irony was so poignant it almost had a flavor of its own, sharp and lingering like a fine white wine. 
Sullivain stood and came to kneel down by the arm of her chair, looking up at her. She brushed Hellevir’s hair from her eyes.
“Does it hurt?” she asked quietly. Hellevir nearly laughed again. It was an absurd question, for so many reasons. Absurd to think that Sullivain cared enough to ask. Absurd to talk of pain when every soul that perished was to be trapped in a rotting corpse. 
“Not as much as the Void,” she said. “But I’m resigned to being cast into it again.”
“You? He’d punish you with an afterlife of torment?”
“He punishes all those who hunger, all those with an appetite that causes harm. I have felt hatred and prejudice and arrogance. I killed a man with my own hands in the Order in my desperation to live. My ambition brought you back to life and caused a civil war, and my obsession kept you alive long enough to wage it. So if you let us die, you can at least know that I’ll join you in the Void.” 
Sullivain stood abruptly, turning away towards the fire, and Hellevir’s heart sank.
I’ve lost her, she thought. She’ll never tell me.
The silence lengthened. She couldn’t hold on for much longer. Agonizing minutes passed. She didn’t have the strength to speak.
“Under the bridge,” she heard Sullivain say, leaning her arms on the edge of the mantelpiece, and her forehead on her arms. “I hid it under the bridge, on the north road. Look for the silver birch.” 
The windowpanes broke. The darkness rushed in.
 
Hellevir awoke abruptly, her head sore from the hard floorboards. Elsevir made a disgruntled sound as her arm brushed his feathers the wrong way. 
Milandre was wheezing again, but she was sitting upright in bed, looking out at the rising dawn.
“Are you all right?” Hellevir asked. The old woman nodded.
“Just enjoying the feeling of air in my lungs,” she said quietly. “Although every time it gets harder for me to get air in the blasted things.” She coughed. “Are you all right, my girl? You look gaunt.” Hellevir just nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She tried not to shiver visibly as the darkness whistled through, tugged at her, gnawed at her, not bound by a mind to give it borders. It was so cold. 
She stood and knocked loudly on the door with her wooden hand. A few moments later, there was a jangle of keys and Hastel appeared, expression resentful. 
“What do you want?” he demanded.
“I want you to let me out,” she said. “And you’re going to. My tutor is sick, and I need herbs from the roadside.”
He glanced behind her, at Milandre’s grey pallor.
“Tell me what you need,” he said. “I’ll get it for you.”
“Do you know the difference between garlic flowers and death camas? Between true and false morels? The only forager I trust is myself, thank you.” 
“Then I’m coming.”
“No, you’re staying here to keep an eye on Milandre. She keeps wandering about in her fever and I don’t want her left alone.” A believable lie, given how unwell the old woman looked. 
“No. I have orders. You’re not leaving.”
Hellevir was about to turn to threats of what she might tell Davros if she ever saw him again, when she noticed for the first time something peeking out of the top of Hastel’s leather cuirass. It looked like a twig, but the end she could see was delicately wrapped with red twine, frayed and repaired with knots. 
Her words died on her lips. She recognized the twine. It was one of the willow emblems she’d made before the battle, in the shape of the Onaistian twelve-pointed star. 
“You were at Brough,” she said. He stiffened.
“Yes.” He seemed to have finished, but then the words slid from him like an admission of guilt. “My brother died that day.”
There it was. No wonder he seemed to resent her so much. Hellevir felt her heart tighten, and she had to look away. Fifty-three soldiers she’d saved that day, out of hundreds. His brother hadn’t been one of them. 
“I couldn’t save everyone,” she said quietly. “I wanted to.” His gaze flickered over her prosthetics, the missing parts of her. 
“But you didn’t,” he said.
She took a breath. She had no excuse, no reason that would satisfy him.
“Let me save Milandre, please?” She hesitated. “There are others who are in pain. I can do something about it. For everyone this time, not just a handful.” 
For a moment he stood there, and she thought he wouldn’t move. Then he clenched his jaw and stepped aside stiffly. Perhaps the thought of guarding the two of them indefinitely exhausted him. Perhaps he had seen the villagers clinging unnaturally to life. Perhaps he saw something in her eye to convince him that this went beyond Davros’s orders. She hobbled past before he could change his mind. 
She knew the north bridge well. She even knew the birch Sullivain had meant. It grew out from under the bridge like a spine, casting fluttering shade over the path. As the sun rose and seeped bloody red through the sky, she clambered down the side of the bridge with the sound of birdsong all around her, using old stones to keep herself from falling, and found the earth disturbed around the roots, hurriedly flung to the side where it met the water. 
Elsevir alighted in the tree, watching the road as Hellevir sank to her knees and began to dig, remembering when she had clawed through the earth to find the mosaic of the Antlered King’s youth, the soil under her nails and her back sore, except this time her wooden fingers made shovelling the dirt blessedly easier. She didn’t have to dig for long; Sullivain hadn’t had time to hide the skull well before Davros’s men had attacked. Soon her gloved fingertips knocked against metal, and she scraped around the edges of an old bronze box, rimed with green and mixing its metallic tang with the damp smell of dirt. 
She heaved it free. It was an ancient thing, but someone had carved symbols into the old metal, the edges of them sharp and new. Dometiks, she realized. The eel-like patterns gleamed with raw metal in the dawn light. Further still, she realized she recognized the one on the lid. It was the same Dometik Peer Aedus had tattooed onto his forearm. The Dometik for Control. 
A moment passed as she looked down at the symbols. It had occurred to her that it was remarkable that so much chaos, the burgeoning of the darkness, the prevention of death itself, could come about simply because the head had been removed from its resting place. 
Uncage me, he’d said. 
There were other symbols too, ones she thought she knew from the old journals she’d once read, written by Priestess Ollevin, who had toured the Galgoros and recorded what she’d witnessed: the mass slaughter of heathens in the name of Onaistus. She had drawn detailed charcoal pictures of the executions, had made notes of the symbols used for torturing souls lost to the ways of Onaistus, souls who had been burned alive. Abruptly, Hellevir remembered the soldier on the night the willow had burned. The man she’d killed. She flinched, but made herself recall it. He’d been carrying books. Not supplies, not weapons, but books. The Order library had been ransacked, and no one had been able to guess why. 
It had been forbidden to record the teachings of the Onaistian faith until relatively recently; it had been an oral tradition, passed from Peer to Peer. The only records were made by visitors to the Galgoros like Priestess Ollevin, and Hellevir thought they might be the only documentation of historic Dometiks in the Chron. Could it be that this was what Sullivain had sent her soldiers to find? Old Dometiks for binding souls? 
And could it be that they had worked to bind Death?
Hellevir shivered, a little overwhelmed by how much it meant if it were true. She didn’t waste another moment, but pulled aside the catch and lifted the lid with a teeth-grinding creak of metal against metal. 
“Found you,” she whispered.
 
No one stopped her as she walked back through the village. She had a look in her eye that frightened them. Farmers on their way to the fields paused to watch her go. They knew something was wrong, knew that the way the wounded lingered with flatness in their eyes wasn’t right, and they knew she was trying to fix it. 
The road felt longer than it had before, up to the old cottage by the woods. Her staff helped her hobble but it was difficult with the box under one arm. When she finally reached the edge of the woods, Milandre was waiting for her, and helped Hellevir over to the old bench under the cherry tree that was almost rotted clean through. 
“How did you get up here?” Hellevir asked.
“Walked. Think a stuttering heart will stop me going where I want to go?”
“You’re too stubborn for your own good.”
Hellevir took the wrapped treasure from its box and onto her lap. It was heavier than she’d thought it would be, yet felt delicate under the fabric. Gently, she pulled the cloth away from the skull. Its empty eyes stared up at her, the bone around its sockets cracked with time. It had once been polished, coated in resin to help it stay preserved. She recognized its teeth, the grin like a wolf’s. 
Dometiks had been painted on to the skull with black ink. Hellevir dipped the end of her coat in rainwater that had gathered in the hollow crook between two boughs of the cherry tree, and gently wiped them away. She was relieved that Sullivain’s Peers hadn’t carved the symbols into the bone itself. 
“Dometiks,” Milandre murmured. “Can it be they caused all this?”
“I don’t know,” Hellevir admitted. “I don’t know if removing him from his resting place was enough, or if the symbols did something more.” 
“Well, you’d better put him back, then.” Hellevir nodded, but neither of them moved, instead watching the cherry blossoms fall gently around them. They smelled so sweet, the smell of her summer childhood. 
“She told me where to find it,” Hellevir said quietly. “Even though she knew it would mean she would die when she was hanged.” Milandre didn’t reply at once, instead putting an old palm to the skull’s head. 
“Perhaps she was tired of feeling ashamed,” Milandre remarked. She sounded sad, and very tired. Hellevir pressed her lips into a thin line. 
“She’s going to die,” she whispered. Her throat tightened. She found she was gripping the skull between her hands, and made herself let go. “I wish . . . I wish I could just shut this off. I wish I could not care. I shouldn’t care, after all this.” She traced her hand over the shape of the eyes, not quite touching. 
“If you didn’t, you wouldn’t be human,” Milandre remarked. “I used to worry about that, you know.” Hellevir looked up at her.
“About what?”
“About you losing yourself, as you gave your soul away. All those pieces lost. I used to worry it would mean you’d lose what made you . . . you. But it never did.” She reached over and tucked Hellevir’s hair behind her ear, away from her face. “You got to know and understand someone deeply,” she said, and her tone was regretful. “You got to love them. Not everyone gets that. Never wish it away.” She brushed Hellevir’s cheek. “You feel like you shouldn’t love her because you are good, through and through. You wonder how you can feel anything for someone who is not good. And honestly, I don’t understand it either. But I am on the outside, my dear. I haven’t seen her as you have, haven’t shared her soul. If there are parts of her to love, you are the one to see them. Don’t be ashamed of loving her, especially if your love is her only saving grace in this lifetime.” 
She leaned back, her head against the tree’s bark, looking up into the branches. She closed her eyes. “I will miss you,” Hellevir murmured. The old woman smiled without opening her eyes, and squeezed her hand. 
“It’s not goodbye,” she said. “It’s only until we meet again. Fear not.”
 
Hellevir placed the skull back into the hollow earth, and pushed the soil back around it. When she was finished, she sagged heavily against the broken tree trunk, exhausted as she surveyed the disturbed ground. 
It was a gradual feeling, the easing of the pressure against her. The easing of the cold wind. She took a breath, the first proper breath she’d been able to take in days, as it slowly lifted from her. She looked over at Milandre, and saw that the old woman was finally gone, her eyelids closed and her chest still. With an effort, Hellevir got to her feet and sat beside her again, listening to the blackbirds bicker and the breeze blow in the treetops, the creak of the woodland behind her. 
Then she closed her eyes, and entered Death.
 
He was waiting for her. He sat where Milandre had been, surveying the grey world around them, the blossoms trapped in an eternal tumble. Stillness, as if nothing had happened. As if the darkness hadn’t leaked through the cracks. 
She put her hand over his, the cold of his skin seeping into her like frost. It did her good to feel him under her touch, tangible, real, no longer untethered. His eyes were closed as Milandre’s had been, and he appeared to be enjoying the stillness, the quiet. The release from the darkness. 
“Thank you,” the world around her rumbled. It took the place of the breeze, of the gentle hum of bees. She just nodded.
She could almost feel them. The slip of souls rushing past her, sliding into whatever was beyond this place, an easy flow like a river on its proper course. She felt when the souls fell, dripping like water into the Void, and felt a shudder of guilt. She’d spared them the pain of living in dying bodies, but not all would escape another kind of agony. 
“Was that really all it took,” she asked quietly after a while, “for everything to be thrown into chaos? All it took was for her to take you away from where you were buried?” 
“So it would seem.”
“I had no idea it was all so fragile.”
“I was cursed when I was buried,” he said. “Cursed with old magic that wouldn’t let me rest. Magic that was tied to the earth.”
“And her Dometiks, they had nothing to do with it?”
He didn’t answer at first.
“I have no idea,” he replied simply. “It is not a magic I’ve ever known. It is not impossible.” She looked over at him, at the dark eyes which she had felt watching her all her life. 
“Did you know, all this time,” she asked, “that I’d come back here to find the last treasure?”
He sighed, and the world sighed around him.
“Yes. Yes, I did. I’ve known since you first left me berries in the woods, in exchange for your fox.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“There are some things I can’t tell you. It is the law of this place. Just like I couldn’t tell you where to find each treasure.” He turned to her then, the full weight of his gaze and the world upon her. It didn’t frighten her anymore. “All these years, I’ve watched you trying to save souls. You had the chance to keep everyone alive, and you chose not to. Why is that?” 
“Was I supposed to let souls live forever in pain? It isn’t living.”
“It would have been enough for some. The pain would have been better than the alternative.” Hellevir didn’t answer that. She had no answer. He shifted beside her, and she caught the edge of his smile. “All this time. Can it be the resurrectionist has realized she cannot save everyone?” 
Hellevir let her eyes wander over the still greyness, the featureless hills.
She had no real reply. She just had a base understanding, born from a herbalist’s knowledge, born from years of tending and growing. Milandre had reminded her of it, an instinct she’d been ignoring for years. She didn’t have to be happy about it to know this was how it was supposed to be. She felt him beside her, thinking. His contemplation churned the air like slow waters around them. 
“I have a gift for you,” he said. “And I think you should take it.”
“What . . .” She looked down at the space between them. On the wood sat a goblet, filled with red liquid too thick to be wine. “What is this?” she asked. 
“Your Princess is due to be hanged,” he said. “This is her witness. You should drink it.” Hellevir shuddered.
“Why?”
“So that someone does before she dies. If anyone should know her through and through as I do, it’s you.”
She picked it up, watching the liquid roll around the brim. She shuddered at the smell. She’d refused, once, not wanting to take liberties with Sullivain’s soul, but now that seemed almost a trite worry. Sullivain would soon be dead, there was nothing she could do about it. There had always been something to Sullivain’s character that had begged to be witnessed, to be seen and judged in its entirety, and Hellevir knew she was the only one who had tried. 
Besides, she had to know if what Sullivain had said was true. Whether what they’d shared had all been a lie and Sullivain had wanted her simply as a resurrectionist. 
She raised the goblet to her lips, and took a sip, before she could change her mind.
It hit her like a wave. It was like being drowned. Such chaos, so many memories. Hellevir couldn’t catch the air of her own mind. There was only Sullivain’s, rushing and roiling around her, into her, dark and bright, vibrant and black, loud and deafeningly silent, ancient and moments ago. She felt everything. Everything she’d seen. Everything she’d done. 
The rules of her life weren’t like those for other children. The rules of her life weren’t like those for other Queens. She tried on the armor, found it fitted her, wondered how it could when she stood taller than her grandmama. 
She hated the sound of the device as it clacked against teeth. It was worse than the sounds the prisoners made when she tightened it. She hated touching the thing, but Grandmama was watching. 
She rode into battle, heart roaring as her ancestors’ had done through the generations, blood surging and fear long forgotten. Her cloak whipped behind her, dragged like wings, and when she fell upon them all she saw the whites of their eyes, terrified. Terrified of her. She drank it, exulted in it, felt more alive than she had ever felt before. 
Bion held out her sword, her first full-length sword, forged up in the mountains. She adored it, spent days wondering what to name it. She toyed with a hundred names, and not one seemed to fit. In the end, dejected, angered by the sight of it because she had the irrational sense that it had refused to tell her its name, she simply called it Sword. 
The rules of her life weren’t like those for other children. Each year as she grew the jewelers had to let out the golden wreath she wore in her hair. One of them was an old man with earrings inlaid with pearls, and when Sullivain demanded one he gave it to her with a forced smile, glancing at the Queen standing behind her. 
Violent nausea ripped at her stomach, as she pulled the helmet from her head and threw up bile onto the roadside. Her hands were coated in blood. She could smell it. She felt like she was waking up from a nightmare, looking about her in bewilderment. There were bodies, bodies she had made, that she had enjoyed making. She’d done this, this was her fault. Onaistus, how she had grinned. Dread of herself, hatred so intense it had its own flavor, coursed through her and made her throw the helmet from her with a sob. 
A ball where the wine flowed and the music trilled. She spun and laughed, let the wine spill on her gloves, felt eyes upon her, eyes filled with hunger and desire, and let them wash over her like water. She wondered what it would be like to be invisible. 
Underneath, her grandmother snapped, underneath.
Shaking, eyes clenched, she did as she was told. The screams sewed into her and became part of her sinew, the feel of breaking bone synchronous with the beating of her heart, carried with her always. She told herself she enjoyed the sound so many times that she began to believe it. 
The rules of her life weren’t like those for other children. Her rules were for a child whose life was worth a hundred times that of other children. Don’t play with your food became If the food tastes wrong, give it to the taster. Don’t talk to strangers became Trust no one. 
Anyone who tries to steal you away, her grandmother said. Anyone who tries to make you come with them without anyone knowing. You scream and you scream, and if screaming doesn’t work, you catch them with this. This was a blade, barely an inch and a half long, hidden in her bracelet. 
So when the man tried to coax her from her room, and lead her down empty corridors in the dead of night, she knew to scream. And when he clapped his hand over her mouth, she caught him with the blade. He was the first man she killed. The feel of the blade entering him slid like the blood down her veins, became part of her too, carried with her always. 
Grandmama had told her the man’s name, and it was the truth, of course. Grandmama was not a woman to lie. He was her daughter’s lover, Sullivain’s father. 
Bion told Sullivain everything else. The man had tried to stop it all, after her mother Amirande had died in childbirth. He tried to curb the Queen’s “tuition” of his daughter, the tuition that took her down to the prisons under the palace which few people knew about, the tuition that had her return with blood under her little fingernails. Tuition in blackmail, treachery, and lies. Her father had fled, seeing the distrust in the Queen’s eyes, and knowing he’d be next if he didn’t hold his tongue. For years he stayed away, until he couldn’t bear it any longer, and endeavored to steal his daughter away in the dead of night. 
Bion held her while she cried.
Grief, shame, horror, coiled and curled like a Dometik, choked the very life from her, entangled her so she sank like a stone, resigned to her shame and finding joy only in what she had been trained to do, because she did it well. Her anger swelled within her, guided all she did, making her tongue forked with poison and her temper sharp as the sting of a whip. She wore a mask and not a soul was permitted a glimpse behind it, until even she forgot what her own face looked like. 
And then she came. The herbalist. With her witch’s green eyes and her naïvety, her refreshing naïvety. Her honesty, without court lies or deceit. Months spent looking forward to each visit when she would come quiet and immune to the horrors of the city, the real horrors of Sullivain, oblivious to how naïve she was. Sullivain kept those horrors hidden as long as she could. She saw the way the raven sat on Hellevir’s shoulder, preened her hair, and wondered if all the souls she brought back were so drawn to her. She felt it in herself, felt it in the way her own gaze lingered, how she wanted her when she was gone. 
But it wouldn’t last, couldn’t last, her nature wouldn’t let her be still. She couldn’t stop her nature from biting, in anger, in fear, in spite, but every time the herbalist came back and risked herself upon her teeth and claws, even when she was bitten and bled. Still the herbalist told her that she could be saved; believed it, even. 
As her shame was the bedrock of her character, Hellevir had given her hope that had taken root in it, begun to crack it apart. Hope that this wasn’t all she was. No one had ever had such faith in her. 
The irons bit her wrists, the pole at her back made bruises between her shoulder blades. Hellevir came to her, one last time, like an apparition from another life. Her body, Onaistus, her poor body. There was barely anything left of her. Every missing piece was a soldier Sullivain had killed, and the herbalist had raised. Sullivain thought she’d known shame before, but this had a whole new taste, so potent she wished for the first time in her life that she could die and become nothing. Even then, even after everything, the green-eyed woman looked for reasons to forgive. Sullivain made sure she had none, spat lies at her, told her she’d never meant anything to her and had been merely useful, because she deserved no more chances. Because if Hellevir hated her, perhaps she wouldn’t try to raise her again. 
One aching memory that her soul clung to and drew out in the dead of night, when the twin beasts shame and anger cornered her, was a silhouette. Hellevir stood in the doorway of her cottage, the light from within all around her. Sullivain felt the green eyes on her, and saw her head incline gently, as if to say, It will be all right. It was the first time she had ever felt that it might be true and she wished—suddenly, achingly, with a power that rushed through her in a wave and left her breathless—that she could stay in this little cottage with this raven-haired girl, and never think about courts and intrigue and blood again. 
 
Hellevir threw the goblet from her with a gasp. She let out a sob, involuntary and guttural. The man with black eyes gathered her to him as she tried and failed not to cry. His hand brushed the back of her head. He did it haltingly, awkwardly, and she knew it was because it had been so long since he had held anyone close. 
She calmed by increments, letting the silence of Death surround her, cool against her skin. When she had gathered herself, she pulled away. He was watching her, every line of his face carved by sadness. 
“I have to go,” she whispered to him.
“I know you do.”
“You know what I have to do?”
“Yes.”
“And you won’t begrudge it?”
“No, not this time.”
“Why? You wanted her here, in the Void. Why have you changed your mind?”
He brushed the hair from her face, and she remembered what he had looked like Before, when he had ridden a horse and charged into battle, how his face had contorted like Sullivain’s. He saw in her a new understanding, and sighed. “I could not be saved,” he said. “No one tried to save me, least of all myself. I was doomed the moment I let myself become a thing of hatred, when my home burned, when the people I loved as brothers, as fathers, were killed. But she is not the same. She has you. 
“Hunger once drove me to ruin, as it has driven your Princess, and I was punished for it with eternity. If I’d had someone observe all that I had done and still offer me a hand to raise me from the mire, I wonder how different things might have been.” 
A realization dawned over Hellevir, and once it had, she wondered how she hadn’t known it the moment she’d learned he was the Antlered King. 
“It’s why you punish the hungry,” she murmured. “Because you were punished for it too. Because you feel it was the punishment you deserved.” 
“I have always punished hunger, even when I was alive, but you—you who have been lashed by it a hundred times in your short life—you have never sought retaliation. I thought it a weakness when I first met you, that you were blinded by your own desires, but your mercy has only led you from grace to grace. While I have been a god of blood recompense, you are the embodiment of second chances.” 
She found herself holding him tighter, wishing nothing more than to go back in time and snatch the boy from the monastery so he wouldn’t have to see it burn. 
“There is no shame in anger,” she said. “You were human and in pain. Isn’t a thousand years of punishing yourself enough?”
He shuddered and released her, standing and turning his back to her as he looked over the grey lands. His coldness was sudden.
Hellevir felt suddenly frightened. She couldn’t have said why, but it felt like she was standing on the edge of a cliff. She got to her feet, watching him. 
“Go,” was all the world said. It resonated around her, through her, and she awoke.



Chapter Twenty
She buried Milandre with the skull under the cherry tree. The earth was soft and she shifted it easily, and the old woman was so slight it wasn’t hard to move her; it seemed as if the weight of her character had been the only thing giving her real substance in this world. 
 
She returned to the village and found Dune, and rode harder and faster than she had ever ridden before. It was difficult to cling on with her prosthetic, but she had tied herself on with rope. His hooves hit the ground with the tempo of war-drums, frothing at the mouth, and when she urged him faster, faster, he listened. The road tore beneath them. 
It took her half the day to catch up with the slow-moving camp. She had thought it would take longer, that they must have ridden farther, but as the day waned and the stars ripened in the sky, she saw the campfires up ahead, staining the dark sky a greasy grey, and paused on the rise. 
“Nearly there,” she whispered to Dune. “Just a little further.” Elsevir, who had been flying with her overhead, landed heavily on her shoulder. 
“Something’s wrong,” he said. “There’s too much smoke.”
Hellevir urged Dune forward. He tossed his mane, exhausted, but nevertheless cantered on. Elsevir was right; smoke clogged the forest road as if all the trees were alight. She heard indistinct shouting, the clash of weapons. She coughed into her elbow, her eyes stinging, and halted Dune to untie herself and dismount. His ears were flat against his head, skittish at the flames that licked along the wheels of a carriage discarded by the side of the road. 
A soldier emerged from the haze, coughing so hard he nearly ran headlong into her. His face was streaked with soot.
“What happened?” she demanded of him. He shook his head, leaning on her more heavily than her shoulder could take.
“Ambush,” he gasped. “The Queen’s soldiers. They must have known we’d take her back to Rochidain.” She made to move on but he gripped her arm. “You can’t,” he exclaimed. “You’ll be killed! There are too many of them.” She shrugged him off and stumbled forward. She heard his footsteps fading behind her as he ran away. 
She passed the body of a horse, and Dune wouldn’t go any further, no matter how she coaxed and pulled him.
“Stay with him,” she told Elsevir.
“No, I . . .” the raven began, but she shook her head.
“I can’t worry about you too. Please, stay here.” She pressed her forehead into his feathers, and left him perched on the saddle. 
She still had her staff and hobbled through the forest, the ground uneven with roots and debris. Shouts and screams erupted from the murk like nightmares. Her throat felt thick with ash. 
A shout came from ahead of her, and she thought at first she had been seen, until she heard the ring of sword against sword. She stumbled forward, following the sound until she came to a gap in the trees. The smoke was as heavy as water, curling around the two figures fighting, shadows against the burning supply crates behind them. They moved like flickering candlelight, hard for her eye to follow, nightmarish black things that seemed to stutter and start. Her heart trembled as the smoke parted and she saw that one was Davros Greerson, and the person he was fighting was Sullivain De Neïd. 
She could do nothing but watch, shocked into stillness, as they parried and blocked, dancing around each other in the gloom. The firelight gleamed along their swords, gleamed from their teeth as they bared them. 
It was the first time Hellevir had seen her fight. Not fencing, not play, but for her life. Although Hellevir knew nothing about weapons or swords, even she could tell that Sullivain moved with grace, with exactness. Even she could tell that Davros couldn’t match her speed. 
She should intervene, she knew. Call out Sullivain’s name. But she couldn’t move, couldn’t find the breath to cry out, even as Sullivain disarmed him, dashing his sword to the ground with a clatter. She raised her arm, the tip of her blade to his throat. 
An arrow whistled from the gloom, striking Sullivain full in the back. Sullivain cried out in pain, her back arching, but she didn’t fall. She staggered around to see who had shot at her, her hand searching her back blindly for the arrow, but she couldn’t reach it. 
It was Farvor. He watched the Queen with wide eyes, as if hardly believing he had managed to hit her. It was only when she began to advance on him, lurching forward, that he had the wit to draw another arrow from his quiver, trying to nock it to the bow before she reached him. He didn’t have enough time, Hellevir could see it, and she watched Sullivain press forward with a sense of a fever dream, an inevitability she couldn’t stop, no matter how the shriek clawed up her throat and she tried to stumble forward. 
But then Sullivain stopped, the arrow swaying behind her. Hellevir heard her sigh even over the crackling flames, a ragged sound of defeat, watching Farvor as if he had already shot the last arrow. She let her sword slip from loose fingers and hit the pine-needle carpet with a dull clang. 
“What are you doing?” Hellevir heard Farvor demand. Sullivain didn’t answer. She just fell to her knees before him, looking up at him. She said nothing, simply waiting for him to let the arrow loose. It was trained right between her eyes. He had her. 
It didn’t matter whether he could have done it or not in the end, if he could have killed someone on their knees before him. Davros took the choice away from him. 
Hellevir screamed a warning, screamed her name. Sullivain turned her head, saw her and began to smile, just as Davros plunged his sword through her back, into her heart. 
 
Hellevir held Sullivain’s head on her lap, stroking her golden hair. The pin that held it—how had Hellevir not recognized it in the tent?—was Hellevir’s own, which Death had once slid into her hair. All this time, ever since Hellevir had first fled Rochidain after the Peers had tried to flog her, Sullivain had worn it. 
I came for you, Hellevir told her, and Sullivain gripped her hand, watching her as if she were the only thing left in the world to hold on to. Relief, aching and pure, spilled from her. Hellevir felt it all. She hadn’t believed Hellevir would ever come for her again, that there were any bridges left unburned between them. Hadn’t believed she’d deserved it. Yet here she was, here she was, her black hair all about her, watching Sullivain without the fear and hatred that everyone else had in their eyes, watching her as if she could still be saved. 
Hellevir knew this was her Sullivain, the one from her dreams, eyes wide open.
I did it, Sullivain was thinking, desperately triumphant as the tears slid from the corners of her eyes, gripping Hellevir’s hand so hard that it hurt. I did it. I didn’t hurt your brother. I had control.
Hellevir had so much more to say, so much more to tell her, but Davros jerked her away by the arm, and when she looked back, Sullivain was dead. 
“No!” she sobbed, reaching for her.
“I won’t let you,” he was saying with a growl. “Not this time. I won’t let you bring her back again.”
He wouldn’t let Hellevir go near her. She found herself kneeling on the forest floor, staring. Ionas stumbled from the darkness together with the rest of the remaining soldiers, coughing from the smoke, their swords drawn and dripping crimson. Ionas saw Farvor, bloodied and soot-smeared, and gripped him one-armed, letting him go only to clasp the back of his head and kiss him hard. 
“Thank Onaistus,” he muttered into Farvor’s cheek. “I couldn’t find you.” Farvor took his hand, pressed his fingers to his lips, held them to his chest. 
“I’m safe. We’re all safe.” Ionas followed Farvor’s gesture, took in the scene, and his eyes lit with a grim victory as he saw Sullivain’s body on the ground. He took his father’s arm. 
“Perhaps this ambush was a blessing in disguise,” Ionas said. “This way there are no more hangings in Rochidain. It’s just the end of it all.” 
“At least we will have her body to show,” his father agreed. Ionas grimaced.
“I don’t think anyone wants to see more bodies.”
They both glanced at Hellevir. Davros’s expression closed.
“Burn the body,” he said. “So she cannot raise her.”
It didn’t seem real. It couldn’t be. Not after all she’d sacrificed, all they’d been through. This couldn’t be how it ended. She felt her body surge forward, and she gripped Davros’s hand. 
“Don’t,” she whispered. “Please.”
They ignored her. Farvor held her back as they ordered the soldiers to build up the fire among the supplies. She struggled weakly, but he was a soldier now and held her easily. When the fire was roaring and hot, Sullivain was picked up, her head lolling, and heaved onto the flames. 
Hellevir could do nothing but watch. Even if she had been whole, able to pick up a sword and swing it, there was only one of her. She made herself watch as Sullivain’s golden hair caught light and coiled into black. The soldiers stood around the pyre in silence. 
 
They watched the fires until they died down. Others had been set to burn the rest of the bodies, those of the Soldiers of the Light who had ambushed them. As dawn crept through the forest, the smoke began to dissipate, until only small tendrils wove up into the air from the debris like new sapling shoots. 
The soldiers began to make their move, gathering what was left for the final march to Rochidain. Hellevir sat with her back against a tree, watching the pyre smolder and die. When Farvor came and lowered himself beside her, she didn’t stir until he took her hand and said he was sorry. She knew he meant he was sorry that she had lost Sullivain, not because he had been the one to shoot her down, but squeezed his hand back. 
“Will you come with us to Rochidain?” he said. Hellevir looked at him vacantly.
“There’s nothing in Rochidain,” she replied.
“There’s a home for you at House Greerson. I’m sure Ionas would let you stay. Pa would be happy to have you near.” She didn’t reply at first, and then shook her head. Farvor sighed. “Well, if you want to return to Milandre . . .” 
“Milandre’s dead.”
He stared at her, stricken.
“What?”
“Her heart.”
Her voice sounded disinterested, distant. She hated how it sounded, and made herself put some force into her tone as she asked Farvor to pass her her staff, which was lying on the ground. He didn’t follow her as she limped over to the pyre and knelt beside it, ignoring the smoke as it stung her eyes, the sharp smell in her nostrils. 
It was hard to tell what was wood and what was bone. Her eyes didn’t want to see, didn’t want to try and discern parts of a body, but she made herself look. She felt Farvor watching her, felt his pity, and knew he was thinking about Calgir Redeion. 
 
Hellevir wouldn’t go back to Rochidain with them. Farvor tried to convince her, but she was quietly adamant. Even Ionas tried, but she refused. She sat astride Dune, with Elsevir on her shoulder, and watched as the patrol marched down the road, raising dust in its wake. The soldiers gave her sidelong glances, not knowing what to make of her. Frightened of her, she realized, with her missing bones, her black eye, her bird. Detachment locked her within a state of non-feeling, as if she were made not just partly but entirely of wood. She welcomed the odd sense of calm as a blessing. She needed calmness for what was to come. 
Davros halted his horse beside hers, letting his soldiers march ahead of them.
“It had to be done,” he said without looking at her. His face was grubby with dirt, soot, and blood, and ash was caught in his moustache. Nevertheless he sat tall, his head high as if he had renewed energy. They had won the war, and it was a bright new day. The smoke was dissipating around him. The Queen was finally dead. 
“I know you had to do it,” she replied. “I know she had to die.”
He glanced at her, his cold eyes unreadable.
“Ionas was right,” he said. She looked at him with a frown. He cleared his throat. “You were right. We need to start afresh, without hangings. It is better that she died fighting, outside of the city.” 
Hellevir just nodded. He made to move on, his horse tossing its mane.
“Lord Greerson,” she called. He paused and looked back over his shoulder. “She was a victim,” she found herself saying, “not just a tyrant. A victim of her grandmother, of Rochidain. I don’t say it to excuse her. There is no excuse for what she has done, but she knew no other way to be, and I didn’t have the chance to show her one.” She swallowed, glancing down the road as if she could see the red roofs of the capital, the gleaming canal waters. “Don’t let Rochidain make victims of others. Let there be a better Rochidain, without threats or violence. You have a second chance to build something new. Something cleaner.” 
He considered her, this man who had slain so many.
“You could help us, herbalist,” he said. “Help us to build.”
She found herself smiling. The idea was a beautiful one, and for a moment she entertained it, seeing the soot cleaned from Rochidain’s walls, the blackened roofs retiled, the gardens of the Order replanted, but try as she might she couldn’t imagine her own hand administering the healing. At the thought a wave of exhaustion washed over her, potent and deep. Her soul needed rest, not work. It was a sweet ache, to know it would be the duty of others. She raised her wooden hand, gestured to her black glass eye. 
“I am half gone with the old world,” she said. “I don’t think I’d fit in with the new. But thank you.” Her smile faded. “Look after my brother, won’t you?” 
“Of course. The new world needs new knights. Besides, my son won’t let any harm come to him.”
He tapped his forehead. She watched him turn and urge his horse into a trot to catch up with Ionas. Elsevir preened her hair, and she stroked his soft feathers. 
“Back home?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said. “Back home.”
 
She took her time riding back to the village. There was no rush. She ached from the earlier ride to reach Sullivain, and her prosthetics felt tight from wearing them for so long. 
Sunlight streamed down on her, and the smell of hawthorn and daffodils filled the roads, an odd counter to the smell of her own sweat, the smoke in her hair. She closed her eyes, used to Dune’s easy gait beneath her, and let the sun warm her face. It would be a hot summer, a good summer for the harvests. It would have been a good summer for Milandre’s garden. 
None of the villagers stopped her as she rode over the bridge and into town, dusk settling about her like sweet-smelling rain, only pausing to watch her as she passed. Soot-streaked and dishevelled, her hair in tangled snakes about her head, she looked every inch the witch they’d always feared. She paused only long enough to fetch her pack and gather a few last supplies, before she left on the north road without a backwards glance. 
She stopped in the next town over and penned a few letters, to her pa and Sathir, to her ma in the Galgoros. One to Farvor too. She left them with the innkeeper in the morning for the next messenger, and continued on her way. 
The miles passed in a haze. She wasn’t really there, wasn’t really paying attention to the road. In the occasional stray moment, something would remind her that she was still alive; the sharp and sudden smell of a bonfire and roasting meat, the laughter of children playing in the river as she crossed a bridge, the bickering of magpies in the boughs, shaking the cherry blossom loose to trickle over the road. She took these moments in and made them a part of her, committed them to her soul. 
The way became steeper as she began ascending the roots of the mountains, winding her way up the tricky paths, her shadow long behind her. Elsevir brought her shiny things for her pockets, coins he had found or stones that gleamed brightly in the rain. When she came to the long road she urged Dune into a gallop, enjoying the tug of the wind in her hair even as it stung tears from her eyes, the feel of her coat flapping behind her like wings, the thudding beat of the hooves beneath her, so strong they could trample down the world. 
Claridain was as she remembered, blessedly untouched by the war. Brighter, perhaps, without the snow and oncoming frosts. The temple gleamed white in the evening sun like a pearl. She came to the tavern where she’d wintered once, and paused outside. She could already hear the singing. Leaving Dune waiting outside for her, she ducked through the door, supporting herself on her staff. 
Eloé was mid-song. She had the sun in her voice. Hellevir saw her wink and thought she might have been spotted, but she wasn’t looking her way. At one of the tables sat Lykus, with a one-year-old child dandled on his knee, his hair red as a fox. Hellevir memorized the sight as she’d memorized the whole journey there. 
She only stayed until the end of the song. Although she yearned to go further inside, to hold Endride and throw her arms around Eloé, she turned and left before they could notice her, before she could change her mind. 
“Nearly there,” she told Dune outside, patting his neck. He whickered in response, nuzzling her cheek, and she heaved herself back up into the saddle. 
The maple trees weren’t yet red, but a lush green. She had just missed, yet again, the best time of year for tapping, but she didn’t mind. Fresh plugs had been fitted to the trunks to prevent them from bleeding from the tap sites. 
She found a large tree and paused beside it, tying Dune’s reins to the lower branches, before she eased herself down onto the roots, Elsevir nestled in her lap. From here, she could see out over the valley, over the old ruins and the forests. She could even see the lanternlight from the edge of the village. The sun was setting and streaked the sky in reds and oranges like the petals of an exotic bloom. It was warm on her face. 
Everything was good.
“We’ve come a long way together, old bird,” she said gently, brushing the raven’s head. He nibbled her finger.
“And further still to go,” he replied. She held him close and kissed him.
“Are you certain, dear heart? You could stay.”
“Our road is one.”
She sat there until night fell fully about her, and her breath began to frost, stroking Elsevir’s ruff until his eyes closed. Careful not to disturb him, she put her hand in her pocket and drew out the cherry blossom treasure, and the knucklebone she’d found in the ash at the edge of the pyre. It coated her remaining fingers with soot, but she didn’t mind. Then she closed her eyes and entered Death. 
 
She’d known he would be waiting for her. He’d watched her from Death since she’d left him by the cherry blossom, as he’d watched most of her life. He looked up at her as she descended the spiral staircase, her hand resting lightly on the banister. The fire flickered ethereally in the hearth, and by its light his skin was bone-white, his hair dark as ink, his eyes like black glass. A creature made of shadow. 
“Hello,” he said, the world said. She smiled, the full smile that she’d never quite been brave enough to show since she’d lost half of her teeth to silver. 
“Hello,” she replied.
“You seem . . . bright,” he commented. She looked down at her hands, her feet, took a deep breath unhindered by her belt. It tasted clean and cold. But it wasn’t just that; here, in Death, she no longer felt like she was made of rags, tattered like a flag that had been left out in the gales for too many years. There were no gaps. 
“I am whole,” she said. She looked up at him. “And I have come to make the final trade.”
The world shuddered around her at her words. Not with anger, like so many times before. She saw him draw a breath.
“Are you certain you want to?” he asked her quietly.
“I am.”
“And you know what it will mean? Her body is gone. It burned to ash.”
“I know what it means. A body for a body.” Her lip quirked. “As broken as mine was.” Once, she had been offered such a trade. When Calgir Redeion had been hanged, his corpse burned and his bones ground to dust, she had tried to bring him back. The man with the black eyes had refused, had said that for a body that had suffered such complete devastation, the only trade was another. 
He was before her in an instant, and for the first time she didn’t flinch.
“You aren’t afraid.” It was a statement, not a question.
“No. Not anymore. I have left behind stories, and I will leave behind promises. I’m not afraid.” She drew the blossom from her pocket and pressed it into his hand. His eyes seemed alight with it as if he held a flame. 
“All these things,” he said softly. “All these precious things. I thought I’d lost them forever.” His fingers closed around the blossom, delicate and pink. “She is behind you. I assume you will want to talk to her.” 
Hellevir’s heart caught. She turned slowly.
Sullivain sat by the fountain, trailing her hand through the water, leaving valleys as it froze mid-air in the unnatural stillness of Death. She brought a palmful of it to her eye level and drew her hand away, leaving it suspended before her, and chuckled. 
She was as Hellevir had first seen her in Death, all those years ago. Bright as a coin, shining in the gloom like a ray of sun. Achingly beautiful, her smile easy and unmarred, her eyes clear as pools, without the bloodstains of war and pain. Hellevir captured the sight of her and closed it away in her heart as if within a locket. 
“What a thing,” the Princess remarked, watching the water. Hellevir walked over and sat beside her at the edge of the fountain. Sullivain didn’t seem to have noticed her, not at first, and it gave Hellevir a few moments to watch her. She barely dared to touch her, to risk breaking the gossamer perfection of her. The scent of rosewater drifted around them. 
“Sullivain,” she said softly. The Princess glanced at her with a smile.
“Oh, there you are, herbalist,” she remarked. “I thought I’d lost you. Why must you always sneak off during these parties?” She didn’t wait for Hellevir to reply. “Look at this water, how do you think they do it?” 
“Witchcraft,” Hellevir said. In the half-light, Sullivain’s pale hair looked almost white. Hellevir raised a hand and brushed it from her face, wishing she could have seen it in the sunlight one last time. The Princess took her wrist and pulled her to her feet. 
“Well, come on, then,” she said.
“Where are we going?” Hellevir asked, wondering if Sullivain was seeing a memory from her life.
“I want to teach you fencing.”
“Fencing?”
“Yes. It’s like a dance but with swords. I’m good at it. Better than with a real blade.” She spun Hellevir around and stopped her with a hand on her waist. Hellevir savored the moment, standing close to her, hand in hand. They moved to a music only Sullivain could hear. 
“Aren’t you worried about starting rumors?” Hellevir teased.
“Why should I be? There have been rumors about us for years.” Sullivain chuckled. She stopped dancing, but before she could pull away, Hellevir wrapped her arms around her and hugged her close. The Princess squeezed her back and laughed, the sound going through Hellevir’s chest, and when she pulled away she brushed Hellevir’s brow with her thumbs as if to smooth away lines. 
“You’re so serious. When you brood you look like you’re trying to solve the problems of the world. Why are you so serious?” Hellevir smiled and placed her hands on either side of Sullivain’s face. 
“I know I can’t solve the problems of the world,” she said quietly. “But there is some good I can still do before I go. There are two things I must tell you. I hope you remember them. 
“The first is that there is a tavern in Claridain where a red-headed woman sings, her name is Eloé. I brought her son Endride into the world. They are alone and need a knight, and I give this task to you. It is the condition I place upon raising you a final time.” 
Sullivain frowned, parted her lips, but Hellevir pressed on, even though she wasn’t certain whether Sullivain could hear her properly in the half-light of Death, or would even remember a word she’d said. 
“And second, my bright flame,” she went on, nonetheless. “You are like a ship that never caught the full wind to its sail and all I want is for you to have the chance to live to your fullest. This is my second condition. Please live, and live well, and live without listening to the violence of your past.” 
She hesitated, continued softly, “You have hurt me in a thousand ways, and I am not forgiving it, but I want to see what you can be when you are free.” 
Sullivain pressed her forehead to Hellevir’s.
“You really think you can save me, don’t you, herbalist?” she murmured. Before Hellevir could speak she kissed her. It was a deep kiss that went through every layer of her. A kiss without the heaviness of each other’s thoughts, without any mind for what had gone before or how quickly it all might end. There was only Sullivain. Not the soldier, the Queen, the tyrant, but her Sullivain, no less real because she’d had so little time to exist in the world. It was the happiest Hellevir had ever been. 
The Princess winked at her when they parted, amused by Hellevir’s breathlessness. Then her smile faded.
“Please don’t go,” she said quietly.
“I’m not going anywhere,” Hellevir promised. Hellevir turned and looked at the man with black eyes. She raised her palm. He took her hand across his, and let the blood fall, drop by drop. 
 
Her soul began to unspool like thread. He took the end of it and pulled.
 
Hellevir watched as Sullivain was remade.
The bones fabricated themselves first, drawing from the materials of the earth. They formed like chrysalises, filamented and breakable, before they thickened and hardened. Brown tissue slid between them, in and out like intricate knotwork, and as she watched it pulsed a luminous scarlet, becoming flesh. Organs swelled and grew like fruit, shining in the moonlight. Sullivain’s heart knitted itself together and then blushed like a dazzling flower with a single beat, and another, and another. A thousand, a million rivers threaded through her and over her and became bloated with blood. 
In the empty sockets of her skull, thin membranes swelled delicately like blown glass, filling with liquid. Her teeth vanished under fibers that latched together and grew taut. Skin slid up and over the dome of her head like ice spreading over the surface of a lake. Hair bright as gold pricked and grew. She blinked with fragile eyelids that were barely more than a lattice of veins, blinked again and the white globes of her eyes darkened with irises and pupils that looked into Hellevir’s own, copper as coins. 
Sullivain’s body built itself, gathered itself from the roots of the maple tree, formed lungs and took a great, scorching breath. She heaved and coughed, raising half-formed hands before her eyes, the bones of her fingertips still exposed. Bare and cold, she shivered as she was reborn. 
Hellevir smiled and let her eyelids drift shut as her own form crumbled. Her glass eye tumbled into her fragmenting cheek and down through her body as it scattered like ash. 
 
She felt his arms around her as he carried her into Death. Antlers rose from his head like the boughs of a tree, high and black. For the first time, his touch was warm. 
“Am I dead?” she murmured.
“Yes,” he replied.
“I didn’t feel a thing.”
“My dear,” he said gently. “Did you really think, after all this time, that I’d let it hurt?”
 
The firelight was no longer blue. It flickered and warmed her like a real fire. There was no half-light, not anymore. Everything seemed as vibrant as in life. 
They sat in the leather armchairs before the hearth, watching the flames. She could almost have believed they weren’t in Death at all, but sitting side by side like normal people before a roaring hearth, were it not for the stillness of her own body. Her lack of a heartbeat, the quiet of her lungs. She hadn’t realized how her limbs had hummed with blood, how even her bones had seethed with their own energy. Her ears had been clogged with the sound of her own blood, her own breath. But then again, this wasn’t her body, but a facsimile of it. Her real body was nothing but dust. 
He sat beside her, watching her.
“What happens now?” she asked him. He stirred, as if he had been deep in thought.
“I have something to show you,” he said.
He didn’t move, but the world moved. It changed and tilted around them, shifting at the corner of her vision. She took a breath, as unnecessary as it was, as the world grew around her and bloomed. The dome of the hall was now a domed canopy. Long willow leaves trailed down around them, brushing a still river that curled not far from their feet. 
“The willow,” she murmured. He shifted, and drew her up to her feet. He parted the curtain of leaves and held it open for her to walk out. 
Beyond was a garden. The garden, from the Order of the Nightingale. Yellow and pink tulips, the artfully tended flowerbeds, the trimmed lawns. The old trees rising up like ocean stacks, the ivy climbing the high old walls. The only difference was that there was no breeze to bow the flowers’ heads. The river was still, and didn’t flow. It seemed as if it were frozen in time. 
“You made this for me?” she murmured.
“I did,” he said. “It is not the real place, but only a semblance. You can change it, if anything doesn’t suit you.”
She turned and looked at him with a frown.
“What do you mean?”
The warlord surveyed the garden, his expression sad. He seemed hesitant.
“The precious things that you found for me,” he said quietly. “The treasures. They were things made from bloodshed. They were markers of my pain, lost parts of myself scattered across my life, across the Chron. Pollutants of the earth. Now that you have brought them all to me, I am whole again.” He came to stand before her and hesitantly took her hands in his, as if he were still uncertain how to touch another being. They were so much larger than hers, a warrior’s hands, used to the sword. But they’d been softer once, when they’d drawn weaving patterns in books and pulled the shuttle through the warp, when they’d grown roses. She wondered what it was like to touch someone after a thousand years, and what she had felt like to him when she was alive. 
“When I was killed,” he went on, “they cursed my bones so that my soul would never know rest. I don’t know if it was the witch’s intention or a side effect of that curse, but she bound me to this place as punishment. I wouldn’t know peace until my pain, what I had done, had been expunged from the earth. I was forced to watch my legions, the men and women who followed me, in eternal pain in what you call the Void. But you brought my treasures, my pain, my sins, all together.” 
“What does that mean?” she asked. “Are you now allowed to rest?”
The world around them flickered like candlelight. He didn’t answer her at first.
“Death is . . . a blank canvas, an empty space with no government. You’ve seen what can happen when there is no soul presiding.”
She shivered. Yes, she had seen. No soul had been able to cross into whatever lay beyond. No soul had been allowed to die.
Suddenly, she had an inkling of what he was trying to tell her. Her hands went still in his.
“There was another before you,” she guessed. “You weren’t the first.”
“No. I was not. The curse freed whoever was here before, and condemned me to be the King of Death in their place.”
“Until now,” she breathed.
“Yes,” he said softly. “Until now.”
There was a silence in the garden, the total silence of Death. She’d never felt such silence, such stillness, through her skin to her marrow. Through every part of her soul. 
“I knew the moment you stumbled into this place,” he went on, “chasing after your fox, that it would be yours. One day.”
“Mine . . .”
“Yes. Death bends around you, Hellevir. You couldn’t see it, except when you were enraged by me.” His lip quirked. “It clings to you, bows to your thoughts and heart like it does to mine, and for some time now it has been colored less by my soul than by yours.” 
Hellevir looked around her, brushing a budding rose with her fingertip. Under her touch, it unfurled, blossomed, so bright it almost seemed to glow. They watched it together. 
“Me,” she breathed. “You want me to take your place.”
“There is no other who can,” he said, and she heard apology, wretchedness, in his voice. “Only you.”
Her eyes drifted over the gardens, over the walls, up to the darkness above their heads, the infinite darkness. She could almost feel it, how endless it was, the bright flames of passing souls searing through it like comets. 
“Queen of all this,” she murmured.
“If you want it.” He seemed to hope that she wouldn’t. “I could just let you drift away, like all the others. If you aren’t a fool, it’s what you’ll ask me to do.” 
She let her eyes linger on the flowerbeds, the willow, the place she had loved so much in life. It struck her then that she wasn’t at all surprised by what he’d said. It seemed to make an absurd sense, as if she had known all along since she first chased that fox, that this was where it would lead. Perhaps it was the absence of her heartbeat, or blood in her veins, but she felt immeasurably calm. 
“You never chose this,” she said quietly. “They made you reign here, so you couldn’t rest. This was a punishment.” She stood straighter, turned to look up at him. “It would be different if I chose to stay. I would know it was an eternity I picked, not one I was forced into.” 
“Any eternity becomes too long, even if you choose it, even if it’s the most blissful of eternities.” He took her by the shoulders, as if beseeching her. “Eternity is too long for any soul.” 
“I know.”
“It may not be in a hundred years,” he said, “or two hundred, but one day, you will wish for sleep. Watching life from the edge of it . . .” He seemed to struggle for the words. “You see fire, you see brightness. You see people you can’t touch, food you can’t eat, gardens you can’t walk through. You will see pain and ruin you can’t prevent, mistakes made again and again. And you will feel the edges of your own mind ever more strongly, unchanging, rigid. It is torture, Hellevir. You will regret this if you say yes. It is a certainty.” 
She hesitated. All the cracked paths of her life, all the wayward tangles, all of it gathered to bring her here, to this moment. It suddenly seemed as if there could have been no other outcome. 
“You’ve served your time,” she found herself saying, and the words came from the core of her soul, as if someone else had written them for her a long time ago. “You’ve watched your soldiers in the Void for a thousand years, and that was your punishment. I think a thousand years is long enough. Besides,” she added. “Perhaps in a thousand years, someone else will come along who can walk the line between life and death, and they’ll take their turn.” He stared at her a moment, and he was right there behind his eyes, maskless and desperate for her to say yes, begging her to say yes, but unable to bring himself to condemn another life to the fate he had endured. She smiled. “Yours is a soul I can finally save.” 
He surprised her by raising his hands and placing them gently on either side of her face. His touch was no longer iron-cold, but warm. Now, he just felt human. He kissed her gently on the forehead. She wished, absurdly, distractedly, that she could feel his heart as she’d felt Sullivain’s, just this once. 
He’d seemed so callous to her, once. But it wasn’t that he hadn’t cared, as she’d thought. He’d just seen too much of it all.
“All you have to do is call me by my name,” he said into her hair. “It is the last treasure of mine you have.”
 
She didn’t say it at first. Instead, they wandered through the gardens. He told her about what the monastery had been like where he’d been a boy, the rose gardens they’d tended, the monks he’d known there who were his brothers. He told her about the time before he was the Antlered King. His lip no longer curled with mockery, with the disdain he’d used as a way to keep at arm’s length an eternity of unhappiness. Now he was just who he might have been in life, had life let him be himself. She wondered how she could ever have been afraid of him. 
They stopped by the willow and ducked again beneath its branches, sitting against its trunk and listening to the silence. Of all the things in the garden, the willow felt stronger, brighter, as if it might have had a heartbeat, and Hellevir put her hand against the trunk as if to feel it. She wondered if the soul of the willow could pass into Death as well. 
“What do you think there is?” she asked. “On the other side?”
“I don’t know,” he replied, his head against the trunk. “I hope it’s nothing. I hope I just . . . stop.” She took his hand, and he held it tight against his chest. “Tell me my name, Hellevir,” he said quietly, and the world rumbled with him. The air felt unusually still around them, as if holding its breath; the world of Death watching the departure of its guardian. 
She turned her head and brought her mouth close to his ear. She knew his name, because she had drunk from Sullivain’s soul, and knew everything she had ever seen, had ever known. The name had been written in the De Neïd journals, hidden and kept secret by the family that had killed him hundreds of years ago. She whispered it, and felt him shudder as it went through him, into him. He closed his eyes, letting out a sigh, and a moment later he was gone. 
 
Hellevir stood at the edge of the Void, looking down. It didn’t hurt her eyes anymore. It was as if she saw more of it than her mind could ever have encompassed when she was alive, as if she were looking upon many landscapes at once. The air around her churned with her discomfort. Every one of the souls in that pit resided within her, as they resided in Death. She could feel them. She could feel their pain, almost as if it were her own, separated from her only by the gauzy layer of belief that it was not her pain; because if she did believe it, Death would make it so. Death was a reflection of all she was. 
So many down there. She didn’t let herself look away.
She recognized that the Void had been born from the Antlered King’s need to punish. A place for the hungry, those who snatched and burned and killed, to pay for their hunger, as he had been made to pay for his. 
Hellevir had never agreed with Death’s definition of hunger. In his eyes, every instance of appetite caused a cut that would bring about infection. Lust, passion, obsession, to him they had all been dangerous, sinful, and all were responsible for the pains and injustices he had witnessed every moment for a thousand years. 
Hellevir knew he’d been wrong. Appetite was what encouraged a seed to send out a root in search of water, a leafed stem in search of sunlight. It was what brought a paintbrush to an artist’s canvas and a quill to a writer’s hand. Without appetite, there was no reason to live. 
Of course, appetite without bounds could be harmful, she acknowledged this. But she didn’t see the point in punishment. Those who felt ashamed of their hunger paid for it with their shame, and those who didn’t would never learn to be another way. 
Hellevir had no such need to punish, and because Death was her, and she was it, Death no longer had the need either. Her only need was to heal, to save, to forgive. 
An embodiment of second chances, he had called her. Under her rule, the half-light of Death would not be a place for further misery, but for rest, no matter the hunger, no matter if it had caused harm. If another came to take her place—in a hundred years, a thousand—they might think differently, but for now Death was her realm, and she was its Queen. 
She felt the souls rise from the Void with sobs of liberation and drift, released into whatever was Beyond. The arms of Onaistus perhaps, or the care of some other god. A nothing, she hoped, as the One Before Her had hoped, but not a torment, of that she was sure. 
With a groaning sigh, the wound of Death repaired itself and closed, and the Void was no more.



Epilogue
Seventeen years later
Dawn broke over moors white with snow, glinting from spiderwebs encrusted with frost. Streams which had hardened to ice overnight cracked quietly as the watery sun did its utmost to heat the air, and mist rose from them like phantoms. In a paddock, two horses tossed their heads, nostrils pluming, and licked the frozen water in the trough, their hooves crunching through the snow. 
They looked up in unison as someone approached, a young man with fox-red hair. They recognized him and trotted over, nuzzling his pockets for treats and nibbling at the hem of his heavy coat. He laughed and batted them away gently, before he tackled the trough water with a hammer, breaking through the ice so the horses could drink. They thanked him, and he tapped his head to say it was no bother. 
He made sure they could get into their stables easily; his mother had always believed in letting them have the freedom of choice to come and go into the dry. He mucked out the stalls and laid out fresh hay for them. 
The creak of the gate which led up to the farmhouse caught his ear around midday, and he put his head out again. There was someone riding up the path. They were dressed heavily in furs, but still he recognized their shape. 
“Sullivain!” he shouted, and ran up the path towards her. The figure stopped and dismounted, opening her arms for him to fly into. She laughed as he almost knocked her over. 
“Endride! You grow a foot every time I see you,” she exclaimed, looking up at him and fixing him with her copper eyes. She ruffled his hair. “What’s this, you’re taller than me now? How dare you.” 
“That’s what happens, you know,” he remarked. “Growth and aging and all that. Come up to the house, Ma will be so happy you’re here. Where have you been travelling?” 
He led her up to the farmhouse, peppering her with questions. The farmhouse was a sturdy thing, weathered by years of wind and rain, and with the curling gables typical of Gal Earith architecture. Inside it was simply and sparsely furnished, but cozy. A log fire was crackling against one wall, and in front of it sat a woman with the same red hair as her son, plucking a chicken. She looked up as they came in, and her face lit up with a beaming smile. She stood abruptly, sending feathers erupting around her. 
“Sullivain!” she exclaimed, rushing towards her. “You’re home!”
 
They sat that evening by the fire, having dined on chicken, fresh cheese, and bread. It was the nicest meal Sullivain had enjoyed in a long time, after so long on the road. 
Eloé usually went down to the village where there was a popular inn that paid her well to sing and play the lute, but it was one of the Temple holy days and the inns would be empty. The Onaistian faith had bled into Gal Earith when the trade had picked up after the war, and now their white temples were emerging like halved eggs from the moorlands everywhere. 
Endride had poured them both some mead and then excused himself to go to the evening prayers. When Sullivain had said she didn’t mind if Eloé went too, the singer refused. 
“Do you no longer practice?” Sullivain asked as they sat by the firelight.
“I never decided not to practice,” Eloé hedged, “but I missed one Assembly, and then another, until it seemed embarrassing to show my face again. It’s a good thing Lykus is still in Claridain and wouldn’t know to be disappointed in me.” 
“What stopped you going?”
“I couldn’t really tell you. I was watching Endride grow, and I couldn’t help but think to myself, He wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for someone they called heathen. It wasn’t Onaistus who saved my son. It was Hellevir.” The name sparked warm as an ember in the air of the little cabin, and Sullivain felt the heat of it. She looked down at her cup of mead. Eloé laughed as if an absurd thought had occurred to her. “I suppose you could argue it was Onaistus saving Endride by means of Hellevir, but that seems blasphemous to both old and new faiths, don’t you think?” 
Sullivain winced. The phrase did sound atonal, sorely out of tune. “Blasphemous and daft,” she muttered, taking a sip of her mead. 
“As Endride grew it seemed somehow . . . dishonest to still attend assemblies? As if I were a hypocrite, believing two faiths at once.” 
“I remember a fair few politicians in Rochidain who could say three contradictory things at once, often in the same breath, and often while believing none of them.” 
“But do you know what I mean?” Sullivain wondered how long she had been craving someone to share her fears with. She took a breath, not wholly comfortable with the topic, but Eloé was looking at her with wide eyes, almost desperate. 
“Hellevir is not a religion,” Sullivain said gently. She said the name delicately, tenderly, as if it were a moth held between cupped palms about to be released into the night. “You can hold your faith and believe there are other things at work.” She looked into the fire and huffed a humorless laugh. “I have no answers, Eloé. I’m not unbiased. I used to be devout too. I used to believe that I had fallen from the Path of Light, that my god would punish me, banish me. It was so ingrained into me a part of me still believes it.” 
The mead had gone to her head slightly. In the warmth, with the carefully woven blanket laid around her, feet tucked under her, a roof over her head and an old friend beside her, she felt locks within her turn, hinges creak, a reaching out across the space from her to Eloé. 
“You know I . . . I was robbed on the road here.”
Eloé’s eyes widened.
“Onaistus, are you all right? Did they hurt you?” She hesitated, reconsidered who she was talking to. “Are they all right? What happened?” 
“There were only two of them, just scrawny lads. One grabbed my pack and fled, and I had to chase him. I caught him, pinned him down and . . .” She took a breath, released it shakily as if she’d just run on the hunt. “Eloé, it was a close thing. Blood racing, skin hot. Felt like my whole body was a struck drum. I was leaning over this boy, my knee to his back, and I couldn’t see anything in the world but him.” Her hand reached up half-consciously to her neck. “It was like when I was younger, when all I felt was anger, like it was throttling me. I wanted to hurt him, Eloé. Make him rethink ever seizing a woman’s pack. Make him rethink looking at a stranger on the road, make him . . .” She stopped, took another breath. 
“But I didn’t. He was just a skinny boy. Probably hadn’t eaten in days. I took my pack and let him go. Once upon a time that would have been impossible for me, certainly during the war. I carry around the same fire, but I’ve been building a hearth around it. It’s contained, and the only person who ever believed that I could contain it was Hellevir.” It felt like cobwebs being brushed away in a breeze. She found she had the strength to go on. 
“Hellevir . . . no matter what I did, she would not banish me,” she murmured. “No matter how much I deserved it. She knows me completely, better than I know myself, and she still sees something worth saving. That is the sort of love I will worship, not one that makes conditions and threats, that makes me afraid. 
“Onaistian keeps people good and proper, gives many people a light, and I don’t begrudge that. But faith has to be earned, and by Onaistus . . .” She chuckled, took a sip of mead. “Well, Hellevir earned it, a thousand times over. The God of Light never earned a damned thing from me.” 
She glanced over at Eloé. Crow’s feet were pressed into the corners of the singer’s eyes from years of smiling and laughing, but now she was frowning into her drink. Sullivain cleared her throat and sat up straighter. 
“I’ve rambled on,” she said, self-conscious. “That doesn’t answer your question at all.”
“No, it’s all right,” Eloé assured her. She smiled a little sadly. “It helps to know other people wonder about these things too. I just feel a little bewildered by everything sometimes. Isn’t that supposed to go away when you have a grown son?” She said it jokingly, but Sullivain could hear fatigue in her voice. 
Sullivain put aside her mead and leaned forward, taking Eloé’s hand.
“You should come with me,” she offered. “Next time I go. I’m bored with wandering alone. My own thoughts make for hopeless travelling companions. We could go north, to the mountains, find out what all these stories of hot water pools in the middle of ice wastes are about. Or west, into the forests. I hear there are witches with purple eyes and hair made of ferns.” 
“We’re not the spring chickens we used to be, Sullivain,” Eloé reminded her. She pulled at her forelock, which stood out as a long streak of iron-grey from the rest of her red hair, to make her point. 
Sullivain gestured over to her pack lying by the door, the great-sword leaning casually against the wall.
“Rubbish,” she remarked. “Speak for yourself. I can still swing her like I’m twenty. Besides, didn’t you tell Hellevir that you wanted to wander?” 
Eloé didn’t say no. She opened her mouth, closed it, contemplated Sullivain’s boots drying on the hearth.
“And Endride?” There was a note of worry in her voice.
“Let him see the world. You gave him a rider’s name.” She took Eloé’s hand again. “I will keep him safe. I will keep you both safe, as I did after the war. I swear it. In spring, let’s go, the three of us. I need your songs for the road.” 
Sullivain ached for her to say yes. It was the reason she’d come back, had braved the first frosts to get to Eloé’s little town. After the war, the singer had been the only one who understood. 
Eloé’s lip twitched upwards. “Does this mean you’ll spend the snows here?”
“If you’ll have me.”
“And give you all winter to convince me? I don’t stand a chance.”
They smiled at each other. Eloé patted Sullivain’s hand and put her empty cup aside.
“I’m afraid I have to turn in,” she said. “But the cot is made up for you.” She stood and gathered her blanket, but paused at the doorway into the little room where she and Endride slept. “You talk about her as if she’s still here,” she added carefully. “In the present. You still see her, don’t you?” 
Sullivain rested her head back in her chair, her cup upon her stomach, and looked into the fire. “Sometimes,” she murmured. “In my dreams.” 
“That makes me glad. Well, say hello from me.”
“I will. Goodnight, Eloé.”
 
That night she dreamed she was sitting by a fire, and her hair was being gently stroked.
 
The next morning the three of them went for a ride through freshly fallen snow. They saddled the horses and trekked out across the moors, crunching through the thin top-crust of ice. Robins trilled and flickered across the path in front of them, and crows circled overhead. The air smelled crisp, of log-burning stoves and the heavy furs they were wrapped up in. 
“I’ll race you!” Endride shouted over his shoulder, and kicked his horse forward before Sullivain could say a word. She cast a long-suffering glance towards Eloé, but the singer had already surged after him, whooping, in a flurry of snow and ice. Sullivain grinned and spurred on her own mount, determined not lose to a boy of eighteen and his mother. They broke into a canter, and a gallop, and soon the three of them were charging down the empty road. She lost herself to the thunder of their horses’ hooves, to the whistle of the wind in her hair, to the headlong charge that could have sent her flying with a single stumble. A thrill rushed through her and she exulted in it, laughing as they raced. 
 
Watching from the half-light, with a raven upon her shoulder, the woman with green eyes smiled.
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