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CHAPTER ONE
A SUDDEN DEMOTION
 
The Knife drowsed in a chair behind the Stone Crow Inn after a breakfast of fried mushrooms, sausages, and eggs. He tilted the chair back against the wall. The view was not the best, but it was quiet. Several horses gazed at him solemnly from over the stable fence. He could smell hay and manure and the thick, warm scent that was horse. The morning sunshine was the color of honey. He shut his eyes. A memory floated through his mind, of his mother likening him to a lazy cat always seeking sunlight to sleep in. A reluctant smile crossed his face. He hadn’t thought of his mother in a long time. 
Ronan would have fallen asleep had not someone cleared their throat nearby. It was a polite, apologetic sort of sound. Just out of boot’s reach, he reflected to himself. Pity. He opened one eye. Smede took a step back. 
Ronan sighed. “Can’t it wait until next month?”
“The sun will be here another day,” said Smede.
“But I may not. Go away. You bother my digestion. If I were regent, there’d be less Smedes in this city.”
“One Smede will suffice,” said Smede. “However, as much as we’re both fascinated by myself, there’s no time for pleasantries. The Silentman requests the honor of your presence. As soon as is convenient for you, which is—”
“At once, no doubt?” said Ronan. 
“Of course,” said Smede. The accountant followed him from the courtyard, smiling and rubbing his hands together. The horses gazed after them with placid eyes.
Ronan had guessed it was that. Smede hardly ever emerged into the sunlight unless it was for a serious matter. Because he kept the books for the Guild, he was one of the few Guild members who knew, so it was said, the real identity of the Silentman. The Silentman often used him as a messenger when he had something important brewing. 
“I know where I’m going, Smede,” said Ronan, quickening his pace. “Why don’t you trot back to your numbers? Being seen with you won’t do my reputation any good. You aren’t a fit companion for the dreaded Knife.”
“No, no. I don’t mind a nice, brisk walk,” said Smede, whose own habits rarely required him to do more than lifting his pen to the inkbottle. “Exercise is purported to promote health and long life, so I’ve read. I myself find that rigorous work cleanses the liver and sharpens the mental faculties so much so that, happily enough, the arithmetic of accounting seems to solve its own puzzles before my eyes. Truly, a blissful state. Though, the application of leeches produces the same effect in me. Do you find this for yourself as well?”
Hearne thronged with people that morning. The city was crowded enough any day of the year, for Hearne was the center, the heart of Tormay, the lodestone that drew travelers and traders from all other lands. It was here that the old seat of power had been, when kings still governed Tormay as one united land. Even though rule had dispersed to the duchies long ago, people still journeyed to Hearne to gawk at the castles and mansions, the spired terraces and manors that wound up the heights of Highneck Rise, the sprawling stone wharves, and the mysterious, ruined grandeur of the once-mighty university that now stood silent, warded and chained shut. And, of course, people came to Hearne for trade. The marketplaces of Hearne bought and sold everything there was to be had in all the duchies of Tormay. If money could purchase the thing, then it could be found in Hearne.
But this morning the streets were even more crowded than usual. For in a month’s time, the annual Autumn Fair would begin, when the lords and ladies from all the duchies of Tormay came to Hearne to enjoy the hospitality of its regent, Nimman Botrell. The Fair was when every trader in Tormay came to buy and sell and barter. Magical oddities unearthed from the past, rare weavings and wines, gems and silks, dancing badgers and surly sandcats from southern Harth that could be enspelled into wards and, as such, provided one of the more vicious and effective protections for buildings that gold could buy. In short, the Autumn Fair was a time of celebration of the rare, the beautiful, the valuable, the finest things of Tormay trotted out to impress and astound, to enspell and ensnare. It was a time to make and lose fortunes.
And the Autumn Fair was a gold mine for the Thieves Guild.
The traders had been arriving all that week, carting in their goods by camel, mule, ship, and horseback. They would settle into rented quarters and begin preparations for the upcoming month. Ripe for the picking.
Ronan’s fingers twitched in anticipation. A nice job or two with fat pickings, and with what he had coming from the chimney job the other night, he’d have enough to leave the city. He’d go to Flessoray and find himself an island. Fishing and cold sunlight. The sea.
Beside him, Smede plucked at his sleeve.
“What?” he said, palming an apple off a passing cart. He bit into it. 
“Let’s use the widow Grusan’s place,” said Smede. “It’s the nearest entrance, just down the next alley, and the Silentman doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”
Various entrances and exits to the Silentman’s headquarters were maintained by the Guild throughout the city. Several were in more public places, such as the Goose and Gold tavern, while others were located in private residences like the widow Grusan’s house, and, as such, their existence was not as widely known among the lower rank and file of the Guild.
“Oh, all right,” said Ronan, not willing to admit that he was ignorant of that particular entrance. The apple, half-eaten, sailed into the gutter. They turned down the alley. 
They stopped at a wooden door tucked away in a corner. The door was so small and unobtrusive that the usual passerby would never have noticed it. The accountant knocked, and after a moment the door creaked open. An old woman peered out at them. The place was dank and dark, full of the odor of sour porridge and crowded with rickety furniture that seemed to consist mostly of broken arms and legs. Spiderwebs hung from the ceiling and festooned the furniture and walls with their dirty gray draperies. 
“Splendid to see you, Widow Grusan,” said Smede. “You look the perfect rose of health. What is it that you do? Exercise, hot tea, regular doses of sunlight, liver soup strained through cheesecloth to remove all the nasty bits of grit? Come, I must know your secret. Tell me all.”
“Ale, and plenty of it,” she said. The widow Grusan was a collection of bones and wrinkled skin. Wisps of hair straggled out from underneath a knit mobcap. “With two teeth, t’ain’t much else I take. Now tell me, little man, where’s my silver for the month? The Guild ain’t paid me and I’m sitting here, chewing my own gums.”
This was, perhaps, the only sort of thing that could send Smede running. He jumped like a startled rabbit at her words.
“Oh my, Ronan, we’re late, and we—”
“We’re not that late,” said the Knife. “How much does the Guild owe you, madame?”
“—certainly don’t want to keep, er, him, waiting, do we?”
“Five silver pieces,” said the old woman. “Little enough to have the rabble tramping through my house all hours of the night, tracking dirt onto my clean floors and putting my pets into panic. It’s not asking much to have the silver on time, is it now?”
“Of course not,” said Ronan. “You should expect nothing less. The Guild prides itself on its efficient business practices, including the payment of debts. Isn’t that right, Smede?”
“Well, yes,” said Smede reluctantly.
“Believe it or not, madame,” continued the Knife, “my friend Smede here happens to be the chief moneybags for the Guild and, as such, can easily pay you your silver.”
“Fancy that,” said the old woman. “Don’t look much, does he, all pale and nervous-like. Twitchy.”
At that point, Smede had no option. He haughtily drew himself up as best as he could and paid over the silver, dribbled from a greasy wallet he pulled from deep within his coat.
The widow Grusan led them to a room, where a large tapestry hung on one wall. The weaving was covered with blue whorls and meandering black lines that wove in and out of each other in a bewildering manner that made no sense to the eye. Probably of Harthian origin, the Knife thought to himself. And it was a ward. He could hear the faint warning buzz, trembling on the edge of his perception. Definitely a ward, but of a strange sort. 
The old woman hobbled up to the tapestry and muttered a few inaudible words. The whorls and lines came alive, and, like a tangle of snakes roused from sleep, writhed away from the center of the tapestry until there was only plain, black wool in the middle of the hanging. Smede stepped forward, plunged right through the tapestry, and disappeared. 
There was something unsettling about the tapestry, the way those lines had convulsed into life, squirming their way through the woven wool. The darkness of the room weighed on Ronan. He felt old and tired. What he was doing in the cramped, stone-lined life of Hearne? He needed wide open spaces and escape from forever wondering whether the next day would bring his death, with all the ghosts of his past an attentive audience. 
“It won’t stay open forever.”
“What?” he said.
“The door—t’won’t last,” she said. Her voice was paper-thin, worn down by age. “Forward or back, lovie, that’s our lot—we were never intended to stand still on the spot like a dumb ox, for death’ll find us quick-like then.”
He scowled at her and stepped forward through a soft, clinging sensation. Tendrils trailed over him, and then he was standing in a narrow passage. A torch guttered with cold, blue fire on the wall, only giving off enough light to reveal hints of dusty stonework and Smede’s scowling face. Ronan turned, but there was nothing behind him except a blank stone wall.
“Come on, then,” said the accountant. “We don’t have all day.”
It took them almost half an hour of walking through the gloomy passageway to reach the court of the Silentman. They walked in silence, for Smede was grumpy and Ronan didn’t like talking with the accountant, even on the best of days. The passage twisted and turned in a fashion that defied logic. At various places, they came to cramped intersections at which other passages plunged away into the shadows. But at such spots, where it would be easy to lose the way, a white hand, painted high up on the wall, always pointed in the direction of the Silentman’s court.
The passage ended at an iron door. There was no handle, only a knocker. The accountant glanced expressionless at Ronan and then let the knocker fall. A bell-like tone rang out and echoed away into the darkness of the passage. It sounded like a funeral knell. The door swung open.
Before them was a narrow hall, lined with pillars rising to a low ceiling. Carvings adorned the stone walls, elaborate scenes of the city, all of Hearne—the habitations of the rich and of the poor, the crowded marketplaces, the groves and fountains of Highneck Rise—chiseled in graceful strokes by some long-dead craftsman. There were a number of doors behind the pillars on either side of the walls. The same strange torches that lit the passageway with their cold, blue fire, were the only source of illumination in the hall. 
As soon as Ronan stepped through the door, the flesh prickled on the back of his neck. Never, in all his time with the Guild had the court been empty when he had been there. It was always a place of exuberant life, of loud voices and a multitude of conversations jumbled together into the incoherent roar of a family. A sly, devious one that might stab you in the back given the opportunity—true—but still a family.
Now, however, there was only silence. At the far end of the hall there were two people. Standing beside the dais was the short figure of Dreccan Gor—steward and advisor of the Silentman. Slouching in the stone chair on the dais was the Silentman. 
“Approach,” said the Silentman. 
Smede and Ronan walked down the long, lonely length of the hall. The Silentman leaned forward as they neared. His face was a blur of enspelled shadow that went out of focus whenever Ronan looked at him. The torches on either side of the dais limned his stone chair with blue light and lent a sickly hue to Dreccan Gor’s face. The shadow shrouding the Silentman drank the light and was not diminished.
“How long has it been, Ronan,” said the Silentman, “since you first entered my employment?”
“Thirteen years,” offered Dreccan. “Almost to the month.”
A trickle of sweat ran down Ronan’s back.
“The steward’s right, my lord,” he said. “Nearly thirteen years.”
The Silentman leaned back in his chair. “When I first became the Silentman, the Guild was a feeble construct, a rabble ruled by a meteoric succession of fools unable to see beyond their own lusts. But I’ve built the Guild into an enterprise stretching as far north as the coast of Thule and south to the bazaars of Damarkan in Harth. I’ve ruled the Guild with an iron hand—I won’t deny it, particularly to the three of you who know more than all the other members taken together—but my severity has been more than balanced by our success. While much of this has been due to my will, some of this success hinged on surrounding myself with capable and extraordinary people—foremost, the three of you. If you would indulge me, the three of you are death, money, and wisdom personified. And I, of course, am power. 
“The tedious machinations of money are, in your hands, Smede, a work of art. What were you before I found you—a draper’s clerk in Vomaro, totting up bolts of silk? You pluck sense from a hundred different tangled threads of gold that weave their way through Hearne. With you at your books, I can rest easy, for I know your diligence.”
“Thank you, my lord,” said the accountant. Out of the corner of his eye, Ronan noticed Smede edging away from him.
“And Dreccan Gor, the Guild has profited from your advice. The Gors have always served the house of Botrell well, our thin-blooded line of ruling regents, as you still do today, but I fancy your wisdom does more good for the Guild.”
The fat steward bowed.
“We Gors have advised the house of Botrell for nearly two centuries,” the steward said. “Our present regent, Nimman Botrell, has proven to be somewhat of a wastrel and lazy hound, but we still have stood by him, my father before me, and now I. We are Gors.”
A snarling laugh echoed from the shadows of the Silentman’s chair. “And if the regent heard your words, Dreccan?”
“I’d tell him to his face, my lord,” said the steward, “if I thought it beneficial for him and Hearne.”
“I suspect you would, but you waste your time on Botrell.”
Dreccan bowed again. “I serve you better with my ear in the regent’s castle, privy to his thoughts.”
“As long as there isn’t a conflict,” said the Silentman. 
Ronan had the distinct impression that the conversation was a charade, a delay while the Silentman examined him from the shadows.
“And my Knife,” said the Silentman. 
A breath of air feathered across Ronan’s face. Sweat sprang from his forehead at its touch. 
“Thirteen years,” said the shadowed figure. “Thirteen years and I’ve never had cause for complaint. All the hardest jobs, all the delicate matters I couldn’t allow into other hands, and all the deaths I’ve found sadly necessary. I’ve never enjoyed a fellow Guild member’s death—”
“Neither have I,” muttered Ronan.
“But always you’ve proven faithful to the task.”
“That he has,” said Dreccan Gor. “Dependable. As even-keeled as one of those Thulish cargo boats.”
“This is the problem, Ronan,” continued the Silentman, ignoring his steward. “When the Guild’s hired to do a job, it’s my word given as surety that the customer will be satisfied. Our reputation rests on this. When that reputation is tarnished, our profits fall. This, I cannot have.”
“I’ve always given the Guild my complete loyalty, my lord,” said Ronan. “What prompts your speech? I confess myself confused.”
“The Guild was hired recently to recover a box from the house of Nio Secganon, a member of that group of scholars mucking about the university ruins. They’ve been searching for ancient manuscripts and whatnot. Trinkets from the past. Botrell is a fool. He should never have allowed them permission. It’s always best to let the past sleep. Anyway, the box had previously belonged to our client and then, unfortunately, found its way into the hands of this Nio fellow.”
“The box carved with the hawk,” said Ronan. “I remember it. I delivered it to your hands in full sight of the steward here, just a few days ago.”
“Were all the details of the job observed?”
“Of course.” 
Memories from that night raced through Ronan’s mind. The moonless sky. Listening at the chimney and hearing the stealthy descent of the boy down through the darkness. Waiting crouched on the roof and gazing out over the sleeping skyline of Hearne. Tension in the rope, signifying the boy’s return. The tiny, poisoned knife hidden and waiting inside his cloak. And the guilt. Numb as ever, but guilt nonetheless.
“But they weren’t,” said the Silentman. “The box was opened.”
“What do you mean, my lord?” asked Ronan.
“The box was opened,” repeated the Silentman. His voice, diminished to a rough whisper by whatever magic masked him, was vicious. “It was the simplest of instructions. What am I to do if my most trusted thief, my ablest killer, doesn’t obey me?”
“I didn’t open the thing,” said Ronan, hating the shadowed figure in front of him. “Did I become the Knife to act like a child, to hear words and then forget them?”
“But the boy’s dead, isn’t he?”
“Beyond a doubt,” said Ronan. “He took enough lianol to kill all four of us. He would’ve been dead thirty seconds after I jabbed him. I’d stake my life on it.”
“I might have to take you up on that.”
The words fell into the silence of the room and lay there, heavy and immobile. Torchlight gleamed on Dreccan Gor’s face. His fat jowls glistened with sweat. A dispassionate part of Ronan’s mind observed this with interest. He’s afraid. This fat old man I thought as sturdy and as unmovable as the hill of Highneck Rise. The unshakable Gor fears something. Something that isn’t being said, behind these words and whatever is in the devious mind of our Silentman. Something stands in the shadows behind them. 
I’m afraid too.
“My lord?” said Ronan. 
His senses tingled raw, poised for sudden movement. He felt the weight of the knife slung around his neck. One second. That’s all it would take to draw and fling the knife. He could already see it buried in the Silentman’s throat. He never missed. But he didn’t know what kind of magic was guarding the man. His fingers twitched once and then were still.
“The box was opened before it reached this court. Of that I’m in no doubt.”
“How do you know this is true, my lord?” said Ronan.
The Silentman waved one hand in irritation. “It was opened. It contained an item of great power and now it’s gone. It was gone before you brought the box here.” 
“But you have only the word of your client on this. Perhaps he’s merely—”
“Silence!”
The Silentman rose from his stone chair in fury. Shadow thickened around him, and the torches throughout the hall dimmed as if choked of air. 
“You dare question me?” he said. “The box was opened.”
“Not by me,” said Ronan.
“Someone opened the accursed thing!”
Ronan’s thoughts rapidly filled in the answers, the options. There was only one. But it was impossible. The boy’s face, bewildered and frightened and knowing all at once, flashed through his mind. Vanishing down into the darkness of the chimney.
“That means,” said the Silentman, “one of two possibilities. Either the boy opened the box, or you opened it.”
“And,” said Dreccan, “if the boy opened the box, he might still be alive.”
“But the lianol—”
“The lianol would not have killed him if he had opened the box. Whatever was in the box might have—I’m not sure—protected him. Preserved him, perhaps.”
The Silentman pointed a long black arm at Ronan. “One of you opened the box.”
As quickly as the Silentman’s fury had flared, it was gone, damped down and invisible beneath the shadows wreathing his body. But Ronan could hear it vibrating below the surface of the Silentman’s words. Anger welled up within his own mind in answer. His mouth went dry with it and his hands trembled. The anger was tinged with fear. He hated the Silentman, then, as he never had, for having such an effect on him—the Knife, the dreaded enforcer of the Guild.
“There’s magic involved,” said the Silentman, speaking more to himself now than to the three assembled before him. He shifted restlessly on his chair. Shadow drifted around him. “We still don’t know what the box contained. Our client is proving unusually close-mouthed on the subject. There’s the possibility something unusual happened to the boy, as Dreccan said. If he opened the box. I won’t discount that. You’re convinced he’s dead, Ronan. But your certainty puts you in a bad spot. For if he’s dead, that leaves me with few options. You’re hereby stripped of the position of the Knife of the Guild. You’ll confine yourself within the city walls. Leave Hearne and your life is forfeit.”
“I’ll find him,” said Ronan, his voice hoarse. “His body, anything—”
“Get out of my sight,” said the Silentman. His voice was a monotone, as if his mind were already busy somewhere else.
White-faced, Ronan bowed. He turned and walked away. Smede scurried after him. The torches guttered in the hall as the door shut. The Silentman and his steward were alone.
“What are your thoughts, Dreccan?” said the Silentman. His voice was changing. The forced whisper relaxed to the even tones of a man well-bred. The shadows around his form retreated.
“I can’t sleep at night but I hear that thing’s voice whispering,” said Dreccan. “I jump at every shadow and twitch at the slightest noise, thinking that he—that it—will be standing there when I turn. I fear the Guild chose poorly. Magic’s a chancy matter at best, but this thing we’re dealing with is probably something from the distant past, something that was old even before the Midsummer War. I don’t doubt your pet wizard’s capabilities, but this thing is beyond him.” 
“Maybe so,” said the Silentman. “But even he could scry the interior of the box and tell that it once contained great power.”
“I think we can assume our client didn’t lie. Whoever opened that box also opened a door that would’ve been best left shut. We don’t know what came crawling through. Our doom, perhaps.”
“The doom of Hearne,” said the Silentman. “It was too much gold to turn down, and you know how empty our coffers are.” He laughed sharply, a harsh bark devoid of mirth. “Perhaps my greed has gotten the better of us all.”
“I find it hard to believe Ronan had any hand in this. He’s been nothing but loyal for thirteen years, and he knows the penalty—as he should, seeing that he’s been the one meting it out.”
“But there are few options before us,” said the Silentman. His fist slammed down on the arm of his chair. “Two people handled that cursed box between the theft and its delivery to us: a boy who could be alive or dead, and a decidedly alive Ronan. What am I supposed to think?”
“We don’t have the boy. Alive or otherwise.”
“True.”
“If Ronan is doing any thinking on this—and I’d bet his entire mind will be grappling with the problem—then he’ll find the boy, if he is to be found. The Knife or not, he’s still the best the Guild has.”
“His salvation is the boy alive, so he must find him. But what will he find?”
“That’s the hinge upon which all else turns.”
“Have him watched.”
“Oh, he’ll be watched,” said the steward. “Never fear. The dogs are already on his scent.”



 
 
CHAPTER TWO
THE COUNTRY COMES TO THE CITY
 
The duke of Dolan’s party crested the rise on the southern edge of the Scarpe and began their descent down into the Rennet valley. The summer rains had been kind to the valley, and it was a lush vision of greenery. The river Rennet lay like a gleaming silver snake below them, sliding through the patchworked fields of corn, hay, and golden barley. To the west, the valley opened out into rolling hills. The city of Hearne rose there, shining in the afternoon sun. High stone walls, white towers proud against the sea beyond, spires threading the sky like so many slender needles. The river flowed past the city to meet the sea below the south wall. But though the city shone bright, the sea shone even brighter—a glittering expanse of blue light that blurred up into the sky. 
The wind was hushed on the valley floor, for the heights on either side were greater than they seemed. Everywhere there was the damp scent of loam and the trill of birds. The music of the river drifted up to them in all of its liquid voice. 
They made the gates just after sunset. An officer led them by torchlight through the city streets, winding ever higher toward the Highneck Rise district and the regent’s castle towering over all on its cliff. Their horses clattered over the stone bridge that led into the courtyard of the regent’s castle. Grooms and footmen materialized around them to take possession of horses and baggage. The regent’s steward came bowing down the wide marble steps. Nimman Botrell stood at the top. Torchlight flared around him, pushing back the night. 
“Hennen Callas!” the regent called out, smiling. “You and yours are welcome in my house.”
He was tall and had a soft and foolish-looking face, a somewhat stout man with delicate, white hands that would have seemed more fitting for a woman than the regent of Hearne. He was dressed exquisitely in silk and velvet. A fop at casual glance. But only those lacking sense would dismiss Botrell carelessly. Even though his appearance did not inspire confidence, he had ably ruled Hearne for more than three decades, strengthening trade and improving relationships with the duchies.
“Always an honor to have you and your husband, m’lady,” he said, bowing over Melanor Callas’ hand. “It’s been too long. The ladies of Hearne fade in the presence of northern roses such as yourself.”
“I declare, Nimman,” said the duchess. “You do go on.”
“Yes, you do,” said Levoreth, as the regent transferred his attention to her. His lips brushed against the back of her hand like the flutter of a butterfly. 
“Ah, Lady Levoreth. You’ll turn the heads of our young noblemen as never before.”
“Perhaps their heads will turn right around until they fall off. An improvement for them all, no doubt.”
“Such beauty. Such fire.” The regent turned to the duke and duchess. “You must be proud of your niece.”
“Oh, rather,” blinked the duke. His wife mouthed something unintelligible and reproving at Levoreth, who scowled at her from behind the regent.
“My steward will show to your rooms,” said the regent. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve some matters to attend to. Details and whatnot for the great ball, you know. So delighted to see you after so long. Hennen, we must talk horses in the morning. I’ve a young colt you should see.”
The castle was magnificent. Even Levoreth, who was never fond of buildings in general, was impressed despite herself. It had been a long time since she had been to Hearne, and she had forgotten. From within a vast anteroom vaulted with stone arches curving overhead, hallways and staircases stretched away in every possible direction, all fashioned of white marble polished to a brilliance glimmering with the light of countless lamps. Servants flitted by on silent feet. Somewhere, an unseen fountain splashed. The steward showed them into a suite of chambers that seemed to extend on forever—door after door opening up into more rooms, a solarium with its glassed-in roof revealing the starry sky, and a kitchen where three servants bowed and smiled and bowed again.
“They will see to your needs,” said the steward.
The three servants smiled, bowed again, and murmured polite noises.
In no time at all, a fire was crackling on the hearth, candles gleamed, and one of the servants whisked in with a platter of bread, cheese, and fruits. 
“Perhaps an omelet?” said the duke, but his wife frowned at him.
“It’s much too late,” she said. “Your stomach will rumble all night.”
“A nice, light omelet—”
“Have an apple.”
Levoreth took an apple as well. Her bedroom had a balcony that looked out across the city below. She leaned on the railing and bit into the apple. Lights twinkled in the darkness, past the castle wall. Something trembled in the air, a slight heat and the hush of the wind holding its breath. A storm was coming. She could smell the promise of rain. She closed her eyes. Her thoughts flew far and fast, but there was nothing but darkness and cold and a mist that pressed against her mind.
Something is there. Something evil. Near the mountains. The wolves must hunt alone for a while more. A storm is coming.
Far in the east, thunder rumbled. She went inside and locked the balcony doors.



 
 
CHAPTER THREE
THE SHADOW AT THE GATE
 
Lightning fell far in the east. Whips of white flame lashed out of the gloom of clouds and darkness. The sky was scarred with traceries of fire that burned on a man’s sight for minutes afterward. The air was thick with heat and the taste of metal and the promise of rain. Thunder muttered. It was the only sound in the sky, for there was no wind. The thunder sounded like the growl of some strange beast stalking through the stars and darkness of the sky.
The city of Hearne was oddly deserted that evening, despite the beginning of the Autumn Fair. A few stalls and carts still stood on the cobbles of Mioja Square, but there was no heart in the vendors as they hawked their wares. No one was buying onions or yarns or pottery or any of the other goods. Thunder rumbled, growing in volume as it neared. The last of the barrows trundled away. Along the streets, the shops were shuttered against the night. Only the inns were impervious to the approaching storm, being more crowded than usual as if there was safety in mirth and wine and numbers.
The animals of the city were behaving strangely. The head groom at the regent’s castle walked through the stables, perplexed at the sight of horses stamping nervously in their stalls. One placid old hunter lunged at him over the bars with bared teeth. Down in the Fishgate district, a child’s kitten scratched her and then ran yowling from the house. Dogs crept under beds and refused to come out. Cats disappeared into cellars and attics. 
In Nio’s house, the wihht stood up straight in the silence and darkness of the basement. It turned its head ever so slightly from side to side, nostrils flaring as if it were trying to smell something. Its eyes gleamed with a cold, hungry light. Three stories above the wihht, in the comfort of his library, Nio sat reading by candlelight. He stirred uneasily, but it cannot be said whether this was because of what he was reading or something else. In the university ruins, the old scholars did not notice anything unusual. This was understandable, for the magic was so thick about that place that any outside influence would have had a difficult time making itself known.
There were two people in that city, however, who felt the change in the air and knew it for what it was. Levoreth was right in the middle of tightening the stays of her aunt’s dress when she inhaled sharply. For a moment she stood frozen, staring fixedly over her aunt’s head. The girl in the mirror on the wall stared back at her. She did not recognize the face. The skin was pale and the mouth was set in a white-lipped gash. For an instant, the eyes had a blank, startled look to them. But it was only an instant, and then the eyes flickered—they flashed with animal savagery and the skin of her face felt tight and stretched, as if a wolf’s head was emerging up from the planes of her face and gazing through her sockets.
“My dear,” protested the duchess, squirming on the seat in front of her, “that’s much too tight.”
“Sorry,” said Levoreth, and then it was only herself in the mirror on the wall—a tired-looking girl of seventeen.
In the house of Cypmann Galnes, a window was flung open. Liss stared out toward the sea. Far on the horizon, the last sunlight shone, hemmed in by the growing night. Liss turned and went downstairs. Dishes clattered from the kitchen. She opened the door and walked into the warm light and the scent of fresh bread. A fire burned on the hearth. Sanna looked up from the sink.
“It’s going to be a fury of a night,” said the old woman.
“Aye,” said Liss.
She went outside into the garden. It was nearly true night now. The light in the west had faded to a bloody smear of sky. As she watched, it darkened through reds and purples into deep blue-black. Thunder muttered. She stared up at the sky. A frown crossed her face. Her hands curled into fists at her side. The thunder rumbled, nearer and nearer. Abruptly, she flung one arm out, her fingers fluttering open in the air. Then she disappeared back into the house.
It began to rain.
The city seemed to sigh in relief as the rain started to fall, as if it had been holding its breath. The thunder still growled, and lightning flickered, but the menace had subsided. In the inns, the laughter grew more genuine and the ale flowed more freely. Throughout the city, dogs crept out from under beds, looking ashamed. The horses in the regent’s stable dropped their heads contentedly to their oats, and in one shabby house in Fishgate, a kitten strolled in through the door, at which point she was promptly scooped up by a small girl, who hugged her tight.
But in Nio’s house, the wihht still stood patiently in the cellar, its head moving from side to side, sniffing at the darkness. Up in the regent’s castle, Levoreth frowned down at her dinner plate. The talk of a glittering assortment of nobles tinkled around her, but she heard none of it. And in the house of Cypmann Galnes, Liss sat motionless at a window. Rain slashed down against the glass and she pressed her hand flat against it. She stared out at the sea.
Old Bordeall stamped down the steps of the gate tower. The rain fell on his shoulders and his white hair. Torchlight bloomed out of the open doorway behind him. 
“I’ll leave you to it, Lucan,” he rumbled. “Don’t know what got into me. Sitting down for a good roast and then I felt my bones go cold. Getting old, I guess.” He spat in the mud. “I’ll pay for it when I get back home—cold dinner and no doubt my woman will dose me against the flu.”
“The men’ll be on the walls, sir,” said the young lieutenant. “Rain or not.”
“Keep them on the lookout. Some foolish noble might come straggling out of the night for bed and board at the castle. Wouldn’t do to have them locked out in weather like this.”
“Perhaps Lord Gawinn will return tonight,” said the lieutenant.
“Perhaps.” Bordeall turned and strode away into the rain. 
The lieutenant was pleased to have the watch for the night. He was young, just nineteen, and was rarely given the opportunity to command an entire watch. He would have never said it out loud, but he privately thought that he could command a troop just as well as someone like old Bordeall. He imagined Lord Gawinn riding in out of the night on his watch. A smile crossed his face as his men’s spears flashed inside his mind—a perfectly executed salute for the Lord Captain of the Guard, protector of Hearne and keeper of the regent’s word.
“Bar the gate!” he said. “Secure the city for the night!”
The older soldiers at the gate exchanged grins as they pushed the massive gate shut. The enormous weight of oak and iron groaned on its hinges as it swung around. The gate was easily the height of three tall men, and four horsemen could ride abreast through its stone arch. With a boom, the gate settled against its iron frame. The crossbeams were dropped into place. A couple of urchins watched, sheltering from the rain under the tower overhang. 
“Gate’s barred, sir,” said one of the soldiers. 
“Very good,” said the lieutenant, and he vanished up the tower steps.
“Go on with you,” said the soldier, making a half-hearted run at the urchins. “Get on home to your mothers. This ain’t a night to be out in.” The children scattered, jeering, lazily evading him and then returning to settle in the dry comfort of their spot. 
The night grew deeper. Lightning flashed in the upper reaches of the Rennet valley. The rain fell so heavily that everything was reduced to an indistinguishable blur. The hard-edged shapes of the city—walls, roofs, towers, arches, spires—every corner and line and angle was reduced to impressions of darkness and depth. On the north side of Hearne, the city wall ended at a tower that stood on the heights of the cliffs plunging down to the sea below. A walk on top of the parapet from that tower to the tower beside the main gate at the eastern edge of the city took one hour. Proceeding along the parapet from the tower gate to the third wall tower standing at the southernmost edge of Hearne, looming over the sprawl of the Fishgate district and the outward curved arm of the bay, took another hour. That night, however, as a tribute to the miserable weather, the soldiers of the Guard walked each route in less than forty minutes, hurrying along, shoulders hunched against the rain and flinching at every lightning flash. They did not waste time to gaze out across the parapet’s edge. Even if they had bothered to look out across the valley toward the Rennet Gap, they would have seen nothing except darkness and rain. 
It happened at the third hour after midnight. The parapet door of the gate tower opened and light spilled out into the darkness. It gleamed on the falling rain and the wet stone. The lieutenant, young Lucan, emerged and looked out. He was looking the wrong way, however, for he gazed out across the rooftops of the city. Smoke curled from his mouth as he puffed contentedly on a pipe. The door closed again behind him. Several lengths down the wall, something stirred in the darkness. The air grew even colder than it already was. It was a dark night, but the thing creeping over the parapet’s edge was darker still. If Lucan had remained at the door, if he had turned to look in that direction, he would have been hard pressed to see much beyond a blur of shadow standing on top of the wall. But he had gone inside, content that the city was in his capable hands—content with all the self-assuredness of youth. He was blissfully unaware he had cheated death by several seconds. 
The thing on top of the wall stood motionless for a moment. It was the shape and size of a man, but no man could have climbed the outside wall, for it was forty feet in height and constructed of perfectly joined stones. Even the most accomplished thief in the Guild would have considered the city wall beyond his skill.
In one fluid movement, the form jumped off the wall. It fell through the air slowly. If it had been a huge bird with outstretched wings then the peculiar descent would have made sense. But the thing was not a bird and it did not have wings, only a black cloak that drifted about as it fell. The form landed silently on the cobblestones below. It drew the cloak about its shoulders and then strode away into the city, looking for all purposes like a man.
Inside the regent’s castle, Dreccan Gor hurried along a corridor. He was sweating and the torch he clutched seemed to dance and tremble with a life all of its own. A sleepy guard slouched outside a door came to startled attention at his approach.
“Sir,” said the guard, half in question, half in respect. Gor brushed past him without a word, and opened the door. He locked it behind him and then stood in the darkness, trying to assemble his scattered thoughts and catch his breath. 
“Who’s there?”
On his best nights, the Silentman slept poorly. He sat up in bed and the torchlight fell across his face, pooling shadow in his eyes.
“Gor, my lord,” said the steward.
“I trust there’s some reason for this?” A candle flared to life in the Silentman’s hands, revealing the hands of an ivory clock on a stand next to his bed. The hands pointed to four hours past midnight. The steward came and stood by the edge of the bed. His face was drawn.
“We have a visitor.”
“Oh?” said the Silentman. He did not think much of visitors at four in the morning.
“It’s him.”
“Stone and shadow,” muttered the Silentman. “I was hoping he’d never return. That he’d become another bad memory. Stupid, I know. How did we get into this accursed mess?”
“We took the job,” said Gor wretchedly. “We took his gold.”
“Aye, we did.”
“He seems to be in a bad mood. Worse than last time.”
The Silentman dressed hurriedly. He wore a silver chain around his neck, engraved with interwoven whorls. He rubbed the necklace between his fingers and muttered a few words under his breath. The light around him dimmed until a shadow wreathed around his face, hiding his features.
“Send for the Knife,” said the Silentman. His voice was roughened to a deep whisper by the concealment ward. “Immediately. If our guest is upset, then I want a scapegoat. Send Ronan word and then join me in the court.”
“Very well, my lord,” said the steward. His voice was unhappy. 
The Silentman walked over to a tapestry hanging on the wall and placed his hand on it. The cloth depicted a hunt—horsemen with spears and bows pursuing a menagerie of beasts. Wolves, bears, and stag ran alongside griffins and unicorns. A dragon encircled the scene with his long tail, threatening both beast and man alike. The hanging quivered, and the depiction writhed into a hideous nonsense of lines. Only the dragon’s tail remained, curving and sliding endlessly over itself. The Silentman walked into the swirling cloth and disappeared.
He swallowed hard to dispel the nausea the transfer always induced. The job had been so straightforward. A simple theft from a house that was virtually unguarded. It could not have been easier. And yet the Knife, the ablest man he had in the entire Guild, had fumbled the job. Everything had gone wrong. But who was at fault? Ronan, or the boy, whatever his name was. Whatever his name had been. The Juggler would know, but he had heard the fat man had disappeared.
The Silentman hurried down a flight of stairs. Halfway down, he paused. A door built into the wall swung open at his touch. It opened into a chamber crowded with chests of all sizes. Shelves sagged under the weight of bags bulging with coins and jewels, stacks of old books, and ingots of gold. On the top shelf was the wooden box. The door at the bottom of the stairs opened to reveal torches burning along a passage. His shadow wavered along like an elongated, grotesque caricature. He swallowed. He wished he had a drink. A good, stiff gulp of brandy. 
When the Silentman entered his courtroom, he thought for a moment that he was alone. The torches high on the walls burned with their blue fire. Shadow stretched away from the rows of pillars running the length of the hall. The place was silent. But then he knew, somehow, that someone was there. The back of his neck pricked. The air felt colder than usual. He stepped up onto the dais and tried to still the tremble in his hands. The box was heavy in his arms. 
“Hello?” he said, his voice shaking. He sat down on the stone throne. The room was silent. “Welcome to the court of the Silentman,” he said. 
Still, there was only silence. He furtively looked at the door at the far end of the hall. Perhaps Dreccan would walk through at that moment. He’d even be glad to see Ronan, and his fist curled convulsively at the thought. The Knife would pay for this.
“Your court?”
The air in front of him shimmered. Before he could even blink, the figure stood before him—short and stooped, shrouded in a cloak. The torches burning beside the throne threw a long shadow that stretched out behind the figure. The shadow trembled as the torches flickered, but the figure did not move. The Silentman tried to lick his lips but his mouth was too dry. 
“You’ll rule dust and ruin,” said the figure, “if you haven’t found the person who opened the box. Where is he? It will go poorly for you if he isn’t here.”
“He’s just coming now,” said the Silentman. “Almost here, I’m sure.”
“It would be better for you if the wretch were already here. My master has come, and it isn’t wise to keep him waiting.” The little figure gave a horrible laugh that somehow ended up more as a gasp of pain.
“Oh, he’s arrived?” The Silentman could not suppress a shiver. “Is this his first time to Hearne? The weather’s been unseasonable lately. Quite a lot of rain. Still, it’s a pleasant city. Will he be joining us?”
The figure did not say anything.
“I’m sorry about the wait,” said the Silentman, but then he stopped speaking. 
The shadow behind the little figure was growing. The shadow stretched and thickened and gained form. It stood up. It was tall, taller than most men. Torchlight fell across thin features that emerged out of the shadow like a corpse surfacing from water. A hand like a pale spider materialized and drifted up to the face. The fingers briefly played across the white skin of its features as if to check if they were all there. The jaws opened in the parody of a smile. They opened much too wide for any man.
“So.” 
The creature spoke in a hoarse whisper, so quiet that the Silentman could barely hear it. He could not stop his teeth from chattering. The air was cold.
“So, this is the thief lord.”
The thing moved forward. It seemed to drift rather than walk. 
“Give me the box.”
“It was opened,” said the Silentman. He could barely speak the words. “It was opened, my lord.”
“I know, thief. Even so, give me the box.” 
The Silentman could not hand the box down to the creature. His limbs ached with the cold. The blue flames of the torches in the hall seemed frozen into strange, sapphire gems carved into the impossible shape of fire. The box fell from his hands onto the dais. The creature did not move, but suddenly the box was in its hands. 
“No weight to it,” said the creature. “It was opened and the weight inside is gone. But your debt is heavy, thief. Heavier than you will ever know.”
Behind the creature, the little cloaked figure stood motionless. Its hood was tilted toward the Silentman but he could see no face within, only darkness. The creature held the box delicately. The Silentman could feel his heart thudding against his ribs. Slowly, the fingers crept across the carving of the hawk. The latch clicked open and light gleamed on the knife resting within. The cracked gemstone set in the handle shone dully. One finger caressed the blade.
“Old iron,” said the creature. “Old iron, but an even older stone. Once it was so very old and precious beyond compare. But someone touched it. Someone stole the weight right out of it.”
The hall, already cold, grew colder still. The Silentman could not feel his hands or his feet. The box fell to the floor and shattered. The creature turned the knife over in its hands. It looked up at the Silentman.
“This blade drew blood,” it said. “Several days ago. I can still smell it.”
“W-we have the man,” stammered the Silentman.
“There are worse things than death, thief.”
To his horror, the Silentman realized the creature’s eyes were not like the eyes of a man. They were pits of shadow, as if the sockets of a skull. A red light flickered in the center of each. The Silentman could not look away from that awful stare. At that moment, the door at the end of the hall opened. The creature turned at the sound. Dreccan Gor and Ronan stood there. The Silentman was pathetically grateful for the interruption—abjectly grateful to be out from under those eyes, even for a moment. Ronan’s face was a study in bewilderment and suspicion, while Gor looked terrified. 
As terrified as I am, thought the Silentman.
The pair’s steps lagged as they came closer. The thing waited at the foot of the dais. Darkness deepened in the hall, thickening until it was a presence—a vapor drifting through the air like smoke. It was difficult to breathe. The two men stopped.
“Come closer,” said the thing. 
Neither of the men moved. The creature raised a hand and beckoned. Both men staggered forward, taking awkward, jerky steps as if they no longer had control over their limbs. Ronan’s face was twisted in hopeless effort. 
“Closer.” 
They stumbled to within a step of him and then halted. 
“The fat one is nothing, master,” said the little figure. “A puppet of the thief lord.”
The thin face tilted to one side, examining Gor and then discarded him as unworthy of attention. The strange eyes flicked to Ronan. A hand rose and drifted through the air in front of Ronan’s face. 
“This one,” said the creature.
The cold knifed through Ronan. It felt as if an iron band was constricting around his chest. Surely his heart was about to burst with the pain and pressure. The pulse in his temple slammed like a hammer on an anvil. All he could see was the white hand hanging in the air in front of his face and, beyond it, two wells of darkness staring at him. Reddish gleams glowed deep within that darkness.
A small voice somewhere inside his mind, hidden away from that terrible scrutiny, whispered to him. This door is not intended for you. Death is a heartbeat away. Listen—hear the latch close—you cannot return now to who you once were. This city shall never be the same again. The face of the girl Liss floated through his mind, gazing back at him with her eyes like the sea, and he felt reassured somehow. 
“No,” said the creature. “This one did not open the box, but he came close to the one who did. I can smell the taint on him.” The clamp around Ronan’s chest vanished and he could breathe again. He stumbled backward, coughing and wheezing. Tears streamed from his eyes.
“The boy, then!” said the Silentman.
The thing turned to him.
“What boy?”
“The boy who stole the box. He gave it to this man.” The Silentman gestured at Ronan.
“Ah.” The reddish light in the creature’s eyes gleamed brighter. “The bargain still stands, thief. You have taken my gold. You will find this boy. One week. One week and I shall return.”
“And if we don’t find the boy by that time?” said the Silentman.
The red eyes flared.
“Then I shall destroy this city,” said the creature. “One day. I will destroy it stone by stone. Hearne shall become a memory, a curse, a haunt of jackals and owls. I will bury my sword in your heart and feed on your death. This city is not worth what was in that box. One week, thief.” 
Without another word, it turned and strode down the hall. The little cloaked figure hurried after it. The cold and the darkness retreated with their passage, swept along until the door at the far end of the pillars closed behind them. The torches on the walls struggled back into life.
“What in the name of stone and shadow was that?!” said Ronan.
Neither of the two other men said anything. Gor tottered to the dais and sank down on it, his head in his hands. 
“What was that thing?” repeated Ronan. His head ached. 
“That—that,” said the Silentman. He shrugged helplessly.
“We shouldn’t have taken the job,” said Gor. His voice was low and quiet, ashamed. “It’s too late now, but we shouldn’t have taken the job. The strange little fellow in the cloak came first, a month ago. By himself, understand. We thought there was something odd about him then, but we knew nothing about his master.”
“The gold was good,” said the Silentman. “It was more than should have been paid for a year of jobs and we thought him a fool. We were the fools. But, by the stones of Hearne, the bargain shall be kept. The boy shall be found. You’ll find him, Ronan, if it’s the last thing you do. Every cutpurse and climber and tosser in this Guild will be looking under every stone in this city. I want every door opened, every lock picked, every chimney plunged. If you find the boy, then I’ll reinstate you as the Knife. One last chance, do you understand me?”
“What if—”
“Is that clear?!”
“Yes,” muttered Ronan, not trusting himself to say more. 
“I don’t know what either of those two are,” said Dreccan. “I think the small one might be a human of some sort, but the other?” He shuddered. “That was no human.”
“One week,” said the Silentman.
“Stone by stone,” said Ronan. His headache was fading and malice stirred inside of him, viciously glad at the sight of the Silentman terrified on his throne. “How long does it take to destroy a city that’s stood for a thousand years?”
“It’ll stand for another thousand,” growled the Silentman.
“Oh—aye—it will,” said the steward, but he did not sound convinced.



 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
THE LIES OF THE WIHHT
 
Nio hurried down the stairs and across the hall to the front door. It was his plan to go to the university ruins and try his luck again with the scrying mosaic hidden away in the lower level. He grasped the doorknob and then stopped, puzzled. There was a trace of the wihht on the metal, as if the creature had been through the door recently. He concentrated on the doorknob. 
Yes—definitely. Only the day before, but he had not sent the creature out then. He had given it no command. Anger flared within him. The wihht was his creation and, as such, was subservient to his will. His word was its law. Everything there was to be known about wihhts he knew, had read, had studied and committed to memory. The writings of Willan Run, Staer Gemyndes’ treatise on the seven orders of fashioned creatures, and the definitive Endebyrdnes of Gesceaft, written by the wizard Fynden Fram. 
It was unthinkable for a wihht to make a choice of its own will. Unthinkable. Fram clearly said in his chapter on wihhts that “such creatures are physical manifestations of their maker’s will.” He had not willed the wihht to do anything yesterday, but the evidence of the door handle was unmistakable. It was as obvious as a footprint in the mud. Anger pushed hard at him, and he strode to the kitchen, to the stairs down into the basement and what waited there in the darkness. And yet, uneasiness wriggled like a worm in the back of his mind.
“Lig,” he said.
A sphere of light bloomed in his hand. The steps creaked underfoot. Moisture gleamed on the stone walls. The wihht stood silently, waiting—easy in its complete stillness as if it had been standing patiently and comfortable in that position for the last twenty-four hours. Nio remembered the final, whimpering cry of the Juggler and the wet, bubbling sounds of the wihht feeding, and the unease in his mind grew.
“You left this cellar last night,” said Nio. The creature said nothing in response, though a slightly puzzled expression crossed its face. The brow wrinkled into momentary furrows and then was once again smooth. 
“You left this cellar without my command.” He watched it closely. Something sparked in the dull pupils. Still, it remained silent. 
Furious, Nio muttered under his breath.
“Brond.” 
The sphere of light grew in brilliance and heat. The wihht blinked and stepped backward.
“Where’d you go yesterday?” the man said. “I command you to tell me.”
“I went nowhere,” said the wihht, but its voice seemed stronger and clearer than the last time it had spoken with Nio. The unease inside the man’s mind quivered into something else. Fear. He clamped down on the feeling. 
But how could the wihht’s voice have changed unless it had been strengthened somehow? Unless it had fed.
He let his mind drift out toward the wihht, searching for a spark of conscience that he could examine. His consciousness pushed forward, encountering nothing. He pushed a little farther. And felt something that was more than nothing—an absence of being, color, meaning, and form. The emptiness of it pulled at him like a lodestone pulls at iron. A smile drifted across the wihht’s face. Nio wrenched his mind back. 
“I know you left the house. Don’t test my patience. I made you, and I can unmake you. Darkness and water woven together make your flesh, and those threads can be plucked apart and dispersed back into the shadows, back into the drains of this city.”
“More than that now,” said the wihht. There was cunning in the hoarse voice. “More than darkness and water in me now. There’s a bit of this and that. Blood and flesh. Not just yours.”
Wordless, Nio stared at the wihht. His hand ached with the remembrance of the blood he had given to the thing.
Given out of his own foolishness.
He backed away, and then quickly walked up the steps. When he reached the kitchen and the door closed behind him, he realized he had been holding his breath. He stared at the shut door. The thought crossed his mind of telling Severan, of confessing his stupidity. Perhaps he knew something about wihhts that he himself did not? No. That would not do. 
He wove a binding on the door, working it down through the wood beams into the stone foundation of the house. Three times he sealed the weaving with his own true name. When he was done, he could hardly keep his eyes open, for the binding had been done with all of his will.
He trudged up to his bedchamber. As he fell asleep, a thought crossed his mind. Not just yours. That’s what the wihht had said. More than just his blood in the thing. Of course. He had witnessed the thing devour the Juggler and his two thugs. But had the thing meant more than that? 
Not just yours to command. . .



 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
THE APPARENT BOREDOM OF DUTY
 
Ever since Arodilac could remember, his uncle had been telling him duty was honorable. Duty is the pursuit of the nobility. Nothing better than duty, my boy. 
Duty, however, was boring.
He yawned.
By rights, he should have been allowed to go with Owain Gawinn. He had watched the troop clatter out the gate and canter away, down through the long, green reaches of the Rennet valley. He was seventeen—practically a man—and just as good a swordsman as any of Owain’s men. When he had complained to Bordeall, the old man had just handed him a spear and told him to patrol the wall. Tramp the length, up around to the northern tower, all the way down to the southern tower, and then back to the main gate tower. 
That had diverted him for a while. The city crowded up to the wall with its labyrinth of stone and brick and shadows drawn by the morning sunlight angling down. On the other side of the wall was the rest of Tormay. The land stretched east for miles and miles through the cradle of the Rennet valley. On either side, the land rose up sharply. To the north, it rose up to the Scarpe plain. It was said that the Scarpe was the inland sea, for when the wind blew, the grasses billowed and rolled like waves of water, and the birds skimmed over the green as if they were gulls over the sea. South of the valley, the land climbed up into the rough, broken hills of the duchy of Vo.
Arodilac gazed out across the wall and imagined an army attacking up the valley. The corn and hay would be trampled underfoot and the green of the grasses blotted out by the silver and gray of armor. Flags waving in the wind. Horns bugling above the neigh of horses and the shouts of men. He would lead a last, desperate charge of cavalry from the gate, spears already dark with blood.
Smiling, he tripped over the spear he was carrying. Shadows, but the thing was heavy. He sighed and limped on. His feet were getting sore. He was bored.
So much for duty, he mumbled to himself. I wouldn’t mind it so much if it meant fighting someone. But not with this spear. Give me a good sword and I’m happy enough. I wonder if uncle would give me gold enough to buy a new sword? He’s been in a nasty mood lately. Perhaps I’d better try my hand at the Queen’s Head and win some gold there. 
I wonder how Liss is doing?
With that melancholy thought in mind, he trudged along. The tower at the main gate was near enough. He’d kick off his boots and have some ale in the shade.
“Off to Gawinn’s house,” rumbled Bordeall.
“I went just yesterday. Besides, I’m tired.”
“Get going.”
“I fail to see what some little girl having nightmares has to do with being a member of the Guard. I’m a soldier, not a nanny.”
“Go. Now.”
“Oh, all right,” said Arodilac.
He did manage to sneak a tankard of ale in the guardhouse before leaving. The sergeant on watch took the spear and locked it in the armory. The man grinned at him. Oh, they had been polite when he had first joined the Guard. After all, he was the regent’s nephew. But that had worn off fast enough.
“Off to take care of babies?”
“Shut up,” said Arodilac.
It was a long walk from the main gate to the house of Owain Gawinn. The crowded streets didn’t make matters easier, and by the time he reached the garden wall behind the house, he was sweating and feeling sorry for himself.
A wooden gate opened through the stone wall and into a garden. The air smelled of herbs and the honeysuckle massed along the wall. Bees hummed as they darted from flower to flower. Three small boys were chasing each other around a patch of grass. The sun was high and the garden brimmed with light.
Not even a ward, thought Arodilac crossly to himself. You’d think the Lord Captain of Hearne would have more sense that that. Particularly if I’m supposed to waste my time looking after his houseguests.
“Hullo,” said the eldest of the boys. He barely came up to Arodilac’s knee.
“Hullo,” said Arodilac. “Is your mother home?”
“Hullo,” said the middle of the boys.
“Do you like bees?” said the eldest boy.
“I’ll just let myself in,” said Arodilac.
“We have lots an’ lots, but they never sting us. Just never.”
“Just never,” echoed the smallest of the three boys. He smiled shyly.
“But they’ll probably sting you,” said the eldest boy generously.
Arodilac knocked on the back door and then stuck his head in. It was dark and cool inside.
“Hello? Mistress Gawinn? Hello?”
The three little boys pushed past his legs.
“We’ll find Mother,” said the eldest boy. They disappeared down the passage. 
Soon, he heard the sound of skirts and footsteps and then Sibb Gawinn appeared. She wore an apron and her hands were white with flour.
“Arodilac,” she said, smiling, “you needn’t hover about the stoop like a stranger. Come in.”
He ducked his head in embarrassment. Not that she compared to Liss, but he thought Sibb Gawinn one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen, almost as beautiful as the duke of Dolan’s niece—Levor-something or another. He’d caught a glimpse of her in the courtyard when the duke’s party had arrived.
“Just dropping by to check on the  girl, ma’am,’ he said.
“Come in, then. She’s in the kitchen with Loy and my Magret. We’re baking bread.”
The big Hullman scowled at him when he walked into the kitchen, as if to say that he had things in hand, could watch over the foundling himself, thank you. Arodilac was in complete agreement, but that didn’t prevent him from scowling back.
Magret was perched on top of a stool next to the table, barely visible behind an apron many years too big for her. Flour rose around her in clouds as she pummeled a mountain of dough with her sharp little fists. Bread baked on the stone hearth. Arodilac’s stomach growled as he inhaled the warm scent. Magret giggled.
“I’ll have to speak to my husband about your rations,” said Sibb. “Here.” She sawed off a generous portion of a loaf and then sliced up a tomato to pile on top of the bread.
The foundling girl sat on top of the counter beside the hearth, knees drawn up to her chin and slender hands laced about her ankles. Her eyes shifted from Sibb to Loy and then back. Her face was expressionless.
“Hello,” said Arodilac, stepping in front of the girl. Her eyes focused momentarily on his. She frowned and then looked past him.
“Silent as ever.”
“Not at night.” Sibb handed him the sandwich. “Eat. Every night brings her nightmares and she wakes, screaming and crying. I’d take them on myself, if I could, the poor dear.”
“At least she’s safe enough here.”
Loy shook his head. A knife moved slowly in his hands—unwatched but deft—carving away curls of wood as he whittled a stick. His voice rumbled quietly.
“In Hull, they say that a man lives in two homes. One a house of wood and stone. The other a house of flesh and soul. She might be safe in the one, but not t’other.”



 
 
CHAPTER SIX
A DAY OUT
 
Jute woke up that morning desperately trying to remember his dream. He had been flying with the hawk. Soaring through a night sky without end. Thunder had been muttering in deep, sullen crescendos. Dark columns of clouds riven by white lightning. A storm gathering in the east and hurrying toward Hearne as if whipped along by the malice of some ancient sky god.
But he had been untouchable. He rode on the wind with the hawk soaring next to him. Stupefying speed. The air had rushed through him. His flesh frayed into wind, speed, moonlight. The hawk’s eye as black as night. Filled with the depths of the sky, glittering with stars, as if that single pupil was a portal that opened into a larger sky than the one through which they flew.

But he woke and the dream faded. 
Jute was instantly depressed. Bored. He opened the shutters of his room and peered out. It had rained the night before. Far below, he could see the puddles on the street. It was early, but Mioja Square was already crowded. He could see quite a bit of the square, for it was just down the street that ran alongside this side of the university. He knew he was too high up for anyone to see him from the street below. Perhaps he might hit someone if he spit. There was a breeze blowing, however, and the wind blew his attempts back into the wall below him. 
He was about to swing the shutters closed when he noticed a stone ledge just below his window. Well, not just below. It looked a good fifteen feet down from the sill. Still, what was fifteen feet? He had dropped further than that before. True, if he missed his footing on the ledge that meant there was another hundred feet or so to fall before his descent would be abruptly stopped by the roof of a lower story of the university. 
He breakfasted on some bread and a sad-looking sausage and thought about the ledge. It looked like the ledge ran the length of the wall to the corner, at which point it met a copper drainpipe. That made the ledge doubly interesting. The copper drainpipes he had encountered in the past had usually proven to be helpful. He could recall a manor in the Highneck Rise district that had been guarded by wards on all of its doors and windows. They had been very good wards and, being much younger then, he had not had the skill to evade them with silence. But there had been a copper drainpipe climbing right up to the roof. The dormer windows of the attic had not been warded.
For the rest of the morning, he made a valiant effort to put the ledge from his mind. It wouldn’t do to think about such things. After all, if he ventured out into the streets of Hearne there was no telling who he might run into. He certainly didn’t want to end up in the clutches of the Juggler, or, even worse, Nio and that creature he kept in his cellar. No, he had best remain within the university ruins.
It was noon when he gave in.
He climbed out the window. The sun was high and the light felt warm on his skin. He lowered himself over the side, hanging onto the sill with his hands. Then, after taking a deep breath, he let go and dropped. It was ridiculously easy. The ledge was wider than it had looked from his window, particularly once he was standing on it. He grinned and looked up at the window above his head. And then he realized he had no way to climb back up. He ran his hand over the stone wall. He could not feel a single handhold. 
“Shadows,” he muttered. But then he cheered up quickly enough, for he was a boy and part of what makes a boy is the faith that problems take care of themselves. At any rate, he didn’t have to worry about getting back inside until after he had climbed down and stretched his legs a bit. And that was that.
Jute made short work of the ledge. It was almost wide enough to walk along. The drainpipe was made of stout copper and the brackets were fixed to the walls with large bolts that had survived whatever weather the last several hundred years had thrown at them. In no time at all, he was shinnying down the pipe.
He was so pleased with himself that he made a dreadful mistake once he reached the roof below. It was a gentle slope of slate tiles. Jute figured on walking across the roof and then climbing down the wall to reach the alley below. The roof was fairly high and safe from casual eyes, but the wall would be another matter altogether. Not difficult to scale, of course, but it would have to be done unnoticed.
When he reached the middle of the roof, he began to sink. One moment the tiles were perfectly hard slate, and then the next instant they were like soft clay. He staggered, terrified, trying to grab onto something. There was only the roof. The wall was too far away. He fell forward on his knees and felt them sink into the tiles. Jute could hear a moist, sucking sound as if some horrible child was greedily devouring a peach. He looked down, half-expecting to see the gigantic mouth around his ankles. A scream gurgled up through his throat but he bit down hard and the roof was silent except for the dreadful sucking sound of the tiles. 
He was sinking faster now. A terrifying thought struck him. What was below? What was waiting in the darkness below the roof? His mind devised nightmarish creatures. Dozens of arms and claws and eyes on stalks, all craning upwards and ready to grab hold of his ankles to wrench him down into the dark and their feast. He could even hear their noisy hunger now, the clicking of claws and teeth clamoring in his mind. What a wretched, horrible noise!
Noise.
Noise is exactly what you don’t need.
Of course, Jute thought stupidly, feeling himself sink even further—he was almost up to his waist now. It’s just another ward. 
Silence.
He leaned back and looked at the sky. A perfect blue arc spanned his sight. The sun shone down. It seemed the most natural thing in the world to open his mind to the silent watchfulness of the sky, the silence of the blue heights and the light that did not waver in the muteness of its descent. A window in his mind swung open and the light and the space flooded inside. The horror was gone, for there was no more room for such a thing in the midst of the silence. With a damp, disappointed sigh, the roof gave Jute up. Trembling, he rolled over onto his back and closed his eyes. He grinned shakily. He crawled across the tiles until he reached the edge, even though he knew the roof ward would not activate again. The wall under the roof’s overhang was simple enough. With no one in sight, he shinnied down a drainpipe to the cobblestones below. Grinning from ear to ear, he scampered down the street.
He was scarcely able to take in the delight of what lay before him—Mioja Square crowded and bustling with people. He had never seen so many people before. Flags fluttered in the breeze. Canopied stalls and barrows were jammed side by side. An incomprehensible hubbub came to the boy’s ears. He heard a bewildering mix of every accent of every duchy in Tormay, from Harlech in the north to Harth in the south, every village from the plains and forests, and the mountains of the Morn range. Anyone who had anything to sell, anyone who had the gold or desire to buy or be bought from, was in Hearne. All of Tormay was crowded into that immense square, jumbled and jostling and cheerful in the sunlight. At least, that’s the way it seemed to the boy.
There were haughty Vomarone gentry, strutting like peacocks and stooping every now and then to investigate whatever bits of finery happened to catch their inquisitive eyes. The people of Harth were there, aloof and imperious with their eyes as blue as a desert sky and their hair sun-scoured white. Rich farmers from Hull, proclaiming loud, boisterous opinions on everything and everyone to impress their womenfolk they shepherded about. There were even a few men from Harlech, though hardly anyone in that city would have recognized them as such. 
Jute forgot everything Severan had said. He forgot the cellar in Nio’s house and what waited there in the dark. He forgot the Guild. The sunlight and the colorful clamor of the square were too much for him. It was all too wonderful. Without another thought, he sauntered out of the alley and into the crowd.
At first, Jute contented himself with ambling through the press of people. This could not be done in a straight line, of course, because the vendors had created an impromptu maze in the square. The place was a labyrinth of stalls with their canopies and tented inner sanctums, as well as the barrows that maneuvered about into more advantageous configurations as the day wore on. The placement and ordering of these little shops were delicate feats of diplomacy, guile, bribery, and sometimes downright violence on the part of the merchants and their apprentices. It might be more beneficial for a honeycake seller to be near someone selling pillows and blankets, for the sight of such homely articles tended to encourage people, particularly men, to indulge in sweets. Those who wove wards always tried to locate their stalls next to blacksmiths, particularly those specializing in weapons. There was nothing quite like racks of gleaming daggers to set a goodwife wondering whether or not her home could use an extra protection ward. Any jeweler would be grateful to have a tea brewer nearby, for those most likely to buy an icefire pendant for their mistress or earrings for a daughter were always helped along to their decision by plenty of time and plenty of hot tea.
For a while, Jute wandered along at the heels of two tall men who were clearly from Harth. They conversed together in courtly tones that delighted him, for their speech sounded like the poetry the street storytellers sometimes used when they told their most expensive tales. He considered relieving the two men of their purses, for his own pockets were empty, but decided against it, as both of them walked with the alertness of cats and bore swords on their belts. This was also noticed by a blacksmith’s apprentice as the pair proceeded down a row of stalls, small shadow in tow. 
“Sharpen yer swords, sirs!” bawled the apprentice. “Copper an edge!” In the stall behind him, a cloud of steam rose as the blacksmith plunged a glowing knife into a tub of water. The two Harthians stopped. 
“Only one copper an edge,” said the apprentice. He wiped his nose and then rubbed his hands together, sensing a bit of business. 
“I fear this blade of mine has no need for the stone,” said the taller of the two men. He glanced over the weapons displayed on the planked tables within the stall. The offerings were mostly unimpressive—serviceable blades, bundles of arrowheads, axe heads, and even a helm or two—but there was a collection of three knives that seemed to catch his eye.
“The Hearne air, sir, puts a rust on any iron,” returned the apprentice.
“What think you, Stio?” said the man to his companion. “Would my lady sister be pleased by such as these?” He indicated the three knives. 
“Has your father’s court become so dangerous that gentle ladies would need knives?” said the other. “Faith, my lord Eaomod, her beauty is weapon enough, for keenly do I still bleed from her edge.”
Eaomod laughed and picked up one of the knives. It was an elegant weapon, the blade inlaid with delicate whorls of silver. With a careless flick of his hand, the man sent the knife dancing across his fingers. It whirled and spun through the air, though at every moment it seemed the blade must surely draw blood.
“My master’s a right hand with the anvil, my lord,” said the apprentice. “Just as you surely are a weapon master.”
“I doubt you not,” said the Harthian. “Yet I fear his anvil did not see the making of this blade.”
The apprentice grinned and shuffled his feet. A small crowd of onlookers had gathered, attracted by the sight of the flashing blade. Jute edged closer as well and relieved the apprentice’s pockets of two copper pieces. The blacksmith wiped his hands on a rag and stepped up. He cuffed his lad good-naturedly.
“Right you are, my lord,” he said. “Someday I might be making a pretty little thing like that. I’ve many years to live yet before I learn the secrets of such smithying.”
“I think you will have to travel to Harlech to learn art as made this,” said the Harthian. 
He might have said more, but Jute had already moved away. A breeze brought him the scent of raisins and he drifted along its trail, listening to his stomach grumble and jingling the two coppers in his pocket. Never before had he seen the square so crowded. Even on days when such extravagant fairs weren’t being held it took quite some time to walk from one end to the other. Now, it would take all day long if he was to see every stall, every barrow, and every delightful oddity being hawked. 
And what if he himself was seen?
Jute sobered at the thought, even though he had not seen a single familiar face since he had climbed out the window. Yet he might be spotted without his knowledge. He quickened his pace and slipped down a row of carpet merchants, sash sellers, and handkerchief vendors. Just ten minutes more and then he’d hurry back to the university and safety. He’d investigate a few pockets and then be on his way. No one would be any the wiser, and besides, Severan himself would never know. He hardly ever saw the old man.
A crowd of people had gathered at the intersection of several rows of stalls. Jute could smell the raisins close by, and he slipped through the people, helping himself to pockets as he went. He emerged beside a confectionery’s barrow, from which a delicious steam rose. Biscuits studded with raisins and glazed with honey cooled in a wire basket. A griddle sizzled over a brazier glowing with coals. Behind him, a cheer went up from the crowd. He looked to see what had roused them, but he was too short. At any rate, the growling in his stomach rated more attention than a crowd cheering and he turned back to the confectionery.
“Run along with you,” said the old woman behind the barrow. She shook her wooden paddle at him. 
“But I’d like to buy,” protested Jute. “I’m not a thief.” He jingled the coppers in his pocket and felt virtuous.
“One for half a copper,” said the old woman, “and let’s see your metal first. I’ve had enough of you scamps today.”
“I’ll take two,” said Jute grandly, and he tossed a copper piece on the griddle. The old woman scraped the coin off with her paddle.
“All right, then,” she said.
“Of course, my good woman,” said Jute, trying to recall how the Harthian lord had spoken. She whisked two of the hot confections into a twist of cotton and handed the lot over. Jute ruined the lordly effect by taking an enormous bite and nearly choking on the hot dough. The old woman smiled.
“She’s about to start again,” she said, unbending a little.
“Who?” managed Jute. He gulped for air and licked honey from his lips.
“The Mornish girl. The singer.” The old woman gestured toward the crowd. “Been singing on and off all morning. Got a throat on her like a bird.”
The singer started before Jute saw her, for the people were standing toe to heel and it took some doing to work his way through. The voice had a confiding quality to it, as if the singer sang for Jute alone. Each person in that crowd probably thought the same. Despite such intimacy, her notes soared up into the sky.
She sings like the hawk flies, thought Jute.
He edged between a stout couple dressed in the commonsense weaves of Hull. They made grumbling way for him and then closed up behind him like a sturdy wall fed on pork and potatoes. The Mornish girl was no girl, for the old confectionery woman would have regarded any woman under the age of fifty as a girl. The singer had the solid features of the mountainfolk, as those people, when along in years, tend to look like they have been carved from the stones of the Mountains of Morn. But the beauty of her voice overwhelmed all other senses. A man sat on a stool near her feet and played accompaniment on a lute. The singer stood unmoving, her arms at her side. Only her mouth and throat moved, buoyed by the slow bellows of her breast. 
“Hanno Col rode from Lascol forth 
on the first of summer’s day.
The earth was green and tasseled gold, 
corn heavy with the rain.
The wind blew him west, along the plains, 
toward an unseen shore.
Where the keep of Dimmerdown stood, 
the sea knocking on its door.”
The air around the singer seemed to shimmer, almost as if the sunlight had been caught by the woman’s voice and was coaxed to slow and thicken in attentiveness to her sound. Jute tasted honey in his mouth and was not sure if it came from the biscuit or the song.
An arm clamped around his neck, nearly wrenching him over.
“Jute,” said a voice.
He yelped in fright. The arm tightened and a small face insinuated itself against his own.
“Shh!”
And then he recognized the livid burn and the tangled brown hair falling down around her face. She frowned and smiled in delight at the same time.
“Lena!”
“Quiet,” she said. “That old Demm is standing not three feet away and he’s allus been a nasty one.” She nodded. A gaunt rail of a man was standing in the front of the crowd. With one step, the man could reach them and grab Jute by the scruff of his neck. But the singer sang on and Demm stared at her with glazed eyes. Sweat slid down Jute’s back. Demm was one of the bashers who ran the docks for the Guild. 
“C’mon.” Lena’s hand slipped into his own. They threaded their way back through the audience until they were in one of the less crowded byways of the square. 
“Shadows, Jute,” she said, rounding on him. “Where you been at?” She stuck her small fists on her hips and glared at him.
“Not here,” he said. His heart was beating fast, as fast as the heartbeat of a sparrow he had picked up once. The silly thing had broken its wing and had been flopping about the cobblestones. He had picked it up and felt the tiny hammer of its life knock faster and faster until it was gone and there was only a bundle of feathers and bones in his hands. The heartbeat had been so fast. At that moment, his heart felt the same. Demm had been so close. Almost close enough to touch.
“You tell me, cully!” she said furiously.
“Not here, Lena.” 
He grabbed her hand and pulled her along. There were too many people, too many twists and turns, too many carts jammed into hodgepodge lines and angles, too many canopies blocking out the sky. He felt as if he could not breathe. He needed empty spaces and silence. Too many hands that might reach for him, too many faces, and too many eyes. Surely they were all watching him. Too much noise and babble hiding the gossip surely being whispered behind hands and stalls and hanging drapes.
They hurried through a fading fringe of people and scattered carts, right on the edge of the square, and dove into the alley skirting the university ruins. The wall loomed up next to them and shrouded the alley with afternoon shadow.
“Jute!” said Lena, “You’re hurting me.”
“Sorry.”
She perched on a pile of rubble and glared at him.
“Now where you been? And this better be good. Better than being dead, for that’s what the fat old Juggler was allus telling us. I cried, and he just smiled all over his fat, greasy face.”
Jute laughed, for the little girl had twisted up her own face into an approximation of the Juggler’s leer.
“Don’t,” Lena said crossly.
“Sorry.” He sat down next to her. She laid a hand on his arm.
“Are you going to have that?”
“No,” he said. He handed her the remaining biscuit. He wasn’t hungry anymore. Besides, the thing had long gone cold. 
“So then?”
Jute was half of a mind to tell her the whole story. After all, he had known Lena for years, ever since she had shown up at the back door of the Goose and Gold, a tiny, frightened girl. The innkeeper had put her to work in the scullery, scrubbing the endless grease of pots and pans. The deftness of her hands had caught the Juggler’s eye, and it wasn’t long before he had her. She had learned under the tutelage of the older children. Jute had taught her a fair bit himself.
He winced at the memory, looking down at the burn scar blooming on the side of her face. It covered one cheek and reached up into the scalp. Luckily, her hair had grown back. 
“I got caught.” He shrugged. “There’s not much to the story. The job went bad and got me nicked.”
“As if you’d get nicked.” she said, spraying crumbs. “That’d be the day.”
He shook his head, secretly pleased at her praise. “Plenty of things out there that shouldn’t be tried for. You know that. No matter how quick you get, there’s always a bit that’s gonna be quicker. And those are the bits you have to leave be—only I tried for one of ‘em.”
She scowled, but he saw her touch her face, fingers drifting unconsciously across the burn scar.
“It were for the Knife, weren’t it?” she said.
“Aye.” And he saw the man’s face again, floating pale and ghostly above the chimney’s mouth. Nothing personal, boy. His hands clenched. Stone and shadow. He hadn’t thought of the man for several days now. 
She licked her fingers clean of honey and then wiped them on her shirt.
“Ain’t no reason to worry about the Knife,” she said.
“What do you mean?” he said, startled.
“Oh, nothing,” she said, smiling in triumph. “Just that, me ‘n the other—we jumped the Knife behind the Goose ‘n Gold.”
“What?”
She told him, waving her hands about for emphasis and grinning.
“You could’ve been killed,” said Jute, angry and jealous and amazed all at the same time.
“Well, I weren’t. What’s more, I heard the Knife ain’t the Knife any longer. He been kicked outa the Guild or something. All in disgrace, cuz of you, cully. Everyone’s talking about it.”
“Kicked out?” he said in amazement.
“On his rear. So, what was it? What were you trying to swipe?” she said.
His mind cast about for something suitably impressive. “An old book. Something filled up with magic spells and things like that. Real expensive and rare.”
“Must have been a real swoop,” she said, “else the Silentman wouldn’t have put out such a price on you.”
“The Silentman? A price? What are you talking about?”
“Stone,” she said, wide-eyed. “You hadn’t heard?”
“No. I’ve been—I’ve been busy. Tell me then.”
“Maybe I’d like another biscuit first.”
“Maybe you’ll tell me.” He poked her in the ribs.
“A hundred pieces of gold.” She wriggled away. “Who’d have thought your ugly mug’d be worth all that?”
“A hundred pieces of gold,” he breathed. “You should turn me in yourself. You’d be rich.”
“There’s plenty would turn you in for a lot less than a hundred, Jute. Word’s gone out around the city. Every kid in the Juggler’s lot is dreaming of gold. Oh, not Wrin and the twins. They’ll allus be true as can be. But every member of the Guild has word to take you if they’ve the chance—alive. The Silentman wants you alive. You’ve the shadow’s own luck to be out on the square today and nobody seen you.” 
“It was stupid of me.” He shook his head in disgust. “I need to disappear. Don’t tell anyone you saw me, will you?”
“Course not,” she said indignantly.
He stuck his hands in his pockets. “Here, you better take this lot.” He forked over his pickings from the square. The remaining copper from the blacksmith’s apprentice, a silver coin embossed with the ducal crest of Hull, and an opal no bigger than his thumbnail but black as night. Lena’s eyes bulged and she squeaked.
“I won’t need ‘em,” he said. “Not where I’m holed up. Give the opal to the Juggler. That should keep him in a good mood for days.”
The little girl looked at him blankly for a moment.
“You don’t know, do you?”
“Know what?” he said.
“Bout the Juggler. He’s been gone more’n a week now. He must be dead or something, ‘cause the Guild’s moved a new one in. Old man who just sits and smokes his smelly pipe all day and take our swoop. He’s not half bad, an’ he don’t beat us hard at all.”
“The Juggler's dead?”
Joy trembled inside him, but then it was swept away by anger. His vision blurred. Someone else had killed the fat man. He had wanted that pleasure himself—somehow—to watch the life go out of those beady eyes. To extinguish him, just as a wick would be blown out.
A breeze blew down the alley.
What are you doing? Beware your mind, fledgling.
The hawk. 
Instantly, his sight cleared. Lena was watching him curiously. He forced a smile. 
“I have to go,” he said.
She nodded. He grabbed her arm.
“Could you do something for me, Lena?”
“Of course.”
“There’s a man named Nio who lives near Highneck Rise. An old manor at the end of the Losian Street. A tall garden wall and a tower. Find out if anyone in the Guild is talking about him. But be careful. He’s dangerous. More dangerous than the Knife. Quiet as a mouse, all right?”
“But how’ll I tell you what I find?” she said.
He wondered guiltily about the hawk and glanced at the sky.
“Three nights from now,” he said. “Meet me here at dusk.”
“All right,” she said, and then she scampered away down the alley, back toward the cheerful clamor of the square.
After a suspicious look around the alley—he was alone except for a little gray cat washing itself in a pool of sunlight—he climbed back up the wall. He swung over the eave and lay for a moment on the edge of the slate tiles. The noise of the day and the memory of the crowd drained from his mind, displaced by the slow warmth of the sunlight and the silence of the sky. And then, when he was still within, he walked across the roof and the slate tiles remained slate tiles.
The copper pipe remained a copper pipe, for that was all it had ever been. He tried not to think about how he was going to get back up to his window as he clambered up the pipe, but it was no good to put off the problem off much longer. A fair amount of Mioja Square was visible from where he was and he marveled at how small it had all become. There was an odd enjoyment in seeing the crowd drifting about, eddies of people as tiny as ants all a variety of color but no longer short and tall and fat and thin. They were all tiny. Remote. He wondered if that’s how it always was for the hawk—a constant remoteness that never necessitated involvement on its part except for whenever it wanted to fall from the heights and then climb back up with its prey.
Rabbits, probably.
Jute stood a while on the ledge under his window, running a disconsolate hand over the stonework of the wall. It was different up here as opposed to the wall below. Different masons, he thought gloomily. Whoever had fashioned the upper walls had a skill he’d never seen before. Each stone was fitted into its mates as close as heartbeats falling one after the other. There were no gaps. Every stone had been hewn to a flat, smooth face. The wall was unclimbable. If only he could fly.
“What in the name of the accursed darkness do you think you’re doing?”
Startled, he stared up at the window ledge. Severan’s wispy gray head leaned out. The old man glared down at him.
After some furious words back and forth, they decided upon the idea of sheets knotted together. It started to rain, but the overhang of the roof protected Jute. Severan let down the makeshift rope and Jute clambered up in a trice. 
“You,” said the old man, “are a lackwit. Of all the things to do, you have to go wandering through the city, smack in the middle of the Autumn Fair.”
“I did not!” protested Jute.
“Then why’s there honey smeared all over your lying face? I don’t recollect seeing any bees in these ruins.”
The boy wiped at his cheek and then reddened as his hand came away sticky.
“I was bored,” he said.
“You were bored?” said Severan. He threw his hands up in the air, and then sighed. “Look, Jute. We’ve decided—the other scholars and I—that we’re going to finish our work here in one more month. We’ve yet to find what we hoped would be here, but perhaps the book never existed in the first place, or maybe it was taken away during the war. Some of the wizards escaped, you know. A precious few, but some did. At any rate, one more month and then we’ll pack it in.”
“So you’ll be leaving?” Panic gripped Jute. He clenched his jaw and hoped that he would not cry.
“Aye, but you’ve no cause to worry. None of us are from this city. I come from the north myself, from Harlech. They’re a secretive folk there and keep to themselves. They wouldn’t bother noticing one more boy.”
“You mean, I could come with you?”
“If you wish. I’ve a cottage up on the coast of Lannaslech. That’s the land of the duke of Harlech himself. Right where the cliffs reach the sea. It’s a homely place with enough quiet to give a man space to think, not like this noisy city. The cottage was old before my time. Stone walls and a big chimney, for the winters are cold in the north.”
He smiled, more to himself than at Jute.
“Summers are beautiful there. The moon flowers will be blooming still, I think, and I hate to be missing them. Stone and sky and sea and a fire on the hearth—the four stillpoints of the world. You remember what I read you from the memoir of Sarcorlan?”
Jute nodded, wondering what a moon flower was.
“The Guild never comes to Harlech. No one would know you there, and you’d be more than welcome.”
“Thank you,” said the boy.



 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
THE SPELL AT THE TOP OF THE STAIRS
 
“Rain and more rain,” said Levoreth.
She plopped down onto a window seat and gazed out. Rain streaked down the glass. Mist obscured most of the view out across the city. Here and there, however, roofs and spires were visible like islands of brick and stone and slate in an ocean of gray.
“Nothing a coach and a good umbrella can’t deal with,” said her aunt.
“Are you serious?”
“My dear, you know me better than that. Get your coat on.”
“This is weather for frogs and fishes.”
“Don’t be uncouth. I was having tea with Lady Blyscan, Rudu Blyscan’s wife, and she told me of a splendid little dress shop down in the city. Just off the main square—what is that place called?”
“Mioja Square.”
“She bought a lovely watered silk there yesterday for a pittance. Harthian, I think. They have such gorgeous silks.”
“I’m sleepy,” said Levoreth. “I think I’ll take a nap.”
“Nonsense. All you seem to do these days is sleep. Are you sick? You look healthy to me—”
“I’m not sick.”
“—though, my great-grandmother Ella dropped dead at age thirty-one. In perfect health. My great-grandfather was inconsolable. Lost his head and promptly ran off with that dreadful Narnessy woman. They fought like cats and dogs for forty-nine years.”
“And were perfectly happy,” said Levoreth.
“What’s that?” said her aunt.
“Oh, er, weren’t they rather happy?”
“Perhaps they were. Get your coat. We have a coach waiting.”
It was strange. Ever since they had arrived in Hearne, Levoreth felt an overwhelming desire to sleep. Even when she woke up in the morning, all she wanted to do was go back to sleep. Levoreth buttoned her coat up and suppressed a yawn. A coach harnessed to two horses waited at the bottom of the steps. A footman half-hidden by an enormous umbrella hurried forward. The driver huddled on top of the coach box, the reins dripping in his hands.
“Come, my dear,” said her aunt.
One of the horses swung its head around to gaze at them.
Mistress of Mistresses.
I’m sorry, she said in her mind. It’s cold and wet and you should be warm in your stable.
Ah, well, said the horse. Some things cannot be helped. Besides, it is our honor, Mistress.
It was dry inside the coach. 
“That’s better,” said her aunt. She rapped on the ceiling with her knuckles.
The coach lurched away. Levoreth closed her eyes. The swaying motion of the coach was quite restful. That, and the sound of the rain thrumming on the roof and the clip-clop of the horses’ hooves, was enough to put anyone to sleep. She yawned.
“Levoreth, you don’t have to take the duke of Mizra seriously. That is, if you don’t want to.”
“What’s that?” Levoreth came wide awake.
“My dear, your uncle and I have no intention of manipulating you into marriage.” The duchess leaned forward and patted her niece’s knee. “It’s just that, well, you’re getting older and we worry about you sometime. Marriage can be wonderful with the right person. Mind you, I don’t subscribe to this silly idea that marriage must be made only for love, but it can be equally dreadful with the wrong person. So if the duke of Mizra at first strikes you wrong, all I’m saying is that you shouldn’t dismiss him. However, if after a while he still doesn’t seem right—not that you must fall in love with him, my dear—then smile and walk on.”
“Did you marry for love, Aunt?”
“Of course not. I chose to fall in love after we were married, and only when I was sure Hennen loved me. It makes things easier if you wait. It gives you the upper hand. You’re laughing at me.”
“Perhaps,” said Levoreth, smiling. 
The coach creaked to a stop and the door opened. Rain dripped off the footman’s nose. He unfurled the umbrella with a flourish and held it aloft.
“Thank you,” said the duchess.
“Milady,” said the footman, bowing deeply but still managing to keep the umbrella over the duchess’ head.
“Will you be waiting outside for us?” asked Levoreth.
“Er,” said the footman.
“Of course,” said the duchess.
“There’s a good inn down the street,” said Levoreth. She dropped a gold piece in the footman’s hand. “Wait there. See that the horses have some oats. We’ll send someone to fetch you when we’re ready. Have some ale yourself.”
“Very good, milady.” 
The footman ushered them to the door of the shop and then backed away, bowing. He was young and the niece of the duke of Dolan was beautiful. Everyone thought so in the servants’ hall.
The duchess shook her head.
“Sometimes, Levoreth, you are much too nice.”
The dress shop was alive with light. Lamps hung from the ceiling and their glow reflected from mirrors of all sizes hung on walls and propped in corners. The proprietor appeared out of nowhere, bowing and smiling and bowing again.
“Welcome, maladies. Welcome. Tea?”
“That’d be nice,” said the duchess, already drifting toward a flowing blue silk.
“Tea!” called the proprietor. 
He clapped his hands together and a small girl hurried up with a silver pot. A second girl, even smaller, followed with a tray of mugs. Steam and cinnamon filled the air. Levoreth found herself holding a mug of tea. A third girl, the smallest of the three, peered up at her from beneath a plate of cookies.
“Gingersnap?” said the little girl.
“Yes, thanks,” said Levoreth. She took two.
“My daughters,” said the proprietor. “Now, back to work, my dears. Nimble fingers, you see.” He bowed to the duchess. “Little fingers make little stitches. They take after their mother.”
“You don’t say. This blue silk, do you have it in green?”
“Milady has excellent taste. This comes from the loom of the best weaver in Damarkan, Avila Avilan herself. I’m devastated, but I do not have it in green. Purple, scarlet, blue. If I may say so, this blue does marvels with your eyes, milady.”
“Pity,” sniffed the duchess. “Why is it so difficult to find a good green?”
“The dye’s been rare this last year,” said the proprietor.
“And why’s that?”
“I don’t know, milady.” The proprietor spread his hands in apology.
“Because the yarrow crop in Vomaro has failed for the last three years,” said Levoreth to herself. “Too many gophers.”
“What’s that, my dear?” said the duchess.
“Nothing.”
“You look good in green, Levoreth, but this brown velvet damask would go splendidly with your hair—“
“Absolutely, milady,” said the proprietor. “Absolutely.”
“—though brown is a difficult color, difficult to pin down into a proper tone, don’t you think?”
“Certainly,” said the proprietor. “But if it’s brown you desire, perhaps milady would consider this silk as well? A lovely, rich earth tone, I might say. Finest Harthian silk.”
“It is rather nice. Levoreth, my dear, what about a silk instead?”
“If you don’t mind, Aunt,” said Levoreth, “I’m going for a walk. It is a bit stuffy in here. I’ll take this umbrella.”
“But this silk would go perfectly with your—”
“Fine. Buy it. I’ll wear it.”
Before the duchess could say anything else, Levoreth stepped out the door. She discovered she had crushed a gingersnap in her hand. She flung the crumbs into the gutter. The rain was still falling. It drummed on top of the umbrella and dripped down in front of her nose. She took a deep breath to steady herself. Something was not right.
A yawn escaped her lips. The sensation of wanting to fall asleep was even stronger now. Stronger than it had been in the castle up on Highneck Rise. But she was not tired. She knew she was not. Yet here she was, about to fall asleep on her feet. She stumbled and stepped into a puddle. 
“Drat!”
Her stocking felt cold and clammy against her skin. It was horrid, but the sensation cleared her head of any thought of sleep. And in that moment, she felt a gentle push against her mind. The sensation was as imperceptible as the push a blade of grass will exert when growing up beneath a rock. Just as imperceptible, but much stronger.
Instantly, Levoreth filled her mind with the memory of earth and stone. The earth settled her, and she felt the depth and the weight of the dark roots of mountains. Stone rose up within her mind into a wall. She could taste earth in her mouth. She could feel the city huddled around her in the dark and the cold and falling rain. Rain thrummed on top of the umbrella. Her knuckles whitened on the umbrella handle. And then the sensation came again. It was like a worm—a cold, soft worm. It crept across the stone shielding her. The touch pressed against the rock as if it sought entrance. 
Levoreth shuddered. 
Realization stirred in her mind. She knew this touch. It was the cause of her sleepiness, of her forgetfulness. For so many years. The thing was ancient. It was born of the Dark, a spell of some unfamiliar, powerful sort. Of this, she was sure. And now that she recognized its touch, it would never enter her mind again. 
Never.
She blinked. Her head swung from side to side like a dog’s, sniffing at the air. A growl escaped her lips. The spell was here. Somewhere in the city.
She glanced back at the dress shop. Light spilled from the window into the falling rain. Beyond the shop, the street opened up into Mioja Square. The gloom and the rain obscured the square, but here and there, she could see lamplight shining from the stalls of the more intrepid merchants. Few people were out in such weather, though, and the afternoon was rapidly turning into evening.
Twilight.
Perfect time for hunting.
Something glinted in her eyes. Her pupils seemed to flare green.
Levoreth strode off down the street, heading deeper into the city. The street grew narrower and the buildings began to look shabbier. Windows were shuttered against the approaching night.
There.
The sensation was coming from the southwest.
She turned a corner. Her nostrils flared as she sniffed the air.
The sensation was getting stronger. It wasn’t like a worm anymore. It was more like the finger of a dead man trailing against her skin. Gentle, but hard, with bone under the cold flesh. It stank of death.
She shoved back against it with her mind.
And the finger recoiled.
It vanished.
Instantly, she flung her thoughts wide, hunting through the silence and the darkness that exists on the edge of the mind. She was dimly aware of countless lives flickering in the darkness. Tiny stars gleaming in the night. Thoughts floated by, blind to her, but they were only the lives of Hearne’s people, heedless of the danger that lurked within their city.
How long had the spell been in existence?
Her thoughts raced through the darkness. Nothing. Another thousand lives flashed by. Candle flames. But their lives would be counted as nothing if such a spell were allowed to continue. How many generations had already spent their lives in sleep under the spell?
Sleep possesses three doors. The first door opens from the day. We walk through into sleep. The second door opens on the other side of sleep into the morning. We walk through into the morning.
And the third door?
The third door opens into darkness. And if a sleeper stayed lost in sleep for too long, then the door would open and the Dark would come in.
Then, just when Levoreth was about to give up, she stiffened. A scent lingered in the darkness, far out on the edge of her thoughts. Almost due south now. The scent was faint but unmistakable. The stench of the Dark.
Her eyes flared green.
She ran. Her skirts whipped around her legs, sodden with water. She splashed across a street and darted down an alley. The cobblestones were slick, but she ran sure-footedly, vaulting over garbage piles and dodging around corners. The twilight had deepened into night. The clouds were thickening and the sky was gone. A wind arose, slashing the rain down sideways.
The touch of the spell wriggled frantically in her thoughts, desperate to escape her, but it could not. She held to the scent as surely as a bloodhound, as surely as a wolf tracking its kill across the snow. She furled the umbrella without slowing and tucked it under one arm. Her hair whipped free from its pins, heavy with water. 
A couple of men—fishermen, by the smell of them—hurried up the street toward her, their heads bent down under the rain. She ran by, and they did not see her. It seemed she ran in a world of silence, a world of darkness and blurred stone and light hiding secure behind shutters. The rain lashed against her face and she smelt woodsmoke cooling in the air. Somewhere in front of her, somewhere in the city and not far away now, was the spell.
Abruptly, she stopped running.
Before her, a street made its crooked way into the evening. Several doors down was an inn. Light streamed from its windows. She could hear laughter and the sound of voices coming from the inn. The street seemed all the colder and darker because of the cheeriness of the sound and the light. Past the inn, however, and on the other side of the street, was a house.
The house was wedged between what looked like a warehouse on one side and a second house on the other. It was shabby and tall, three stories in total, with a sharply pitched roof underneath the chimneys teetering up into the sky. Every window was shuttered and dark. It looked like an empty house, a house that had not been lived in for many years. A dead house.
But the house was not dead. It was alive.
A ward buzzed on the edges of her mind. It was woven about the house. Her thoughts feathered around it, touching and tasting and smelling. The ward was old. Hundreds of years old. It listened to her, coiled as tight as a snake ready to strike. Behind the ward crouched the house. Within the house was the spell. It stank of malice and ancient intent and death. 
How long have you been here, you abomination? She whispered the words in her mind.
Long enough, Mistress. Long enough.
The voice of the spell was dry and dusty, creaking as if it were made up of the sounds of footsteps on stairs, of echoes in empty hallways and the drip of water in a dark basement.
Your time here is at an end. This is my land. These are my people.
You did your people well, you foolish old woman. I have lulled your people to sleep for these hundreds of years. Them and you. It is what I was woven for and I have done my job well. You shall die this night and I shall remain until my master returns once again. My lullaby continues, Mistress, and Tormay sleeps. 
Who is your master? Tell me!
But the voice fell silent and would not answer.
The ward triggered when she was about fifty feet away from the house. Instinctively, she flung her mind wide to contain it. 
Death darkness death—and the ward crashed into her. It had been woven hundreds of years ago—she could feel the age in it—but it had lost none of its potency. Whoever had woven it had been a master. The blow would have leveled a stone building, would have shattered minds and bodies, but her own mind was filled with the earth. She staggered with the impact, but the earth was heavy and deep and old, and it could not be moved.
The ward coiled back on itself and then lashed out again, humming and buzzing and hissing with malevolence.
Death death death!
Dimly, as if from far away, she could still hear the sounds of laughter and conversation from the inn nearby. She could not see the inn, however, for it was as if she looked down a tunnel, blurred stone and light and the bent lines of walls and chimneys on either side. At the end of the tunnel stood the house, waiting for her. The door was in perfect clarity. Raindrops gleamed on the door handle.
The earth lay silent within her mind. Damp earth, full of patience and stone. Roots sank down into darkness and weight. The ward slammed against the earth, hungry to destroy, ravenous to kill and shatter and rend, but the earth absorbed it in silence. She could smell loam and moss in her mind and she felt the tickle of grass against her skin.
She found herself standing before the door. The handle broke in her grasp and the door swung open. She stepped within and shut the door. It was dark inside. She whispered a word and three fireflies flew from her hand. They gave off only a tiny glow, but the darkness was so complete that their little light was sufficient.
A hall stretched away before her. Doors on either side stood shut. Halfway down the hall, a staircase climbed up into the darkness. The stink of death filled the air. She blinked, momentarily stunned by the smell. A presence battered against her mind. The fireflies winked out.
“Avert!”
One by one, the fireflies blinked back into life. The presence vanished and the silence of the earth filled in around her mind. She coughed, choking on the smell. On her right was a small room, empty of everything except dust and shadows. She threw open the window and breathed the cold, clean night air that flooded in.
“There,” she said.
The stairs creaked under her. The fireflies crowded in close around her head and she had to wave them away.
“Go on now,” she said. “You’re safe with me.”
Reluctantly, they hovered in front of her. 
The stairs were covered with dust, but here and there, in the faint light of the fireflies, Levoreth could see footprints. She knelt to examine the steps in front of her. The fireflies floated down. The dust bore evidence of several different kinds of footprints. She frowned. But there was something strange about the marks. 
Here was the paw print of a dog. Here was that of a cat. And here was the shoe print of a small human. A child, no doubt. The prints were faint, but it seemed there were many different dogs, different cats, different children. They had not all climbed the stairs at once, but over the course of many years. Many years.
She touched the print of a cat’s paw with one finger and realized what was strange about the marks. All of them ascended the stairs, but only one kind of print ascended and descended. It was that of an older child. Or a small human.
“Earth and stone.” Her voice trailed away. 
She shivered. And understood.
Hoped, desperately hoped she was wrong.
Levoreth hurried up the stairs, not caring that the fireflies could not keep up. The darkness grew, but she did not fear it. Her eyes shone like those of a cat. She muttered under her breath and more fireflies fell from her hands. They trailed behind her like a river of stars. She reached the top of the stairs and another hall lay before her. Doors stood open on either side, filled with dust and silence. She followed the jumble of footprints down the hall to a third set of stairs.
Please, no.
Let it not be so.
Please.
The stairs creaked under her. Fireflies shone in her hair. She reached the top of the stairs and another hall lay before her. A door stood at the far end. She stopped. The house remained silent around her, though she thought she could hear rain pattering on the roof. But something waited in the silence. She could feel it, just past the door at the end of the hall.
“Earth and stone,” Levoreth said. She took a deep breath. “For how many hundreds of years has this been so? It is to this place all my uneasy dreams blindly looked, and past this cursed house, past this place to the Dark. I am afraid to open the door.”
She took a deep breath and then walked down the hall. The door opened at her touch. 
She fell into darkness.
No stars.
No light.
No up.
No down.
Nothingness.
Only sleep. 
Endless sleep.
A door opened in the darkness. Memory shone through like light. Drowsing in the cemetery behind the church in Andolan. Afternoon sunlight like honey. Bees drifting in the air. Herself napping next to an old headstone. Dolan Callas.
Sleep.
It would be a relief.
The darkness pressed closer.
And another headstone next to the other. Levoreth Callas. Beloved wife and mother. Roses blooming on the wall. The scarlet petals ready to drift down and die. When it was their time. It was her time. Her eyes opened. It was not her time. When it was her time, she would go willing. She would go rejoicing, for she was weary. But not now. Not this day.
Fireflies flew from her hands. They winked and shone and flashed, spinning around her, and the darkness fled away. She stood in a room without windows. The air was close and foul. It stank of blood, and there was a tremble of misery and pain and fear in it. Her stomach clenched. Before her was a table on which lay a piece of parchment. She forced herself to step closer. 
The words of the spell had been written in a bold hand, in dark ink that was not precisely black but something else. Something dried and flaking. She shuddered. Past the table, in the corner, was a heap of what looked like rags of old clothing, but here and there was a shard of bone. The skull of a cat grinned up at her from beneath a torn shirt.
She screamed.
In fury. Rage. For the sorrow of it all.
They all screamed, said the spell. It chuckled. The whisper of it in her mind was filled with malice.
They all screamed. But no one heard them, Mistress. No one. Not you. Were you not their protector? Were you not their bulwark? Where were you in their last moments? Sweet, all of them, and their blood has kept me strong all these years. I hold their fear and their pain still. So many years.
“Who wrote you?” she shouted. “Who was your master?!”
Better you never know, sneered the spell. Better you go down to your grave and never know, for you are weak earth and stone. He will bind you and bring you into the endless night. You will sleep deep. Deeper even than the sleep I gave you these last hundreds and hundreds of years.
“I’ll strip the knowledge from your cursed ink!”
Too late, Mistress.
The parchment collapsed into dust before her hand could touch it.
Her fist slammed down on the table. The dust of the parchment drifted down to the floor. A sigh whispered through the air. She stood for a moment with bowed head over the sad little pile of rags and fur and bones. The fireflies hovered around her.
Levoreth turned and left the room. 
The house shivered around her. She could hear the rain still tapping on the roof. The wind blew along the walls and it sounded like someone sighing. A stair creaked under her. She turned, her skin crawling as if someone was watching her. Above her, at the top of the stairs, the shadows seemed crowded with the ghostly shapes of cats and dogs and children. They stared down at her without moving or speaking.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I am so sorry.”
Still, they did not move.
“Rest well now. Nothing can hold you to this place any longer.”
It seemed like one of the children smiled at her, and then the shadows were only shadows. The house was empty now except for its own memories.
She closed the front door behind her and walked away. It was raining harder now, and she was glad for it. She turned her face up to the sky, eyes closed, and let the rain wash away her tears.



 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
BOOKS CAN BE DANGEROUS
 
For the past three years, Ronan had kept a room on the second story of a house near the city’s south gate. An elderly couple lived in the place and made their living from the husband’s work as a scrivener. They were happy to get the silver piece he gave them every month for rent. It was a stiff price for a single room in such a poor part of Hearne, but the place pleased him, as there was access across the roofs, as well as by a set of rickety stairs that mounted up from a walled courtyard behind the house. The old couple gave no heed to his comings and goings but were careful to tell him of any strangers who appeared on their street.
Not that he had much to fear from enemies when he was on his own ground. Only one attacker at a time would be able to manage the stairs and the narrow door. And he’d yet to meet his match in a swordsman. When he slept, and when he was away, one of the cleverest wards gold could buy maintained a tireless watch, spelled into the stone and timbers of his room. Money well spent. 
Ronan woke that morning and washed away an uneasy night of dreams with a basin of water. Sunlight angled along the top of the rickety stairs. He perched there a while in thought, letting the light warm his face. 
At first, he had been afraid that the creature from the Silentman’s court would haunt his dreams, but his sleep, though uneasy with old memories and shadows, was thankfully devoid of the thing’s gaunt face. Whenever he thought of that strange meeting in the Silentman’s court, he could still hear the thing’s whispering voice and feel the invisible band tightening around his chest. He had never been so terrified in all his life. Facing an enemy over blades was never a concern, for he had learned how to fight from the best swordsman in all of Tormay.
He sighed at the thought. 
“Sword skill or not,” he said, “I’m no longer the Knife.”
For a while, he paced about the room, scowling. Not that he cared what the Silentman thought, but to be cast off after so many years of faithful service? The Silentman was a bloodsucking tick. A swamp leech, a drooling idiot, the dullard offspring of a goat. And he owed him money. 
Ronan slammed his fist on the table.
He didn’t care about any of it at all. Not the Guild, not Hearne, not any of the thieves that he had come to know over the years. All he wanted was his money. Without it, he wouldn’t be able to leave the city. To leave and lose himself in the north, in the islands and the sea.
But the Silentman would not let him leave Hearne without finding the boy.
There were two possibilities, other than whatever fate might choose to deal out. The house that had been robbed or the little girl. If the boy was alive then his trail would lead from the house. The scent might be picked up there. Doubtful at best, after all the days that had passed. But it would be instructive to find out who lived in the house. A rich scholar. That’s what Dreccan Gor had told him when he had been given the job. An idle scholar with too much money and learning. He had said it with no expression on his fat face, the Silentman gazing on them in silence from his dais. A scholar with the habit of collecting ancient oddities that were no use to anyone. But there had to be more to it than that. There always was. Usually, it didn’t matter, but it might now. Not just a scholar.
Ancient oddities that were no use to anyone. Except the white-faced creature whispering its threats while the three most powerful men in the Guild stood before it in utter terror. The Silentman. Dreccan Gor. And the Knife. Ronan frowned. Except he was no longer the Knife.
The little girl. Of anyone in the whole city, knowledge and luck would be on her side to catch the first glimpse of the accursed boy. If he was still in the city. Shadow take the thought. A city boy raised and schooled in the streets wouldn’t be likely to leave the walls. No. Hearne was his world.
How many children were in that fat fool’s clutches—two dozen, three, more? He didn’t know for certain. But they’d be sharing whatever they had with each other, whether it was food or information, everything used as a common bulwark against the Juggler. And if one had seen the boy Jute, then all had seen him. Though maybe not. Not with a hundred gold pieces on Jute’s head. At any rate, the girl was probably his best bet.
He smiled sourly. That would be a trick. She would turn and run, the first sight she caught of him. He would have to win her over somehow. There would be time enough later to wring her neck.
He stood up, checked the ward guarding his rooms with one flick of his mind—it was whispering peacefully to itself—and then hurried down the stairs. 
It was still early morning, but the city was bustling. Every tavern, every boarding house and hostelry was bursting at the seams with travelers and traders come for the Autumn Fair. The streets were crowded with barrows, fast-talking hawkers, hucksters cajoling the foolish to their dicing and chance games, vendors buying, selling, and trading. A contingent of the city Guard marched by, stepping smartly and stern in their blue-black cloaks and gleaming armor. 
Ronan bought some fried dough from a cart and munched on the honeyed bread. A child ran past; he eyed the boy, but then turned away after he saw him scooped up by a stout matron. He strolled on and came to Mioja Square. He sat down on the fountain’s edge, washed his sticky hands in the water, and considered. It seemed as if the entire city was out in force, judging from the busy square around him. But the Fair would not properly start for another three days, and then the city would become even more crowded. In three days. That would be the evening of the regent’s ball and when he would have to see to the strange bargain struck with Liss Galnes. He shivered and then glanced around, shamefaced, to see if anyone was watching him.
Throughout the morning and the afternoon, he walked the city, down streets and back alleys, crisscrossing the expanse of the square so many times he lost count. He saw street urchins everywhere, with the knowing, sly look about them marked in their furtive eyes and quick hands. The Juggler’s children were out in force. He saw them stealing purses and wallets from traders, prosperous farmers, nobles. Most people from the duchies and lands beyond Hearne were not accustomed to the harsher realities of the city. They were easy marks for the industrious children. Once he almost laughed aloud at the sight of several little boys standing on each other’s shoulders to filch a fine saddle blanket from the top of a camel towering over them. The snatch was made with only seconds to spare and then they were pelting off into the crowd with a cursing Harthian merchant in pursuit. The camel looked on in disdain. 
As the merchant from Harth quickly learned, the children were not easy to follow in the crowded streets. Even for one as skilled as Ronan, he found he could not trail any of the children for long. He attempted this several times throughout the day and ruefully discovered that even his abilities were not up to the task. The children could move quicker than he among the press of the crowd. They could dart between legs and under carts, while he had to content himself with elbowing people aside. He gave up the idea as impractical. It wouldn’t do to collar one of the little wretches in passing, for then the word would be out. Not once did he see the girl Lena.
He skulked around in the neighborhood of the Goose and Gold for a while, hoping to discover where the Juggler kept the children. He was certain the place would be nearby, for the fat man had never stirred far from the tavern before his recent disappearance. But he didn’t see any children, though he loitered there for an hour. The day was passing. He moved on, gloomy and lost in thought.
Ronan found himself walking along the narrow street behind the scholar’s house—the same street where he and the boy had stood that night. It was a quiet place, a neighborhood for those who had money enough to buy security, far from the bustling quarters of trade or the dirty boroughs of the poor. He could hear the wards woven into the place. They whispered to him as he passed. They were harmless, as long he did not intrude, but decidedly aware of him. He admired them. He could sense the care and cost that had gone into their spelling. And he smiled, for he and the boy had beaten them that night. That was certainly something not many in the Guild would have been able to do. 
At one place in the wall, there was a small passageway cut in the stone, closed by a gate of iron bars that rose up into sharp points like spears. He could see through them into a large, enclosed garden. It looked a lovely place—the little he could make out—filled with flowers, bushes, and fruit trees growing in unkempt profusion. 
Perhaps it was the boredom and frustration of the day that made him do what he did next. Trying to track slippery street urchins was enough to try anyone’s patience, and it had already been a bad enough week as it was. A moment of careful listening, listening with every nerve ending alert, left him certain there was no one in the house, or at least in the half of the house closest to him. Oddly enough, the iron gate only had a rather insignificant ward woven into its pilings and hinges. There was a convenient space between the sharp points and the stone ceiling arching above them. 
He touched the iron and willed himself to silence. The ward stirred slightly and then subsided back into dormancy. He hoisted himself up and edged over the sharp points crowning the gate. As soon as one leg was straddled over, the gate came alive. Another ward, he thought frantically, masked by the first. The iron bars were lengthening, the points were shooting up toward the stone above at an alarming rate. With a frenzied heave, he was over and through, sprawling painfully on the ground. He froze, senses prickling and quivering out in every direction. But there was nothing. No footsteps hurrying near. No cries of alarm. Not even the whisper of other wards contracting and focusing on him. He shivered, remembering the iron moving and growing underneath him and the unyielding stone above his head. A bird trilled cheerfully in the garden and, on top of the gate, the iron points retracted to their normal height.
Wetness slid down his arm. His fingers came away sticky with blood. He hadn’t even felt the iron point slice through him. It wasn’t a bad cut, but it could have been worse. He tore a strip of cloth from his shirt and tied it tightly around his arm.
For a long time, Ronan stayed beside the gate, examining the garden and the inner walls of the house standing around it in sunwashed stone. The bird whistled and sang within the branches of a rowan tree in the center of the garden. Oddly enough, there were sprigs of red berries on the tree, even though it wasn’t yet autumn. Selia bushes bloomed around the rowan, and the ground was littered with their white petals. Crickets scraped and sawed in the grass. But beyond their droning and the careless notes of the bird, there was only the silence of an empty house. 
The ward in the gate had been beyond his skill. He had been lucky. If there were one such ward, there would be more. But he could not go back. The thought of climbing over those iron points again brought sweat to his brow. He would have to get out through the house. Of one thing he was now sure. No ordinary scholar lived here. The gate ward had been meant to kill, not merely warn off, and wards that killed were expensive and rare. 
The bird went silent when he ventured across the garden. The sun was almost overhead. There were no shadows to hide in. Quickly, he walked to a door in the nearest wall and tried the handle. It was unlocked and seemed to have no warding. He slipped inside and, as he closed the door, heard the bird burst into song behind him.
He found himself in a pantry. Shelves lined the walls. Bundles of dried herbs hung from the ceiling. Another door opened into a kitchen. The place smelled unpleasantly dank, as if it had been unused for days. A pile of carrots on the counter was covered with mold. Two other doors led out of the kitchen. When he eased the first one open, he saw stone stairs descending into darkness. Obviously a basement. He considered going down, for basements usually meant some sort of access to the city sewers—a mode of exit and entrance that he had used in other parts of Hearne—but at that moment he heard the soft rasp of something dragging slowly across a stone floor. He silently shut the door and backed away. 
A great horror came over him, for even though the door was closed, he could hear a faint squishing sound, almost as if a handful of wet clay was being pressed repeatedly against stone. 
Shhhs.
Shhhs.
Shhhs.
The noise was getting louder. It was ascending the stairs. A slow, shuffling movement.
Ronan turned and almost ran from the kitchen. Out the other door. Into a long hallway, lined with door after door and floored with a thick carpet that deadened his footfalls. No windows. No sunlight. Only shadow. Which way was he heading? Which door? His arm ached and he felt dizzy.
One day, your luck’ll run out, said a tiny voice inside his mind.
No. Never. 
Soon. You’ll break.
Not even when they beat me bloody.
They were going to hang you that morning in Lura.
Yes. That was years ago. I escaped.
Heart racing, he paused in a small anteroom in the hallway. The corridor split into two directions. One to the right and one to the left. They both looked the same and he was disoriented. Shadow in both directions. Not one single window to betray the sky. If he only had the sky. Open spaces, wind, and the sky. A good horse under him. 
“Never should’ve come to this city,” he muttered out loud. 
The air sighed behind him, as if shifted by a door opening. Ronan dove down the left passageway without stopping to think. He ran up a stairway. At the top, a mahogany door rose up out of the gloom. His hands fluttered over it. A warning buzz tingled in his fingertips. A ward? No. It felt different. But the air whispered again, far back down the stairs and in the passageway. He slipped through the door. 
Whatever was woven into the door was not a ward, for nothing happened, and he closed the door behind him. Light bloomed from a curtained window. It was a library. An uncommon thing in Hearne, for books were rare and costly. This room had more books in it than he had ever seen before, even though in more than a decade of thieving he had broken into most of the wealthier homes of Hearne. Every wall, from floor to ceiling, was lined with books. He stopped in the middle of the room, fascinated despite the fear playing icily down his neck. Leather in rich reds, white, and browns. Spines cracked with age. Copper covers mottled green. Huge tomes clasped with wood covers and brass clasps. 
There.
Startled, he swung around. Who had spoken? The room was empty.
On the second shelf.
His eyes wavered up and settled on a slim book bound in brown leather. 
Hurry.
The door creaked open behind him. The book almost leapt into his hand. He whirled and caught a glimpse of a shadowy form shambling forward. A damp smell of rotting things filled the air. He dove for the window. Glass shattered around him, and then he was falling, desperately trying to grab onto something, anything to slow his fall. But there was nothing to catch hold of, only the book clutched in his hand. 
A thought wavered through his head. That voice. It sounded like her.
And then everything stopped.
He must have been unconscious for only a moment, because something gibbered far above him from the window when he struggled to his feet. His vision blurred and all the world ran red with pain, whirling and tilting around him. The stones under his feet were spattered with blood and he regarded it solemnly, professionally. Too much blood. Whoever lost that much was fast on the way out. Poor fool. He staggered away down the narrow street. Time to leave.
The voice had been hers.
Pain. Everywhere, he thought to himself. There must be a way to escape it. Shoulder is the worst of all. But I have the book.
Hurry.
He did not think anymore. There was only a gray fog of pain. Instinct took over, and he staggered along. At times, he was aware of people passing by. People staring and exclaiming. A hand tugged at his arm once and a voice said something. It could have been anything. An offer of help. But the pain shut all meaning out. There was only movement and, although he didn’t realize it, a compulsion that drew him like a broken marionette being walked along by a careless child. He stumbled his way up the shady streets of Highneck Rise and found himself in the Street of Willows. At the end of the street there was no longer anywhere to go, only the high walls that enclosed the manors there. He stood, staring stupidly, and swaying drunkenly. His shoulder was on fire. His head felt disconnected from his shoulders. Ronan staggered up against a wall. Sunlight glimmered in between the leaves of a willow tree. He blinked and could not focus. His knees gave out and he fell to the ground. He heard the creak of a garden gate opening. A shadow fell across his face. He could smell the sea. The girl stared down at him. Her face was expressionless. 
“I’ve brought you your book,” he said. And then he knew no more.



 
 
CHAPTER NINE
FOOTPRINTS
 
They arrived at the village the afternoon of the second day after leaving Hearne. Owain had pushed his men and the horses hard. Every hour lost meant less of a chance of cutting their quarry’s trail. He didn’t hope for much—hope was a chancy thing in his profession—but even a single print would be more than what he currently knew. And currently, he knew nothing. 
The Rennet valley, when heading east from Hearne, devolved into a hilly land covered with heather and small copses of trees and sudden, smaller valleys that branched off the main valley. Creeks veined the land before joining the Rennet River, which flowed west in ultimate pursuit of the sea. 
They rode through the valley in the rain and sun, eating cold rations, sleeping as few hours as possible, and making rough bed with their cloaks. The troops did not complain. They were the best soldiers Owain had. Even though the Guard of Hearne was woefully understrength, that did not mean he trained his men poorly. The regent regarded the Guard as a quaint custom from long-dead times that had no real place in the modern society of Hearne. But the Gawinns were fixtures of the city. There had always been Gawinns in Hearne and they had always been the Lord Captains of the Guard. To do away with their office, from the regent’s point of view, would lessen the charm of court occasions, balls, and diplomatic functions.
“That fellow there,” the regent would murmur to some visiting dignitary. “The one in black, that’s the Lord Captain of Hearne. Protector of the city, don’t you know. Been Gawinns in Hearne almost as long as my own family. Rather nice uniform, don’t you think?”
A rider urged his horse up the path toward Owain and reined in next to him. He was a small man with a face aged by sun and wind and seamed with scars so that it seemed his skin was stitched of leather rather than flesh. 
“Another hour,” he said.
“Any sign to be had?” said Owain.
“Not w’ the weather these days.” 
The man shook his head. His name was Hoon and he came from the mountains of Morn. At least that’s what he’d said twenty years ago when he’d joined the Guard. There was no cause to disbelieve him, of course, but Owain never cared where his soldiers came from, only that they could fight and fight well.
Behind them, a horse blew out a breath of resignation. Harnesses clinked and there came the quiet voices of the troops as they murmured to each other and to their mounts.
“No reason for ‘em to’ve come up this way,” said Hoon. “There’s a good half-dozen ways into that village. Just see it now, past the pines.” Past a stand of pine growing further up the valley, sunlight gleamed on slate roofs.
“Blast the rain,” said Owain, but he spoke mildly. There was no reason to worry over the things that could not be shifted. Most of life could not be shifted. 
“Aye. Whichever way they came and went, doubt there’s sign left with all the rain we been getting.”
“Perhaps inside the houses.”
“Aye,” said Hoon.
Corn and hay grew in plots along the banks of the stream at the bottom of the valley. The corn was unpicked, however, and rotting on the stalk. Mold furred the hay, and grasses were already reclaiming the footpaths winding about the plots. The men rode through the shadow of the pines.
“You hear that?” said Owain.
“Aye,” said Hoon. “Nothin’ t’all.”
“Not a sound here except the stream and the wind in the trees. Not a songbird or even a cricket.”
They found the first one just outside of the village, sprawled across the path. The bones were bleached white, polished as clean as a poor man’s dish.
“A child,” said someone.
“Make camp here, sergeant,” said Owain. “Sentry detail and hot food for the men. Stay out of the village lest on my word.”
“Aye, m’lord.”
Owain and Hoon entered the village on foot.
“Poor enough,” said Owain. “But they had themselves a master mason here. Sturdy walls. Good thatch. This village was built to last, but it’s not a village now without its folk.”
“Graveyard, more like.”
The bones were everywhere. Occasionally, they lay together in semblance of a skeleton, but more times than not the bones had been dragged into jumbled disarray.
“Birds and beasts been at ‘em,” said Hoon gloomily. “No way to treat the dead. Morn, where I come from, you get stuffed inna cave, covered over w’ rock. That’s the way.”
The rain and the sun had beaten the ground into a succession of mud and dust and back again, but even with little hope left by the weather, Hoon methodically quartered the village. He paced between the houses, walking slowly, his face intent on the grass and mud. Owain wandered behind him, careful not to go where the tracker had yet to examine. He stepped around the bones out of a certain sympathy, but mostly out of an unwillingness to hear them snap. A skull grimaced up at him from the foot of a stone wall.
“Someday, the story’ll be out,” he said to the skull. “Doubt that’s consolation to you, seeing how your part’s over.”
The skull said nothing.
“I wonder if you ever came to Hearne? That’s my city—I’m supposed to protect it, like my father did, and his father before him. You see, if whoever destroyed your village isn’t caught, then who’s to say they won’t come to my city one day and try the same?”
Sunlight gleamed in the curve of the skull’s eye socket. The light glimmered, as if the skull was winking at him, as if it knew something Owain did not.
“A girl from your village survived. The only one. Maybe you were her father or uncle. Or maybe an older brother. She’s safe at my house, with my wife, so don’t worry on her account. She’s a skinny little thing, not much taller than my Magret. She doesn’t talk, just as silent as you. Someday, though, she’ll tell her story.”
Still, the skull said nothing.
“Then the story’ll be out. You’ll see.”
Hoon straightened up and tossed a clump of mud away.
“Ain’t nothing worth a cuss.”
“Let’s try the houses, then,” said Owain.
Their luck improved with the third house.
“Dirt floor,” said Hoon. He didn’t smile, but he came near it. “Keep on the sill here. It’ll be trick enough sussing out the sign w’out you clumpin’ around.”
They both kept to the sill at first, Hoon squatting down on his haunches and examining the ground in front of him. It was one of the smaller houses in the village, having just a single room dominated by a hearth in one wall and a narrow cot beside it in the corner.
“Only one person,” said Owain.
“Aye, scattered a bit by what come after. Not enough bones here to go around ‘cept once. Woman, by the stretch of that.”
Hoon, satisfied by the ground just within the door, took a step forward and continued his perusal.
“Odd,” he said.
“What’s that?”
“Been crows in here, which don’t surprise me none. Nasty birds they are. Like a bit of rotten flesh w’ the best of ‘em. But this here print’s a fox. They ain’t carrion eaters, best I know. An’ I know.”
“Maybe the fox came in afterward. After the crows had come and gone. A curious fox.”
“Nope. This fox came in afore the crows. See here? That’s crow sign an’ it’s overlapping this paw print. Old man crow come in after the fox was done w’ his meal. Hopping along on fox’s tracks. Odd, that. Never seen a fox go for carrion. Lest he gone crazy or somethin’. Mebbe he been bit by one of them skunks and gone foamy at the mouth. Turrible creatures, them skunks.”
Hoon crept forward a few more inches. He said nothing for a while. A faded gray apron lay crumpled on top of the bed and Owain wondered if the owner—the skeleton on the floor—had been an old widow living alone. The room was small.
“Ahum,” grunted Hoon. “Here ‘tis.”
“What?”
“Step up an’ look over my shoulder. See here? That’s a print you’ve never seen afore. Like a dog, but bigger an’ heavier than any dog I know. Been huge cats in the mountains that’ve prints this big, but this ain’t a cat. That’s dog.”
“A hunting hound, perhaps,” said Owain.
“Mebbe so. Mebbe so. Here’s t’other bit of the riddle. Look here.”
“That’s a boot print.”
“Ain’t no ordinary boot print. First off, the dog an’ whoever was wearing this boot, both of ‘em were in here at the same time. You gotta boot print over here what the dog stepped on, an’ clear over here next t’ the skull—that’s the dog an’ the boot stepped on the same spot later. An’ see how the edges are all broke down? Shows the crows an’ fox came in long after.”
“Hound and master.”
“Yep,” said Hoon. He sat back on his heels and looked up at Owain. “See anything else strange ‘bout that boot?”
“Not specifically. Well, I suppose it just doesn’t look right.”
Hoon nodded with gloomy satisfaction.
“Aye. It don’t look right an’ I’ll tell you why. Ain’t no human wearing that boot. That’s a long foot, long as your’n. But here across the ball of the foot, that’s too narrow for humans. Ain’t no way that was human.”
“And it can’t be an ogre.”
“Ogres don’t wear boots much, an’ if they did, they’ve got great big, clumpy feet almost wide as they’re long. Asides, ogres are heavy. When they step, they make a print—let me tell you! This fellow here’s got a foot long as your’n but he made hardly a print at all. Almost like he weighs close to nothing.”
The remaining houses yielded no other clues besides confirmation of the strange prints, and it was only in the poorer dwellings—those with dirt floors—that this was so. After Owain had satisfied himself that there was nothing left to find, he ordered his men to collect the bones and bury them in a large grave they dug at the edge of the village.
“It’s the best we can do for them,” he said to his sergeant.
“Very good, m’lord.” And the man strode away to see to the digging. It was a slow job at best, done with their spears, but they had enough hands and enough hours yet before sundown.
Owain walked through the village and wondered which house the little girl had belonged to. The trader had said they had found her outside. 
“Here now.” 
It was Hoon, who had silently appeared in front of him. 
“Summat else turned up,” said the tracker.
He held up a tuft of hair and Owain took it from him. The hairs were coarse and colored a dark reddish-brown.
“Where’d you find this?”
Past the village and along the bank of the stream, a path lay among the willows. The two men walked along. It was getting on toward dusk and the sun was dropping fast. The valley was small, but it was deep and, as such, did not possess as much breadth of sky as the plain above. A lantern, however, swung from Hoon’s hand.
“At the miller’s, you see.” Hoon grinned crookedly. “Figured I’d keep outa the way. No stacking bones or diggin’ for me.”
Owain smiled and said nothing. Hoon was a good fellow—the best tracker he’d ever had—and he liked the little Mornish man. He would never put up with such familiarity from his other men, but he didn’t mind it coming from Hoon. The tracker never meant anything by it. Besides, the folk who lived in the Mountains of Morn had little patience with the social contrivances of nobility. Truth be told, Owain had little patience for it himself.
“Millstone ain’t gonna turn for a while,” said Hoon. The house on the bank was half dwelling and half mill, for a small waterwheel jutted off the side of the house. The wooden shafts and gears were visible through an open shed built against the back wall. The waterwheel was slimed over with moss.
“People will settle here someday.”
“Mebbe. Mebbe not. A place gets uneasy-like, when murdering happens. Some folk can sense that. Horses an’ dogs can. Shadows move where they shouldn’t an’ the night air gets a strange taste to it. An’ here? Lotta murdering here. This place, whole family got taken inside ‘cept one poor soul on the threshold.”
“You find the fur in the house?”
“Nope. Fur was in the barn.”
Across the yard from the house was a barn. Its doors gaped open, but there was only shadow inside. Owain paused in the middle of the yard and frowned. The door to the house was ajar as well, and bones lay scattered across its sill.
For a second there, it had almost seemed like someone had whispered.
Just behind him.
No—it wasn’t possible.
He shook his head and entered the barn. Tinder sparked in Hoon’s hand and the lantern flared. Bones snapped underfoot. Owain looked down. He had stepped squarely on the skeleton of an animal.
“That’s a real dog,” said Hoon. He held the lantern high and light filled the barn. 
“Where was the fur you found?”
“Right up there.” Hoon pointed.
“That’s impossible.”
They were both looking at the edge of a hayloft. A wooden ladder led up to the loft, but it was a good twenty feet in height.
“Better believe it, an’ our beastie didn’t climb no ladder. See here on the floor?”
Hoon nudged the straw with one foot.
“Straw, dung, dust—all settled t’gether—but somethin’ lunged from here an’ kicked the lot loose. Straight up it jumped. Right to the hayloft.”
“That’s impossible,” repeated Owain, looking up. Hoon didn’t reply but only began climbing the ladder. Owain followed him. “I could believe a sandcat jumping this distance. Not a dog.” 
Owain’s voice died away as he peered over the top of the hayloft. Hoon scrambled forward and hung the lantern on a chain dangling from the rafters overhead. The planks at the edge of the loft were heavily gouged. The wood was splintered, revealing the yellow grain under the aged exterior.
“It jumped,” said Hoon with a certain gloomy satisfaction. “Straight on up. Musta hung on with its front claws, scrabbling like mad to get up and over, ripped this wood to shreds. An’ then—here—just past all the splinters, it caught hold. No more grooves, but more like dagger stabs, like it got its claws in good an’ proper.”
He shook his head.
“I sure would hate to meet this beastie w’out a good brace of swords alongside me.”
“My sword would be enough,” said Owain. “But why would the thing have bothered to come up? With such determination, it must have been chasing quarry.”
“Aye. Right to the trapdoor over the haymow. See here? It lunged forward an’ then stopped at the opening.”
The two men stared down into the gloom of the haymow below. The lantern’s light gleamed on the wicked curves of the spikes beneath them. Light caught on something hanging from the tip of one of the spikes.
“Bring that lantern down,” said Owain.
The haymow yielded up its secret easily. The scrap of cloth, once white but now gray with dust and blotched with the dark stains of old blood, lay in Owain’s hand.
“Dried blood on the spike, too,” said Hoon.
“Aye, there would be. I daresay this is from a child’s nightgown.” And Owain remembered the wound in the little girl’s leg. Part of the puzzle solved at least.
They searched the millhouse before returning to the encampment. Down a hallway there was a small room containing two beds. Owain immediately knew it was the right room. It was a simple space with little in it besides the beds. A skeleton lay tangled in the tattered sheets of one. The other bed was empty. A chest sat in one corner. It contained clothes for the most part, but he did not take them. At the bottom, however, was a doll made of frayed cotton, mended and re-mended with careful, minute stitches. He took the doll and put it in his pocket. Hoon said nothing.
Night had fallen when they left the millhouse. The lantern cast a warm yellow glow around their feet. As they walked away, he heard the whisper again. Clearer now.
Take care of her.
“I will,” he said out loud.
“What’s that?” said Hoon.
“Nothing.”



 
 
CHAPTER TEN
THE COUNCIL OF CATS
 
The regent held a small dinner party that night. Small, at least, by Botrell’s standards. Many of the nobility from the duchies had already arrived in Hearne for the Autumn Fair. They were all comfortably represented, except for the duchy of Mizra, whose party hadn’t arrived yet, and Harlech, who never bothered to take much notice of the rest of Tormay. Even haughty Harth had sent a contingent: the self-styled king’s only son and a small cadre of lords to accompany him. Chandeliers shone above a long table that seemed to stretch on and on through the length of a black marble hall. 
Big enough to gallop a herd of horses through, thought Levoreth to herself. Which I would rather be doing than sitting here making polite conversation with a half-witted lordling from Vomaro. 
“Must be dull to live so far in the north, Lady Levoreth,” drawled the lordling. His name was Dwaes. That was all Levoreth had heard—or had cared to hear—as the scallion pie on her plate was proving more interesting than his conversation.
“What’s that?” she said. 
Far down at the end of the table, Botrell and her uncle were roaring with laughter. Probably telling horse stories. Or the regent was making another offer for her hand. She scowled down at her plate. The Fair would be tedious enough, fending off whatever ridiculous ideas of marriage the duke of Mizra had. Another admirer slobbering around her and quoting poetry at great length, as Botrell was fond of doing, would be enough to send her around the bend.
“Rather dull, don’t you know,” bawled Dwaes, inspecting his empty wineglass, “living up in the north where you are, eh?” A servant materialized at his shoulder and filled the glass. 
“Oh, extremely,” she said nastily. “Most people who visit turn right around and go home. If you’re considering a trip, save yourself the bother.” Across the table, Aran Maernes, the old duke of Hull, winked at her.
“Right up there next to Harlech,” continued Dwaes.
“Umm,” she said, realizing that he wasn’t listening to her either. Perhaps that was the normal way to converse in these situations. She couldn’t remember. It had been a long time, and her head was starting to ache.
“Right up there next to those savages. Uncivilized brutes, Harlech, don’t you know,” he yapped. “Only interested in horses and fighting. Just like those damn Farrows.”
“What?” she said, despite herself. Her aunt smiled at her from far down the table and mouthed something encouraging. Levoreth scowled in response. Probably thinks this weedy lord a potential husband for me, she thought.
“There’s some notion the Farrows share lineage with the men of Harlech,” offered the duke of Hull.
“Same love of horses and fighting, m’lord,” drawled Dwaes. “Probably true. Same ice water in their veins. Not much good for anything else. Can’t see why you’d want ‘em as neighbors. No reason to have fightin’ men around when we have more peace ‘n we know what to do with.”
“I’ve met Cullan Farrow a number of times, Lady Levoreth,” said old Maernes. “He has a magic hand with horse and sword. Despite the assertion of our young friend here, you’d never know a kinder man. Many a time he’s come traveling through Hull. I’ve sat with him at his fire and he at mine, trading stories until the moon was down. Forgive me, my dear. With your uncle’s love of horse, I’d imagine the Farrows would be common enough visitors in Andolan.”
“We know another Farrow in Vomaro,” said Dwaes darkly.
“That they are,” said Levoreth, ignoring the young lord next to her. She returned the old duke’s smile. “Every spring, their wagons come rolling along the Ciele. They are well loved in our little duchy.”
“In mine as well. My twin sons learned their first turn at the sword under Cullan’s tutelage.” He smiled, as if remembering. “It was a long, slow summer and his wife had just given birth to a daughter. She had a strange, outlandish name that escapes me.”
Levoreth’s own smile became forced. “They’ve only one daughter. Giverny is her name.”
“That’s it. Cullan was worrisome of the little one’s health and so set camp near my town. He’d not take up residence within the gates, though I offered him a fine house. He laughed and said Farrows only stayed alive if they kept out under the sky. Said walls and towns and crowded places with folks all around were enough to blight any soul, though he smiled and asked my pardon for that, me with my stone walls and roofs. Anyway, he came the next day with short swords for my little lads and taught them their first steps, right there in the courtyard. The boys jabbered of nothing else after that and pestered me every day until I arranged lessons with Cullan. He’d more patience than I.”
“Anyone who can gentle a horse wouldn’t find difficulty in much else. Least of all a couple of boys.”
“No,” agreed Maernes. The old man lifted his cup and drank. “Though, he’d trouble enough with his own. Wasn’t long afterward his boy Declan up and vanished. Lifted his father’s best sword and horse and disappeared into the night. And he’d taken a turn or two at teaching my own sons. A remarkable hand with the blade that lad had. Near as good as his father, if not better.” He shook his head. “Cullan aged ten years overnight.”
Levoreth sensed the young lord beside her stirring to speak. A shiver pricked at the back of her neck and she knew what he would say. A queer foreboding settled on her. The girl again. A thin, suntanned face flashing before her eyes, evoked by the old duke’s words. Empty sky and green earth receding away, things older and foreign to the walls and ways of men. There was an inevitability to it all. 
“How old be your boys now?” said Dwaes. “Near to twenty?” The duke nodded reluctantly, saying nothing, and the Vomaronish lord smiled with satisfaction. He had a thin, polished quality to his voice that carried well. Conversations quieted around them and faces turned.
“That would be the same summer a Farrow came riding to the court in Lura, eager to join all the other would-be-heroes.” He smirked and glanced around, pleased by his larger audience. “I daresay this would be the errant son Declan you spoke of. A brash fool, a thief, as you said, having stolen his father’s sword and horse.”
“Maybe,” grunted the duke. “Still a good boy, I warrant, regardless of all that. Farrows are good folk.”
“I think not, m’lord,” returned the other silkily. “Farrows never show their faces in Vomaro ever since we sent the rascal packing, and that’s proof enough. If one proved a scoundrel, then no doubt the trait holds true for them all.”
“Would you say the same facing someone of that family over swords?” inquired Levoreth icily, but he ignored her. 
Someone called out from further down the table. “Tell us, Dwaes, what was the real story behind that fellow? One hears so many different versions after all these years, there’s no certainty to the tale. Aren’t you related in some way to the house of Elloran? You Vomarones all seem to be related in some way or another. Goats and all.”
A laugh went up, but Dwaes ignored the jibe. He knew he had the attention of those around him. More faces turned and eyes gleamed avidly in the candlelight. It was a shabby, mean story that Levoreth knew well. Probably even better than Dwaes. She selected an apple from a basket offered to her by a servant and began peeling it. The skin fell in unbroken curls from the blade of her knife. She had heard the story for the first time the same summer it had occurred, for the horses would talk of nothing else for days, snorting in disapproval. They behaved grumpily with the grooms for weeks, for the Farrows were legendary among their kind and beloved in the dim way that horses love. And it was precisely because of such stories, such behavior, that Levoreth preferred the company of her four-footed folk to that of humans.
“I am only a distant relation of the house of Elloran,” said Dwaes modestly. “My mother being something of a cousin to the duke—”
“Your whole duchy are something of cousins to the duke,” said someone, but Dwaes flapped one hand in easy dismissal.
“—and as such, my family spent a great deal of time at the court in Lura. I knew Lady Devnes Elloran, the duke’s daughter, rather well, as we shared the same tutor when I stayed with them. She’s a true beauty, as all Vomaronish women are, of course, but unusually so, with hair the color of wheat and—” 
“Get to the story!” said a fat little man from across the table. He was evidently well in his cups, judging by his flushed face and the scarlet stain of wine across his surcoat.
“Aye, the story,” said another.
“And more wine here!”
A quartet, hidden somewhere off in the shadows shrouding the reaches of the hall, launched into an air. The flute trilled over sonorous strings and cheerfully told the story of lost love. Levoreth heard a roar of laughter go up from the far end of the table where the regent sat. The ache in her head increased. The apple fell apart into four sections under her knife. She considered ramming the blade into Dwaes’s leg but discarded the idea, as it would only have meant more and louder noise from him. 
“The story,” said Dwaes, a bit off stride, “does not carry its full weight unless one comprehends the true beauty and virtue of Lady Devnes Elloran—as all Vomaronish women are, of course, beautiful and virtuous—” 
“More wine!”
“Aye!” bawled the fat little drunk. “Summat like Thulish cattle, I’d say!”
Dwaes reddened but chose to ignore this, as the rest of his audience was still intact.
“In early May, Lady Devnes went riding with her attendants and several brave men-at-arms along the eastern shore of Lake Maro, as some are wont to do, for there the late spring flowers grow in a profusion that cannot be found elsewhere. While she and her maids were picking flowers, a party of ogres came rushing from the woods and fell upon them! The men-at-arms were hacked to pieces and the maids ravished so that only one survived, and she to die before the week was out. Unhappily, Lady Devnes was carried off, the ogres leaving the one poor maid to totter back to Lura with word of their demand.”
“Wasn’t the lady ravished too?” called someone raucously.
“Of course not,” said Dwaes. “Ogres love gold more than anything else, and the duke’s daughter was worth her weight in gold to them. Untouched. They’re clever brutes and knew what they were doing. When her father, the duke of Elloran, heard the news, he sent word to all the duchies of Tormay, begging the aid of any lord brave enough to track the ogres and bring back his daughter unharmed, for he feared the ogres would not bother to release his child even if he delivered them their demanded price. Lords and princelings came from all across Tormay, eager to win fame, honor, and much more, for the duke had promised Devnes in marriage and the duchy of Vomaro at his death to whoever brought her back, for she was his only child.”
“Two of my nephews,” said old Duke Maernes of Hull grimly, “fools that they were, went haring off to Vomaro when they heard the news. I thought the girl already dead. Besides, only an idiot would seek an ogre in its own stronghold.”
“Your nephews,” said Dwaes, “did not fare so well.”
“Aye,” said the duke. “Fools, both of them. Dead fools.”
“Like many others. It was a grim, sad summer, with every manor and castle in Vomaro flying their mourning flags. And then, on midsummer’s day, the Farrow lad came riding on his black horse. Right up to the duke’s door, as calm as you’d please, and with coarse and common speech declared he’d come to try his hand at the quest. Oh, the duke knew of the Farrows, and he knew the great iron sword strapped on the whelp’s back. He knew who it belonged to. Desperate for his daughter, he would’ve sent forth anyone who desired. The duke provisioned the young scoundrel, and Declan Farrow rode out in the company of two others undertaking the same quest. 
“The trail was cold, but Farrow lad picked up trace of it west of the Lome Forest and so followed it with his two companions. I must confess, though he proved to be a damnable scoundrel, he could track the most clever of the woodland animals. Step by step, he made his way through the shadows of Lome Forest until he came to the foothills of the Morn Mountains. There, the trail climbed up into the snowy peaks.”
Those at the table near him were silent, eyes fixed on him. They knew the best was yet to come. Levoreth finished her apple and thought morosely about the girl Giverny. The anger on her thin face. She would learn in time.
“The ogres’ hideaway was built into the face of a cliff. It could not be approached save by a wicker basket raised up and down on an iron chain. But Declan Farrow climbed the cliff in the night and then lowered the basket so that the other two might come up with him. The mouth of the lair yawned before them, stinking of ogre and darker than the night itself. They ventured in and found themselves looking down into an open hall. A long table was crowded about with ogres, tearing at their meal of mutton and who knows what else. Judging the brutes full of meat and ale and thus slow on their feet, Declan desired to fall on them immediately and try luck and their swords. But his two companions, being of more cautious mind, counseled biding their time until sleep had overtaken the ogres. In his pride, though, the youth scorned them and leapt down into the hall, sword drawn. Fired by his zeal, the two others followed and soon battle was joined. The crows heard the din for miles and came flying to sup on the blood and carnage thereafter. 
“Keep to the facts, Dwaes,” someone hooted. “Some silkpants bard you’re not.”
“These are the facts,” said Dwaes coldly. “His two companions lived to tell the tale and they are beyond reproach, as I’m sure many of you know them or their families—Iord Werian, the second son of the house of Londweard, whose father is the warden of the Eastern Marches of Vo, and Flyg Galaestan, one of the grand-nephews of the duke of Thule.”
“A noble name does not guarantee noble blood,” said old Maernes. He inclined his head to Levoreth. “Though noble blood can bring about a noble name, as was evidenced in your own family’s ancestry, Lady Levoreth.” 
“Tell the rest!”
“Aye—get to the good bits!”
The good bits. Levoreth frowned down at her plate. She could feel old Maernes’ gaze on her from across the table. She wasn’t sure, but she thought there had been a speculative gleam in his eyes. Older people. It was the older people that must be treated warily, and she was forgetting that. They were the ones who might have met her before and possibly held memories of a different Levoreth. Next to her, Dwaes droned on, his voice filled with lazy malice. And envy, she thought to herself. He’s envious of what Declan Farrow did, for he could never do such a thing. Not many could. 
And then Levoreth almost forgot her headache and irritability in a memory that flooded into her mind. Maernes—a young Maernes—not yet the duke of Hull and visiting Andolan for a week of hunting in the hills. When she had been another Levoreth—which one had she been then?—oh yes, the former great-aunt of Hennen Callas. Maernes had chased her around the kitchen table in the castle, cornered her and kissed her for all of two seconds before she had crowned him with an iron pan. She grinned involuntarily and glanced up. Maernes was still looking at her, and she dropped her eyes.
“—of course,” Dwaes was saying, “Lady Devnes fainted with joy to be rescued from her cell. Not that the ogres had harmed in her any way. On the contrary, she maintained they’d been the best of hosts, outside of their deplorable cooking and the rather rough manner they’d had with the rest of her party.”
“More wine!”
“Get to the good part, you long-winded Vomaronish bit of twaddle!”
“Aye, you sainted donkey!”
Dwaes majestically forged ahead.
“On their journey back to Vomaro they reached an inn on the road leading through the pass from Mizra to the Rennet valley. It was a lonely place, far from any town. There, while his two exhausted companions lay in deep sleep, the scoundrel did his deed. Inflamed by the beauty of the girl and maddened, no doubt, by close proximity to one of such noble blood, he forced his way into her room that night and had his evil way.”
There were exclamations of horror around him and people leaned in closer.
“The next morning, the Lady Devnes kept her silence, for the black gaze of the false Declan Farrow was ever on her. She said not a word of what had happened, but bided her time as they journeyed on. The gates of Lura were flung open wide to greet them! The townsfolk cheered at the sight of her, for was she not their duke’s only daughter? Trumpets blared their brassy call from the duke’s castle. Her father hurried out to meet them, unable to contain his joy. And there, before that great assembly, with tears on her face, she brought her accusation against her rescuer. He said not a word in his defense, but stood as still as a statue. The soldiers took him and he gave no resistance, though he was dragged out into the courtyard, stretched from a post and flayed his back until the blood streamed on the white marble paving. Still, he spoke no word, as if struck dumb. They tossed the wretch into the dungeon to wait the judgment of Duke Elloran. For my lord is a careful, brooding type and he brings such same traits to his rulings—”
“Aye,” bawled the little fat man, “just as he broods over which dish to jab his fork into next!” To better demonstrate his point, the fat man plunged his own fork into a roast chicken and heaved it triumphantly back to his plate. He glanced up and caught Levoreth’s chilly gaze on him. This was a mistake on her part, for whenever she happened to again look his way, she found him winking lustfully at her.
“—but that next morning, when the guards unlocked the scoundrel’s cell to have him out for hanging. . .” Here, Dwaes paused and took a sip of wine. 
“And then?” prompted someone further down the table. Faces leaned in, expectant.
“And then,” said Levoreth tonelessly, “they found an empty cell. He had escaped. The great iron sword had been stolen from the guardsroom. The duke put a reward on the lad’s head. The girl was found to be with child and her father married her off to some unknown third cousin who was witless enough to put up with raising another’s whelp. End of story.”
Dwaes choked on his wine. The faces around them glared at Levoreth. The duke of Hull smiled at her from across the table. The little fat man winked at her again, mouth chewing vigorously on chicken. She pushed her chair back and left. Her headache was getting worse. Vaguely, she was aware of people rising behind her, of someone following for several steps, away from the long table and the lights and voices and merriment. Old Maernes, the duke of Hull, she thought. Pity, he’s remembering. There’s no place to hide from people’s memories. Except in death. But even then they remember for a time. 
She returned to her room and stood for a while, irresolute, in front of a mirror. 
“What would you do if you were me?” she said. The girl in the mirror regarded her gravely and said nothing. Levoreth attempted a smile and her counterpart seemed to wince painfully. They both sighed in unison.
“I worry about her. The young Farrow girl. Giverny. It won’t be easy for her.” 
Her headache was diminishing. Perhaps being away from the noise and clutter of the banquet was healing enough. She put on a cloak and went out onto the balcony. The rain clouds had passed and the night sky stretched overhead, speckled with stars and the watchful moon. It was chilly, so she twitched the cloak closed at her neck.
She then climbed out onto the roof.
Her room was high up under the eaves. A buttress slanted down along her balcony, complete with a sad-looking stone gargoyle perched at its tip. She patted the gargoyle on the head and then walked up the buttress until she was up on the roof. From there, a few minutes’ climb brought her to the highest peak of the castle. She sat down and waited.
And waited.
And waited.
And then frowned.
But then the first cat appeared, popping up over a peak further down the roof. It was a little gray thing with brilliant blue eyes. Just short of her foot, the cat stopped, plomped down on its haunches, and began to wash. She could not help smiling. The cat licked her hand once and then resumed its bath. Several other cats padded forward. They settled around her. Others appeared. A chorus of purring rose and fell.
 The city sprawled around them. The heights of Highneck Rise sloped down into the shadowed streets. Lights twinkled warmly in windows. The scent of smoke and the day’s rain was in the air. West, not a mile away, the sea glimmered with moonlight.
“Well, cat,” she said, “where is your elder?”
The little gray cat stopped washing and looked up at her.
Drythen Malkin has seen near fifty years, Mistress of Mistresses. Think you he can run over roofs in haste?
She cuffed the cat for its impudence and then scratched behind its ears. It purred ecstatically. 
A large black cat appeared, almost as if the shadows had woven themselves together to make his form. He padded across the roof peak, and the other cats drifted aside before him. 
“Drythen Malkin.”
Mistress of Mistresses. 
The cat sniffed at her hand and then settled down at her side. Even in the uncertain moonlight, age lay heavy on the animal. His whiskers were gray, and old battles had left their marks on notched ears and the weal of a scar arching across his nose.
Your presence brings us honor. Thrice have I seen you. Once as a kit, many years ago, when my sire held sway in Hearne. Then, at his passing. And now, near my life’s end.
“You are so sure of your own passing?”
The cat rumbled comfortably. 
Death is no stranger, that I would not recognize his scent. Surely, you know him better than I with the few years I possess?
She said nothing to that. The cats around them attended in silence. Only their lord purred.
“I seek news of your city, Drythen Malkin.”
The cat inclined his head courteously and waited.
“My sleep has been troubled and my dreams reached blindly to Hearne. Has trouble come to this city? Is there anything in these streets that has gained your notice?”
There was a pause before the cat spoke.
One thing, Mistress. There is one thing that might give you pause, though I know nothing of your dreams. These humans live blindly. They cannot scent death and evil, where a month-old kit could readily mark the trail. Several weeks ago, a sceadu came traveling to Hearne. 
“A sceadu?” she said sharply. “Are you certain of this?”
Aye. Our kind bears memory of one such from the old war that ruined this city. A fell creature that did traffic with the evil wizard Scuadimnes. My sire’s sire and his sire before him all bore the memory, and so now do I.
“Remember with care, Drythen Malkin, for this is no slight thing.”
Though our memory does not run the length of your years, Mistress of Mistresses, it is clear, for darkness does not dim the sight of cats and we do not easily forget.
“Then speak. I will listen.”
We caught his scent at the eastern gate and so followed him to a tavern within the city, where he vanished into the tunnels. 
“The tunnels of the thieves,” Levoreth said. She petted the old cat and he purred. 
Aye. This Guild that lusts for gold and ferrets out hidden things for gain. They are fools of the worst kind, for if the sceadu so easily gained the tunnels, then perhaps they do business with it in hope of profit. But I grieve, Mistress, that I cannot tell you what this business may be, for my kind never venture into the tunnels. Danger lurks there that is beyond our ken. The tunnels are woven with magic from centuries ago, when the true wizards still lived.
“And this creature then left the city,” she said. “You and yours saw this?”
Several hours after the sceadu descended, it emerged again, from this same tavern. It made its way back to the eastern gate and so away. Three of my blood kept pace with the thing until it left the city walls. We thought it the last of the creature, but—
The old cat paused, as if marshalling its words.
“Speak, Malkin.”
—it returned.
She knew, as soon as the cat spoke. The thought had been nagging at her mind.
“Two nights ago?”
Then you already know. It was when the strange storm passed over the city. A fear came on my subjects and none ventured out into the night, but in the morning the creature’s scent lingered in the streets and near the main gate. If a cat’s nose cannot be trusted then there is little left true in this world.
“Aye,” she said slowly. “I felt something strange that night but was not certain of its cause, for it has been many years since I’ve had the misfortune to encounter a sceadu.” 
The little gray cat inched forward cautiously and spoke.
The thing felt cold, Mistress.
Instantly, the black cat raised a massive paw, but Levoreth touched him.
“Nay. I would hear this.”
The old cat sank back and rumbled.
This scamp takes after his dam. Both are quick with their tongues. 
“What do you mean, little one? Were you near enough to touch the thing?”
Avert! The small cat shivered. I would not touch such a thing, for it smelled of an evil worse than death. Only, when it came the first time to the city, it passed down a street before me. I ventured near to know its scent better. A chill like winter’s ice breathed from the thing, and I came away sick and trembling.
“You were foolish to venture so close,” she said sternly. “A single touch would have killed a small one such as you.” She scratched its ears. “But brave too. Your sire’s mark is on you.”
The old cat cuffed the little gray fondly. I beat this litter soundly in their first year, for they all proved scamps and scoundrels, every one.
The little gray spoke again, emboldened by the praise. 
Perhaps one other thing, Mistress.
The old black unsheathed a pair of claws and tapped them impatiently on the tile.
“Speak, little one, before I turn you over to your sire’s graces.”
I saw a boy climb up into the ruins of the university, said the little cat. A great height he scaled, up sheer walls that would trouble even a cat. There was something odd about him. No one enters the ruins, Mistress, besides the old humans that work within its confines. They dig and seek for lost things.
A swift cuff to the head sent the little cat sprawling among the others watching. It yowled once and then shot off into the shadows.
The boy was probably just some witless thief. There are humans looking for that which was lost years ago. Scholars from the Stone Tower. They seek knowledge, not gold. A lost book. They would have no hand in whatever disturbed your dreams, for I myself have hunted the ruins there and scented them. There was no evil in them. Forgive my foolish son.
Levoreth smiled. “Boys and sons are capable of great mischief, but they are not sceadus.”
They sat for a while without speaking, she and the old black, with all the other cats in polite silence around them. The little gray crept back into the circle and lowered its head meekly.
“I thank you, Drythen Malkin,” she said, “for your attendance on me. You have given me much to think on. A sceadu within the gates can only mean the Darkness has bent its thoughts to Hearne. Be certain, though, that you and yours rest within my protection.”
The old black rose stiffly and nosed her hand. 
We are honored, Mistress of Mistresses.
The cats vanished across the roof and into the shadows. She called after the old black just before it disappeared.
“And the name of the tavern the sceadu entered to gain the tunnels?”
The humans call it the Goose and Gold.



 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
A CONVERSATION OF STARS
 
After the incident on the roof, Severan tried to be more attentive to Jute. He popped up without warning. Jute would be prowling through a hall, and around a corner would come Severan, trying to appear nonchalant and just as surprised to see Jute as the boy was to see him (though after a while, Jute was no longer surprised to see him). He turned up in the evening without fail, as well as in the morning for breakfast.
“It’s rather odd,” said the boy, “that you turn up everywhere. I thought you were hard at work with the others, digging things up.”
Severan looked somewhat embarrassed. “Well, things have been slow. We struck a bad spot in the lower level. There’s a ward proving a vexing puzzle. It’s taken days to understand the first thing about it and we’re still far from unraveling the cursed thing. The others are down there now, arguing over how to beat it. I decided to take a breather. Besides, I know you could do with some company.”
“Rubbish,” said Jute. “You’ve been prowling about just to keep an eye on me.”
“If you weren’t such a nitwit,” said Severan. “Climbing out windows and swanning about the city as if you didn’t have a care in the world! You have no idea—”
“I’m bored!”
They glared at each other. The sky outside the window was deepening into purple, flecked with stars emerging at first as suggestions and then, as the purple darkened into velvety blue, gleaming in earnest. It had grown dark in the room. Severan sighed and fumbled in his pocket for a flint and tinder. The candle flickered into life under his hands.
“Why can’t you just say something,” said Jute. “Say whatever the name is for fire and light it like that? I thought you were a wizard.”
“A wizard?” Severan sighed. “No, I’m just a scholar. Besides, there’s just as much magic in how a flint works as there is in the true name of fire. A different kind of magic, yes, but magic nonetheless. Look here. You strike a flint and a spark is produced. This can be done with some stones but not with others. If the candle is lit by uttering the true name of fire or by the sparking of flints, a question is revealed behind both actions. How was it ordained that there are two paths to fire, that two disparate means result in the same end? Questions like this are more interesting than using so-called magic or not.”
Jute shrugged. “They both work. There’s allus more than one way to rob the duchess.”
“A dangerous attitude. Just because something works doesn’t mean it should be done. If you start thinking like that then, sooner or later, you end up doing all sorts of horrible things to achieve your goal. Nio was not always the man you had the misfortune to meet. Once, he was a good man, but somewhere along the way he must have decided that what he desired outweighed the constraints of what should and should not be done.”
“I hope he falls down that hole in his cellar and breaks his neck,” growled Jute.
The old man smiled sourly. “If you have to eat, you steal, right?”
“Of course.”
“It is said that life—and by that I mean all of everything that exists—is like a mosaic made of countless tiny stones. Each person’s life comprises a part of the mosaic, and each person can only see their part of the mosaic. Birth, death, love, and hate—all the pain, sweat, and grief that are the lot of every man—those are the stones man is given power to place. Our choices dictate how our own few stones are laid into the larger pattern of the mosaic.”
“But if each person can only see their own part,” said Jute, frowning, “then surely the whole mosaic would end up in a mess.”
“Perhaps,” said Severan. “But if enough people seek to do what is right and true, then the mosaic of their lives is in harmony with the mosaics of all those who choose in like fashion. Some people, however, choose the darkness, even though they do not realize what they have done. There are only two colors of the mosaic: darkness and that which is not darkness, and the two can never exist in harmony.”
“Has anyone ever seen the whole mosaic?”
“I’ve read that it stands in a room within the house of dreams, where no man has ever been, where no man has ever set foot. At least, I hope it’s there, for if it isn’t, then it is nowhere and life has no meaning.”
He paused and eyed the boy for a moment before continuing.
“No one has seen it,” he repeated, “but there are those who fly higher than others. The heights afford a better view, and I think such people can see a great deal of the mosaic. Much more than an old man like myself.”
“Someone else said that to me recently.”
“Who?” said Severan sharply.
“The hawk,” said Jute, and then he stopped, appalled at his own words.
“The hawk?” 
But Jute would say nothing more. The candle slowly burned down. The wax ran and pooled on the table. Outside, the wind blew through the starry night, smelling of selia blossoms and the sea.
“I’ve been thinking,” said Severan. “For several days I’ve been wondering. Up until now, I dismissed it as the uneasy dreams of an old man. It began when I first saw you, lying unconscious in Nio’s house with him pacing the floor, maddened and muttering, for he had lost something of terrible value in the box you stole. He never said what was in the box, and though he claimed he never could open the thing, I suspect he had a good idea what it contained.”
“Did you know also?”
“From what he let slip in unguarded moments, I had a suspicion. As the days went by, I began to think that perhaps what was in the box was no longer there. And now I am more sure of it.”
Severan paused, as if expecting a reply from Jute, but the boy said nothing. The old man sighed and continued.
“When I was a boy, I studied at a school far up on the Thule coast. It was a desolate place. A school for scholars and, at times, wizards. The Stone Tower. In the library there I once read an old book. It discussed the existence of the Gerecednes, the book written by Staer Gemyndes long ago. He was the first wizard in Tormay. At least, he was the first wizard known in our histories.”
“You spoke about him before,” said Jute. “That’s the book you’re trying to find, right?”
“Aye, that I did, and I’ll probably speak of him again, for he of all wizards is the least known and it is he that we most desperately need to know better. He and the book he wrote.”
“Why?”
“Because the Dark is abroad in Tormay,” said Severan. He stood and paced back and forth. “Because the Dark crept back into the land like the fog creeps in upon the shore in the early morning, while folk are sleeping still. It came on silent feet, and no one heard the sound of its passage. This is a terrible thing, for man thinks of war as being won with the loud, sudden violence of swords and battle, but the slow, quiet wars can be lost in peace. It is as if the whole land sleeps. I fear we will awake one day and find that the Dark has crept so close that its face is the face of our neighbor, our loved one, ourselves.
“The most terrible thing of all is that the anbeorun seem to have fallen asleep. The anbeorun are the four great guardians of sea and earth, wind and fire. They are our first and best bulwark against the Dark, but they’ve vanished out of sight and time these past hundred years. It’s almost as if they've ceased to exist. No one knows what happened to them. Perhaps they were taken by death and so returned to the house of dreams from whence they came. Whatever the riddle’s answer, their absence is a wound that might prove fatal to Tormay.
“According to all the histories written, Staer Gemyndes possessed a great deal of knowledge about the Dark, for he and his king were at war with it all the days of their lives. Yet no one knows how they succeeded in the struggle. That’s what we must discover, and that’s why we came to these ruins. That’s why we must find his book.”
“Maybe he didn’t.”
“What’s that?”
“Maybe he didn’t succeed in the struggle.”
“Avert,” said Severan, frowning. “Of course he did.”
“How do you know?” said Jute. “I thought you said you don’t know much about him, that most of his writings—that book, whatever it’s called—have been lost.”
“Aye, the Gerecednes was lost, but others wrote of him. Also, some writings of his did survive. I read several pages of his while a student in the Stone Tower. And in those pages, Jute, in those pages. . .”
Severan trailed off into silence.
“It’s getting late,” said Jute uncomfortably. He wished he hadn’t mentioned the hawk. He hadn’t meant to. Jute started to get up but Severan stopped him. He had a strange look on his face.
“Sit, sit,” he said. “You’re right—it is late. I wish I’d said this days ago. Listen—the few pages of Staer Gemyndes I read began with the phrase there are those that fly higher than others.”
“What?”
“‘There are those that fly higher than others, but none so high as he that is called the wind. The anbeorun of the wind. None so high as the wind and, of course, the hawk at his side.’”
“A hawk?”
“The wind’s a chancy, uncertain thing,” said Severan. “One moment stronger than iron, the next moment soft as a child’s breath. Strange, but in these last few days I have smelled the sands of Harth, the gardens of Vo, the heathered hills of Dolan, and even my cold stone land of Harlech. I’ve smelled them all in the wind, as if it has gathered itself from all those far-off places. It’s as if the wind’s searching for something here.”
“It’s fall now,” said Jute. “It always gets windier in the fall. Winter’ll come fast, I reckon.”
“Hmm. Perhaps.”
Jute did not fall asleep easily that night. His mind would not let him rest. He sat up in bed, not sure if he was dreaming or sleeping. Something stirred in the darkness out of the corner of his eye, and he went to the window, needing to breathe and tasting only dust in his mouth. The casement creaked open and he leaned out. Stars drifted overhead. 
“Where are you, hawk?” he said. 
There was no answer, of course. 
He could hear the faint sounds of the city quieting into night. Beyond Hearne, however, was a deeper silence. It was the silence of the sky, and he realized in that instant that it was also the silence inside of him. He had used that silence for years, wrapping himself up in it to fool wards and to burgle houses. As far back as he could remember, the silence had been there.
The stars continued their slow wheel in the sky overhead. He gazed up at them. They drifted through the night and regarded him with the glitter of their icy stares.
“Have you seen a hawk in your heights?” he said. “A hawk with feathers as black as your sky?”
Thou presumes, said a star.
Aye, said another. 
Two questions at such a tender age, while we wait eons to ask even one.
Or perhaps none at all.
Even if none, we shall bide on our paths, content still.
But the stars did not speak unkindly. Rather, there was interest in the sound of their voices. They chimed in the air like the wind passing through bells. Some were light and tinkling like a child’s silver bell, some quick and hard like the bells that rang in the harbor buoys swaying on the tide, and others deep and slow, booming like iron bells set in some far-off, ancient tower.
“May I ask only one question?”
Ah, but that is thy third.
“Then I will ask only one: whether you have seen a hawk in your heights. Please.”
Aye, that we have.
We have.
Fear not, murmured a star.
Fear not, echoed another.
Their voices chimed in the stillness of the night, calling to Jute in a chorus that rang clear in the darkness.
When the world was still young
When the boundaries of the sea were inscribed upon the shore,
Here and no farther shall thy proud waves come.
When the mountains were raised from the earth
And the valleys cast down to their green depths,
When the flame was kindled in the heart of the mountains
And set to burn in the silence of the earth,
When the winds were unleashed from the house of dreams,
When the winds came rushing to their appointed place,
When the world was still young,
A hawk came flying with feathers black as night.
A hawk came flying through the sky
With wings as black as night,
Though they were like fire in the darkness,
Lightning falling through the darkness
When the world was still young.
The ringing of their voices subsided into stillness. Silence reclaimed the sky. The stars gazed down on him from their remote height.
“But what of now?” said Jute. “Surely the world is old now.”
No one answered him.



 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
THE HEALING OF THE SEA
 
Someone spoke near his ear. The girl. Ronan wished she would go away. She had her book. What more could she want? Someone else could take her to the regent’s ball. The town was full of able men. Anyone. As long as it wasn’t him. He just wanted to sleep.
Her voice forced his eyes open. She was saying something, but it was only meaningless sound. It could have been the noise of water on rocks, the creak of rigging, a gull’s skirling cry. She spoke again.
“You don’t have much time left.” 
Her face was calm, as if his death meant nothing to her. He did not speak. He could not have if he wanted to. A tremendous weight pressed down on his chest. Sunlight shimmered around her hair. She turned to glance over her shoulder.
“It is an ebb tide. Things recede, and that which is already distant drifts even further.” Her face turned back, hovering above him. “But the tide is mine, and though your life is ebbing away, I can bring you back. If you wish.”
Her eyes gazed down into his. Darkness crept in on the edge of his sight. He could not speak. He could not breathe. The weight was unbearable. 
So this is what it’s like, he thought. How many lives have I ushered past this point with the edge of my knife? My father never spoke of this. Maybe he did not know. I wish I could speak with him again. I wish I could see his face again.
Ronan stared up at the girl. He could not speak, but there was enough appeal in his eyes for her to read. She took the comb from her hair that held the thick sheaf back and unclasped the pin. A jab at her fingertip and a drop of blood welled out. He felt a touch on his lips and tasted salt in his mouth. A roaring filled his ears as if of the sea pounding on the beach, the crashing of waves rising higher and higher. All the world was drowning, unmade in the fury of the sea, and then he knew no more.
Sometime later, awareness returned to him. The darkness receded until he drifted in a fog. It had a comforting quality of nothingness to it. There was no sound or feel, no cold or heat, only the grayness. He wished it would continue and cradle him there forever. 
Wake.
No. Let me drift here. 
Wake.
Ronan opened his eyes to a sun-drenched room. Turning his head, he could see the long, thin line of blue that was ocean, past the rooftops of the city and the stone and wood fingers of the docks. And then he realized where he was. There clearly were advantages to living up on the heights of Highneck Rise. 
“Rest. You are not yet yourself.”
She was sitting on his other side, a book open in her hands. The book.
“You took a grievous hurt, more than I realized at first. You were wounded by a ward, but you also carried a taint on you of something fell, a creature of the Dark that had come close to you. But you are well now, though more sleep will serve you.”
“I am well?” he said, beginning to remember.
“Yes.”
“Thank you,” he said.
“I will have more than thanks out of you,” she said calmly, “for you’ve my blood in you now, and that’s something that hasn’t been said for over three hundred years.”
“What?” 
“I had need of you, as I remarked the other day, Ronan of Aum, or whatever name you choose to call yourself. But things have changed more swiftly than I foresaw, and so my plans changed as well. Hence, your rash decision to enter that house and take the book.”
She looked down at the book in her hands and a frown crossed her face.
“I confess myself surprised at what you found there. I can only blame it on my rusty knowledge of humans. It has been a long time since I’ve come to these shores, and I’ve forgotten much. This book is a thing of great evil. It promises the key to immense power. Men fall prey to such things. Someone has read this book, and thus another door has been opened for the Dark, opened through the greed and ambition of one man’s soul.”
“Are you telling me you made me enter that house? Who are you?” His voice rose. 
She regarded him impassively for a moment and then shut the book. “There’s much in the telling and I doubt it can be properly said in the language of man. I doubt much of anything can be said properly in that language. Long ago, when the Dark first fell from the house of dreams, it roved across the fields of heaven. It sought what it might devour, for the first principle of the Dark is hunger. A hunger that can never be sated. But then those that were called the Aro came, and the Dark fled. It came to the world of man. And the Dark held sway there. 
“But then the Aro came hunting. So was fought the first great war, when the mountains were broken and the world wept for pain. The Dark was overthrown, but at great cost.
Then Anue stood on the threshold of the house of dreams and spoke four words. They fell like shining jewels, down through the heights beyond the night until they came to their resting place. There, the four eldest of the Aro took hold of the jewels. And so they became the anbeorun: four mighty beings set to guard the paths of the world of men and keep watch against the darkness. To each of them was assigned one of the great feorh, the four essences of this world. To the first was given the sea, the waves and all her creatures, the rivers and streams, the lakes and ponds and all that find shelter therein. To the second was given the earth, the green and growing things, mountains, hills and valleys, and all creatures great and small that live under the sun. To the third was given the wind, the storm and lightning, the torrent and blast that beat up against the edges of heaven itself, and every creature on the wing. To the fourth was given the fire, the deep, dark, secret places of the earth where heat and molten rock live to work their magic in gems and gold, and where strange, eyeless creatures breathe their days. 
“The anbeorun walked the world and kept watch against the Dark. Centuries passed. There was peace; oh, perhaps not in the world of men, for your kind are ever given to war and the Dark has always left its shadow in your hearts—but in the realms of the anbeorun, there was peace. But the Dark is patient and time means nothing to it. The four anbeorun wandered far and no longer remembered each other, though they had sprang into being together, brothers and sisters. They walked their own separate ways and so disappeared.”
She fell silent. The room was warm with sunlight, but Ronan shivered under his blankets. Fear gripped him. This was only the beginning of the story and, no matter how strange and fantastic it sounded, he knew for a certainty it was true.
“How do you know all this?” he said. “What has this to do with you?”
She turned blank eyes on him.
“I am the sea.”
She stared out the window, looking past the rooftops and houses, gazing at the sea shimmering in the afternoon light. When she spoke again, it was almost in a whisper.
“I fell asleep. I fell asleep and did not wake for I do not know how long. Hundreds of years, I think. But a nightmare came and shook me from my sleep. For in my dream I saw that the Dark, though far from the world, had worked its will and slain one of my brothers. This could not be, but my dreams do not lie. If they lie, then I am untrue, and I cannot be untrue, for I am the sea. I rose from my sleep, troubled and wondering, for if one could be slain, then all could be slain. What terrible magic could have wrought such a thing? And so my path led me from my beloved sea here, to the world of men, to your world. An answer is here in this city and I will find it.”
“But surely there’s nothing here to stop you,” he said. “The wizards are all dead.”
She wrinkled her brow dismissively, a slim girl who looked light enough for him to lift with one hand. “You speak of things you know nothing of,” she said. “The wizards are not all dead, but they are irrelevant. However, there’re other things in this world. Things that hearken back to the times when the Dark walked in openness. Something has come that can lay a hand even on the four anbeorun—on wind, earth, and fire. And on me. It is because of this that I am reluctant to show my hand in this city, for I am not sure who my enemy is. Hence, my need of you.”
He dared a last question, though sleep was taking hold of him.
“Which of the four was killed?”
She did not answer for a long time, and he could not keep his eyes open any longer. From a long way off, just as he fell asleep, he heard her voice.
“My brother the wind. He was killed with a knife.”



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
THE DUKE OF MIZRA
 
That next morning, in the second week of the Autumn Fair, the duke of Mizra came riding to the gates of Hearne with all his retinue about him. The watchmen on the tower sighted them long before the first outriders came up the long, sloping rise that meets the eastern walls of the city and also marks the mouth of the Rennet valley. 
“Ware the gate!” bawled one of the soldiers, and old Bordeall trudged up the stairs of the tower keep. It was a cold, clear day, for autumn had finally arrived. The leaves on the maple and ash were changing colors on the hills of the Highneck Rise district. Down in the valley, the stands of trees blushed with the first reds and golds of the year. Bordeall squinted into the sunlight.
“Mizra,” he said. “Nobbut else runs a black and gold banner. Here, you—take a horse from the stable and ride up to the castle. Find the steward. Tell him the duke of Mizra will be at the gate within the hour.”
A soldier hurried away at his bidding. Mizra was the last of the duchies to arrive for the Autumn Fair. The other duchies had already sent their delegations, along with the countless traders and merchants and all the other folk, rich or not, who desired to spend the month in Hearne, gawking and buying and selling. And being swindled, more likely than not. 
Bordeall spat over the side of the wall. The fair was good for the city, no doubt, but he didn’t care for it himself. Too crowded. Too many foreigners. Still, it brought money to the city and, every year, reemphasized the fact that Hearne was still the center of Tormay.
He walked down the wall. The old ash spear felt good in his hands. It hadn’t tasted blood since the Errant Wars thirty years ago. He had been a young sergeant then, with more muscle than brain. It was a wonder he had come out of those campaigns alive. He hefted the spear. Still as light as a feather, and his eye was just as keen. He permitted himself a smile. None of the striplings on watch had been able to spot Mizra’s colors.
He didn’t mind commanding the city. The lads were well-trained and knew their places. Gawinn saw to that. The drill sergeants were good. Nothing much happened that necessitated a stern hand these days. Oh, there were the fights in the taverns every once in a while, but they mostly stopped short of killing folks in such brawls. Besides, the innkeepers kept a lid on such things. The Guild was behaving itself nicely these days as well. 
Still, he wished Gawinn was back. It had been almost two weeks now, and there’d been no word from him. One more week and then he might send some riders out. Not that he doubted the Lord Captain’s safety. Owain Gawinn was the best man he’d ever seen with a sword, excepting for old Cullan Farrow. Bordeall reckoned there wasn’t a man alive in all the duchies of Tormay who knew more about battle than the Captain, and that was a good lot of men who had ridden east with him. All veterans of the Errant Wars. East and a tad south. That was where the village of the little girl was. Toward the rising sun and the Mountains of Morn.
The regent of Hearne was in the stables with the duke of Dolan and several other of the visiting nobility when the news came. 
“Beauty, isn’t she,” said Botrell. A yearling trotted the perimeter of a small enclosure, gently urged on by a trainer who held her traces in one hand and an unused whip in the other.
“I suppose,” grumbled Hennen Callas.
“The last of Riverrun’s get,” said the regent, leaning on the fence. “And the best, I warrant.”
“Her lines are drawn in lovely places,” said the prince of Harth. 
The regent barked a laugh. 
“Perfectly said, my lord Eaomod,” he said. “It seems that the folk of Harth talk like books.”
“Rather,” said the prince, smiling gravely, “I think it the books that are written like the speech of Harth, for is not the word first spoken before the scribes set it down to page?”
“A question which has perplexed the wizards since the dawn of time,” said old Maernes, “and much too complex for the confines of a stable. For such headaches we need the medicines of wine, comfortable chairs, and full bellies.”
“My lord duke of Hull,” said the prince, bowing, “surely an hour could not be spent more pleasantly than in such pursuit, unless it be on the battlefield facing a numerous and determined foe.”
“Ah,” said the old duke. “We are in agreement.” The relationship between Hull and Harth would have grown even more cordial, had not a steward hurried into the stable.
“My lord regent,” he said. “My lords. The duke of Mizra has been sighted approaching the city.”
“Splendid,” said Botrell, rubbing his hands together. “Now all the duchies of Tormay are assembled for our fair—”
“Except Harlech, of course,” said Hennen, but no one heard him.
“Come, my friends. Let’s make haste to the gate to welcome Mizra.”
They clattered out of the castle gate and down the winding streets of Highneck Rise, past old manors and stone walls and through the first autumn leaves drifting in red and gold around the horses’ hooves. A detachment of the Guard rode before the party, for the regent was fond of their uniforms and the way the silver and blue pennants fluttered from their halberds. The elegance of Highneck Rise soon gave way, descending to the more cramped streets of the city, through rows of tall, narrow dwellings so jammed up against each other that it was impossible to tell where one building left off and the next began. The party made good time, though, for the crowds cleared easily enough for the Guard. They came to the gate of the city, with its tall tower rising to one side. Banners snapped in the wind upon the wall. The massive doors of oak and iron were open and, through them, the vanguard of the duke of Mizra was visible cresting the rise at the top of the valley. A flag fluttered at their forefront—a gold dragon on a black field. Brond Gifernes had come to Hearne.
The trumpets sounded a flourish. The soldiers on the wall snapped to attention and the party of the duke of Mizra came riding through the gate. Nimman Botrell swung down from his horse. A horseman cantered forward and the rider alighted. He was a tall man, young, looking to be barely past twenty years of age, with a long arm and a long face in which reposed a pair of startling green eyes. His hair was shorn closely to his head and it was as gold as the dragon of his banner, both locks and dragon gleaming in the sunlight. He grinned and took Botrell’s hand in his own.
“Well met, my lord regent,” said the newcomer.
“Brond Gifernes,” said Botrell, “welcome to Hearne.”
The duke of Mizra and his party were escorted through the city. They were weary with their travel, for the road to Hearne from Mizra was a long one, winding east through the canyons of Mizra and the pass in the Morn Mountains beyond. From there, it was several days’ journey, past the southern edge of the Lome Forest and then along the reaches of the Rennet valley. The duke had brought a score of retainers in his retinue, with their horses and pack mules. What’s more, there were three hunting dogs in the group—big beasts who trotted obediently at the heels of their handler. 
“I’d like to do some hunting here, my lord,” said Gifernes to the regent. “Your flatland deer are remarkably swift and I thought to test my dogs on their scent. They’re excellent at short bursts of speed, but I’m not sure of their wind for long chases. However, we’ll see soon enough. Once they’ve the odor of a prey, they never forget.”
“Of course,” said Botrell. “We’ll take them up onto the Scarpe in the morning. This evening, however, I have a dinner planned in your honor. Just a small, unassuming affair.”
The duke of Mizra laughed. “I doubt it’ll be unassuming. The reputation of your board is well known in all of Tormay.”
“Horses, wine, women, and a good meal,” said Botrell. “There’s little else of worth under the sun.”
As the duke of Mizra suspected, the small dinner turned out to be anything but small. The great hall in the castle burned with countless candles, glimmering from sconces and the chandeliers that were let up and down by silver chains on wheels. Fires crackled on the hearths. The windows were open to the dark gardens beyond and the sound of the fountains that played invisibly in the night. 
An endless procession of servants drifted across the expanse of polished black marble, bearing every manner of delicacy that could be desired. Roast swan with gracefully curved necks swam upon silver platters. Suckling pigs, crisped brown and exuding such a fragrance that it caused tears of joy to spring from the eyes of dedicated trenchermen, slept in splendor upon beds of roast potatoes. Tiny ducklings flew upon skies of sweet rice. Airy fantasies of pastry and quail floated by. Masterpieces of mushroom. Soufflés spun out of audacity fell apart into impossible perfection at the touch of a fork. 
The chatter of a hundred different conversations was borne upon the tinkle of gold utensils on gold plates and bowls and buoyed by the sound of a string trio playing up in a balcony overlooking the hall. At the head of the table sat the regent, loud and exuberant and flushed with wine. On his right, in the place of honor, was the duke of Mizra. On the regent’s left sat the prince of Harth, honored for his father’s sake and, truth be told, the fact that Harth did so much trade with the city of Hearne. For all of his profligacy, the regent was a reasonably practical man. Further along were the other dukes and duchesses present—old duke Maernes of Hull, the Callases of Dolan, the Galaestans of Thule, the Rostannes of Vo, and Elloran, duke of Vomaro, as fat as a pudding and gleaming with sweat as he attacked his overburdened plate. From there, the seating continued on down the table to the hall’s end according to relative importance and perceived rank, with each place allotted to the minor lords and ladies, various noble bastards, and rich merchants. 
Levoreth had ended up in the middle of the table. On either side of her, rows of faces bobbed over their plates and turned from side to side in conversation with their neighbors. Mouths opened and closed on food and words. She had no energy to listen. Her head was aching again. Her aunt smiled at her from further up the table. 
A sceadu came traveling to Hearne, disguised as a poor wayfarer.
The old cat’s words crept through her mind. The unease within her had been growing ever since they had come to Hearne, but talk of a sceadu from yet another of the lords of the nyten, the four-footed kin, was grim news indeed. True, it had been many years ago, but the wolves had spoken of one as well. Such had been her dismay, though she had hidden it from them, that she had agreed to return with them to the Mountains of Morn to hunt the creature down. The hunt had been futile.
Levoreth frowned down at the soufflé on her plate. The worst memories, no matter how old they were, always persisted with painful clarity. Why was it not so with the pleasant memories? There were times when she could not remember Dolan’s face, and then the only thing she could do was to look at Hennen Callas until some stray bit of light recast his features into the old, familiar, well-beloved face. 
But she had memories of sceadus.
Leaning forward, she could look all the way down the table, past candelabras and fantastic arrangements of flowers, past the faces of the noble houses of Tormay, eyes shining in the candle and firelight. Servants wavered in and out of the shadows, indistinct except for the platters and flagons they carried in their hands. She caught a glimpse of Nimman Botrell and, bent forward in smiling intimacy toward him, the lean, youthful face of the duke of Mizra. Light shone on his hair, and it looked to her as if Brond Gifernes wore a burnished helm of gold.
She took a bite of soufflé. Even cold as it was, it was delicious. But she pushed the plate back. She had no appetite. 
“And whaddaya think,” brayed a voice near her ear. “Whaddaya think of the regent’s hospitality, Lady Levoreth? Do ya—do ya think?”
She did not recognize the lord next to her, but he was young and already unsteady with wine. 
“I do think,” she said to the young man, and then decided to stop there.
“Yes, yes,” he said cheerfully. He sloshed some wine on his shirt. “Couldna said it better myself. Best table there’s to be found in all of Tormay. Ain’t any better. Been at the best, and this is the best. Bet my life on it.”
“You are brave,” she said, her head aching even more, “to bet your life on such a thing. After all, you have to be willing to die for something, no?”
At her own words, a wave of homesickness swept over Levoreth for the hills of the Mearh Dun; for the cold waters of the river Ciele wandering down from the Mountains of Morn, flowing west and murmuring of old sea dreams; for the mountains rising up to their snowy peaks; for the forests sleeping under the constant twilight of their branches, letting fall acorn and seed in trust of yet another spring; for the howl of the wolf, the questions of the owl, and the protest of the mouse, the comfortable whicker of the horse, and the dry laugh of the fox; for the earth with its silence and secrets slowly gathered from so many lives drifting down, settling through the grass and roots and soil to find rest. 
Levoreth opened her mouth to apologize for the cruelty of her words to the young lordling, for it was not his fault that his life—nay, all the lives of men—was lived in a world of roofs and walls and swift years that did not allow the eye to see beyond. But he had not heard her to begin with. He had already turned, satisfied and smiling, to whoever was sitting on his other side. She heard his words fall and there was less meaning in them for her than the splash of the fountain outside the windows.
No wonder the men of Harlech seldom leave their land, she thought dismally.
The string trio glided into a dreamy air as the dinner ended with more wine. A roar of laughter resounded from the distant head of the table. Botrell was seen weaving about with a bejeweled lady on his arm, her mouth frozen in a smile.
“Lady Devnes Elloran,” said the drunk lordling. “The daughter of the duke of Vomaro and a great beauty.”
Levoreth pushed back her chair and stood up. She wondered where the Farrows were that night. Probably still out on the plain of the Scarpe, with a bonfire burning in the midst of their wagons and someone playing old love songs on a lute. The girl, Giverny, would be sitting by the fire, dreaming her dreams with the earth under her hands and the flame light on her face.
Levoreth walked through the other guests toward the open garden windows. Her dress whispered on the floor—the delicate brown silk her aunt had been so pleased with. She drew the skirt up into her hands and stepped out onto the veranda. Somewhere on the lawn around the nearest fountain, she lost her slippers. The grass felt cool beneath her bare feet. Light spilled from the castle windows and softened the darkness. The garden spread out around her in groomed terraces that stepped down to the castle wall.
Not the wilds of the north. But earth, nonetheless. 
The bushes alongside the fountain rustled and then divulged the narrow face of a weasel, black eyes flicking around suspiciously until they settled on Levoreth. In a quiver of delight, the animal scurried across the grass toward her, daring even to pat at the hem of her dress with a tiny paw.
Mistress of Mistresses! And then the weasel was overcome with excitement and it dashed away, chattering to itself of gods and legends and ancient memories that had been passed down from weasel to weasel. Levoreth smiled.
“There are not such animals in Mizra.”
She had not heard him approach. Light shining from a window behind him rimmed his head with the same gold she had seen inside at the table. She could not see his face, though, as it was in shadow. The happiness of the weasel faded into silence as it disappeared into its burrow under the foliage. 
“Is there not? I’ve never been to your duchy,” Levoreth said. 
“You have not, milady?” There was a hint of amusement in the duke of Mizra’s tone. “This is a defect that must be remedied, and doubly so, for if you would deign to visit Mizra then Mizra itself would be happily remedied for the lack of yourself.”
“Do you speak thus to all ladies?” she said. “I come from a land of horses and shepherds. They’re plain-spoken, though the horses are usually the wiser of the two, as they hardly speak at all. Having grown up around such, I confess myself unaccustomed to the flowery ways of Tormay’s courts. We have no such delicacy in Dolan.”
He laughed.
“I was warned of your tongue, Lady Levoreth, but I confess your wit would make any edge pleasant. I would not mind such cuts. Rather those than the simpering of the beauties of the regent’s court. Their words flutter as weightlessly as butterfly wings. I do not mind a little blood, milady, for pain reminds one of life and all its promises and obligations.”
She turned slightly, forcing him to turn as well. His face emerged from the shadows as light from one of the windows fell across it. His green eyes were earnest and clear.
“Need you be reminded of such obligations?” Levoreth said, wondering at his eyes. The greenness of them provoked her. Unreasonably so—she admitted that to herself, though she wasn’t sure if she was irritated or intrigued—and she allowed a flicker of thought to waver out toward him and then hastily pulled it back. She blushed and hoped that there was enough shadow on her face. 
It was common among the rich and important of Tormay to set wards about their minds, for it wouldn’t do to have every hedge wizard and blackmailer probing such people for their secrets. The duke of Mizra, however, had no such ward. His thoughts were as open and as guileless as his green eyes. From that single touch—as delicate and as fleeting as a bee dabbling for pollen—she had gathered the sense of a boyish mind on the cusp of manhood and contentedly grave with his ducal responsibilities. She had also sensed in his mind a keen interest in her. An infatuation, she thought. He’s never even met me before. 
I hope he’s not sensitive enough to realize what I just did.
Apparently, he was not sensitive enough, for his brow was wrinkled in earnest thought at her question.
“But obligation,” he said, “must be chosen afresh every day, particularly for those who rule, for the power of the ruler brings with it a temptation to order one’s world so that it no longer contains opposition and all the painful weights of duty.”
She was about to frown at such a pompous utterance when he grinned and said, “At least that’s what my old tutor always used to say. He was fond of lecturing on duty. Bit of a bore, but now that he’s gone—he died last year—my castle in Ancalon is too quiet for my tastes. I miss his conversation.” 
He took a step closer. He looked even more earnest than before. Alarmed, Levoreth wondered if she might convince the weasel to make another appearance.
“I’ve been thinking lately,” continued the duke of Mizra, “at least, that—”
“My Lord Gifernes, I never did get a chance to thank you properly—Levoreth!—oh, how nice, my dear; I confess I thought you already off to bed.” The duchess of Dolan stepped out on the veranda.
“Just going now, Aunt,” said the girl sweetly. “It’s been a long day. I’m rather tired. I bid you good night, my lord duke.”
The duke bowed and she left them standing on the lawn in the darkness. Somewhere off in the bushes, she heard the tiny death rattle of a mouse. The weasel, she thought. Her headache had returned, but she could not remember when. She went to her room and fell asleep in bed. In the middle of the night she woke and lay staring up into the darkness.
Strange. I have no memory of Mizra. I have no memory of that land. Perhaps I never have been there.
She turned on her side, and fell asleep.



 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
SETTING TRAP FOR MUSKRAT
 
Owain and his troop left the village early the next morning. The silence of the place was oppressive and the men had become more and more nervous as the night went by. The horses were uneasy and had to be picketed deep within the stand of pine trees, far from the walls and empty windows of the houses.
They rode in a long curving loop that brought them up out of the valley into the rolling hills on the far side and then back down into the valley further to the east. At the end of the day they had completed a wide circuit around the vicinity of the village. Hoon had argued the exercise a waste of time, given the weather. Owain had insisted, but at the end of the day he conceded that the tracker had been right.
“Now if I was a Farrow,” said Hoon gloomily, “mebbe then we’d have summat. Those folk are cannier’n foxes, but I ain’t a Farrow. I’m just Hoon.”
Owain reined in his horse and sat for a while in thought. A hawk sailed by overhead, wings outstretched and motionless. It was heading south. Owain turned in the saddle.
“All right, men,” he said. His voice carried cleanly in the cool evening air. “We’ll camp here for the night. In the morning, we’ll head south for Vomaro. There’ve been three reports there of such killings as in the village. A couple of days and then back to Hearne.”
The guardsmen made camp with good heart on this news and soon a fire was burning, ringed about with saddles and equipment. The horses were hobbled and set to graze. Darkness crept up, but the fire kept it at bay. Long after the others had fallen asleep, Owain lay awake, staring up into the night. A purpled swath of stars stretched across the sky. The moon rose, full and pale yellow. Its eye did not close, but Owain’s did and he fell asleep.
They made Vomaro the next day—though, truth be told, there are no real boundaries between the duchies of Tormay. It took a knowledge of old treaties and a good eye for certain hills and river bends and the like to know where one duchy began and another left off.
As they reached the crest of a hill, a lovely view greeted their sight. A lake lay before them, wide and still and shining under the afternoon sun. The farthest shore was not visible. Trees grew along the banks and everywhere there were meadows of late summer flowers like the canvases of some eccentric artist who had daubed on every single color his palette boasted.
“‘And to the lake she came to pick her springtime blooms,’” quoted Hoon. “‘With her maids not knowing their swift approaching doom.’”
“I never liked that song,” said Owain. “Most minstrels are damned fools, writing such tunes to please other fools who happen to have gold. I daresay little of that song is true. Declan Farrow’s story will probably never be known. I’d give much to talk with him, if he still lives.”
“Probably happened ‘round here. More’n likely.”
“The eastern lakeshore. Bad enough fighting ogres with good swordsmen, but with just a bevy of maids and some court fops?” Owain shrugged. “It must’ve ended quickly—look there. We’ll make for that hamlet further around the shore.”
It was a small village—just a handful of houses built at the water’s edge. A dock reached out into the lake. Several fishing boats were drawn up on the rocky beach. A dog ran growling toward them, but a kick from one of the horses sent it shooting off, howling its dismay for any who might care. Children peeped from windows and their elders stood silent in doorways.
Owain reined in his horse, and the troop behind him clattered to a halt. He raised his voice. “Is there anyone here who knows aught of certain strange killings? Where entire villages or crofts were wiped out?”
An old man stepped forward.
“Who wants to know?”
“I am Owain Gawinn, Lord Captain and Protector of Hearne. Word of these things has reached my city and I would seek what knowledge I can find.”
“You’re far from Hearne, m’lord,” said the old man, but he tugged his forelock in respect.
“Hearne must still concern itself with the affairs of Tormay.”
“Better’n can be said of our own duke. If’n it’s true.” The old man spat on the ground. Other villagers nodded. Owain swung down from his horse.
“Why say that, father?”
The old man did not need much encouragement.
“Near two months back now,” he said. “That’s when it happened. Nonn here, sailed over t’ Upper Wen—we’re Lower Wen, see? He sailed over ‘cause he be courtin’ Ganfrey’s daughter Gan.”
“Aye,” said a young man, but that’s all he managed. He clamped his mouth shut and turned bright red.
“He found t’whole village dead! Every last one. Man, woman, child. Even the poor dumb beasts. Nonn here, came back straight away an’ we all sailed over. It were a terrible sight. Still turns my stomach t’ think on it. Course, we sent word t’ the duke in Lura, but none came. Things ain’t right in Lura ever since she came back.”
“Devnes Elloran?” said Owain.
“Herself.” The man spat again. “The house of Elloran be cursed, but tain’t them that bear it but us poor folk. None to help us, there ain’t.”
“Perhaps Hearne can be of help. Where is this village, old man, this Upper Wen?”
“Oh, tain’t any Upper Wen,” said the old man.
“But I thought you said—”
“We burned it straight t’ the ground. Every stick of wood an’ thatch. Broke the stone walls down an’ threw ‘em in the lake. You go murderin’ folks like they did there an’ the spirits linger, you see? An’ ain’t a while afore they get real mean an’ angry that nothing been done about who murdered ‘em. We figger it better t’ get rid of their houses. Mebbe then they forget where they lived an’ just wander off.”
“The whole village is gone?”
“Ain’t a splinter left,” said the old man with some satisfaction.
“Well,” said Owain coldly, “that certainly makes an impossible pursuit even more impossible. These killers are faceless and any scrap of evidence, no matter how small, would’ve been greatly valued. I commend your diligence but not your reasoning.”
“Oh, they ain’t all that faceless,” said the old man.
“What do you mean?”
“Binny here, done seen ‘em. Binny!”
A boy shuffled forward, ducking his head in embarrassment. 
“Tell the lord what you seen, Binny. You can trust ‘em, m’lord. He’s my grandson an’ allus tells the truth else I take a stick t’ him.”
“Setting trap for muskrat,” said Binny. He mumbled so quietly that Owain was forced to step closer. “Just along the shore near t’ the old willow.”
“That’s close by Upper Wen,” broke in his grandfather. “Least, where used t’ be Upper Wen.”
“Was this during the day?” asked Owain. He tried to keep the excitement from his voice. “Were you able to see clearly?”
“Course not, m’lord,” said Binny in indignation. “You allus set trap for muskrat at night. But there was a full moon, so I seen enough.” He shuddered. “Lucky for me, I allus been fond of setting ‘em in deep water. Just past the bulrushes, up t’ my neck an’ moving slow an’ quiet—see, I was pulling a string of traps behind me.”
Binny paused and his eyes seemed to go slightly out of focus, as if he was seeing something else. “You allus gotta be quiet around muskrats. Too much excitement, an’ they get t’ thinking about moving on t’ other parts. That’s what musta saved me. I just happen t’ look up an’ there they were, running along the shore. Heading on t’ Upper Wen.”
“Who? Who was running?”
“Were a man an’ two hounds—only they weren’t.”
“What do you mean they weren’t?”
“They weren’t. It looked like a man, but things weren’t right. His legs an’ arms were all wrong. Too long an’ bending too far. He was tall too, taller’n you, m’lord, an’ running faster’n a horse. Had him a long, thin face with sick-looking white skin like you’d ‘spect on a dead man. An’ the hounds weren’t dogs, least, no dog I seen. Both of ‘em size of a small cow. Big necks an’ heads an’ eyes all white an’ staring like boiled eggs. I thought my heart about t’ stop beating.”
“But how did you see all this if they were running as fast as you say?”
“Well, they stopped dead, m’lord. Right on the bank, an’ me that close. Only the bulrushes between me an ‘em. The dogs swinging their heads around. I could hear ‘em sniffing like there was a scent t’ be had. But water an’ mud an’ the stink of rotten rushes is a lot t’ sniff through. I didn’t twitch a muscle, that scared I was, not even t’ sink below the surface. You know how it is. Any small move’ll draw the eye, even at night.”
“I think you came near your death,” said Owain. “I’m glad the night turned out in your favor, though it did not for the poor folk of Upper Wen. You are lucky.”
“Aye, m’lord, an’ right do I know it. But there’s more t’ my story. The two dogs did their sniffing for a while more an’ then the man growled at them. Growled like he knew their tongue an’ was telling them something. It were a strange thing. His mouth opened wide, an’ it were filled with more teeth ‘n any two men have between em’. Made the hair stand up on my neck, it did.”
“And then they just left?”
“Aye, m’lord.”
Owain nodded. It was a stroke of tremendous luck—luck the lad had survived and luck that had brought him and his men to the little village. Damn the duke of Vomaro. If the incident had been followed up when it had happened, then such details might have made their way to Hearne months ago. At any rate, at least it was known now.
“One last thing, m’lord. I know this might sound strange—”
“Nothing’s strange anymore, lad.”
“After they were gone, an’ I was sitting there in the water, I realized something.”
“What’s that?”
“It’d been a nice, warm summer night, but everything’d gone cold. Real cold, like close on to ice, an’ my bones were chilled so they ached.”



 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
AN UNEXPECTED ALLIANCE
 
Lena kicked at the door, but it was locked and made of much harder material than her foot. She scowled. Her luck usually wasn’t this bad.
True, the time she had tripped the bakery ward in Highneck Rise had been extremely unlucky—unlucky enough to mark her for life with the livid scar on her face—but that had been the exception. Wasn’t she the one who had lifted seven purses in a single afternoon in Mioja Square, one of which had contained a perfectly cut ruby as big as a quail’s egg and a second that had held a handful of unused guardian wards—wards woven by none other than Bredan Gow, the most expensive ward weaver in all of Hearne? The Juggler had been pleased at that.
And hadn’t she beaten Taggity at dice just last week and won a whole jug of ale off of him? Him boasting there wasn’t a die in all of Hearne he couldn’t roll as crooked as a hanged man’s neck. She certainly had set that straight. A dozen rolls and three pairs of eyes. Served him right to boast, the smelly rotter.
She went through her pockets for the third time. Two coppers left over from the swoop Jute had given her the other day, a hunk of stale bread, one handkerchief, and a rag doll she had stolen off a barrow months ago. Not that there was any value to the doll, as far as she knew, but it gave her an odd comfort to have it in her pocket. 
But nothing suited for picking locks.
She thought it would have been safe. Surely there wouldn’t be harm in asking the other children. After all, they had grown up together, playing and fighting and stealing together on the streets of Hearne. So she had asked. Had they ever heard the name Nio before? Did they know anything about the old manor down on Losian Street, the one with the tall garden wall and the stone tower? They had all said no—no, never heard the name—no, never been near that house. Why would any of us go there? High walls and wards. No. Never heard the name.
But someone had gone and spoken to their new master. The old man. Someone had whispered. They had been pitching pebbles at the blackbirds perched on top of the stable roofs behind the Goose and Gold when she had heard him call through an open window on the second floor.
“Lena!”
The old man had smiled all fatherlike—at least, that’s how she imagined fathers would smile like—and she had trotted inside without a second thought. Down the hallway at the top of the stairs. He had held the door open for her, and she had assumed she was going to hear about a job. Perhaps a certain someone to be followed. Someone’s pockets to be swooped. But all she had heard was the door slamming behind her and the key turning in the lock. She had yelled and kicked the door until her toes ached. The only response was a whisper from the keyhole.
“Some questions shouldn’t be asked.”
The room had one window set high in the wall. It was barred, and she grabbed hold of the bottom railing and hoisted herself up. She had enough strength in her skinny arms to hold herself there for a while. The sun was going down and there were afternoon shadows slanting across the yard behind the inn. The rest of the children were gone. She growled in frustration to herself, wondering who had told the old man. The ostler slouched across the yard and disappeared into the stable. Her grip was weakening on the railing and she let go. She would teach them a lesson or two when she found out who squealed.
Her hands balled into sharp little fists, but then she slumped in the corner and cried. Some questions shouldn’t be asked. She wished Jute weren’t gone. It would’ve been all right if he hadn’t gone and gotten himself nabbed. There was no one else she could trust. Certainly not any of the other children. Not even the twins. If only Jute were here.
Don’t be silly. He can’t help now. You’re trying to help him, so pull yourself together.
She wiped her nose on her sleeve and investigated her pockets yet again. Stone and blasted shadow! Next time, she would be sure to carry some wire. But then she remembered she didn’t know how to pick locks in the first place.
Jute had promised to teach me.
A slight noise came to her ears. The noise was so quiet she half thought she had imagined it. Perhaps a mouse trotting between the walls. She listened, trying to throw her senses wide—push them out, Jute had always said; let them expand like your cheeks expand when you hold your breath. The explanation had always seemed silly to her. It made no sense at all.
She heard the noise again. It was coming from the door. She tiptoed over and stared at the lock. Dust drifted out of it and she heard metal grating. The handle turned. The door opened and she found herself staring into the face of the man from the alley. The Knife.
She blinked, shocked into silence.
The man from the alley alongside the Goose and Gold. The man who had been bruised and bleeding and face down in the mud when she had left him. Ronan of Aum. The Knife of the Guild.
She opened her mouth to scream, and he instantly clamped it shut with his hand. He nudged the door closed behind him with his foot.
“Not a sound,” he said. “Do you understand me?”
She nodded. Felt her heart fluttering faster. Tried to swallow. She nodded again, trying not to cry.
“Good. I’m going to release you and you’re not going to make a sound. Is that clear?”
He stepped back from her. She drew a long, shaky breath.
“I’m not going to hurt you, Lena, even though I have good cause. The Guild’s a harsh master and it often demands harsh things—things we might not choose to do on our own. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” she said, her voice shaking.
“I didn’t want to hurt your friend Jute. I was only acting under orders, for I was the Knife and the Knife cannot disobey the word of the Silentman. I’ve done terrible things, working for the Silentman, things that are shameful even to speak of. But of all of them, nothing was worse than what I was forced to do to Jute. I was forced to do it, Lena, for the Knife must carry out every command of the Silentman. But I’m not the Knife anymore.”
“You poisoned him! He did his job and you pushed him back down the chimney!” 
She knew, Ronan thought to himself in triumph. She knew what had happened. Poison. More than what could have been learned from spying from a neighboring rooftop that night. Between then and now, she must have talked with Jute. 
“I had no other choice, Lena.” He kept his voice gentle. “As the Knife of the Guild, my will was never my own. I had to serve my master, just like you served the Juggler. You understand that, don’t you?”
She did not answer.
“You do understand, don’t you?” he repeated.
“Yes,” she said reluctantly, but he had her interest now. He could see it in the way her eyes studied his face.
“I’m no longer the Knife. The Guild cast me out. I don’t serve the Silentman anymore. Do you think I’m proud of what I did to your friend? But I’m free now, free to do what I will. I don’t lift my hand against children. I’d do anything in my power to take back what I did to Jute. Anything. But what’s done is done. Perhaps helping you escape from here will atone in some small way. How I wish I could do more.”
He paused to see what effect his words might be having. She scowled down at the floor.
“Anything?” she said.
“Anything. Anything at all.”
“Well,” she said slowly. “Do you know a man named Nio Secganon?”
“Yes—but not here.” Something uneasy turned over in his mind. He remembered the sound in the basement, the shambling figure. “We can’t waste any more time here. Your life’s already in danger from the Guild for asking questions about that man—that’s why you were locked up, isn’t it? We must leave now. Later, I’ll explain about Nio Secganon.”
The hallway was empty, but Lena could hear the sounds of the common room drifting up the stairs at the far end. Laughter, voices, the clink of trenchers and knives. Ronan closed the door behind them. The lock clicked.
“Come,” he said. 
He walked down the hall and she followed in his footsteps. A lockpick gleamed in his hand and another door opened. It was the innkeeper’s own room. She had seen it once, peeking in through the open door while one of the serving girls had been gathering up an armful of bedding. The innkeeper’s wife had emerged at that moment from behind a cracked toilet screen, letting her skirts fall down around her skinny legs, and she had seen Lena peeping around the door. What a chase that had been!
“Through there,” said the man.
He pointed at the window at the far end of the room. She nodded, wondering if she could climb as well as the legendary Knife of the Guild, the shadow man who could not be stopped by walls or locks or wards. So they said. She scowled down at the fading carpet so that she would not shiver. Jute had taught her to climb, and he had been good enough to have done a chimney job for this man.
The window creaked open. He hoisted her up onto the sill.
“Up,” he said, his voice quiet. “Up and over the peak to the right and then lay down on the tiles, still as a mouse.”
Lena nodded, fitting her fingers into a promising crevice just above the casement, but he gripped her arm, easing the smart of it with a smile.
“Don’t be scampering off now. I’m much faster than you are, girl, and I know these rooftops like the back of my hand.”
She nodded again, flustered, for the thought had entered her mind. 
He was fast, for as soon as she had hoisted herself up over the rise of the roof, he was there behind her. He swarmed up the wall like an enormous spider, all arms and legs and careless speed. For a moment she thought him faster than Jute, but then her old loyalties reasserted themselves and she only sniffed. The rooftops of the city spread out around them like a vast plain of sharply angled hills of red and brown and black. Slate and stone and thatch. Chimneys rose like trees, denuded of their branches and smoldering smoke from their tops. 
“You’re lucky,” the man said quietly.
“No luckier than usual,” she said, sullen and unsure whether she should thank him, unsure whether that smile of his was trustworthy.
“Asking questions about Nio Secganon is certain to bring you to the attention of some unpleasant people. I overheard the conversation between your new master and the Silentman’s steward and I remembered your name.”
“The Silentman’s steward?” she gasped.
“I was sitting down the bar from them. They didn’t see me, but I heard them. People who get mixed up with Nio Secganon have a habit of coming to unfortunate ends.”
If Lena had glanced up at that moment, she would have noticed Ronan eyeing her, as if gauging her thoughts, but she was only concerned with her own misery. She nervously laced her fingers together and then unlaced them.
“Oh, shadows take them,” she groaned.
“Someday, perhaps,” said Ronan. “Just be thankful you still aren’t in that room, for you would’ve soon been down in the Silentman’s dungeons, locked up in the dark with the rats.”
She shuddered and furry little horrors with red eyes and twitching claws ran through her mind.
“Thank you,” she said. 
“It was the only thing I could do,” said Ronan. “By helping you, I can repay my debt to Jute. I don’t forget my debts.” A smile flickered across his face, but she did not see it.
“Though,” he continued, “why were you asking about Nio Secganon? There are faster ways to get your throat cut in this city, but not many.”
She hesitated and the man held his breath. Far across the rooftops, the sun in the west burned with golden fire. It trailed light across the ocean and he could not see the horizon for the brilliance of it all. He idly wondered if there were other lands across the sea. Other countries and people. Or just waves and endless waves. The shadows lengthened on the rooftops. 
“It was for Jute,” she said.
“For Jute?”
She told him the whole thing in a rush, relieved to speak and relieved to not have such a burden weighing on her small shoulders. Surely it was important if Jute had asked her, if he was so afraid of his life that he had hidden away. Perhaps the Knife would have an idea. Even if he wasn’t the Knife anymore, he still was the legend who had ruled the shadows and byways of Hearne. Why, some of the Guild thought him more powerful than the Silentman himself. More important, he had freed her from that room. He seemed like a pretty decent sort.
“Where’d you say he was?” asked Ronan, half disbelieving her.
“In the old university ruins,” she said again. “Jute went there because it was the only place folks don’t go to—”
“They sure don’t,” said the man.
“—all woven about with wards it is. He says there are some real dillies in there that’ll fair scare the life out of you, if they don’t kill you first. I wouldn’t set foot there to save my life, spit on it, but Jute’s quieter than a shadow and he knows how to move silent.”
“Those ruins are huge,” said Ronan. “They’re the perfect place to hide. Even if someone knew he was there, it wouldn’t help much. It would take a hundred men a month to search through properly.”
“He’s safe enough,” said Lena.
“Well, I think we’re safe as well. The sun’s going down and there won’t be much for people to see on these roofs.”
He stood and made his way across the tiles, motioning her to follow. Most of Hearne was built in a hodgepodge fashion, buildings jammed up against other buildings, sharing walls and angling roofs wedged onto and under the neighboring slants of other roofs. It was almost possible, if you were brave and skillful, or just plain stupid, to make your way from one end of the city to the other entirely on rooftops and, sometimes, on the tops of high courtyard walls. The one exception to this was the neighborhood of Highneck Rise and the manors of the wealthy and the nobility on the higher ground and cliffs in the northwest of the city. Dwellings such as those were invariably surrounded by gardens, which provided effective barriers against any person who thought to tour the city by rooftop.
The man and the girl flitted from roof to roof, scrambling across peaks and ridges so as not to present profiles to any curious eyes that might glance up. It seemed to Lena, at the speed they went, that this was a quicker way to travel than the more conventional route of streets and alleyways. They were bearing south, for the red gash of the setting sun stayed on their right and its last light threw their shadows past them to lope along the sloping roofs, black and impossibly long-legged. 
“Here,” said Ronan. “We go down to the street here.”
They were perched on top of a warehouse. The yard below was filled with stacks of roughly cut timber. One such stack reached a tremendous height that was almost on level with the bottom edge of the roof. Ronan jumped down and, even though he landed like a cat, the pile of logs creaked beneath him in protest.
“Come on,” he said.
Lena crouched on the edge of the roof, her toes in the gutter. A scowl crossed her face. She was tired and in the last few minutes had been starting to think of things like bed and sleep or perhaps merely a pile of hay in a stable somewhere. She wondered if the stack of logs would decide to tumble and roll if she added her small weight to the man’s.
“Jump,” he said. His voice was patient, and that was enough for her. She jumped and he caught her around the waist and set her down as lightly as a bit of fluff. The logs underneath them groaned and she could feel a slight tremble vibrating up through the soles of her shoes.
“They’re going to roll,” she said.
“No, they won’t. I’ve done this plenty of times and it’s always been safe.”
“Not with another person, I bet.” She scowled at him, but he was already stepping down the logs like he was walking down a staircase.
“Child, you don’t weigh more’n a handful of shadow.”
She hadn’t been in this area of the city much before, but she figured they were near the south gate. It was a rough area with numerous warehouses and places of trade given over to the simpler needs of mercantile: wax and lumber and iron, the quartz sand from Harth used by glassblowers for their window-making, hemp and pitch, and the streets of the tanners stinking with grease and rotten fat and acrid lye. The dwellings there were jammed in between the hulking warehouses and among the inns and way houses dedicated to the various guilds.
If she hadn’t been so tired at that point, Lena might have tried to run away. Clambering up and down endless roofs was exhausting. Much more exhausting than a day trolling the crowds and having an occasional sprint with a fat merchant in furious pursuit.
 But he isn’t half bad. Good of him to winkle me out of that wretched room. And he ain’t the Knife anymore. He helped me. He wants to help Jute.
And then Lena felt sorry for what she and the other children had done to him. She trotted by his side, feet hurrying to keep up with his stride. Scary face on him, she thought, despite him being rather nice. All hard and thin like an axe head. I wonder how many throats he’s cut with that knife of his. She could see the haft tucked away at the side of his belt whenever his cloak billowed out. A thrill shuddered through her.
I’m walking around with the Knife! Wish the other cullies could see me now! 
He led her down an alley that zigzagged between high houses crammed so closely together that it seemed the alley was a tunnel, roofed over with the angled walls of the houses and the strip of purple evening sky barely visible past the gutters. Two cats hissed at them from a pile of garbage.
“In through here,” he said. 
She wouldn’t have seen the door if she had been by herself, so perfectly was it fitted within the surrounding wall. It swung open to reveal a modest courtyard and the back of an old house—three stories of dirty gray stone. A rickety wood staircase climbed to a tiny landing clinging to the third story. The Knife paused at the foot of the staircase and muttered something under his breath. The stairs creaked under her steps, and at one point she clutched the railing in panic as the plank beneath her feet shifted.
“It’s safe enough,” said Ronan. “Though I wouldn’t advise trying these stairs when the ward is awake. You’d end up in a nasty fall and, if you somehow jumped and made it past that, there’d be a nice fire at the top to finish you off.”
Behind him, she flinched, but he did not see. At the top of the landing there was a door set under the eaves. The Knife mumbled something under his breath and then he opened the door. She saw past him into a room bare of any furnishing except for a bed, a table and chair, and a large chest.
“My castle, milady,” he said, bowing slightly.
“What about a chat?” she asked. “Weren’t you going to tell me about—?”
“The bed’s yours,” he said, interrupting as if she hadn’t spoken at all.
It wouldn’t have been much to many folks, just a cot heaped with threadbare blankets, but it was much nicer than anything Lena had ever had.
“Now see here,” she said, trying to sound as severe and as determined as her young years and diminutive height would allow. She looked nervously at the door, wondering if it would have been wiser to have run away while she had had a chance. Some of the older girls had been called to the Juggler’s room occasionally during the night, not just the Juggler, but several of the Guildsmen who hung around the Goose and Gold. She remembered the faces of the girls in those mornings after. They hadn’t said much, but Lena’s imagination was active enough.
But the Knife didn’t seem to have heard her, for he wrapped himself in his cloak, lay down on the floor and closed his eyes. Relieved, Lena blew out the candle on the table. She kicked off her shoes and stretched out on the bed. She wiggled her toes from the sheer pleasure of a real mattress under her and a blanket snug under chin. 
“Meant to tell you,” she said. “I’ll be seeing Jute tomorrow—just at dusk. Mebbe. . . mebbe you could help him some. Like you helped me.”
There was no response except for the slow, even sound of the man breathing from across the room. He was already asleep, and then she herself was fast asleep.



 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
THE FIFTH NAME OF DARKNESS
 
The book wasn’t there.
Nio was sure he had not taken the little book of Lascol from the library. Yet, it was not in the library. 
He stood in the middle of the room, frowning. An ache was developing behind his eyes. No one had been in the house since Severan and Ablendan had been there several nights before to tell him about the mosaic below the university. At least, as far as he knew, no one had been in the house. Logic forced him to admit there was always the possibility of an intruder. Someone with enough skill to evade the wards set about the place, someone with enough skill to leave no trace of their passing.
But that was not likely.
For the past several nights, Nio’s sleep had been broken numerous times. The odd thing was that it always happened right at the third hour after midnight. He would wake and the hands of the copper clock pointed to three. He would fall back asleep for what seemed like hours and yet, when he woke again, the minute hand on the clock would have crept forward only a few paltry minutes. He wasn’t sure what was waking him: some slight noise that immediately ceased as soon as he woke, the wind rattling at the window and then tiptoeing away at the first sight of his eyes opening, the shadows slinking by the foot of the bed? His bedroom was so woven about with wards that even the quietest mouse would have had difficulty crossing the threshold. Every night he tested the wards before he went to bed. He was beginning to dread sleeping.
Could the wihht have taken the book?
The thought made him go cold. Obviously, there was more to wihhts than what he had learned from the writings of Fynden Fram and others. The strange, sullen defiance of the thing and the way it seemed to mature in form and intelligence were not explained by what he knew. Perhaps making off with books was another unknown peculiarity of wihhts?
Ridiculous.
But he had to know for sure. 
Nio made his way down through the house, down the long hallways, down the staircase into the gloomy parlor with its fine furniture and the fireplace yawning with its cold, ashen mouth. These days, there was never occasion to use the parlor, for the other scholars hunting in the ruins rarely came to the house anymore. 
The kitchen door seemed to creak even before he pushed it open. Light sprang into life at a muttered word, and he was grateful for the warmth emanating from the small globe of fire. It floated over his shoulder as he walked down the stairs into the cellar. Shadows, but the place stank. It was much worse than before. A sweet, cloying taste of rotting flesh hung in the air, so strong that he could almost feel the greasiness of it on his tongue. He did not step down onto the muddy stone floor but remained on the bottom stair. The cellar looked empty, but the shadows gathered in the corners seemed to be hiding something. 
“Hie,” he said. The cellar remained lifeless and there was only silence except for the water murmuring from the ugly black hole leading down into the storm sewers of the city.
“Hie sona,” he said, gritting his teeth and channeling the rush of anger into a focus of power. “Sona!”
And there, where nothing had been before, stood the wihht. It gazed at him expressionlessly. Moisture gleamed on the wihht’s skin, and the clothes it wore were damp with water. Nio wondered if the creature climbed down into the sewer and so crept about the city, shambling through the passageways and emerging to walk among the unsuspecting inhabitants of Hearne. 
“I’ve a question for you,” said the man. “There’s a book in the library on the top floor of this house. A small book bound in brown leather, worn and cracked with age. On the front is an inscription in characters from no language known by man. The book’s missing. Did you take it?”
The wihht said nothing, but merely stared at him.
“Cweoan,” said the man.
The force in his command lashed at the creature and it blinked, shifting on its feet.
“I did not take this book,” said the wihht in its hoarse voice. 
“You speak truth?” the man said. 
“I did not take this book,” repeated the wihht. It paused and then opened its mouth as if to speak again, but nothing emerged except for a wet, gurgling sort of sound. For a moment, Nio thought that the creature was speaking in some horrible language peculiar to wihhts—yet another detail unknown to Fynden Fram and all the so-called learned scholars of the past. But then he realized the wihht was laughing, and that was even more horrible.
“I have no need to read,” said the wihht. It shuffled a step closer. “No need for books. No need. But sustenance I do need. That, I do need.”
“On my word and in my time, you will be given it,” said Nio coldly. 
The wihht subsided into its habitual stillness. Nio eyed the creature and considered. According to the seven strictures of the spoken word, there were ways to test the truth of speech, particularly if one possessed some material of whoever spoke. And he possessed the best of materials—blood—his own blood had been provided to the wihht.
But I’m missing something here.
He gnawed his lip in distracted thought and then he blinked. Perhaps it was due to being so tired—the broken sleep certainly was taking its toll—but it looked as if the wihht was a little closer to him now. It hadn’t taken a step, but it definitely looked closer. Or maybe the cellar seemed somehow smaller than before, the walls crowding in and the ceiling lowering, pressing down. The wihht stood as silent and as immobile as ever. It wasn’t even looking at him. It was staring down at the floor. He hadn’t noticed before, but it seemed as if the creature’s arms were slightly too long for its body. They hung down at its sides. The thing’s fingers twitched slightly.
Nio turned and hastily made his way back up the stairs. The little globe of fire drifted behind him. When he reached the top step, he looked back down but there was nothing to see. The wihht had vanished, and there was only shadow thickening to darkness. He locked the door and then placed such a binding spell on it that sweat sprang from his forehead. A great weariness took hold of him.
He stood for a moment, irresolute, but then he went upstairs to the library. It was his favorite room in the house and it afforded him more rest than his bed. He sat down in a chair. His head ached terribly. 
Perhaps I should not have created the wihht.
What use would a wihht have with a book? The boy could have stolen the book when he stole the box, except he didn’t. Whoever knew about the box might have known about the book as well. I wonder what old Eald Gelaeran would say if he knew I was shaping wihhts? It was his fault in the first place—that book he kept on his desk, the book of Willan Run. Too many ideas. Stone and shadow, but I still don’t know who wrote the damn thing. Are the anbeorun gods, overseeing the affairs of men as a master puppeteer oversees the strings of his little creatures, or are they men such as myself and, as such, capable of death? The wihht. Fynden Fram was wrong in what he wrote. If he was wrong then who is to say that the little book I found in Lascol is wrong as well? Which words are true and which are false? 
The library was lit by a lamp on a table beside Nio’s chair. It cast a muted glow around his feet and pooled on the carpet. The warmth of it was comforting. But in the rest of the library, high up in the arches of the ceiling, within the nooks of the shelves and in the corners of the room, shadows grew as the night deepened outside. In particular, the shadows seemed oddly heavy in the alcove on the opposite side of the room. Nio found his eyes returning again and again to that spot. An old painting hung there on the wall. It was of the wizard Scuadimnes, the former senior archivist at the university and advisor to Dol Cynehad, the last king of Hearne. The painting always made him uneasy. The wizard’s piercing green eyes always seemed on the verge of blinking to life. 
Nio had found the painting the first month the scholars had begun digging in the university ruins. It had been locked away in a vault buried under rubble and bound with such a subtle ward that the vault was all but invisible to the casual eye. Severan had frowned when Nio had uncovered the painting.
“There’s a knowing look to him,” he said, shaking his head. “I’d be happier burning the thing. Who can tell what happier fate Tormay would’ve found if he’d never lived?”
“Perhaps,” returned Nio, not wanting his find disparaged. “Though I think fate might very well be inexorable. It doesn’t alter for the likes of us. If so, then what Scuadimnes did won’t matter. The end of the game will always be the same.”
“Then we might as well all go home and be done with it. Curse this painting of yours, Nio,” the other had said. “And curse its subject. Scuadimnes destroyed this university and the monarchy of Hearne, not to mention utterly disgracing wizardry. No small feat for one man.”
“But he possessed more knowledge than any other wizard who has lived, save, perhaps, Staer Gemyndes. And knowledge is merely knowledge, whether it be used for good or for ill.”
Severan scowled and did not answer. The painting had gone home with Nio, even though, if he had been forced to be honest, he would have admitted his unease as well. The face was too alive. Light slid greasily over the oil paint and seemed to lend warmth to the flesh. The eyes gleamed. But Nio had hung it in the library. After all, Scuadimnes had been the greatest archivist the university had ever known, despite his treachery. 
Something stirred in the shadows in the alcove. The darkness within the alcove was impenetrable, but Nio had the oddest sensation that, if he could see through that dark, he would find the eyes of the painting fixed on him. He shook his head and yawned. 
I’ll find that boy and I’ll wring his neck.
What was in the box?
I wish I could remember her face. She was always smiling.
Nio fell asleep in his chair and dreamed.
There was darkness all around him. The library was gone. He stood up and the chair vanished. He could not see much of anything, but there was an airy noise of wind rushing by him that hinted at a great depth and space. As he stood there, the darkness began to relent, though he could detect no light. The gloom resolved into planes and lines. Before him was a stone wall. It was almost close enough to touch.
The stone of the wall was black and polished to such an impossible degree that it seemed to possess depth just as the darkness of the night sky possesses an almost limitless depth. Nio looked up and saw that the wall rose far above him. It grew into battlements. It mounted up into spires and towers that stood on each others’ stone shoulders, higher and higher until they could no longer be seen. The darkness and enormity of the thing seemed vaster than the night itself.
Something drew his eyes back down to the wall directly before him. What had once been unbroken stone now revealed a small, dark opening. The darkness of the hole pulled at his sight, so that he was unable to look away. The shadows around it seemed to bend and slip into the hole. He knew with a sudden, terrible certainty that the hole in the wall reached for a tremendous distance. The wind hushed and the cold deepened. The hole dragged at him. At the far end of it, something stirred. And then whispered.
Nio.
He could not answer.
Thou art welcome in this the third hour.
He could feel the blood in his veins thicken and slow. His heart labored. It seemed as if he had somehow moved closer to the hole. He stared into its darkness. 
Once upon a time, there was a jewel that fell from the heights. Its light quenched and it shattered into five shards. The shards fell still, tumbling through a night so long that it hath yet to find its end and they to find their rest.
The hole sighed. There was something of regret in the tone, as if remembering things gone by and long irretrievable. And there was hunger in the sound as well.
“Where is this place?” asked Nio hoarsely. 
Here, there are no such things as where. There is only here. All things drift into this night. All dreams wander to these walls. Thy own dreams brought thee here.
“Is this the house of dreams?”
He could not tear his gaze from the black hole cut in the stone wall. Somehow, he knew that the depth of it was so great that, if he fell through, he would fall forever. Tumbling like the five shards in their endless night.
Aye, said the voice.
Aye. Thou hast found the house of dreams. My house of dreams.
Somewhere far away, stars strayed from their paths into unknown ways. Light slowed and dimmed until it was no longer light, but a cold, pallid thing, no longer able to burst forth on its joyous, eternal race across the boundless reaches of space. The light fell, chill and heavy with the sudden awareness of self. 
I would have thee accomplish a thing for me.
And he could only say yes.
“Yes. Yes, of course.”
Come closer, Nio, for I would speak with thee.
The night pressed against him and he drifted toward the hole. Closer he came, until the thing was a great, yawning gulf without edge or boundary. It was a glooming abyss and, in its impossible black depths, the quiet voice whispered again.
Come closer.
He came closer. 
I would have thee accomplish a thing for me.
The voice whispered and whispered until he knew all that it wanted him to do. A small part of him thought to question the thing—some tiny spark still kindled by memories, perhaps, of the stone tower far up on the Thule coast, the grasses that waved on the moors there, and the forgotten face of a girl—but the shadows strangled him into silence with their weight as they rushed past into the abyss.
In return, said the voice, I will give thee a gift.
A light winked into being in the darkness before him. It was no stronger than the weakest candle flame, but such was the blackness around it that the light seemed oddly bright. It approached him, steadily growing in size, until there, hanging before him in the mouth of the hole, was a shard of stone, about the length of his finger. The thing was sharp-edged and gleamed with cold light. 
Take it.
He could not have stopped himself at that point for anything in the world, for the sight of that light filled him with such a hunger that he had to possess the thing, to grasp the stone in his hand and know it was his. 
Take it.
He reached out and took the stone. It burned in his palm with a flare of agony and he closed his fingers around it. Even the pain was beautiful. It bloomed between his fingers like a flower that sought some strange, dark sun. He opened his hand and the stone was gone.
The stone is within thee.
“What is it?” he said.
It is the fifth name of darkness. It is my gift to thee. Use it well, or it shall be taken from thee.
Nio woke. He was still sitting in the chair in the library. The night peered in through the windows. His head ached, but on his lips trembled a strange word he had never heard or known before.



 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
SWALLOWFOOT
 
Levoreth sat up with a gasp. 
The room was silent, which made the beating of her heart hammer that much louder. The vase on the nightstand was filled with flower buds. She reached out. The furled petals were cool to the touch. Her heart slowed. She shrugged a shawl around her shoulders and went to the window. The moon was high. Below, in the city, down past the dark roofs of Highneck Rise, she could see lights in the streets—slow rivers of luminance flowing at a human pace. It was not late.
She lit a candle and then splashed water on her face from a bowl on the dresser. The water trickled through her fingers. It glistened in the candlelight and dripped down like tears.
“Is it the same for you, oh my sister and brother?” she said wearily. “Does the Dark haunt your dreams? There’s no rest for me anymore. Perhaps it’s a just reward, for I’ve slept long enough and woke to Tormay in such a sad state. There’s blood on our hands now, not just poor brother wind, but all this land, I fear. There’s no time left for sleep, for the Dark is in my dreams.”
The candle flame did not flicker. The light reflected off the surface of the water in the bowl. All around, though, was darkness.
“Maybe we’ll have our rest, someday, but not now. Are you awake, like me? I saw the face of our brother wind in my dream, and he was soaring through the heights. It seemed as if he turned his face and smiled as if he were a child, as he was when the world was still young. But then the darkness took him, like a wave mounting up across the sky. It blotted out the sky and I do not know where he has gone.”
Her voice faltered into silence and there was no response. 
“I don’t know where any of you are gone,” Levoreth said. “But he is gone and I do not think he will return.”
The darkness chuckled from somewhere behind her. She stiffened for an instant and then turned. The bedroom was filled with shadows and, outside through the window, clouds had hidden the moon.
“You have no part here,” she said. “This is an old house. An ancient house that has faithfully served Tormay all these long years. I set my hand upon the cornerstone when it was laid. You have no part here.”
Thy hand upon the cornerstone. What do I care for such things? Even thy accursed blood cannot keep me out if the minds of men bid me welcome of their own accord. The darkness chuckled again. And they have bid me welcome.
“Then I shall hunt them down,” she said, her voice hardening. “I shall hunt them down and spill their blood onto my earth until, blood for blood, the evil is gone and you are banished back to your sleep in Daghoron.”
Fret not, little Mistress. Thou hast discourse with my dreams, for I sleep still. It is only my servants that trouble thee and thine. I have set them marching, one puppet stumbling along from one side, another from another. If all do well, then I am glad. But if only one does well, then still am I glad. If they destroy and devour each other, then what do I care? My dreams are warmed and I shall find others. Mayhap one such shall make thy acquaintance.
“I pray the day be soon,” she said viciously.
For thy tender sake, I think not, said the voice.
The wood under her feet creaked and lent her the memory of forests and deep woods, strong roots reaching down into the depths to find their strength. The stone walls on all sides groaned and gave her the memory of the mountains towering up into the sky, a ponderous weight redolent with centuries of wisdom and patience. The buds in the vase by her bed broke into bloom and filled the room with their sweet scent.
“I do not fear the servants of the Dark.”
 Ah, said the voice, thy brother wind did not fear either, but he did not fare well at the edge of a knife.
Perhaps the voice would have said more, but Levoreth flung out her arms and, hands shaking, traced the ancient names of stone and wood and earth in the air. They hung there shining and then faded into the walls and floor and ceiling. The room was silent. She sank onto the bed. Her hands stopped shaking after a moment. 
“Well, that’s that,” she said dully. “No use crying now. A hundred years too late, probably. No choice now but to see it out, even if everything falls to ruin.” 
She wiped her eyes and washed her face one more time. She hurriedly dressed and then left her room. The hallway was quiet and dark. She paused outside her uncle and aunt’s room and listened. From within, there came the faint sound of slow, even breathing. She sketched a sign on the door and watched the letters disappear into the wood.
Her awareness drifted five floors down into the depths of the castle, beneath cobwebs and shadows and dusty memories. She sensed the old cornerstone embedded in the bedrock of the cliff. Her name was inscribed upon it, and she could feel the love marked in every character, drawn by her fingertip and still stained dark with her blood.
But there’s always another way to open a door, isn’t there?
The moon sailed high in the sky. A glitter of stars was thrown across the darkness like splintered light scattered by some ancient hand. She could smell the sea. Glass and copper lamps set on iron poles spilled radiance in pools across the cobbled ground. Three young Vomarone nobles staggered up the steps past her, ale fumes eddying in their wake. Someone said, “Good evening, milady,” but she did not stop to smile or see.
How I wish for my wolves.
The castle gates loomed before her. A troop of mounted soldiers clattered past, and as the minds of the horses hurried by, they caught at hers in a swell of wonder and questions and delight. She heard one neigh and the voice of its rider murmuring to the horse, and then the whole troop vanished into the night and down the avenue stretching into the darkness and winding through the trees and stately stone houses of Highneck Rise. 
Horses.
She paused and considered. A soldier at the gate came to attention. Moonlight spilled across his helm, across his cheekbones and the bridge of his nose. Shadow welled up in his eyes. It seemed as if he only had a skull instead of a face. Not enough flesh these days.
“Milady,” said the skull respectfully.
Levoreth frowned at him, distracted and not even hearing him. The Guardsman reddened and tried to look somewhere else.
Horses.
Horses and wolves.
She turned and strode away. 
The stables were on the north side of the castle, past a rambling garden filled with grape arbors and edged with grass. Several mice peeped at her from under the leaves of a bush. Their black eyes shone with starlight and awe.
Mistress of Mistresses.
“Beware the Dark, little ones,” she said.
They blinked at her, too scared to say anything further.
“Tell your cousins, the vole and the shrew, the rat and the rabbit, the mole and squirrel, that the Dark has come to this city. Beware.”
The mice chittered their assent and scampered into the bushes.
She inhaled the warm scent of horse, of oats and hay and contentment. Light shone from the stable windows. The stable was fashioned of oak and stone and was finer than most of the houses in Hearne. The regent loved horses. Levoreth smiled. Botrell was a fool on the best of days, but he loved horses. Inside, a lantern hanging from a hook illuminated straw and wood and the rows of polished leather tack gleaming on the wall. Up and down the corridor, horses poked their heads out of their stalls and stared at her in wonder.
Mistress of Mistresses.
In the stall nearest her, an old man was currying a mare down with brushes strapped to his hands.
“Don’t let me disturb you,” she said.
The old man did not respond or look at her. The mare swung her heavy head around and blew her breath across the old man’s shoulders. He glanced up and saw Levoreth.
“Don’t let me disturb you,” she repeated.
He touched his ear with one brush, smiled apologetically and went back to his currying.
Mistress of Mistresses.
The mare’s liquid brown eyes gazed at her.
The old one has not the use of his ears, silly little hairless things that they are.
And she nibbled affectionately at the old man’s shirt. Her own ears flicked forward, attentive to Levoreth’s step. Wood creaked as horses leaned against the gates of their stalls. Hooves stamped on straw. She walked between the stalls and touched each silken nose. Thoughts came jumbled and fast at her. Memories poured into her mind, eagerly shared by the horses. Sunlight flooded across open fields. Speed and wind and the arc of the ever-present sky. Joy—fierce, irrepressible, and pounding through their veins like a heartbeat, like the staccato of hooves galloping upon the green earth. They wanted to show her, to run for her out under the sun. The older ones stood stock-still, but the younger ones kicked at the slats of their stalls.
“Peace, children,” she said.
What was he like? A foal pushed his head against her hand. Disapproving snorts came from his elders nearby.
“Who?”
Min the Morn! Your steed. The eldest of our kind.
She smiled and stroked the foal’s long brown ears.
“He was like the wind.” 
The wind, the wind! The foal nickered. Would that I ran like the wind.
An old bay snorted. The wind calls to us these days, but we are of the earth. We are thine.
“Children, I would have one of you do something for me.”
Every ear in the stable flicked forward. Every liquid eye gleamed on her. The only sound to be heard was the whisper of the old man’s brushes on the hide of the mare. Levoreth plucked up a strand of straw and wound it around her finger. 
“Who is the fastest here? Who is the fleetest of hoof and strongest of heart? For I need one who can run without ceasing, through day and night and back into day.”
The stable erupted into a clamoring torrent. Thoughts galloped through her mind, flickering in and out of colors and shapes and across an endless expanse of plain. Names jarred into her head like the beat of hooves pounding the ground, stuttered and shouted, each one louder than the last and each one trembling with excitement. Joy.
She could not help smiling.
Peace! The old bay stamped his heavy hoof. Peace!
“Thank you,” she said.
All here are fast, Mistress. The bay swiveled a wise eye at her. His mane was as smooth as silk under her hands. All here are fast, for our master has a rough understanding of the way of our folk. He is not a Farrow, but he spends his gold well in the pursuit of our kind. All here are fast, but there is one who is faster than all.
The bay snorted a sort of laugh. Aye, faster than all, though our master knows it not. He thinks that yon Seadale is the best of our lot, and we do nothing to dissuade him. But there, Mistress, in the furthest stall, stands one faster and, though I know not what you want, he will do it for you or his heart will fail in the trying, for there is good blood in him.
A chorus of apologetic assent pattered through her mind. The stable spoke softly now, and even though each head was fixed on her, turning as she walked to the last stall, there was no envy in their voices—pride and eagerness, yes, but it was for the horse who stood before her. He would run for her and he would run for the stable.
“How should I call you?”
S-S-Swallowfoot, Mistress. I am called Swallowfoot.
Swallowfoot ducked his head, abashed. He looked young to her, perhaps two years old at most. His body was a collection of sharp angles and overly long bones, all covered over with a tightly stretched hide of muddy brown.
“Can you run?”
Aye, Mistress. His head came up. My dam was Evana, she that was the steed of Declan Farrow—
“The steed of Declan Farrow?” she said.
She was the fleetest of our kin to run the plains. He did a little hop in place, all four hooves bunched together. Near fast as the wind, she was. She ran for her master and she always told me when I was a colt—“Listen well, Swallowfoot, for you are a child of the Farrows, though you know them not”—that I should wait until I found my own and then I would run and run and run!
“How did you come to this stable? You are far from the plains and the Farrows.” But, even as Levoreth spoke, she knew the answer.
The master of my dam was cruelly used in the south, in Vomaro. Swallowfoot spun around in his stall in excitement and anger. Cruelly used by evil men, for all men in Vomaro are evil! So said my dam. He was taken from her and she never saw him again. And there, in that green land which will be ever cursed by my blood, I was born to her after many lonely years.
“Perhaps good will come out of Vomaro someday,” she said, her voice gentle. She took hold of Swallowfoot’s head in both hands. The horse looked intently at her.
“You will run fast for me. You will run as fast as the wind, and there will come a time, long after we all are returned to dust, when the sons of men remember old days and they will speak of Min the Morn and they will speak of Swallowfoot.”
And then she whispered into the horse’s ear, whispering for a long while as the horse listened with steady eye and lowered head, and all the stable around stood silent. Behind her, at the end of the row of stalls, the door creaked open and she heard the heavy clip-clop of tired hooves. Someone cleared their throat. The sound was hesitant. She turned and Swallowfoot blew a warm breath of hay over her shoulder.
“Milady Callas.”
The Duke of Mizra stood holding the reins of a tall black. The horse’s coat was rimed with sweat drying white, and the horse stared at her with shining eyes. The duke dropped the reins, fumbling after them with awkward hands. He never recovered them, for the old man appeared, plucked the reins up from the straw and shuffled away, leading the tired horse behind him. The pair disappeared into one of the stalls and soon there came a tuneless crooning and the whisper of currycombs. 
“Milord Gifernes,” she said.
“Please,” he said, ducking his head. “Call me Brond. I’ve never been fond of formality, all that bowing and scraping they’re enamored with in the south. It makes me want to yawn. I’d much rather be at horse hunting with the dogs than in court, with all the glitter and chattering talk—never know what people mean and if they mean what they say or if they’re just saying it because you’re a duke—though, it wouldn’t be half-bad if it was someone as pretty as you.”
Then, he turned red, as he realized what he had just said.
“Andolan is not known for its formality.” 
Levoreth smiled and was not sure if she did so because of the duke’s words or because of memories of the little court that her uncle kept, open to everyone and beholden to none, with the town butcher stomping in to complain about the price of cattle and the little old priest wandering in unannounced and expecting lunch. She closed her eyes and saw children chasing chickens through the courtyard and her aunt sitting in the back garden, knitting with the wool spilling her lap in the sunlight. Her heart lurched.
“Lady Levoreth?”
“I’m sorry,” she said, opening her eyes. She shook her head.
“No, I’m sorry. I—I didn’t mean to blunder in here and bother you—”
“It matters not,” she said, feeling tired and old. He looked even younger than Dolan Callas had been that day, six hundred years ago, when he had reined in his horse across the river Ciele and sat there staring stupidly at her. The expression on his face had been similar to how the duke of Mizra was looking now.
“You aren’t bothering me. I miss our horses. My uncle keeps a large stable, near as large as this, and I find their company sorely lacking in the bustle of balls and dinners and receptions that Botrell has seen fit to inflict us with. These long faces aren’t the ones I know so well, but they’re a comfort still.”
The old bay leaned out and blew a warm breath of alfalfa at her.
Mistress of Mistresses.
The duke blinked. He glanced down. A dog had materialized out of the shadows. It pushed its head against his leg, almost like a cat, and then sat down.
“What a large dog,” said Levoreth. She spoke involuntarily, surprised, for there had been no awareness of the dog in her mind before it appeared.
How odd, she thought.
She stooped to the dog, though this was hardly necessary as, even sitting, the top of the dog’s head came easily to her waist. She let her awareness feather out.
“Careful,” said the duke. “I wouldn’t want your hand nipped. He’s a shy one and doesn’t like people much. His name is Holdfast.”
“I get along well with most animals.”
She stroked the dog’s massive head. The hair was a dirty brownish gray. The dog sat motionless and patient under her hand. For a split second her fingers paused, but then she forced herself to continue petting the beast. Her awareness recoiled back into her mind. There was nothing there. Nothing except for a strange monotone of thought muttered over and over. Find. Hunger, eat, food. Food, hunger, eat. Find. Eat.
Dogs were always chatty animals, forever gabbling about scents and cats and the best spot of sunlight for snoozing and whether or not that last bone had been buried properly. Every dog she had ever met was like that. Even the stupidest of beasts, even the tiny-minded squirrels and chipmunks, possessed a considerable range of thought. Impressions of light and space and color, memories of tree and nut and leaf, fear of foxes and hawks. 
But this was scarcely a mind at all.
“Is he a hunting dog?” 
She drew her hand back. The dog watched her with unblinking dark orange eyes, so dark that they almost seemed red in the lamplight.
“The best,” said the duke happily. “Never seen his equal. Why, I was just telling your uncle about a hunt we had a month back. I took Holdfast out for deer, and what does he do but run a stag to earth. He pulled the thing down by the neck. A full-grown stag, mind you, probably twice his weight. Once he gets his teeth in, he doesn’t let go.”
“Hence his name.”
“Yes.” The duke smiled down at the dog and then looked up at Levoreth. “And he holds fast to the trail as well. He doesn’t forget scents. Single-minded, sniffing along. Why, he’s been known to cut old sign he’s scented before, months before, and follow it down, no matter how faint.”
“Admirable.”
“Yes, isn’t he?” The duke beamed at the dog. “Go on. Say hello, Holdfast. Go on.”
The dog lumbered to its feet and sniffed at Levoreth’s hand. Its nose was cold. It blinked at her and then sat down.
“There, you’re friends.”
Levoreth forced a smile.
“I’m afraid I’m the sort that needs a longer acquaintance, milord.”
“Oh?” said the duke, and his eyes acquired such a speculative gleam that she ducked her head, murmured an apology about a headache, and hurried out of the stable before he could say something foolish that would have embarrassed them both. 



 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
UNFORTUNATE EXPECTATIONS
 
Lena grew more and more restless as the day progressed. Perhaps it was the fact she was no longer locked up in the Goose and Gold and needing rescue, waiting helplessly for whatever was to be meted out at the hands of the Silentman’s men. Or perhaps it was that she did not trust anyone old enough to be an adult. To make matters worse, Ronan insisted that they both stay cooped up in his rooms until the evening.
“The best way we can help Jute,” he said, “is to stay out of sight for now.”
“I’m bored,” said Lena. 
“It won’t do for you to be seen,” he said. You want me to help him, don’t you? As I told you before, I need to get out of Hearne myself. The Silentman’s about ready to hand me my head on a platter.” Ronan eyed the girl. It would not do to overplay his hand at this point. “I can smuggle Jute past the city walls when I leave tonight. It’s the least I can do.”
“Ain’t there a baker just down the street? I could nip out, lift a few pastries an’ be back before you’d count three.”
“No,” said Ronan. “And that’s final. There’s no telling who’d see you. Believe me, child, half this city is in the pay of the Silentman.” He was exaggerating, of course, but he wasn’t that far from the truth. “Why, I know Guardsmen who inform for the Guild. Men in the service of the Lord Captain of Hearne himself, who take the Silentman’s gold in exchange for turning a blind eye or whispering a bit of news to the right ears. Maids, merchants, sailors, apothecaries, old matrons stumping about with their baskets of veg. None of ‘em can be trusted. None of ‘em.”
“I ain’t afraid of the Guild,” said the little girl. “I can slink around this town quieter ‘n a cat.”
“It isn’t just the Guild,” said Ronan. “Nio Secganon will be sure to have heard of you by this time. Have you already forgotten what I told you? He’s a wizard of the worst sort. He has spells that can wander about the streets like breezes, listening and watching everything said and done in Hearne. Even the Silentman is afraid of him. Why, the Silentman almost refused to take the job Jute did, just for fear of Nio Secganon. We’re much safer to stay in until night.”
“Oh, all right,” said Lena.
She roamed about the rooms as restless as a kitten. There were only two rooms, Ronan’s sleeping chamber and a small alcove in which he kept a few chests and a wardrobe. He contented himself with a stick of oak and a knife, idly carving away at the wood.
“Hi!” she called from the alcove. “This wardrobe of yours is locked.”
“Yes,” he said, not really listening. A curl of wood dropped away from his blade. There was some semblance of a face emerging in the carving.
“Is it warded?”
“No.” 
She fell silent and Ronan concentrated on the oak, thankful for the momentary quiet and wishing the hours would pass by more swiftly. With a bit of luck, all would be well by that evening. Then he would be gone; he would be quit of the city and its wretched stone streets and the Silentman like a spider in the middle of it all.
The cheekbones of the oak face gained definition. He had not set about the carving with any idea in mind, content to let his hands and the blade feel their way through the wood. But now her face stared up at him from the grain of the oak. He whittled her hair into a frame of waves. The regent’s ball. He had given his word to smuggle Liss into the regent’s castle for the ball and so take her out again, once she was content with whatever purpose compelled her there. 
I won’t be able to leave tonight, then. Tomorrow night, after the ball. Shadow take the Silentman. He and those creatures he’s been trafficking with. I’d have been long gone if it weren’t for his greed.
He swore aloud. Blood welled from his thumb and slid along the knife blade.
“Got it,” called Lena from the alcove.
“Got what?” he said.
“Picked the lock, of course. What’s this, then—this what all the work gets done with?” She swaggered into the room carrying a sword.
“Give me that!” 
The little girl jumped back, but the sword was so long and so heavy that she tripped over it and sprawled onto the floor. He snatched it away from her.
“Serves you right,” he said.
“Don’t have to be so snappish, cully,” she scowled, rubbing her elbow.
“This is no toy,” he said. His voice was gruff. He sat back down and laid the sword across his knees. Unconsciously, his hands drifted across the battered sheath and the leather-bound hilt, blackened with oil and age.
“Well, if it’s no toy, then you must’ve done a fair bit with it. Shadows, you’re the Knife!”
“Was the Knife,” he corrected.
“Poof.” One small hand fluttered dismissively. “There ain’t no new one yet, so you’re about the best there is for now. So g’wan—tell us a story about that thing.”
“The only stories in this blade are about death,” he said. “A child like you shouldn’t be hearing such tales.”
“Oh, yes I should. The bloodier the better.”
Thoughtfully, he touched the iron guard on the haft. Under his fingertip he could feel a small nick. Lucky, that one. He’d be less a hand if this were any other blade. He had been careless that day.
“This was my father’s sword,” he said. “And his father’s before him. It’s been passed down within my family for generations.”
“It looks a rubbishy old thing,” said the little girl.
“Only a fool trusts to looks,” he said, scowling at her. “The Juggler should’ve taught you that. Now, be quiet or there’ll be no story.”
“Right you are, sorry.”
She crossed her legs, leaned her chin on her palms, and waited expectantly.
“I learned how to handle a sword from my father. I began when I was younger than you, scarcely able to lift the weapon I was given. But patience is the key to any learning, and as the years passed, what was once a burden and a painful duty became my nature. Never pick up a weapon, child, unless you seek to master it to such a degree that it becomes part of you.”
“Even if you’re gonna just grab a stick and whack some lug on the head?”
He took some bread and hard cheese from the chest and handed them to Lena.
“Here, occupy your mouth with this.”
“Thanks.”
“When I turned seventeen, my father gave—gave me this blade and I went to seek my fortune. Youth is foolish. Always. There’s no exception to that. I thought myself wise by virtue of my ability with my sword. I went to the mountains of Morn, to seek out some fearsome beast, to hunt down whatever terrible creatures of legend might exist and to defeat them in battle. My mind whirled with thoughts of gold and jewels, treasure beyond compare, but, truth be told, I was more dazzled with glory. Winning a name for myself so that men would be filled with awe, that stories would be told with reverence around tavern tables, that bards would sing of my deeds before noble lords and ladies.”
Ronan scowled, eyes gazing at some remembered vista. His hand traced the weave of leather wrapped around the sword’s haft.
“So were there?” said Lena.
“Were there what?”
“Wild animals. Wolves an’ bears an’ ogres an’ all.”
“Oh, yes,” he said. A sour smile crossed his face. “All the legends are true, though I wish they were not. It might give you a pleasant shiver to think about such beasts when you’re safe behind city walls, but I’d never willingly come to blows with a bear. And ogres are even worse.”
“You killed an ogre?” The little girl stared at him.
“Several,” he said. His voice was reluctant.
“What’re they like?”
“They look something like a man, but an unusually tall man gone fat, with no neck and huge flabby arms and hands like hams and fingers like sausages.”
“Poof,” she scoffed, stuffing a hunk of cheese into her mouth. “Fat people are slow as cold honey. I’d run circles around ogres.”
“No, you wouldn’t. They may be fat, but they’re enormously fast and strong. They’d grab you in a trice and I doubt you’d make more than a snack for ‘em. Just a bite or two, and they do like their meat fresh, though they aren’t choosy and’ll sup happily on a body gone rancid, bones and all, for they’ve got tremendous teeth. An ogre can crunch right through bone.”
This thought did not seem to disturb the little girl, for she bit down ferociously on the remaining crust of bread as if to prove that strong teeth did not belong only to ogres. Ronan drew the sword from its sheath. The blade gleamed a dull silver. He took a rag from his pocket and ran it down the edge.
“Three of them I killed with this,” Ronan said. “I think they were brothers, but family resemblance is difficult to discern in ogres. They lived in the Mountains of Morn, in a hideaway carved deep in the rock. I crept through the dark of those tunnels, feeling my way over the rusting armor and remains of those who had met their doom in that place.”
“Did you search the bodies?”
“Did I what?”
“All those dead warriors,” Lena said, flinging her arms out wide. “Allus gonna be good swoop on dead bodies.”
“They were a bit further along than just dead bodies. Skeletons—all of them. There usually isn’t much to be found on skeletons. Besides, I was there for ogres.”
“I woulda swooped the skeletons,” she said. “You never know.”
“The ogres had plenty of gold,” he said. “Even your exacting standards would’ve been satisfied.”
“Ah, that’s all right then.”
The sunlight was slanting through the windows, casting long shadows. It was close to dusk.
“We should be going,” said Ronan. “It’s near enough time. The moon’ll be rising soon.”
“But what about the rest of the story? You haven’t killed any ogres yet.”
“Later,” he said.
She grumbled at that, but cheered up once they stepped outside, for they had been cooped up in the two little rooms all day long. Ronan strapped the sword onto his back. It was nearly invisible under his cloak.
“Right. We’re off to see your Jute,” he said. “Stick close.”
Lena had a hard time keeping up with him, for his long legs covered the ground at such a pace that she was forced to almost run along beside him. They avoided the main thoroughfares of the city, but even the alleys and backstreets thronged with people. The Autumn Fair had begun in Hearne. Every intersection, no matter how small, had sprouted impromptu stalls and barrow carts manned by obsequious merchants. People moved through the cramped streets like water, slowing to swirl around vendors, eddying in the mouths of alleys, and pooling in the tiny squares that graced some of the intersections. 
“Don’t do that,” said Ronan.
The little girl had palmed a muffin off a passing bakery cart. She took an enormous bite and nearly choked. Crumbs sprayed from her mouth as she struggled to chew and breathe at the same time.
“No telling whose eyes’ll be drawn if you get caught,” he continued, scowling at her. “And we can’t have that now. Keep your head down and don’t meet anyone’s eyes.”
“Ah, but I didn’t get caught,” she said.
It was dusk when Ronan and Lena came to the Mioja Square. Lamps on poles flared golden, standing on the street corners and amidst the peaks of the stalls that filled the square. The towers of the university loomed on the other side of the square, their walls luminous with the light of the setting sun. The square was crowded with people and the air clamored with the sound of voices. Ronan halted as they stood at the mouth of an alley, his hand on her shoulder.
“If I lose you in that crowd, there’ll be no finding you again.”
They made their way around the perimeter of the square until the outer wall of the university was visible at the end of the street. A contingent of city Guard stepped by smartly, pikes slanting on their blue and black jerkins. Ronan eyed them warily, wondering whether the erstwhile Knife of the Guild was known by face to the regent’s men, but the soldiers looked over him blankly and then were gone, swallowed up in the ceaseless flow of passersby. 
“Now, where were you supposed to meet him?”
He spoke as casually as he could, but there must have been a touch of excitement in his voice, for the girl squinted at him before she answered.
“Down Weavers Street,” she said reluctantly. “In the alley.”
“The sooner we get him out of this city, the sooner he’ll be safe from the Guild. Won’t do to have him waiting out and be seen by some sharp-eyed gabber.”
Weavers Street was a crooked stretch of street where many of the Weavers Guild lived and worked and sold their wares. The street was made narrow by the stalls on either side, which displayed all kinds of tapestries, carpets, rugs, blankets, and gossamer-thin shawls woven in every hue the eye of man had ever seen. Apprentices caroled the merits of silk over wool or wool over silk and enticed passersby into shops with trays of hot tea. Lena led the way and she tugged at Ronan’s hand, impatiently threading her way through the crowd. She picked the pocket of a passing trader and looked back to see Ronan scowling at her. She grinned and turned down an alley so narrow that he would have walked by without even seeing the opening. The immense wall of the university rose up out of the encroaching night. He could hear the nearly imperceptible hum of wards woven deep within the stonework. There were so many different threads to them that it put his teeth on edge to hear their quiet discord. 
Hearne had two places Ronan did not like being near for long. One was the regent’s castle on the cliffs above Highneck Rise. The other was the ruins of the old university. Both of them were so wound about with wards that if a person had any level of sensitivity to such things, the sheer number of weavings was bound to produce headaches or dizziness. Some people merely became sleepy. Ronan tended to become irritable, and life irritated him enough as it was.
“Here,” Lena said. “Right here.” The little girl bounced on her toes. The alley was gloomy with shadows, though the wall, high overhead, was still awash with the fading afternoon sun.
“Perhaps,” he said, “it’d be better if Jute didn’t see me at first. He might be alarmed. You’d better explain things to him.”
She wasn’t sure what to make of that, frowned at him, and then glanced up at the wall above her. When she looked back, Ronan had vanished and, though she peered here and there about the alley, the man was nowhere to be seen. She settled on top of a crate and waited. The trader’s purse afforded some diversion. Besides the expected handful of silver, it also contained a tiny copper box engraved with grooves that wove endlessly about each other. The box rattled when she shook it, but, try as she might, Lena could not figure out how to open the thing.
“You’ll never manage it that way.”
She looked up. Jute was grinning at her.
“Jute!” she said, delighted.
“Here,” he said. “Let me have a go.”
He held the little box loosely in his hands, not even looking at it. His eyes seemed to glaze. The lid of the box sprang open with a click. An opal gleamed inside.
“How’d you do that?” she said.
“Simple. I beat the ward. See all the lines squiggling all over the place? That’s the ward. This comes from Vomaro, I think.”
“A bad ward?” Her hand drifted up unconsciously to touch the scar on her face.
“Course not,” he said. “The ward keeps it locked, that’s all. To open it you have to not think about it. Forget you’re even holding the box and it’ll open right up.”
“So why don’t the silly thing just open in your pocket any old time?”
“You have to be holding it.”
“Ah.”
They smiled at each other—the little girl perched on the rickety slats of the wooden crate, the boy rocking on his heels, his hands jammed in his pockets. He seemed taller to her, as if he had grown in her absence or as if she hadn’t seen him for a long time—years, instead of a mere handful of days. 
“Any scuttle going around on that Nio?” he said, glancing down the alley. It was darker now, and several stars were visible overhead, past the dark edge of the university wall and the houses lining the other side of the alley.
She opened her mouth, thinking of the old man who now ran the Juggler’s children. His wrinkled face. His withered mouth. Some questions shouldn’t be asked. There had almost been a note of apology in his voice when he had whispered through the keyhole. And there, over Jute’s shoulder, she saw the face of Ronan materialize out of the darkness.
“Jute,” she faltered, bewildered and no longer sure. The man was so silent. The boy turned too late, his eyes widening. In that brief moment, he wheeled on her, his face outraged.
“Lena!” he said. There was such a wealth of hurt and bewilderment in his voice that she would have done anything in the world to have not heard him speak her name like that, to be able to take back what she had done.
The folds of the man’s cloak whirled around the boy and he was gone, vanished from before her eyes, and there was only the man standing before her. She hurled herself at him, furious, her fingers crooked into claws. The tears in her eyes conspired against her; he was only a blur, but she felt his hand on her head, holding her away so that her blows flailed through the air or landed on his unyielding iron arm.
“Lena.” 
He said it kindly, and that only served to make her cry harder and scrabble at the strength of his hand. He said it again, but she did not let up in her efforts. She could not. There was nothing else left for her to do. He sighed and did not say her name again, and a sudden, sharp blow on the back of her head caused her to pitch forward on her face. She blacked out for a moment. She could feel the cobbles under her cheek and she heard footsteps hurrying away. 
Lena got to her feet. It was beginning to rain. She wiped her nose on her sleeve and, squinting down the alley, saw the tall shape of a man vanishing into the crowds of Mioja Square. She made off down the alley after the man, dizzy and staggering, but hands clenched at her side.



 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
HOME TO HEARNE
 
Owain Gawinn was satisfied. Well, he was reasonably satisfied. After leaving the village of Lower Wen, he and his men had rode northwest, back up into Vo. They had not learned anything else after hearing Binny’s tale. None of the villages they encountered had anything to say about the strange incidents plaguing the duchies. Most people had heard of the killings, true, but they had nothing substantial to say. Some thought them the work of bandits. Others declared that ogres must be abroad in the land again, pointing out that it had only been fourteen years since the duke of Vomaro’s daughter, Devnes Elloran, had been carried off by ogres. Still others claimed it was the work of wizards needing blood for their spells.
Regardless, Owain was reasonably satisfied. Between Binny’s story and the footprints that he and Hoon had seen, he now had something to go on. The mystery had a face. The regent would be forced to take him seriously. More influence would be brought to bear. More gold would be pried loose from Botrell’s coffers. More soldiers could be trained. Perhaps several parties could be sent out to scout across the duchies? With Botrell’s word behind him, maybe he could even muster support from the duchies.
The Farrows. The best trackers in all of Tormay.
“Hoon,” he called.
The little man urged his horse up.
“You think the Farrows would be willing to lend a hand?” said Owain.
“With our friend an’ his two beasties?”
“Aye.”
“Mebbe so. Never met 'em myself. Folks say they be pleasant enough. Real trouble you’d have is finding ‘em in the first place. Farrows are elusive. Howsomever, I reckon if you put word out, they’ll hear sooner’n later.”
“Think a Farrow could cut the sign of our friend and track him?”
“I reckon so. Back home in the mountains, they tell some tales about Cullan Farrow. About how he tracked a big timberwolf right over the mountains an’ out into the eastern wastes until the wolf just got so damned tired of being follered that he up an’ heads to Cullan’s campfire, plops down an’ says ‘All right, Farrow, you got me.’ Course, there’s allus his son, Declan, but they say the lad done vanished for good. Fourteen years back now.”
“Now that’s a man I’d have in the Guard,” said Owain. “I don’t know about how he treated Devnes Elloran—if there’s any truth in the songs, he’s got a wicked streak in him as wide as the Rennet River—but anyone who could track an ogre trail, months old, right into their lair and then cut ‘em down by himself. . .” He shook his head in admiration. “I wish I’d been there to see him fight.”
“Well, I heard tell you’ve had some fights yourself, in your time.”
Owain grinned.
“Still some time left,” he said.
And with that pleasant thought in mind, he turned his horse to the west.
“Lads!” he shouted. “We ride for home and Hearne!”



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
HUNGER AND THE WIHHT
 
Nio woke in the late afternoon, with the sunlight already fading behind the shuttered windows. His dream returned to him in a rush. It seemed as if the fortress loomed unseen behind the paltry reality of his room. If he were only to close his eyes and then open them, the walls would be gone to reveal the stone fastness standing within its unending night sky. Surely that terrible place was the deeper truth than his shabby bedroom. However, when he shut his eyes and then opened them again—chiding himself for being a fool and yet half believing there was a certain wisdom in being a fool—there was only the walls of his bedroom, grimy with neglect and gloomy with shadow.
Nio lit a candle and went downstairs. It had been a long time since he had eaten, but he was not hungry. He did not think he would ever be hungry again. The word stirred in his mouth, and it was meat and drink to him. 
The fifth name of darkness.
He marveled at the simplicity of the word. Surely such a sound was self-evident in the shape of shadows, in the creeping dusk, and in the blackness of those rare night skies in which there are no stars. He whispered the word out loud. Instantly, everything around him—the walls, the stone tile of the floor, the copper handles and hinges and keyholes, the mirror reflecting candlelight and his gaunt face—everything began to unravel into shadow. Wood splintered into shadow. The stone underfoot softened. The candle in his hand melted and darkness dripped down his fingers. The mirror reflected nothing except shadow, was shadow.
He laughed aloud. For a moment, he allowed the change to continue, marveling in it and wondering if, left unchecked, it would spread outwards like the ripples caused by a stone thrown into water, until all of Hearne was plunged into darkness. But then he spoke the true names of wood and stone, of glass and copper, forcing his will into the sounds until the original appearance of the hall reasserted itself.
The wihht was waiting at the foot of the stairs when Nio unlocked the cellar door. He was no longer concerned by the thing. It was remarkable how closely it resembled a man. In height and face the wihht could have been his brother. This was probably due to the few drops of blood he had given the creature.
“There’s something I need you to do,” Nio said.
The wihht did not answer.
“We go to the university ruins this night. I’ll introduce you to an old friend of mine. There’ll be mutual profit in the acquaintance—he, in adding to his already considerable knowledge and experience, and you, due to your own particular needs.”
The wihht smiled.
It was twilight when they left the house. The wihht was cloaked and hooded. It no longer walked in the awkward fashion it had when Nio had first created it. The wihht strode along beside him, head down and silent. He could smell the sour must of the thing, but it wasn’t much worse than any poor city dweller who never bathed unless it was by chance of getting caught in the rain. Or perhaps he was merely getting used to the creature’s scent.
The streets were busy. They grew more crowded as they neared Mioja Square at the center of the city. Lamps burned along the edge of the square and at intervals throughout the sprawl of carts and tents. The people thronged under the flickering lights. Water shot up from the fountain in the middle of the square and gleamed with firelight. A cheerful babble of conversation, of vendors hawking their wares, of musicians plying their craft in the ale tents blended together into a surging clamor. Under it all, Nio could sense the countless threads of wards humming in wary readiness, guarding a rich merchant here, another there, woven about the tent of a jeweler, spelled into a nobleman’s purse, silver whorls hammered into the hilt of a soldier’s prized sword. 
“Fortunes!” called a boy from the mouth of a tent. “Fortunes told! Fortunes!”
“Who’ll buy fine linens? Who’ll buy?”
“Wards! Wards for sale!”
“Cakes, cakes, cakeses!”
“Fortunes!”
A mist drifted down upon them as they walked by the fountain. The wihht was silent at his side. The falling water glimmered with dark colors. There were purples and blues quivering within the water and Nio could see the same colors leaping in the flames of the nearest lamp. 
“Cakeses!”
And then they were at the steps rising up to the chained doors of the university. The place was a looming mass of stone and shadow hulking on the edge of the square. People sat on the steps, resting from their shopping, their thieving—resting their feet and chattering like the sparrows that made their nests in the eaves overhead. The last few steps, however, were unoccupied.
The little door to the left of the chained entrance opened at Nio’s word. The wihht slipped in after him. The door closed and its ward whispered back into watchfulness. They stood in silence in the great entrance hall. Nio closed his eyes and let his mind drift. He could taste dust in the air. There. A spark of life. He caught at someone’s thoughts. The slightest touch of surprise quivered in the other’s mind and then it was abruptly closed to him.
He opened his eyes and waited.
It was only a matter of minutes before he heard the sound of approaching feet. A glow of light grew far down the passage on the right. The shape of a short little man drew closer, hurrying along with a candle wavering in his hand. He paused at the entrance to the hall. 
“Ablendan.” 
“Nio.” The little man’s eyes flicked to the wihht and then back. “Did you—were you looking for someone? I felt your mind pass by. Who’s this?”
“An old friend visiting the city for the festival. We were students together at the stone tower.”
“Ah,” said Ablendan. He took a step forward. The candle in his hand seemed to brighten, but the shadows in the hall deepened in response. “Then I imagine he’ll be safe enough in here.”
“Yes.” 
At his side, Nio sensed the wihht’s body tense. He could feel the creature’s hunger—a spark of greed that threatened to burst into ravening lust. He snapped a silent command at the wihht.
No.
And to his surprise, a thought pushed back at him.
But this one will please me.
No.
“Did you say something?” asked Ablendan. He shuffled his feet, eyes again sliding over to the wihht. The candle wavered in his hand.
“No,” said Nio, stepping closer. “Is Severan near?” He spoke quickly, for he could see suspicion surfacing in Ablendan’s eyes. “I’d like to introduce my friend to him, as they both shared the distinction of solving the yearly riddle Eald Gelaeran set for the students. In my year it was never solved.”
“Mine either,” returned the other. His face cleared and he grinned. “We always thought old Gelaeran posed riddles without solutions. Ours was that old chestnut—can there be shadow if there’s no light?”
“Which has never been answered to anyone’s satisfaction. The riddle during my year was supposedly first asked by Staer Gemyndes himself. Where did the men of Harlech come from, and why is it that the ghosts in that land never rest in the earth?”
“I’ve heard that asked, but not in the stone tower. Hmm—yes, where was it? Was it during the—”
“Is Severan here?” asked Nio again.
“Oh—yes, of course. He’s down in the mosaic chamber, trying to find some—something he lost. I’m off to the tower library. I expect you can find your own way.”
“Yes, I can,” said Nio.
The long hall was dark, despite the windows lining the west wall. Nio could see the moon, a sliver of silver ghosting through the sky. The wihht stirred behind him. Nio muttered a word—light—were light and heat and color always going to be so necessary? Surely the cold space between the stars was lovelier and more interesting than the stars themselves. But for now he still needed light to see with. He spoke the word again and fire arced through the hall, separating into tongues of flame that hung in the air like a line of torches.
“Don’t tread on the blue tiles,” he said to the wihht.
They stepped through the door at the far end of the hall. Unbidden, the wihht paused and seemed to disappear into the darkness. Light shone deep within the stairwell leading down into the chamber below. Nio let his mind feather out into the stillness. There. He recoiled and then drifted back, testing delicately.
“Severan,” he said. 
No one answered. He could sense the wihht near him, but only as a hunger, a void that sought to be filled. The silence continued unbroken, but there was a tautness to it that spoke of awareness. The stairwell spiraled around him as he descended the stone steps down toward the light. An oil lamp burned in the middle of the chamber floor.
“Severan.”
Nio paused on the last step. In the ceiling above, the huge mosaic shifted with strange colors and shapes that suggested forgotten things teetering on the edge of remembrance. Dreams and nightmares fading at the moment of waking. Words lost on the tips of tongues. The touch of tattered silk draped on dead hands. He could taste the fifth name of darkness in his mouth. The lamplight wavered.
“There’s so much memory in this place,” said Severan’s voice from somewhere in the room. He spoke so quietly that Nio had to strain to hear.
“Farmers, lords, ladies, kings, merchants, craftsmen. They came here for hundreds and hundreds of years—from each duchy of Tormay. Even the men of Harlech.”
“And the wizards,” said Nio.
“And the wizards. All knowledge was esteemed, whether it was the humble art of the potter shaping clay, the machinations of the king’s mind unraveling the fortunes of land and people, or the old languages devolving backward into increasing rarity and power as they approached the language of creation itself.”
High above, the mosaic swirled in response to the old man’s voice. The tiny stones rearranged themselves around each other and then settled, waiting patiently for whatever might be said next. 
“One of the oldest strictures of learning is that all knowledge, no matter how humble, is part of the same whole. Everything learned is another strand to be woven into the tapestry portraying the final truth. Not is the final truth, mind you, but a depiction. Mortal eye has yet to see it, though surely there’s a room somewhere in the house of dreams where the complete tapestry hangs. And past that room, perhaps there are other rooms in which hang other tapestries? But those aren’t for us.”
“And what of the darkness?” said Nio. He spoke as softly as he could, as if loud words would shatter the quiet into something that could never be mended. 
“What of it?”
“Isn’t knowledge of the darkness part of that same whole?”
“I don’t know,” said the other. His voice sounded tired. “Though I’m certain the things of light can be inferred by the darkness, for the shape of shadow only exists out of opposition to the light.”
“Not so. The darkness can create. Perhaps, one day, we’ll understand that light is only the shadow cast by darkness.”
There was a long pause at that point. The lamplight dimmed and the colors of the mosaic dulled into muteness. Then, Severan spoke again.
“I was afraid you’d say something like that.”
Now.
The wihht blurred past Nio. It was utterly silent. Part of him was shocked by the speed of the thing. It has grown, he thought. Grown into something I do not understand. But I can control it. I possess the fifth name of darkness.
“Beorht scir!”
Severan’s voice rang out. Instantly, the chamber blazed with radiance. The mosaic flared white-hot. The light was savage, incomprehensible in its totality. Nio staggered back against the steps, his hands flung to his face, but seared behind his eyelids was the huge red blot of the mosaic like some gigantic sun. Under its merciless light stood the stark, dark form of the wihht stunned into momentary stone. For a second Nio could not think—the light had pushed everything else from his mind—and then he found a word on his tongue, but it was too late. Someone brushed by him. Footsteps clattered up the stairs.
“Dimnes!”
The light faded down into shadow. The mosaic darkened and he could see again. The wihht snarled in fury. It rushed past him and up the stairwell. He turned to follow. He was tired. There was no longer any chance for the wihht to catch Severan, not in the labyrinthine sprawl of the ruins. The university was endless. The halls stretched farther than the memory of any man alive.
He reached the door to see the blue dogs rise up out of the warded tiles around the wihht. Jaws gaped and teeth gleamed in the moonlight. The beasts lunged. But instead of torn limbs—how would one tear darkness and water?—the dogs passed harmlessly through the creature, as if the flesh they sought had become only vapor. The form of the wihht wavered in their passing; arms, legs, and torso eddied into a confusion of lines that no longer had much resemblance to a human shape. The dogs skidded on the tiles, scrabbling to gain purchase to turn and lunge again.
Three times the beasts passed through the wihht, jaws snapping futilely, until they learned from their disappointment and contented themselves with circling it, fur bristling across their hackles. It was an odd sight, for as the dogs and the wihht moved further away, they became insubstantial in the pale moonlight streaming through the windows. They looked like a swirl of shadows tinged with blue and flecked at intervals with flashes of white fangs and glaring eyes.
They disappeared into the gloom at the far end of the hall. After several minutes, the dogs came back. The beast in front sighted Nio standing at the door. Its ears pricked up and all the dogs quickened their pace as if their leader had silently communicated to them the prospect of a new quarry. But they had no chance to try their teeth, for they vanished, one by one, like candle flames flickering out. Where each dog had been, a blue vapor drifted down into the tiles below. The room stretched empty before Nio. When he came to the entrance hall, he found the wihht waiting. 
“Come,” he said.
Outside the university, the city still thronged with people. Never before had Nio seen it so. Mioja Square swayed with movement, as if the sea had overthrown the shore and now flowed through every alley and street. These were not people and barrow carts and the pitched tents of the fair. No—rather, this was a strange tide, the peaks of waves made of sloping canvas angling down into troughs swirling with swaths of heads—white eyes and white teeth gleaming in the lamplight like foam. There—that was no fat, bearded merchant draped in brown velvet, but rather a whiskered seal diving in search of fish. This was no jeweled lady with her gauzy garments but some strange jellyfish glistening with watery colors and tentacles floating around her like a silken shawl. 
The voices of the people no longer made sense to him. Words were only formless noises that lapped against each other. He blinked and tried to focus his attention but he still only heard a liquid babble of confusion. He was tired, he knew that, but perhaps he was even more tired than he thought. 
And who is to say that this is not how language will end some day? A passage from a book drifted through his mind. One language marked the beginning, before things began. One language did Anue speak from the house of dreams. From this one language did all languages descend. Do not listen to the fools who say that all things seen descended in this manner. Things seen are only the form of truth, but the one language is truth itself. 
But for how long could languages evolve and further evolve until they lost all meaning? That was the curse of the wizards and scholars, and it only increased with each succeeding generation. As time passed, it became more difficult to discover words from the ancient languages and near impossible to find even a single syllable from the oldest language of all. Perhaps this meaningless wash around him, this inarticulate murmur of the sea that seemed to eddy from the mouths of the crowd around him was the fate of language? 
Sharp in the air, he breathed the odor of brine and kelp and all the wet, hidden things of the sea. The scent startled him and the face of the girl floated up through his thoughts—the farmer’s daughter. Her name was lost to his memory, but the fifth name of darkness turned within his mind, and that one word was more valuable than all the names and all the words of a dozen lost languages. Her name did not matter anymore. The wihht walked behind him. It did not make a single sound and, for a while, Nio forgot its existence.
The instant the manor doors shut behind them, there was only silence. He could no longer smell the sea. The wihht did not wait for his command but turned and shambled away down the hall, to the kitchen beyond and, past that, to the cellar below. How odd. Not a word about its hunger. Not even a protest about the failed opportunity with Severan. 
Nio paused for a moment. Absentmindedly, he commanded the sconces on the wall to light and they flickered into soft glows. I could use a bite myself, he thought. Half a loaf of stale bread sat on the kitchen table. He knew there were onions in the wicker basket in the corner, but the thought of food vanished as quickly as it had arrived. The door to the cellar was open. He tiptoed silently down the steps. Halfway down, he stopped.
The cellar was as dark as usual. Oddly enough, despite the lack of light, he could see quite well. Below, in the center of the floor, was the wihht. The creature was crouched by the drain hole with its head bent down. As Nio stood in silence, there came to his ears a faint sound—a muttering noise of strange words. It was a whisper, hissed in some unknown tongue. There was a tone of supplication in the sound, as if the wihht begged some favor of the darkness within the drain hole. The whisper paused, and Nio found himself straining to listen for an answer to the wihht, but there was nothing to hear except the beating of his own heart. After a moment, the creature whispered again, but the supplication was gone from its voice. Horror fell over Nio and he turned, blundering up the stairs and not caring if the wihht heard the clatter of his sudden retreat.
He fled, not thinking of anything except the dread choking his mind. The house was no longer familiar to him. Passages led in strange directions, angling back upon themselves so that he found himself stumbling through rooms he had just left. Staircases tilted underneath him, and more than once he found himself running down rather than up. He could not find the front door. 
I’ll unmake this place, he thought savagely. I know the fifth name of darkness. Unmake it into shadow, these stones and wood and walls, until there is nothing here except darkness. There will not be even a memory of this place. I’ll walk away. Unmake the wihht. I’ll walk away from it all. North. Maybe she’s still alive.
He tried to smile. His face was a stiff mask of fear with bared teeth and wide eyes. The fifth name of darkness teetered on the edge of his thoughts. But his tongue would not remember the name. He clamped his mouth shut on the scream threatening to break forth instead, lurched down a hall, and pushed through a door.
The library. This place was familiar. The shelves rose around him in confirmation of all he had studied, all he had learned, all he knew and was. The precious books bought, stolen, begged, traded, and hunted down in every corner of Tormay. The histories written by his predecessors, anthologies of lore and suspect tales, dissertations on arcane subjects and even stranger minutiae, collections of words of power, of dubious power, of no power at all—the works of men and women long dead, fallen to the shadow or safely sleeping within the house of dreams. All of this was his strength.
His breathing slowed. 
Nio found himself standing in the alcove, staring at the painting of Scuadimnes, the treacherous archivist of the university. The old wizard’s eyes stared back at him. 
“Why did you do it?” Nio said aloud. 
Why did you?
“It was never a question of why. There was no single moment. It was a progression of events. The little things. They happened.”
Ahh. The little things.
“You think a man wakes up one morning and turns his mind to the Dark?”
No. But he wakes up one morning and knows.
“And how did you know?”
The painting smiled.
You would not know the words.
And at that—at that thought of ‘word’—the fifth name of darkness sprang back into Nio’s mind, as complete as eyes closed in the dead of night.
“I have it!” he said triumphantly.
The painting said nothing but only nodded.
Behind him, a door opened. Nio turned. The wihht stood there. It spoke in a voice that sounded like his own.
“One wizard will do just as well as another.”      
“I made you,” said Nio coldly, unafraid with the name trembling and jittering and shuddering in his mind as if it were impatient for its own articulation. “I can unmake you.”
“No.” And the creature reached for him with one, impossibly long arm.
The man quickly stepped back and spoke the fifth name of darkness. He spoke it with relief, glad to have the weight of it taken from him, fiercely glad to see the wihht unmade. But the wihht continued to reach for him, still made, still composed of too solid flesh. Its hand reached him and took him by the throat. He spoke the name one more time. Shouted it desperately.
“You will be unmade! This is the fifth name of darkness!”
The wihht smiled and spoke, its grip tightening.
“Yes, but it is also my name.”



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
THE HAWK AND THE OLD MEN
 
Severan hurried along. A glimmer of light floated above his shoulder, illuminating the corridor. Dust rose in the wake of his passing. As he neared a door, a ward spelled into the handle became aware of him, the invisible strands weaving themselves into defensive readiness. Absentmindedly, he negated the spell without even thinking of the fire that would have met an unwary intruder.
“Foro.”
Be still.
Be still. I have no quarrel with this place or the dreams of your long-dead masters. Be still.
He opened the door and passed through. Stairs rose before him, fashioned of once-elegant marble but now so riven by time that each step was a hazard. His attendant light threw his shadow hard against the wall. After some time, he reached what looked like the top of the stairs. If so, it was a sorry destination, for the last stair met a wall of stone that rose up until it passed into shadow and out of sight. The wall was scorched black with the marks of ancient fire, as if many men had sought to pass that way, trying their wizardry and skill upon the façade, and had been turned back by the implacable stone.
Severan passed a hand across his brow and tried to still the thoughts in his mind. His hand shook. He was getting old.
Damn the boy. The rascal was gone again. The city was not safe for him. A whole day and half the night gone and no sign of Jute except for a bed unslept in and the fading awareness of his presence in the ruins. 
It’s my fault, Severan thought miserably. Over the last week, there had been so much promise in discovering the whereabouts of the Gerecednes. The discovery of that one single book might prove—it would prove—the key to unlocking the past and the designs of the Dark. They were so close. The thought was intoxicating. 
But he had neglected the boy. And the mosaic deep below the ruins revealed only a murky shadow when the name of Jute was uttered. He was hidden.
And now Nio had shown his hand beyond doubt.
Severan carefully cleared these troubling thoughts from his mind. Distractions could prove fatal when unlocking the ward before him. He placed his hands against the stone wall and concentrated on a single name.
Scuadimnes.
He ignored the distaste welling up within him at the thought of that name. The wizard who had caused the destruction of the university and the death of so many of his peers was despised by everyone who studied history. His name was anathema.
But here it was the key to a door and so must be uttered with concentrated thought.
He shaped the word in his mind. Scuadimnes.
Silently, the wall dissolved. The marble stairs mounted up, and Severan had a sensation of a yawning gulf on either side that fell away into darkness and the dust of old bones lying an impossible distance below, further than the foundations of the university. He hurried up the steps and passed through another door. Three faces glanced up at him. Gerade, Ablendan, and old Adlig, all hunched over their books and manuscripts. The room was a small rotunda lined with shelves and interspersed with windows looking down from a great height upon the university ruins sprawling below.
“You don’t seem to fancy our attendant ward, Severan,” said Gerade. His nose twitched in amusement. 
“What’s that?” said Severan sharply.
“The face on you. It’s as if you’d been sucking lemons.”
“I don’t like saying his name. He’s the evilest man in all the known history of Tormay, and yet we’re forced to parrot his damned name every time we want to get into this chamber.”
“None of us are delighted at the thought of him,” said Adlig mildly. “But none of these books open outside of this room. If you’ve another way to do it, let’s hear. If I had my druthers, his memory’d perish from the earth.”
“I disagree,” said Severan. “Despite who he was. Knowledge of the past is the best defense we have.”
“Which is why we must find the Gerecednes. Imagine what’s contained in that book.” Ablendan stuck his head out from an alcove in the shelves. “I think we’re getting closer, Severan. This evening we found three different references to the book indicating that the university possessed a copy during the time of Scuadimnes. Perhaps the only copy in existence. We have to locate that blasted book—it must be our only objective. Crystal orbs, enchanted keys, and the lost crown of Dol Cynehad? Rubbish. The book must be all.”
“In earlier days, I would’ve been happy to agree with you, Ablendan,” said Severan. He sighed. “It was hope of the book that drew me originally to Hearne and these ruins, though I’d some initial interest in that strange box Nio was always harping on. But after the weeks went by—perhaps it was the blasted dust in this place that clouded my mind—I no longer thought about the box, even after Nio found it. And then, of course, it proved an unsolvable riddle and couldn’t be opened. But now, as you all know, the box has disappeared. . .”
“So what? Some petty thief has burgled Nio’s house, the box is gone, he sits glooming and twiddling his thumbs, and we have work to do. Let’s find the Gerecednes! Let’s find that book. Nothing else matters.”
“Oh, but there is," said Severan. "There is. Something's come up. There are two things of much greater import for now.” 
He fell silent, and a strange dread gripped the other men. The room grew stuffy and Gerade opened one of the windows. A breeze blew in from the night and, reluctantly, Severan began to speak.
“When the box was stolen from Nio’s house, one of the thieves, a young boy, was left for dead by his fellows. It was a poor trade in Nio’s mind—losing the box and gaining a worthless boy. He sought my skill to rouse the lad into consciousness and bade me keep silent on the affair, even from the rest of you, out of some strange embarrassment on his part. I agreed, not thinking much of it. I brought the boy to his senses and both Nio and I questioned him. His name was Jute. He knew nothing of the gravity of what he had done, or whose house he had burgled. However, the damage was done. It was then that I first saw another side of Nio, an odd malignancy that looked out of his eyes when I observed him covertly. He was harsh with the boy and would’ve killed him, I think, had I not been there.”
“Nio doesn’t have the best manners and can be abrupt, but killing a lad just for some tomfool thievery? I find that hard to believe.”
“Believe it,” returned Severan. “For though that’s troubling enough, he’s done something else. Something of grave evil. He’s fashioned a wihht from darkness to be his servant.”
“How can you know this?” burst out Gerade. “You make a dreadful charge against his name.”
“I know because I just encountered the wihht.”
“The other man!” said Ablendan. His jaw dropped. “I chatted with Nio. He had an old friend with him, a fellow wizard from his days at the stone tower. That was a wihht?”
“The same,” said Severan. He smiled sourly. “You’re lucky they came for me and not you, Ablendan. The wihht was hungry.”
Out past the windows, the stars were blotted out, one by one, as ragged wisps of clouds scudded across the sky. The breeze blowing through the room plucked at loose pages.
“This is dark news,” said Gerade. “If anyone else had said this, I wouldn’t have believed it. But I’ve known you for years, old friend, and I’ve never heard you speak anything but truth. A wihht made of darkness. How can this be? In all of Tormay, no one possesses the power for such a fashioning. Where did he gain this evil knowledge?”
“It’s an unhappy irony that we’re in this room, Severan,” said Adlig. “It was Scuadimnes, who took corpses—soldiers, students, and cityfolk alike—and fashioned them into wihhts. That’s what they were, weren’t they? They destroyed this university.”
“The thought occurred to me as I stood on the stairs,” said Severan. “It made it doubly hard for me to pronounce his name. His memory has found an acolyte in our Nio. But this isn’t all I have to tell. I fear that the wihht has been creeping about these ruins to hunt for the boy Jute.”
“The boy? The thief? What do you mean?”
The others stared at him.
“I erred,” said Severan. He shook his head unhappily. “I hid Jute here, thinking that he might be safe from Nio in the confusion of old enchantments about this place. But the boy has disappeared.”
“Good riddance,” snorted Gerade.
The breeze idling through the room kicked up into a wind. Books blew open. The windows rattled.
“Fools.”
The word rustled in the air. There was a dusty, creaking sound to it, as if the voice was unused to speaking. On the sill of the open window perched a hawk. Its feathers were as black as night, but its eyes were blacker still, and they gazed at the old men in the room with contempt.
“A talking hawk,” marveled Gerade, but the bird silenced him with one sharp click of its beak. Its talons grated on the sill and scarred the stone.
“Did you think Scuadimnes would leave a book such as the Gerecednes in this city? No. If it was here to find, he would have found it. You hunt a pearl that is not here, while a pearl of even greater price has been in your presence all the while. Long ago, the wizards were our allies and could be counted on to do their part. But now you are a foolish lot content to muddle about in your books and your stone tower, heedless of what goes on in the world outside your dusty learning.”
The old men gaped at the hawk. 
“Our allies?” said Severan. “What do you mean? What—who are you, master hawk?”
“The wizards were once the allies of the anbeorun and aided them in their fight against the Dark. Staer Gemyndes was the greatest of them all. They wandered the world as we did, guarding it against the Dark. But no longer is this true, and I fly alone.”
“Pardon me,” said Gerade hesitantly. “But are you—are you the Wind?”
“Only his shadow, nothing more. Don’t you understand what was in that box? It hid the knife that killed the Wind. Due to curiosity, foolishness—fate, perhaps?—the boy Jute opened the box and cut his finger on the knife. Through some mystery, the Wind is now waking in him. He is becoming the Wind. But he does not understand yet. For now, he’s more like a breeze.” The hawk’s eyes gleamed in sudden humor that vanished as soon as it appeared. “But I cannot find him. He’s hidden away in the stone of this cursed city, hidden from my eyes. Though it galls me to say so, I need your help. You must find him.”
“Find him, my lord?” said Adlig. “But—” 
“Find him. He’s of more worth than any of the hidden magic in your ruins. He’s worth more than all the knowledge in the book of the Gerecednes itself. Find him before it’s too late. I must hunt the skies, for the dreams of the Dark creep into Tormay and there’s no one to stem that coming tide. We were once allies, your forebears and my dead lord. I lay this charge upon you, even if it means your deaths. Find him, for the Dark draws near.”
The hawk spread its wings and was gone. The breeze died and the room was silent. After what seemed like a long time, Severan cleared his throat.
“Er,” he said, but he did not get any farther than that.
“Did my ears just deceive me,” said Gerade, “or did that thing—that hawk—just say that the boy—this Jute—is the anbeorun of the wind?”
“Er,” said Severan again. “I think so. Yes.”
“And was that the other paltry, insignificant bit of news that you were about to tell us?”
“Um, yes. I was beginning to have my suspicions.”
Gerade’s fist crashed down on a desk. “Shadows above and below, Severan. That makes Nio’s wihht seem like a rose in a flower garden!”
“It was only a suspicion until recently. Several days ago, the boy fell from the courtyard tower and the wind caught him. That should’ve been enough right there, but I just couldn’t believe my own logic. I concluded it was strange—”
“As strange as a giant sitting at your breakfast table,” fumed Ablendan, “eating your children with the morning marmalade.”
“—but then it made horrible sense this morning, for I realized that ever since he disappeared, sometime last night, the wind in the ruins has vanished. Surely you must have noticed. For the past several days the boy’s been here, the ruins have been filled with breezes and winds eddying around every corner and gusting in rooms with no windows. But now that he’s gone, they’ve gone as well. Don’t you see? They came because of him.”
“The only thing I noticed,” said old Adlig, “is that my rheumatism has been acting up more’n usual.”
“Well,” said Gerade grimly, “we had better find him. And one of us should ride straightaway for the Stone Tower. They should be told what the hawk said, for who knows what’ll come crawling out of the darkness now? Who knows what’s already come? Blast it all, Severan! A new anbeorun. Has there ever been such a thing? It’s unthinkable. He’ll be like—like a gawky duckling—won’t he?—and there’s no telling what’ll happen. Anyone could kidnap him and have in their control a terrible, unpredictable power.”
They elected Ablendan to ride out that night for the Stone Tower in Thule. He was the youngest of the four men and more suited to several days on horseback.
“Try the Old Crow,” said Gerade. “They have decent horses.”
For once, Ablendan did not joke, but made his farewells with a solemn face. The Old Crow tavern was close to the university. Ablendan had the mixed fortune of securing one of the best horses the tavern had for rent. He was fortunate in that the horse was the fastest in the stable. He was unfortunate in that the horse had an iron jaw and a sharp, bony back and Ablendan was unused to riding great distances. He did not consider any of these things, as he was not a horseman. Even though he was not an especially talented scholar, he was a scholar and that was all he was. The stableman, however, considered all of those things while appraising Ablendan’s stout form and soft hands with a contemptuous eye. He did not appreciate being dragged from his ale at such a late hour.
Ablendan rode away, clinging to the horse’s back and wondering miserably whether it would rain much on the way north and if it were possible to make the journey in less than four days. He clattered through the sleeping streets of the city. A yawning guard swung open the small night gate by the tower for him. He dug his heels in, and the horse set off with a gallop.
As for the others, Severan described Jute to them. They prowled the university ruins and hunted through the night, through the streets and alleys of the sleeping city. And though they searched into the gray hours of the early morning, they found no sign of the boy.



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
A HORSE RUNS AWAY
 
That morning, a curious thing happened. A string of horses had been taken out from the regent’s stable for their customary gallop on the meadow north of the castle. The meadow was reached by a path that descended from the castle through a series of switchbacks to a small gate in the city wall. It was customary for the horses to be taken there for a gallop, after which they were walked down to the dunes to cool their legs in the surf.
It was early and the stable lads on the horses were still mostly asleep, heads slumped and bobbing, as the string wended its way down the switchback. Once they came to the meadow, they all awoke, for then it was time to work, and the trainer was a grumpy old fellow who was fonder of using his whip on the boys than on the horses. The regent had ridden down as well, and he sat his horse in the morning sunlight. Several guests were in his company, including the dukes of Mizra and Dolan, as well as the prince of Harth.
“A fine sight, my lord Botrell,” said the prince of Harth. “You’ve horses that beggar all other stables.” He himself sat upon a tall sand-colored stallion that seemed to understand its master’s words, for its lips curled in ill-concealed contempt. “I wager, though, my own beauty would press them hard.”
“Only the best,” said the regent. “I buy only the best. I’ve a good eye for horseflesh, mind you. It runs in the family. My father had a genius for bloodlines. Your steed, my dear prince, is doubtlessly fast, but I’ve bred some real runners.”
“Yes, yes,” grumbled the duke of Dolan, but no one heard him. He gnawed his lip in jealousy, for the regent’s horses were impressive. He wished he were home in the hills of the Mearh Dun, putting his own stable through their paces.
“Perhaps we should have a match later,” said the regent. “What say you, my lords?”
“Your words gladden me,” said the prince of Harth.
“I say, Gifernes,” said the regent, looking down, “that hound of yours isn’t about to trot off and take a bite out of a leg, is he? He’s looking rather hungrily at my horses. If he eats one, I shall have to declare war on you.”
The duke of Mizra laughed. He was on foot and accompanied by one of his hunting hounds. The dog stood pressed against his knee. There was no denying the regent’s words. The creature was staring with undisguised interest at the horses.
“Have no fear, my lord,” he said. “You could leave Holdfast here at a baby’s crib without worry. He’s well trained and will not attack or eat without my word. Your horses are safe.”
“I’ll take your word for it, but that’s a huge brute you have there.”
A sharp command came from the trainer and the string broke into a trot heading away from the city wall and across the meadow. Sunlight flashed on their long, slender legs and the ripple of muscle shifting under their skin. The regent smiled. 
It was then that it happened. Halfway down the line, a horse began to buck. Startled, the horses nearby shied away until the line was a shambles. The culprit, a bony-looking two-year-old with an ugly brown coat, plunged and kicked and spun about. The unfortunate lad on top sailed through the air to land on the turf. The trainer let fly an impressive series of oaths and urged his gray forward, but it was too late. The ugly brown broke into a gallop and headed for the distant stand of trees at the end of the meadow.
“That,” said the prince of Harth in wonder, “is a fast horse. Exceedingly fast.”
“He is, isn’t he,” said the regent. His voice trailed off, as he wasn’t sure whether to be proud or not.
“He’s getting away,” said the duke of Dolan with gloomy satisfaction. 
“He is, isn’t he!” howled the regent. “Get him! Catch him, you fool!”
But even though the old trainer whipped and belabored his own horse, there was no doubt of the outcome. With every passing second, the brown galloped faster and faster until he was only a streak of limbs and flying mane skimming across the meadow. In a moment, he would be gone. Faintly, the watching party heard the blurred tattoo of his hooves. The unseated stable lad staggered to his feet and stared after his mount, mouth gaping.
“I fear you have lost a horse, and not just any horse either,” said the prince. “Alack and alas. Such a horse only appears once in a lifetime, my dear Botrell, and I would have gladly given a fortune to have that steed for my own. But with such speed comes great heart and will, and if neither choose freely to bend to servitude—nay, even friendship with a kindly master—then there’s no hope in keeping the animal. Ah—there—he’s gone.”
The regent ground his teeth at these words and did not trust himself to speak.
“If you would allow me, my lord,” said the duke of Mizra. “I might have a solution.”
“What’s that?”
“I would send my dog after your horse to bring him back.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t raise sheep in my stables.”
“Sheep and horses can be turned the same, if they hear enough growling and see bared teeth.”
“But I don’t want that beast of yours biting my horse,” said the regent plaintively. “Why, if he caught him—and how could that bow-legged thing catch a horse?—he’d probably take a great chunk out of him or worse.”
“Holdfast will not touch a hair on him,” said the duke of Mizra. He bent and whispered into the dog’s ear and, when he was done, the dog ran off across the meadow toward where the horse had gone, toward the north.
“He’s fast,” said the duke of Dolan. “I’ll give you that, but he’s nowhere near the speed of his quarry.”
“Ah, but Holdfast can run all day and all night without tiring, and what horse have you known to possess such endurance? He’ll track him down, he will, and then herd him back as gently as a sheepdog tending a lamb.”
“Min the Morn could’ve run a month of Mondays and never broken sweat, so the stories say.” But the duke of Dolan said this under his breath and no one heard him except, perhaps, the prince of Harth, who smiled slightly at the older man.
“Perhaps,” said the prince, “our race should be deferred until the flower of your stable is brought back to hand? I would not want to have you at a disadvantage, my lord.”
“Nonsense,” sputtered Botrell. “This afternoon. Back here on the meadow!”
And with that, he spurred his horse away.



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
LOOKING FOR CHALLENGERS
 
Ronan woke up that next morning frowning and smiling at the same time. He was clear with the Silentman. He had not been reinstated as the Knife of the Guild, true, and there was still the matter of payment, but that was nothing to worry about. The Silentman’s word was as good as the gold itself. It would only be a matter of time, as soon as the—the creature came to collect the boy. 
He shuddered slightly at the thought. The little girl stared at him from across the room, her face reproachful in the thinning shadows of the morning. He sighed, and then she was gone. The shutters swung out to let in the sunlight. There was nothing in the room except for its few bare sticks of furniture. He poured water into a bowl and washed his face. Perhaps it was the water trickling through his fingers, or perhaps it was the sea breeze wandering in through the window, but he smiled. 
Tonight was the night of the regent’s ball. 
Liss Galnes. 
It was the night to finish out the bargain she had made with him.
But then he frowned again. Clothing. He didn’t have clothes suitable for a regent’s ball. Smuggling her into the castle would be one thing, but keeping her safe once inside, safe and mingling with the silkened and bejeweled nobility of Tormay—that would be a different matter. His threadbare clothes would have them as conspicuous as an ogre in a tavern. 
Perhaps the Silentman would pay him his money now? No. He’d get the gold sure enough, but not until the completion of the Guild’s contract. Not until the creature returned. No use trying to budge the Silentman.
Maybe a generous friend?
He didn’t have any friends. 
That was the trouble with holding the office of the Knife. Going about leaning on people—quite hard, usually—and killing others every once in a while did not encourage friendships. The Guild was nothing more than a pack of wild dogs, and there was no love lost between the pack and the brute that kept them in line. Not much to show for thirteen years. All he had was scars and a head full of memories.
And then he smiled again, for he remembered it was Saturday.
Ronan slung his knife around his neck, dropping it down his back and under his shirt, and then he was out the door into the white glimmering dazzle of the morning sunshine. It was Saturday and there was gold to be made. 
The city was coming alive. It seemed as if there was not room enough for the vast throng in the streets. To Ronan’s eye, it looked as if the buildings leaned back from the cobbled thoroughfares to provide more space, more air, more light. Creaking cart wheels, drovers shouting to their oxen, the staccato of hooves striking stone. The cry of vendors rose above the rumble of the city, hoarse from the days gone by and sounding like the greedy voices of seagulls. Awnings flapped in the breeze. He smelled the salt of the sea on the air, distant and sharp above all the other reeks of sweat and dung and spice and cheap perfumes. Three ragged children brushed by him and disappeared into the crowd. He automatically checked his pockets. He bought a loaf of bread at the bakery on the corner. The baker’s daughter cut a wedge of cheese for him as well—cut from the family’s own stock and not for sale. She smiled at him as she always did, but he did not see her.
The Queen’s Head tavern was on the north boundary of the Fishgate neighborhood, close to the streets where the merchants kept their warehouses and counting houses. The tavern drew clientele from around the city. Fishermen drank their ale there. Merchants huddled in meetings, arguing prices and interest and the relative merits of shipping by sea versus an overland caravan. The young sons of the nobility drank there, earnest in their slumming and loud in their bravado, for the heights of Highneck Rise were only a quick canter away—down through cool, tree-lined avenues and stately mansions until the city below came rising up in all of its hard stone and heat. The Guild drank at the tavern as well, for there were deals to be cut with the merchants, foolish lords to be swindled, and drunken fishermen to be sneered at. Besides, the brewer at the Queen’s Head was a master with ale and he kept one of the finest wine cellars in the city.
Saturdays, however, were special. That was the day when the Queen’s Head did its real business. Behind the tavern, hemmed in by the walls of a stable and two warehouses, was a large, cobbled yard. In the center of the yard stood a raised platform, square and built of wood. The planks were of oak. They were of different ages—some old and bleached by sunlight, some green hewn and freshly replaced. Stains marked them and sand was ground into their grain. And every Saturday, sweat and blood were spilled on that wood, for Saturdays were fighting days. Gold to be wagered and won. Challenges made—soberly, drunkenly, guessing the odds of one man against another. Reputations were made and lost.
It was to the Queen’s Head that Ronan had first come thirteen years ago, newly arrived in Hearne without name or prospects. Anyone would fight a skinny boy with an innocent smile. He had made a lot of money back then. Now, though, no one would fight the Knife. Except he was the Knife no longer.
He heard the roar from a street away. The sound was punctuated by the bright, ringing tones of iron clashing against iron. They had started early enough. There was nothing like a good fight in the morning to get your blood going. He grinned, and there was more in that grin akin to the anticipatory snarl of a sandcat as it leapt for a kill rather than the smile of a man.
The sign hanging over the door bore a faded painting of a severed head. Further down the way, between the warehouses flanking the street’s end, the stone wall of the wharf was visible, with one pier stretching away on the hard glitter of the sea. Ronan pushed through the door into the gloom of the common room. It was empty except for a potboy scrubbing skewers in the ashes of the fireplace. On Saturdays, no one bothered drinking indoors at the Queen’s Head.
The passage at the back led to another door that opened up into the yard and a sudden blaze of sound and sunlight and the smell of sweat. A steep ring of steps circled the perimeter of the yard so that the platform in the center stood comfortably below the eyes of the entire audience. Shouts of derision and cheers rang off the walls. Ronan edged along the top step until he stood in the shadow of the east wall.
It wasn’t yet noon, but the yard was already packed. He had never seen it so. Perhaps it was because of the Autumn Fair. Casually, he glanced around the crowd. Here and there were faces he knew. As of yet, though, no one seemed to have taken notice of his entrance. Not that it mattered, but some habits would be forever inescapable.
He nudged the man next to him.
“First fight of the morning?”
“Nay, friend,” said the other without taking his eyes from the platform. “Third, and that fool of a Thuleman is about to be taken by the Guardsman. But more fool I to put coin on him.”
“Muscle and broad shoulders don’t always mean a win,” said Ronan.
Light flashed on sword blades as the two men on the platform flung themselves at each other in a flurry of blows. Rather, it was the Thuleman who flung himself forward, using his sword as if he thought it a club with which to bludgeon the other into defeat. He was a good head taller than his opponent, towering over him with a hand’s reach to boot and a brawny build that undoubtedly came from hard years of shifting the weights and measures of life. And yet, it was the Thuleman who dripped with sweat that streaked his arms red where the other’s blade had already found him. His opponent was only a lad, certainly tall enough, but looking small in the shadow of the giant Thuleman. 
Ronan blinked. He’d seen that face before. Of course. Arodilac Bridd. None of the clumsy coltishness was on exhibit now. None of the awkwardness that knocked over cups and saucers. 
“I’m afraid the boy’s just toying with your Thulish fool,” he said.
“Don’t I know it,” groaned his neighbor. “I thought him just a gangly lad when he took the fight.”
“Lad he might be, but he’s the nephew of the regent and learned his swordplay under the hand of Owain Gawinn, the Lord Captain of the Guard. Your money’s lost.”
With a bellow, the Thuleman leapt forward. His sword swung around in a gleaming arc. The other blade drifted up and almost contemptuously deflected the arc from its deadly path. It was the sort of defense Ronan had learned as a child—rote, unthinking skill—easily predicted and easily done. But what was not so easily predicted was the huge fist barreling in from the other side. The Thuleman was not such a fool. Arodilac’s eyes widened with the impact and the lad staggered back the length of the platform, arms threshing to keep his balance. The sword clattered free on the wood. A joyous shout went up from the crowd. The sea of faces jammed up around the platform’s edge surged. Now this was what they liked. Ronan’s neighbor hollered in delight. 
“He’s got him yet!”
Ronan shook his head. It had been an unforgivable lapse on the lad’s part, but Owain Gawinn taught more than swordplay to his soldiers. 
“How’d you like that, you whippersnapper!” yelled the giant Thuleman, grinning all over his sunburnt face. He stalked forward, planting one foot on the other’s sword. Arodilac did not bother answering, but only smiled. The blade whistled down at him, but he had already launched himself forward, under the sweep of the blade and legs scissoring around the giant’s knees. The man toppled over backwards, only to spring upright with an oath. It was too late. Arodilac’s sword was an efficient wall of steel that briskly beat him back. He was hemmed in, unable to do more than to feebly block some of the blows and retreat. And retreat he did, until there was no longer any wood underfoot and he fell off the platform’s edge like a giant tree cut at the root by the woodman’s axe.
Those beneath the Thuleman’s fall shouted in surprise, but such was the press of people around them that they had nowhere for retreat and so were also felled by Arodilac’s last blow, crushed under weight of the Thuleman. The crowd howled with delight. Oddsmen worked their way through the press, consulting their slates and collecting or paying out the take. The Thuleman staggered to his feet and slunk off, hunching his shoulders against the blows and jeers that came his way. Cheering and yelling, a group of young nobles mobbed the platform and carried a blushing Arodilac off on their shoulders to the far corner of the yard. Serving girls pushed their way through the throng with trays of ale held high.
“Why, oh why?” moaned Ronan’s neighbor. “And I promised the wife, I did. Oh, she has me now.”
A bald man, pate shining in the sunlight, clambered up onto the platform. He pulled a slate from the front of his apron, consulted it and then motioned for quiet.
“All right then,” he called. “We’ve got a Vigdis up next. Vigdis?”
The crowd near the platform parted and a man vaulted up onto the planking.
“Ah,” said Ronan. He nudged his neighbor. “If you have a coin or two, put it on this fellow, regardless of who challenges.”
The man looked at him suspiciously.
“What do you know?”
“It’d be a sure thing. There are only two men in Hearne his better with the sword.”
“And what if one of ‘em challenge him?” The man drank from his tankard and winked blearily at him. “What then, eh?—then I’d be out my gold, what’s left of it. That’s no sure thing in my mind.”
“It’s a certainty,” said Ronan shortly. “One of the two is the Lord Captain of the Guard, and he’d never fight in a place as this.”
“What about the other, hey? You said two, din’ja?”
“The other’s myself.”
As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he silently cursed himself for a fool. A drunken sot was no reason for irritation, even one breathing sour ale fumes into his face at such close quarters.
“Right then,” called the innkeeper from down on the platform. “Who’ll we have to challenge? Who’ll we have? Choice of weapons to the challenger!”
The crowd shuffled their feet and glanced around, but no one spoke up. Even the group of nobles lounging on the steps in the far corner kept their silence. The man called Vigdis was too well known for his swordsmanship, among both the common folk and the nobility. Formerly a Guardsman and, therefore, schooled under the eye of Owain Gawinn and his sergeants, he had disgraced himself with the daughter of a particularly grouchy lord. He had drifted into the ranks of the Guild after being kicked out of the Guard. If there was to be another Knife after Ronan, this man would be the logical successor.
“Come on now,” yelled Vigdis. “You lazy bunch of cowards! Whoever challenges—I’ll cover his wager three to one!”
People grinned uneasily, but still no one responded. Ronan flexed his hands. He hadn’t planned on challenging so early on in the day. Larger sums of money were wagered as the hours passed and the ale flowed more freely.
But then the decision was made for him.
“Hi you! Here’s your fellow!”
It was his tipsy neighbor. The man was waving his hands over his head and pointing at Ronan. Ale sloshed out of his tankard onto Ronan’s shoulder.
“He’ll fight! He’ll fight y’all!”
Faces turned. The innkeeper squinted up into the sunlight. Vigdis shaded his eyes with one hand. Then, somebody called out from the crowd.
“It’s the Knife!”
Ronan sighed.
“All right, my loudmouthed friend,” he said. “Put your coin on me.”
The man beamed.
The crowd parted around him as he walked down the steps. He heard muttering in his wake. Faces stared at him—some merely curious and some malicious.
“The Knife. . . that’s the Knife there.”
“Who’s this fellow, then?” he heard someone say.
“He’s the Thieves Guild killer, he is. Got a history bloodier than all the dead kings of Hearne. Stole the crown right off the regent’s head—honest. Wizard with a sword. Sooner hold up the tide then kill him dead.”
“He ain’t the bleedin’ Knife no longer, that’s what I heard.”
A man spat loudly as Ronan passed, but he ignored him. The sun was just up over the peak of the warehouse standing on the east boundary of the yard. It was nearing noon. He jumped up onto the platform. From there, past the lower wall of the tavern, a stretch of sea was visible. It looked like a hammered sheet of silver, hot to the sight with light and shimmering blue as if it were a mirror of the sky.
“Well, Vigdis,” he said. “Is that three to one still good?”
Vigdis grinned and then shrugged.
“Why not?”
The rules at the Queen’s Head for fighting were simple. First man to be forced off the platform, or no longer able to lift his weapon, was the loser. No deliberately killing blows. Slightly blunted weapons were provided by the establishment. The innkeeper could stop the fighting at any time. Men were sometimes killed on the platform, though that was a rare occurrence. Everyone knew that Owain Gawinn kept an eye on such entertainment—his own Guardsmen frequently fought on the platform—and he would shut the tavern down fast enough if he deemed it slipping out of bounds. 
“What’ll it be?” intoned the innkeeper.
“Swords do for you?” said Ronan.
“Might as well.”
“Swords!” bellowed the innkeeper. A small boy emerged from the crowd clutching a long wooden box. The innkeeper opened it to reveal two matched blades. They were scarred, nicked, and ugly. Ronan weighed one in his hand. He shrugged.
“It’ll do,” he said.
“One minute more for wagers!”
The crowd buzzed with excitement. The oddsmakers were mobbed with bettors. Ronan could see his one-time neighbor grinning at him from the top step and waving his tankard. On the other side of the yards, the young nobles were clustered around Arodilac, listening to him and eyeing Ronan.
“All right, then!” yelled the innkeeper. “You know the rules!”
He hopped off the platform and disappeared into the crowd.
The two men circled each other. Vigdis feinted at his shoulder and then lunged low. Ronan batted the attempt away and sighed.
“Did Gawinn teach you anything?”
Vigdis laughed. Pivoted and tested another approach.
“Not going to fall asleep up here, are you?” he said.
“I’ve often wondered exactly how good he is.”
Another lunge, parry. Sunlight flashed on steel.
“Oh, he’s good. He never stinted on teaching—drilled us like the terror he is—but he could take any of his Guards, dagger to our swords.”
Their swords clashed, clattered, and fell apart.
“That good?”
“Aye. Told us he learned the craft as a lad from two masters. His father, the old captain before him.”
The sun was overhead. Underfoot, their shadows sprang together and then whirled away, circling on the wood planking.
“Who was the other? Some graybeard sergeant?”
“No. Man named Cullan Farrow. Head of a horse-thieving clan. The regent buys his horses from that lot, he does. You heard of ‘em?”
“A bit here and there. Best thieves in all Tormay.”
“Wonder we’ve never had ‘em in the Guild,” said Vigdis. Sweat gleamed on his forehead. His blade swept up.
Absentmindedly, Ronan parried, his body sliding through the countless rhythms of the sword. Countless, lad—that’s what his father had always said. All to be worked into your body’s memory; you’ll never cease learning them. The countless rhythms of the sword, just as there are countless rhythms to the way of the hawk on the air, the snake on the rock, and the deer on the plain. And then there’s your mother, he’d sometimes say, smiling—you think learning swordplay’s hard? Try learning the ways of a woman.
“Heard tell you might be back on the ups with the Guild.”
“Where’d you hear that?”
A breeze blew across his face and, for a moment, the sweat stink of the crowd was gone and there was only the salt of the sea. He ducked a blow and watched his blade drift through the air, almost as if it were being wielded by another arm then his own. The edge touched Vigdis’ shoulder and then drifted away. The crowd whooped and hollered in amusement.
Touch—you’re dead. He heard his father’s voice whisper in his mind.
“Dammit, Ronan!” 
Vigdis scowled and brought his blade down in a reckless, whistling arc. A stupid blow, as it gave plenty of time for another to duck under and bury their blade in the attacker’s ribs. Ronan merely blocked and winced as the shock of the blow rattled his arm.
“Are you even trying?”
“Sorry.”
He blinked, shook his head, and then advanced on Vigdis. It was over in a matter of moments. The blade in his hand became a living, darting thing—a steel snake striking repeatedly, lancing past Vigdis’ frantic guard. For every rhythm there is a counter rhythm. For man, there is woman. For the day, there is the night. For the sea, there is the land. For the light, there is the darkness, and with each pairing there is a constant ebb and flow, a tide that ceaselessly washes back and forth. 
Only the end of time will see where the ebb lands. Perhaps the place is appointed, but who are we to know?
His father’s words whispered in his mind.
With one last swing he drove Vigdis off the edge of the planking. He did not hear the mocking cheers of the crowd, for his eyes were blank, his ears dumb. Thirteen years spent silencing that voice, and here it was back again in precise intonation and word.
“Right, then,” said the innkeeper. “You want to hold your place?”
Ronan nodded.
“Any challengers?” called the innkeeper. He stood with fists planted at his waist and surveyed the crowd. The faces around them blurred together into one mass in the sunshine. A murmur rose and grew into an angry roar.
“We ain’t stupid!” yelled someone. “As if there’s anyone could take the Knife!”
“Aye!”
“He ain’t the Knife no more!”
“Who cares! He can still fight! Let’s see you get up there if you're so brave!”
“Kick him off and let normal folks get back at it!”
“Any challengers?” bellowed the innkeeper.
The crowd fell silent, eyes glaring and shifting restlessly about. The innkeeper turned to Ronan and shrugged. 
“I’ll challenge!”
Ronan knew the voice immediately. He sighed.
“My lord Bridd,” he said, bowing. The lad stood below the edge of the platform, face flushed red.
“I’ll challenge,” repeated the regent’s nephew. He scrambled up and stood in front of Ronan. They were of the same height.
“You’ve fought already. Perhaps you should rest and—”
“I said, I’ll challenge!” Arodilac spoke through clenched teeth.
“Anger and swordplay is a poor mix,” said Ronan.
“Swords, innkeeper!”
“Swords!” yelled the innkeeper.
Arodilac fought with a fury and passion that seemed scarcely possible for someone of his age. His initial attack drove Ronan to the edge of the platform, so surprised was he. The crowd bellowed with approval. A hand grabbed his ankle and yanked, but he kicked back and felt his boot connect with someone’s face.
How old was the lad? Sixteen—perhaps seventeen. Surely he himself hadn’t been able to summon up such anger at that age. But he had. He had been just the same.
“What did you do to her?” said Arodilac. The roar of the crowd and the clangor of their swords was so loud that Ronan had to strain to hear him.
“Who?”
But he knew who.
“She won’t see me! She returns my letters!”
“Perhaps she’s no longer interested in you,” said Ronan.
Their swords whirled, inscribing twin arcs in the air, and met with a resounding clang. Shadows, but the boy had strong wrists. Given enough time and discipline, he’d make an excellent swordsman. 
“What did you say to her, you scoundrel!”
Ronan flushed.
“You forget. Your uncle hired me for a job. I cleaned up your mess—that’s what I did—so don’t press me. I don’t take kindly to playing nursemaid for spoiled brats.”
Arodilac turned an even brighter shade of red at that. His teeth snapped together with a click audible even over the clangor of their blades.
“Maybe it was just a job to you!” he spat. “And maybe I’m a just child to you—but what of her? Did the job include trampling her heart? What did you say—what did you tell her, damn you! She won’t see me!”
“Does Owain Gawinn teach the sword or the art of conversation? In either case, he’s failed.”
The lad snarled at that and threw himself forward in such a wild flurry of strokes that the onlookers at the platform’s edge were forced to dodge the swinging blade.
“Enough,” said Ronan.
He reached out and caught the other’s sword wrist. His hand moved so quickly that scarcely a person among the onlookers saw the motion. The sword fell free from Arodilac’s hand and the boy struggled in the merciless grip—face white with outrage, his mouth gaping, and gone mute. In one quick jerk, Ronan spun him around and ran him right off the platform, heaving him into the air at the edge so that he fell hard, arms and legs sprawling onto the people below. The boy let out a yell as he flew through the air, echoed by those misfortunate enough to be in his path, but they were instantly drowned out by the roar of laughter that erupted from the yard.
The innkeeper clambered up onto the platform.
“Second win for Ronan!” he called aloud. He turned and spoke quietly. “Though not a single bet taken for that round. You’ll get no cut from the house and you’ll not get another idiot up here soon.”
“Try,” said Ronan.
The innkeeper shrugged.
“All, right, then!” he shouted. “Who’ll challenge?!”
“Might as well grab a sandcat’s tail!” someone yelled in response.
“Toss ‘im off! He’s the bleeding Knife, for shadow’s sake!”
“I tell you, he ain’t! Not anymore!”
“Well, if you think that changes things, then get up there and take his sword away, you stupid git!”
Ronan held up his hand for silence. 
“Ten to one odds,” he said. “I’ll give ten to one odds for anyone.”
The crowd shuffled its feet. Men looked uneasily at each other. Vigdis, slouched in a corner on the top step, grinned and shook his head.
“Well, lad,” said the innkeeper. “Ain’t no one here going against you.”
“Pardon me, good sir, but I would try this man’s skill.”
As if one creature possessing a hundred heads, the entire crowd turned, all heads swiveling together. Two men stood at the tavern backdoor. The two looked a pair, alike in build, coloring and dress. They had hair like corn silk bleached to near white by a relentless sun. Their skin was the hue of old wood, burnished brown by that same sun and, as if they took all their colors from the heavens, their eyes were as blue as a summer’s sky.
“Harthians,” said someone.
The two men made their way down the steps. The crowd jostled around them. Already, bets were being taken. The scratch of chalk on slate filled the air as oddsmakers noted wagers. The taller of the two Harthians stepped up onto the platform. He surveyed the yard with bright eyes and then turned to Ronan and innkeeper.
“I am new to your fair city and, as such, not conversant with your games of skill. If you would instruct me in the rules, I would be grateful.”
“Well, m’lord,” said the innkeeper. “Ain’t much to it. No killing strokes. First man to give up or get booted off the planks loses, see?”
“Yes, I suppose I do see. Stio—” This was said to the other Harthian who stood at the platform’s edge. “Stio, I think this the tonic to clear my head of dances and dinners.”
“May I remind you, Eaomod,” said this other, “that we must return to the castle at the hour’s end. The regent has promised a race, and you were desirous of testing your steed’s mettle.”
He spoke calmly and clearly, as if the two were alone. The crowd stared, entranced. The oddsmen paused in their rounds. The serving girls gazed hopelessly at the two. Even the young nobles in the corner blinked, wide-eyed.
“Time enough, Stio. Time enough. Now, good sir,” said the Harthian, smiling at Ronan, “I am called Eaomod. I would know your name before we begin.”
“He’s the bleedin’ Knife!” someone yelled from the crowd.
“He’s Ronan of Aum!” shouted another.
The Harthian’s eyebrows raised. “With Aum a haunt of jackals and owls for how many hundreds of years now?”
Ronan grinned. “A man has to come from somewhere.”
Eaomod regarded the innkeeper’s swords with disfavor. 
“These, good sir, are suited for chopping firewood and it would be dismal sport indeed, waving such crudities about. Have you nothing better?”
“N-nothing, m’lord,” stammered the innkeeper.
“Stio. Lend me your blade.”
Stio drew a sword from under his cloak. It was a long, lovely, deadly-looking thing, twin to the sword that Eaomod himself produced. He handed them both to Ronan.
“Choose, my friend, and then let us begin.”
“Here now,” said the innkeeper. “You can’t do that. No edges. Blunt weapons, see?”
“Truly?” said the Harthian. “But surely one of your skill, friend Ronan, would not mind?”
Ronan shrugged and weighed the swords in his hands. They were beautiful weapons, light and graceful and obviously forged by the same master hand. He offered Eaomod’s own back to him. As far as he could tell, there was no difference between the two swords.
“No edges,” protested the innkeeper. “Lord Gawinn will close my place.”
“Let ‘em fight!” shouted an onlooker.
“Aye! Get off the planks, you fat plonk, and let ‘em have at it!”
The innkeeper threw his hands in the air and clambered off the platform. Eaomod unclasped his cloak and tossed it down to his friend.
“Now,” he said. His eyes sparkled. 
“Would you care for a wager, m’ lord?” said Ronan.
The Harthian shook his head, smiling. “In Harth, it is only for the sake of war or love that we fight. And today, this is for love of the sword. Though, if you throw me into the crowd in such manner as that unfortunate boy received, we shall fight again, but then for the sake of our own private war.”
Ronan smiled in turn, swallowing his disappointment.
“First blood?” he said.
“First blood,” said the other.
“All right, then.”
In that first moment, Ronan knew he faced a master swordsman. The Harthian did not waste a finger’s breadth of needless movement. He drifted just out of reach, wavering and insubstantial in the noonday sun. He seemed a thing of dream, moving to some peculiar music whose rhythm only he heard, but the sword in his grasp was sure and swift. Ronan circled around him like a hungry sandcat.
The crowd hushed into silence. A few of the older men there, those who had fought in the Errant Wars, knew what they watched might not be seen again in their lives. And those who were untutored in such skill instinctively knew what they saw was some strange rarity.
Sunlight glittered and flashed on steel. The blades described circles and arcs and angles, creating a myriad of fantastic tableaus that existed in the air over the platform, springing into being one instant, only to be replaced the next instant with another succession of whirls and lines. Here was the perfect, steel-colored circle of a many-spoked wheel throwing off a dazzle of light. Here was the abrupt unfolding of a lady’s fan, opening with a clatter and formed of light and air and iron death. And there was a strange flower grown of loops and whorls and deadly clashing petals.
Eaomod’s smile grew broader as they fought.
“You fight marvelously well, friend Ronan,” he said.
“Thanks.” 
Ronan parried a bewildering succession of blows. He was not conversant with the style of the other’s swordplay and he wondered if it was peculiar to Harth. He had never been to Harth, except as a child.
“I confess myself curious, friend Ronan.”
“Is that so?”
“It is acknowledged in all of Tormay that there are nine true masters of the sword. The Lord Captain of your fair city is one of them, of course, though I have yet the pleasure to see his skill. My old teacher is another, even in his dotage and with death his patient attendant.”
The blades whistled through the air. Sunlight shone hot and white in Eaomod’s hair.
“And who is your teacher?”
“The blademaster of the house of Oran. Lorcannan Nan.”
“Ah.” Now things were starting to make sense.
“The other seven, naturally, are the seven lords of Harlech, but it is only our elders who have seen their skill, for the lords of Harlech only draw their swords when they ride to war.”
“True.”
“Perhaps, one day, I shall be so happy as to see their skill, but—alas—I would not wish such a fate on Tormay, even though, since childhood, I have been trained for battle. Most days, peace is better than war. Forgive me, I digress.”
“You’ve named your nine. I’ve heard of ‘em.”
The sun was high in the sky and just tipped into the beginning of its downward slide. In the yard, it seemed that only the two men on the platform moved, like bright gods who had stepped down from the heavens and so found themselves darting through the sluggish currents of human time, while all those who stood around them could only gaze in unblinking silence. The gods flickered faster than thought—lunge and parry and wheeling around each other in succession after succession.
“Yes, but I have heard tell of two others.”
“I haven’t. If war comes again to these lands, then I hope your nine’ll prove enough.”
“There’s a peculiar family that travels the breadth of Tormay, trading in horses and the training of them. They have an ill repute, for it’s said they steal their horses if they can’t have them for gold.”
“Sounds like a dodgy bunch.”
“They’re called the Farrows. Once, when my old teacher had been drinking and inclined to talk, he did say that no man lives in all of Tormay able to stand before the sword of the head of that family, Cullan Farrow. No man.”
“Haven’t heard of him.”
“No? And he’s supposed to have a son that will one day surpass his father’s skill. Declan is his name. Even in Harth, the minstrels tell the story of Declan Farrow and how he rescued the daughter of the duke of Vomaro. He was only a boy when he tracked the ogres to their lair and slew them in that dark haunt. Are you conversant with this tale, my friend?”
“I’ve heard the story. Who hasn’t? All minstrels are drunkards and liars.”
The blades sang through the air, punctuated by a tattoo of ringing tones—vicious hammer strikes—as sword met sword. Ronan pressed his attack and Eaomod smiled.
“It is time!” called Stio from beside the platform.
Eaomod stepped back and lowered his sword. Ronan paused in mid-lunge. The crowd came alive a surge. They howled in protest.
“First blood! First blood!”
Eaomod bowed slightly and then his hand flashed out, catching hold of Ronan’s sword. He held it up. Blood dripped from his palm.
“Here is your satisfaction!”
The crowd howled again, but in delight. A roar of applause went up. 
“Poorly done, my lord,” said Ronan, laughing. “I’ve never defeated someone with such a weak cut before.”
“Never before has the Prince of Harth been defeated by such a paltry loss of blood.” 
And the Prince of Harth, for that was who he was, smiled and bowed. Ronan held out his hand. The Prince looked somewhat bemused, but then he gripped the other’s hand.
“I am still not fluent in your northern ways,” he said.
“Another day, my lord,” said Ronan. “We’ll have to have another go. It’s been a long time since an opponent made me think.”
The Prince smiled and said nothing.
“My thanks for the sword,” said Ronan, stepping down from the platform and handing the blade to Stio. The man bowed and then, just as bemused as his lord, shook Ronan’s still outstretched hand.
“Never before have I seen my sorry steel put to such use,” he said.
The crowd jostled noisily around them as they made their way out. To one side, Ronan could see the glaring face of Arodilac forcing a path toward him through the press. He gave the boy no time, however, and ducked through the back door of the tavern. It was dark and cool and silent inside. With a bow, the two Harthians made their farewells, the Prince’s eye still speculative. Then they were gone, hurrying off into the busy street.
“For you,” said the innkeeper. He thrust a small bag into Ronan’s hand. “Half the house take for your fight.”
“Ah.” The bag was heavy. It clinked with coins.
“You’re in luck. Once that sandman got going, the bets came in fast. A lot of the lads were hoping he’d take you.”
Ronan slipped out into the street and didn’t look back, heading in the opposite direction from Highneck Rise and the regent’s castle. The opposite direction from where he knew the two Harthians would be going. Once he was several blocks away, he ducked down an alley. A peek in the bag of coins satisfied him. He had made more than enough to buy clothes suitable for the regent’s ball. 
The coins were fortunate by themselves, but the contents of his pocket were of more interest to him. He took the two rings out and examined them. They were of plain gold. They bore no stones or markings, but from both of the pair Ronan could hear a faint whisper. Smiling, he pocketed them and strode on.
The day was proving fortunate.
Never shake hands with a thief.
Ronan wandered down to the wharf. A sloop was gliding out across the breakwater, heading for the open sea. White sails billowed as they rose. Across the bay, he could hear the voices of the sailors as they called to each other. Then, the boat was past the breakwater and heeling over, picking up speed with sails full of wind. Seagulls wheeled overhead. He breathed in the scent of salt, and it was so sharp and sudden that, for one instant, his mind was filled with the blues and greens and blinding sunlight of the sea and sky. The pound of the surf on the breakwater boomed in the distance. The wind sighed through the timber pilings of the piers.
These are the colors of her eyes, he thought.
The tide surged against the breakwater, and spray foamed up into the air, hanging there before subsiding back into the sea. He could hear hunger in the pounding boom of it, for the tide never sleeps, of course, but always returns for what it seeks. He turned away and was not sure if he feared seeing her again, or if he was glad. He was only conscious of the beauty of the day and the hunger of the tide and the silence which, he knew, must lie sleeping in the depths below it all.



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
THE UNFORTUNATE END OF A PAINFUL RIDE
 
By dusk, Ablendan could go no further that day. The horse seemed fresh enough to continue for many more hours. However, the little man had discovered that his was not a physique suited for riding. What had begun earlier that day as a slight stitch in his side had, as the miles passed, progressed into a searing pain that made him shudder with every jouncing stride. His body was a blur of misery. He had discovered several muscles of whose existence he had been contentedly unaware for so many years, and all of these muscles had conspired to announce their presence in fire and agony. Riding horses, as far as Ablendan was concerned, was for those who detested life and merely wanted another reason to hate it even more.
He slid off the horse and felt his knees begin to fold. He grabbed hold of the bridle.
“A pox on you and all your flea-bitten kin,” he said. The horse ignored him. 
“If I could shape-change, then there’d be no need for four-footed, traveling torture chambers such as yourself, eh? One word—just one word, that’s all it would take. A hawk or an eagle or a gull to wing up the coast. Or even a horse. How would you like that? I’d rather be a skunk than a horse.”
The horse blew a sigh that could have been commiseration or disgust, and began to crop the grass.
It was growing dark. The sickle moon gave off only enough light to announce its own form. Ablendan coaxed a fire into life under a tree and then settled down with his back against the trunk to toast some bread. The horse sidled close.
“Go on with you,” said the man. “You’ve done me enough harm this day without stealing my supper as well. I daresay you have designs on this bread and cheese, you wretch, but fair’s fair. I can’t eat grass and you shan’t have any of this.”
But he gave the horse a bite of bread after he staked him by the tree. The horse slobbered appreciatively on his coat.
“With some luck, we’ll be through Hull by nightfall tomorrow, and then most of another day to reach the tower in Thule. Get some sleep, you wretched beast. We’ll both need our strength in the morning.”
Ablendan wrapped himself in a blanket and lay down by the fire.
“If I ever wake,” he said to himself. The coals winked red at him in the dark. “I wish I were back in Hearne in my bed. I’m not suited for the outdoor life. I wish I had a sausage. At any rate, two more days. That isn’t so long. Perhaps the Stone Tower will know what to do? Some of those fellows are as old as the sea. Good gracious—that hawk simply appeared on the sill and began talking. The shadow of the wind. Can you imagine that? It’s like living in a story.”
He fell asleep.
Sometime after midnight, Ablendan woke. The fire was out but he could smell wood smoke in the air. He was cold. A breeze blew by and, in its wake, he heard a faint sound—the careful placement of a foot, or the slow exhalation of someone who has been holding their breath for a long time. 
“Who’s there?” he said. He sat up. The horse was an indistinct shape in the darkness, but he could see that it was standing still, head up and staring out into the night.
“Is someone there?”
Abruptly, the breeze shifted and he caught a whiff of something rank, some unclean thing that stank of death and rot. The horse screamed—a strange, bugling shriek of terror—and he saw it rear up. The tether snapped with a twang and then Ablendan heard galloping hooves and the crashing of bushes as the horse blundered off into the darkness. Again, there was quiet except for his own shallow breath and the painful thud of his heart. He struggled to his feet and stood with his back to the tree.
“Show yourself!” he said, trying to speak boldly. His voice came out as a quavering croak. He could see nothing in the night. Thoughts tumbled through his head. What vicious beasts was Hull known for? Ogres? Not in two hundred years. Wolves, perhaps? Yes, of course—wolves! And they did not like fire. His mind stumbled on a word—the second name of fire, which could be used to shape heat and flame. Surely it could be used as a weapon. But what was the stricture that limited its use? He had always been bad with the strictures of use. He could not remember.
He gasped.
A pair of red eyes stared at him from the darkness. Nothing else was visible—only the eyes. They blinked once and came closer, and then he could see the outline of a form. It was a wolf! Relief coursed through him. Just a wolf. Only a wolf. Of course, wolves were bad enough, but at least it wasn’t something else. Something he didn’t understand. But then the creature took another step forward, and he immediately realized it was not a wolf. It was too big and too broad across the head. The width of shoulder was enormous. The foul scent grew stronger.
“What are you?” he said. The second name of fire was useless and dead inside his mind.
The creature lunged for him.
 
Early that next morning, the soldiers at the main gate of Hearne set about opening up the doors, as they always did before sunrise. The timber holding the gate shut was as big around as a fully grown pine tree. It took two men to turn the gears that ratcheted around and around until the timber was levered up and the doors were free. Most days, only one of the gate doors was opened. One was enough, as they were each a good ten strides across. 
“All right, lads,” said Bordeall.
Two of the soldiers hauled on the iron chains bolted into the wood planks that faced the door. It began to swing, grating in complaint. Bordeall frowned.
“Lucan!”
“Sir?” The young lieutenant hurried over.
“Get some grease on those hinges.”
“Yessir.” The lieutenant glanced up at the top hinge. It was a good fifty feet high.
“The enfilade slits in the underside of the arch,” said Bordeall patiently. “Drop one of the men through on a rope. One of the skinnier men.” His eye fell on Arodilac Bridd who, as luck would have it, was leaning drowsily on his spear in the shadow of the arch. He jerked a thumb at the boy. “Him. Use him.”
“Bridd? Yessir,” said the lieutenant happily.
“And have him grease the portcullis gears while he’s at it.”
“But it’s been working fine. Smoother than a—”
“Do it.”
Bordeall turned and stumped toward the tower. The door settled with a booming crash against the inside wall of the arch. People streamed in under the arch and into the city—the poorer traders and peddlers who slept outside the walls rather than pay the prices of the inns. Cart wheels creaked by. A donkey brayed in mutiny at the early hour. The Guardsmen stationed at the far end of the arch stiffened at Bordeall’s approach and saluted.
“Stone and shadow!” said the one closest to him.
“What’s that, soldier?”
“Sorry, sir,” said the man. “I’ve never seen such a large dog before.” 
“Dogs are just dogs,” said Bordeall, but he turned to look as well.
“Some more so’n others,” said the soldier under his breath.
Bordeall opened his mouth, about to rebuke him for his impertinence, but then said nothing. Trotting sedately behind a wagon piled with squashes was the dog. It was more than large—it was enormous, near as big as a yearling calf, with a pelt of dirty brown fur.
“Now that’s a dog,” said Bordeall. 
The creature turned to gaze at him as if it had heard and understood. The orange eyes were expressionless. It was like looking at a pair of flat stones under the sliding water of a stream. A horseman clattered by between them and the dog was gone.
“Sir,” said the Guardsman. “You want I should go have a word with that farmer there? Tell him be sure an’ keep his beast on a leash?”
“No,” said Bordeall. He tried to recollect if there were laws concerning such things. He could not remember. “I reckon he knows what he’s doing. Must be expensive squashes to warrant a guardian like that.”
 
“So much for your hound,” said the regent sourly. “I don’t see my horse. I thought you said he had a nose on him to end all? Well, no doubt his nose has brought him back for his breakfast.”
In the stable yard, the regent and a small company of his guests had just settled into their saddles as they were about to set out to tour the more interesting points of the city—interesting, that is, in the regent’s eyes. The dog trotted up to the duke of Mizra’s horse and sat down. He began to pant. A scandalized-looking footman raced around the corner, followed by several small pages. They skidded to a halt at the sight of the regent and his guests. The dog eyed them blandly.
“Er,” said Gifernes, opening and shutting his mouth like a fish. He dismounted from his horse. The dog leaned against his leg and blinked.
“Perhaps,” said the prince of Harth, “your errant horse is long-winded as well as being fleet of hoof. Consider, my lord, such a paragon might run at speed for days, no? I knew it in my heart, as soon as the steed galloped away, that, truly, your stable is the finest in all of Tormay.”
“Was,” said the duke of Dolan.
The regent said nothing to this, but wheeled his horse around and clattered out of the yard. The others followed. The footman hurried across the yard.
“Milord,” he said, bowing to the duke of Mizra. “Would you like me to see after the hound? I did not realize he was yours when he came through the castle gate.”
“Um, no—no, that’s all right. He’ll be fine. You may go.”
“Milord,” said the footman, bowing again. He backed away and then cuffed one of the pages.
“So you couldn’t catch the horse?” said the duke, squatting down. “I’m surprised at you, Holdfast, quite surprised. I thought you a finer hound than this. But what do we have staining your fur? Looks like you found something.”
The dog submitted mutely to his master’s hands as the duke ran his fingers through the hair on the neck of the beast. In places, the fur was matted with a dark, dried substance. It flaked away at the duke’s touch. His youthful face creased in an uncertain frown. He stood up and dusted his hands.
“Stay here,” he said to the dog. “And even if a suckling pig trots up and throws itself onto a platter for you, you’ll do nothing. Stay.”
The dog lumbered into the shade of the stable wall and sat watching the duke ride away. It rested its head on its paws and then fell asleep.



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
LENA’S SACRIFICE
 
For the seventh time, Jute examined the lock. It was an enormous iron thing forged into the bars of the door. He could get his hand and arm through the bars, but it was hopeless after that. He might as well have tried battering at the iron with his bare hands as shift that lock. He did not even have a bit of wire. The Silentman’s men had been thorough, for they were all members of the Guild and there was no trick a boy knew that they did not know as well. The galling thing was that the lock wasn’t even warded. It was just a lock.
He huddled in a corner and tried to think. Light glimmered from somewhere further down the corridor. It was scant, but it was enough to relieve complete darkness into mere darkness. The cell was small. The floor was strewn with old, sour-smelling straw. Stone walls rose around him and over him. There was no window. He had a feeling he was deep underground, for the air was still.
Damn Lena!
She had been a silent little thing the first time he had seen her. The Juggler had brought her to the stables in the back of the Goose and Gold one summer evening, where the children would always gather after a day’s work. They had stopped at the sight of him—wary of his temper, his cruelty, and his hard fists. The girls swinging the skip-rope in the corner froze, the rope falling across the shoulders of the three jumping in the middle. Several boys teasing the old mare with some rotten apples teetered on the fence, eyeing the Juggler across their shoulders. The horse nibbled the apples from their unresisting fingers. The Juggler had a little girl with him. She stumbled as he pushed her forward. His eyes roved around the yard.
“Here,” he had said. “You, Jute. Learn her the tricks. Learn her well or I’ll take a rope to you.”
Lena hadn’t said a word for the first week but just followed him around like a pathetic dog, smiling uncertainly when he had a kind word or a bit of extra food for her and cringing from his frowns and impatience. Picking pockets came easily to her, for she had tiny hands that fluttered as quickly and as gently as butterfly wings. And, in time, she spoke and even smiled. Years ago, that had been—years ago.
Days, she drifted in his wake through the streets, picking pockets and filching from the barrow carts and shops. She would bring her finds to him, more concerned of what he thought than of pleasing the Juggler. Nights, in the cramped rooms jutting off the stable where the children slept, locked in by the Juggler each evening, Lena would always curl up next to Jute, burrowed into an old cloak like a mouse in her nest. 
Damn Lena!
Jute sniffled. He wiped his eyes on his sleeve. 
I wish I hadn’t gone outside, he thought. I wish I had listened to Severan. To the hawk. Are you there? Not with all this stone overhead. I must be deep underground. I can feel it. I can’t feel the sky. I wish I had never climbed down the wall. Some walls are meant to be stayed within. As long as there’s still sky overhead. I wish I had never met Lena.
After a while, still crying, he fell asleep on the straw.
Later, the jailer shambled by with a hunk of bread and water in a tankard. The boy did not rouse at his call, but lay sleeping with his face turned to the floor, looking like nothing more than a heap of clothing in the corner. The jailer shoved the food through the bars and moved on. 
Jute dreamed of the dark sky again. 
Below and above him, there was nothing but distance and darkness. There were no stars. Cold crept through his bones. His thoughts drifted through his mind. The words felt heavy, as if the cold and dark made them ponderous, as if the language could not grapple with the idea of a never-ending sky. Weighted with this impotence, words sank into irrelevance and were undone.
Here.
I have been here before.
With the hawk.
But he was alone this time. There was no hawk hovering at his side. The black walls stood before him. They rose up into the darkness, plunged down into the darkness, stretched away on either side, forever and ever and ever. They towered above, below, beyond him with a terrible certainty of being. 
Everything ceases here, Jute thought dismally—even words. They are no longer true. Sky and light fail. Even the night ends here, for this darkness is deeper than the night. Even I shall cease here. Things fall apart. They drift on the tide of night and come to rest at these walls.
But then the words of the hawk came to his memory.
Deep within the darkness, further e’en the void, Nokhoron Nozhan built himself a fortress of night.
Even here, there are words. 
Something struck him in the back. He turned around. Lena was standing there in the air, rocks in her hand. She threw another one. It hit him in the stomach.
“Stop that,” he said angrily.
She did not reply but only threw another stone.
“Stop it!”
Another stone.
“You wretch! Why’d you do it, Lena? I hope they paid you well for selling me. That’s what you did—you sold me out. We were friends. I taught you everything I knew! I protected you!”
Her face was pinched with anxiety, but still she said nothing. A stone came whistling at him and he tried to catch it, to throw it back hard at her, but his body would not obey him. 
“We were family!” he shouted.
Another stone struck him. It dropped away, tumbling into the nothingness below him. He looked down. It was a long way to fall.
He fell. His mouth gaped open, desperate for the air rushing by.
Jute woke up, gasping for air. He breathed in the odor of straw and remembered where he was. The darkness around him was only darkness, and the stone wall inches from his face was just a stone wall. As if that wasn’t bad enough, he thought dismally. Something hit him hard in the back. He yelped and sat up.
“Be quiet!” said a familiar voice.
Lena crouched on the other side of the bars. Jute scuttled across the floor, so furious he couldn’t even think. He reached through the bars, grabbed her by the throat. Her little hands flailed at his.
“No, wait!” she said. “Please! He weren’t the Knife no more—everyone said so—kicked outta the Guild by the Silentman. Said he did what he did because he was forced to. He only wanted to help now. Said you were in terrible danger. I only thought I could help, that something would work out—Jute, please—I can’t breathe!”
His hands were wet with her tears. He let go of her and they both slumped down on either side of the bars. She sobbed quietly.
“Why’d you do it, Lena?”
“I thought I was helping.”
“Well, you weren’t,” he said. This only made her sob louder. “Shush. Or the jailer’ll come along and then we’ll be both locked up.”
“I’d rather be in there than anywhere else.” 
“I don’t suppose you were clever enough to bring a—”
She produced a rusty nail before he could finish speaking.
“It’s no good,” she said, wiping her nose on her sleeve. “I tried while you were sleeping. The tumblers are so rusty there’s no good budging it without a proper key.”
“Lemme have it.” 
She sniffled and handed the nail over. He reached through the bars and around, feeling blind for the lock. The nail rattled in the keyhole. He investigated with his eyes closed, testing the tumblers.
“It won’t work.”
“Be quiet,” he said frowning, but already knowing she was right. He sat back on his heels.
“There’s allus another way to rob the duchess. That’s what you allus say.”
“Aye,” said Jute, considering the nail with disfavor. She pressed her face against the bars and smiled uncertainly.
“So how’ll it be?”
He told her.
The jailer came yawning down the passage. A torch burned in one hand, but it did little to dispel the gloom, for the fire guttered more with smoke than flame. He paused at Jute’s cell and raised the torch to peer within. Two hands shot out from the bars and grabbed him by the coat.
“Help!” yelled Jute.
The jailor shouted in fright and stumbled back, but he was held tight to the bars by the boy’s grip.
“Get me out here! Help me, kind sir! Get me out! Help! Help!”
“Leave off!” said the jailer, and he beat Jute about the ears. The boy ducked his head under the blows and doggedly held on.
“Help!” bawled Jute.
The tiny form of Lena materialized out of the shadows and tiptoed forward. Her fingers fluttered at the jailer’s belt. Torchlight gleamed on the ring of keys in her hands. She darted silently away.
“Help! Fire! Flood!”
“Here’s some help!” said the jailer, and he dealt Jute a tremendous buffet on the side of his head which sent the boy staggering back from the bars.
“Idiot boy.” And after tugging his coat straight, the jailer continued on his way. His shadow straggled after him, vanishing into the darkness that thickened as the torchlight disappeared down the corridor. 
Instantly, Jute was at the bars.
“Quick,” he said.
Lena bobbed out from an alcove, her face pale with excitement.
“Hurry,” said Jute. “We haven’t much time. As soon as he comes to the next door we’re done for if that ring isn’t back on his belt.”
“Which one is it?” said Lena. The ring was heavy with keys. She tried them, one after the other. They sounded like chattering teeth as they rattled in the lock.
“Hurry up!”
“I am!”
And then the lock opened with such a creak that both of them froze in horror, sure the jailer would be soon hurrying back. The door swung open and Jute popped out.
“In you go,” he said. He grabbed the ring of keys from her hand.
“Do I have to?”
“Lay down in the back corner with your face to the wall. He’ll think you’re me. Whatever you do, don’t move or say a word if someone comes. Hurry!”
“And you’ll be back for me?”
“Yes,” he said, and he pushed her inside and locked the door.
He darted through the shadows on noiseless feet. The jailer stamped along. Jute slipped the keys back onto his belt. It was lucky he did, because the man groped for them not a second afterward and vanished through a door. The lock on the door proved impervious to Jute’s nail. He stepped back, frowning, and looked down the passage on either side. Both directions looked identical. Here and there, oil lamps shone, sitting on ledges that jutted out from the wall. The light they shed, however, was so mean and miserable that it only served to deepen the shadows in the spaces between. 
“Should just leave her to rot,” he said to himself.
It would serve her right. The stupid little beast.
And perhaps Jute would have left Lena, for there’s no telling what someone will do when left up to their own thoughts. However, just as he was considering which direction down the passage to investigate, he heard voices. He darted behind a stone arch. The voices slowly approached. There were two voices, and after a little while he managed to distinguish them. The first had a light, complaining tone, as if the speaker had just been roused from his sleep or a good meal and was not taking the interruption kindly. The second was deeper and seemed to spend all his words soothing the first voice.
“That son of a thrice-cursed misbegotten sheepherder,” said the first voice. “The gall of him. As if a desert nag could run the legs off one of my beauties.”
“Well,” said the second voice, “it’s difficult to ignore the fact that his horse won.”
“Entirely beside the point. Y’have to remember those sand eaters are steeped in magic, up to their noses. Wasn’t true speed—wasn’t real horse—that won the length. It was magic, I say, magic!”
“Magic,” returned the second voice. “I’d give my right hand to be rid of the lot of it—”
“Aye, then we’d be winning some races.”
“—for the stuff’s been nothing but a torment to us, ever since that cursed creature came knocking on our door. I’ve heard its whisper in my sleep every night since.”
“Gold.”
“More us the idiots, for I’m thinking it’ll be fool’s gold before the story’s out.”
Shadows wavered along the passageway. Jute felt the stone of the wall against his cheek. It was cold and hard and the silence of it seeped into his flesh. The two men appeared in the dim light. They were walking slowly, heads down, and so preoccupied with their conversation that they would not have noticed the boy had there been lamplight shining on his face. Both of the men wore long, draping cloaks with hoods so that Jute could not see much of them other than the shape of their bodies.
“You’ve always seen the darker side of things, old friend.”
“That’s what you pay me for,” said the second man. “So I’d think it remiss if I didn’t look in that direction. But perhaps I’ll be proven wrong tonight when the creature returns. After all, we’ve the boy in hand now, locked up tight.”
“Shadow take the little wretch. I knew Ronan would come through. Didn’t I say he would?”
“I don’t recall your exact words,’ said the other politely.
“That’ll put us back safely with that—that—whatever that thing is.”
“I trust so. I hope so.”
“Well, I hope it snaps the boy’s filthy neck.”
The pair had passed on by this time and Jute, horrified by their words, slipped out and tiptoed along behind them. He knew that the filthy neck they spoke of was his own and, even though his neck was indeed filthy, he did not think it deserved snapping. But necks could get mistaken in the dark, particularly if someone was angry enough. Lena’s neck was no bigger than that of a sparrow. It would snap easily. He shivered.
The two men stopped outside the cell and he sidled into an alcove jutting off the passageway. He crouched in the shadows, gnawing his lip and hoping against hope they would not open the cell.
I can run at them, he thought. Scream and shout if they open the door. Enough of a distraction for Lena to dart out and be gone. If only I had a knife. If only I hadn’t touched the knife. None of this would be happening.
“So, this is the miserable wretch,” said the first man. “Strange to think the mighty Guild could’ve been brought near to destruction by a child. My father must be writhing in his grave.”
The second man sighed.
“I think we were done in by simple curiosity,” he said. “What child have you ever known to resist a shut door or a closed box? Doubly so if the child’s a thief. And we gave this boy an enticing mystery, for the instructions were to not open the box. If you tell ‘em a certain thing mustn’t be done, why then they promptly focus all their energies on accomplishing that particular thing. Each of mine was like that.”
“One of many reasons why I’ve never had children of my own,” said the other.
They fell silent. Then, without warning, the first man kicked at the bars.
“You there!” he shouted. “On your feet, shadowspawn. Up, and let me see your ugly face!”
Jute flinched at the rage in the man’s voice. His lips moved soundlessly.
Don’t move, Lena. Please, don’t move.
“Do you know who I am? I am the Silentman!”
Don’t even breathe.
“I own you! I own your worthless life and I’ll do with it what I will!”
No he won’t. I’ll get you out. It’ll be all right—you’ll see. It’ll be all right.
“Before this night’s over, boy, you’ll wish you’d never been born. Get on your feet!”
A shape passed before Jute’s staring eyes. The jailer. He shrank back into the shadows, but the man did not even waste a glance into the alcove.
“My lord.” The jailer bowed and tugged at his forelock.
“What is it?” said the first man. 
He turned toward the jailer and, for the first time, Jute was able to look within the man’s hood. The jailer’s torch illuminated the passage, but where there should have been face there was only a strange blur of darkness that resisted the light.
“Mostly been like that e’er since the Knife brung him in,” offered the jailer. “Jus’ huddles against the wall.”
“Not dead, is he?” said the first man. “It’ll be your neck if he is.”
“Oh no, my lord,” said the jailer. “He ain’t dead. Eats his food quick enough, he does, an’ today he up and tries to grab me—right through the bars as I was makin’ my rounds. You want me to roust the beggar out, my lord?”
The keys gleamed in his hand and jingled against the lock.
“Nay, leave be, jailer. I don't have time.”
The first man turned back toward the cell.
“Listen, boy, for I know you can hear me through your shamming. Savor this cell and your stone pillow well, for it’s the only pleasant thing you’ve left to feel. You’ll not live out the night.”
Still, there was no response from the cell. The man spun away from it with an impatient snarl.
“And you, jailer—the hour after midnight, you be at the stairway door with your keys. You will be so good to hand them over then. Be sure to scrub them well, for I want none of your stench on them.”
“Yes, m’lord.”
The two men strode away down the passageway. After a moment, the jailer shambled off, and soon there were only the shadows and the stone walls. Jute darted across to the cell.
“Lena,” he said.
The shabby heap in the corner of the cell quivered into life. Her eyes blinked, staring and huge, and then she flew at him. Her hands reached through the bars and he caught them in his own. They shook in his grasp.
“Jute!”
“Shh! You’ll be out of here soon enough. I’ll steal the keys and we’ll be out.”
“You heard him.” Her teeth chattered. “An hour past midnight.”
“We’ll be out long before then—shh.”
“I almost turned when he spoke. I almost screamed an’ turned. . .”
He soothed Lena until her teeth no longer chattered and her hands no longer shook. She curled back up in the corner obediently, but the last glimpse he had of her was of two eyes. Then she turned her face to the wall and there was only a heap of ragged clothing lying there.
It shouldn’t be difficult, Jute told himself. Just find the jailer. Just find the jailer and you’ll have the keys and that’ll be it. He’s practically deaf and dumb. I could steal the shirt off his back. Not difficult at all. 
But the jailer was not to be found.
The passage meandered in both directions for a considerable way. It twisted and turned and digressed into side tunnels and alcoves. It took Jute quite a while to be certain he had covered every foot of the place. The walls were lined with barred cells, but there were no other prisoners. In most of parts of the tunnel there were none of the oil lamps that lit the area where Lena was locked up. Jute took one down from the wall and crept about with the hot metal scorching his hand. Cobwebs shrouded the stones. A spider scuttled across the floor and climbed the wall. It was much bigger than any spider he had ever seen. The lamplight caught in its mass of eyes, glittering and shining like a wealth of tiny jewels. He tiptoed past the thing. He shivered and imagined those dozens of eyes watching him, all swiveling at the same time, intent on him.
He did not find any other doors beside the one the jailer had disappeared through, except for one door at the opposite end of the maze of tunnels. It was at the end of a passage well lit with lamps and swept clean of spiderwebs. The door handle turned smoothly and silently under his hand and he stopped, wary of what came easily. He listened to everything around him, but he could hear only the silence of the stone walls. But then he remembered the ward that governed the terrible staircase in the university, and the silence of those steps that had almost sent him falling to his death. He listened again, his eyes shut, and then he heard. Rather, it was what he could not hear. It was not just silence. It was an absence. He could not hear anything through the door. He pressed his ear against the cold iron to be sure, but there was nothing there. The absence of silence was not silence, but it was dangerously close.
Jute settled back on his heels and pondered. It had to be a ward of some sort. If so, it was the only ward he had found in the entire sprawl of tunnels. Therefore, whatever lay behind it must be important. And, if one had a dungeon where people were kept locked up in cells, then surely the most important door would be the exit.
He examined the thought and found it reasonable. But even if it was reasonable, the conclusion didn’t help him. The door was still warded. However, ward or no ward, he would have to see what lay behind the door. He took a deep breath and filled his mind with the memory of sky, for the memory of sky is composed first of silence, and then of a distance that recedes beyond the reaches of sight. Even there, the wind blows in silence. The sky flooded into his mind, replete with stillness and plucking at his thoughts with the cold, familiar fingers of the wind.
The handle turned under his hand and he pulled the door open. 
Just as quickly, he shut the door. Stumbled backwards and crouched there in the middle of the floor, trembling. Sweat sprang from his forehead. He stared at the handle, willing it not to turn.
The door did not open.
Jute sighed thankfully and turned away.
When the door had opened, several inches ajar, he had seen a flight of stone steps mounting up. But, in that brief instant, he had seen a horrifying thing. Several steps up, the stone had shifted—in less than the blink of an eye—hard, flat surfaces becoming fluid, bending and shaping and rising up into the semblance of a gigantic head without eyes or nose or ears but split near in two by a gaping mouth crowded with teeth like shattered rock. The head strained toward him, mouth stretching wider and wider, and then he had slammed the door shut.
Some wards could not be evaded by silence. This was one. Opening the door activated the thing. It was as simple as that. It would take a spell to keep the steps stone and the head in slumber. Perhaps just a single word.
He settled in a dark corner near Lena’s cell and listened to her even breathing. She was asleep. Minutes drifted by—each one more valuable than the last. A yawn forced its way from his mouth and he rubbed at his eyes. His head hurt. He hadn’t noticed it until he had sat down.
And then he realized something. Right when the door had opened, he had felt a dizzying impression of whispers. It had only been for an instant. The sight of the head welling up from the steps had blotted the impression from his mind. 
Jute’s headache pulsed with each heartbeat. He knew it was the result of the whispers. The whispers of hundreds of wards all concentrated in one place. Strange. The pain felt familiar, as if he had been in the vicinity of those particular wards before. Where had it been? He couldn’t remember. 
How much more time until the hour after midnight?
Surely the jailer will come again on his rounds before then.
I’ll steal the key, and then—and then. . .
Jute’s eyes closed and his head fell forward on his chest. The jailer passed by three times more, but neither of the two saw the other, for the boy was sound asleep and the jailer noticed little even when awake. 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
THE REGENT’S BALL
 
 The wind blew through the eucalyptus trees lining the lane that climbed up into the neighborhood of Highneck Rise. It moaned in the branches, wandering back and forth as if it were looking for something it could not find. Ronan hunched his shoulders as he walked along. The new coat he was wearing felt stiff around his neck. It chafed his skin. His hands felt cold and his mouth was dry, but that had nothing to do with his new clothing. A cat ran across the lane in front of him. It paused for a moment and stared at him before disappearing into the bushes along a wall.
“Good hunting,” said Ronan.
He rattled the two rings in his pocket and wondered how the prince of Harth had explained their loss to the regent or the court chamberlain or whoever it was that saw about such things. At any rate, it was not his concern. Lords and ladies and all that lot could go jump into the sea and be done with, for all he cared, though the prince was a superb swordsman. And a decent fellow, he had to admit that. The rest of them could go drown in the sea.
The sea.
Even if he never saw her again after tonight, the sea would always be there. All the more reason to go north to the Flessoray Islands. Life there was defined by the sea, outlined and delineated just as each island was hemmed about and held by the tide.
He turned down the Street of Willows and pushed through the gate outside the Galnes manor. Light shone in the kitchen window. A door opened and he could see the slim form of the girl.
Her.
The ancient sea.
“You’re hungry,” Liss said. 
He said nothing.
“And it’s early yet. Come inside.”
The old cook was at the sink again, just like the first time he had been there. She turned and smiled. Her wrinkled skin seemed to waver in the light and he blinked, for he thought he saw a seal, one of the brown seals that were forever sunning on the rocks off the shore.
“I’ve made a nice casserole of leeks and eggs,” said the cook. “You’ll have to eat a great deal of it, as I don’t eat such things and my lady eats as delicately as a sandpiper fidgeting about the sand.”
“And what do you eat?” he asked.
“I haven’t fidgeted in five hundred years,” said Liss, but she smiled at the old cook.
“Fish, mostly,” said the cook, clattering dishes onto the table. “Now, eat.”
He ate, and it was good, as he knew it would be. Liss sat across from him and took three bites before laying her fork down.
“What, not tasty enough for you?” said the cook. “I’ll have you know I grew those leeks myself in the garden here.”
“Hush, Sanna,” said Liss. “Two bites would have satisfied me, but I took a third out of appreciation for you.”
He glanced up and found her gazing at him. Until that moment, he had not really looked at her. It was the melancholy of the day, perhaps, or the ache in his throat that had kept his eyes from her. Put off the moment, he thought dismally, and then it’ll never come. Then it’ll never be ended. Then it’ll never be past. I should’ve walked slower.
Liss wore a simple blue gown of a strange material that looked as if it had been woven of foam and water and slow, thick light. It floated around her wrists as though it moved on an invisible tide, and it lapped up around her white neck where it halted at a string of pearls. Her hair was piled on top of her head in a sheaf of heavy, glossy black. She was entirely beautiful and he could not be glad for such a thing, for it only made him more conscious of himself and the dull, tired pain that was him. He put down his fork.
“How shall you bring me into the castle, Ronan of Aum?” she said.
“That isn’t my name,” he said bitterly. “Just as Liss is not yours.”
“I know.”
“Then why do you call me Ronan?”
“You must take back who you are in your own time. There’s little of your past that I do not know. Remember, a drop of my blood flows in your veins.” She smiled slightly. “The sea is patient. It always returns to the land to see what might be found. Each grain of sand is known and counted, but the future is still of your choosing, even though for the rest of your life you shall feel the tide pulling you its way.” Her smile deepened.
He bowed his head.
“Two ward rings.”
The two rings spilled from his hand and clinked on the tabletop. Liss picked one up and gazed at it curiously. The ring was too big for her fingers but it settled snugly around her thumb.
“Wearing it will satisfy the wards guarding the castle that you’re not an intruder. The regent gives all such rings to his guests and to his servants. It’s similar to that—”
“Ah yes,” said Liss. “The other ring.”
“Which, in your possession, would’ve easily allowed you entrance to the castle without my assistance. Without this charade.” He was conscious of anger pricking at his thoughts. Resentment.
“Yes, I could have. Perhaps.” She smiled again and said nothing beyond that.
Liss wrapped herself in a dark cloak that extinguished the glimmer of her gown. Torchlight shone in the street beyond the wall. A horse whickered and the gate swung open under the hand of a bowing driver. The gilded shape of a carriage loomed past him. Ronan took Liss’s hand and helped her up the steps to her seat.
“A carriage.” She smiled at him. “It’s been a very long time.”
The driver called to his team, and then they were away as the horses broke into a trot. Moonlight shone in through the windows on either side. The silence and darkness of Highneck Rise slid by, all stone walls and gates and occasional lit windows seen from across the gardens and groves. The road wound higher and higher up through the night and, as they went, the manors grew larger and the walls grew higher. They did not speak as the carriage rolled along. The silence between them filled with the rolling clatter of the carriage wheels and the tattoo of the horses’ hooves. Beyond it, Ronan thought he could hear the low boom of the surf surging against the shore. He looked at Liss, but her eyes were closed.
After several minutes, the carriage eased to a halt as the lane turned into a wide drive that curved about a fountain. The door swung open and the driver bowed them out. Liss slipped one hand into Ronan’s arm. Water shot up from the mouth of an immense stone fish and splashed down into a pool. The falling water rippled with torchlight, and everywhere there was the liquid gleam of silks and satins as carriages rolled to a halt. The castle gates stood beyond the fountain. Lords and ladies drifted through the gates and past the ranks of Guardsmen standing at attention. The soldiers gazed with unblinking eyes through the nobility as if they were shadows—pleasant wraiths to be dismissed as daydreams. They looked past to the night itself, which seemed to have tiptoed as closely as possible to the windows of the castle as if it might peer inside to learn of balls and dancing and other such wonderments. At the end of the lane, the night plunged down to the city below. Lights glittered there like a thousand stars gleaming through a thousand holes pricked in a tapestry of darkness. The sky above was just the same. 
“I’d forgotten the fountain,” said Liss. “How lovely.”
Ronan twisted the ring on his finger.
“Shall we?” he said.
There was one bad moment when they walked through the gate. Within the courtyard, and at the foot of the wide steps that led up to the castle doors, stood a small contingent of courtiers, smiling and bowing to the guests streaming up toward the castle. Ronan paused and Liss tightened her fingers on his arm.
“That man is the steward of the regent,” he said.
A short, squat man stood in the midst of the courtiers. He neither bowed nor smiled with the others but merely inclined his gray head politely to those who passed by. His eyes were watchful.
“His name’s Dreccan Gor and, though he’s the steward of Botrell, he’s also the advisor of the Silentman of the Thieves Guild. He’ll know me well.”
She said nothing, but merely pressed again on his arm as if to urge him on. He could do nothing except walk forward. He wondered about the state of the regent’s dungeons. In his melancholy, he looked down at her shining hair and marveled that she seemed only a young girl, not even reaching his shoulder.
The courtiers bowed and smiled with all the elegance that comes from lives spent doing little else. They inspected Ronan’s clothes with sidelong glances. He could feel the pressure of Liss’s fingers on his arm. Dreccan Gor stood just past the courtiers. But then, out of the corner of his eye, Ronan saw the question forming on the steward’s face. Liss glanced up at that moment—only for a second—and she smiled full at the steward. And then they were past and the steward was shaking his head as if he had just forgotten a pleasant dream. Ronan could smell the scent of the sea in the air.
“I shall not do that again, I hope,” Liss said quietly. “Power calls to power, and even the smallest gleam can bring attention. And bye and bye, it brings the contemplation of one unwanted.”
“Who would that be?”
She frowned. The tip of her tongue emerged as if to taste the air.
“I don’t know,” she said. “There’s one here, two perhaps. Possibly three. It is strange.”
They passed through the marble arch of the doors and into the castle.



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
A FAMILIAR SCENT
 
Arodilac Bridd wandered down the corridor. Several footmen whisked past bearing platters. The aroma of roast beef floated behind them. Arodilac’s stomach reminded him that he hadn’t eaten dinner yet. Lunch had consisted of bread and cheese gobbled down as he trudged back to the castle after Guard duty. He smoothed his hands down the front of his white silk shirt and considered following the footmen to see where they would deposit the platters. But then he thought better of it, for at the far end of the corridor, just visible past a potted fern, was the profile of Bordeall. The old commander was standing with a goblet in hand and a scowl on his face. Beyond him, on the polished floor of the ballroom, couples floated by in blurs of every color imaginable, leaves of silk and satin blown by an invisible wind. They twirled and spun to the strains of an old Thulish air. 
Arodilac absentmindedly hummed the song and tried to figure out why he felt guilty. The problem was, at this age, he always felt somewhat guilty. But there was something specific he had forgotten. Perhaps it hadn’t been important. Still, it might be wiser to stay out of Bordeall’s sight until he remembered what it was.
Now, what had the song been about? Something about coming home after the war? No. Not coming home after the war—that was it. He remembered it now. Most Thulish songs were melancholy like that, but hardly anyone remembered the words anymore. When he had been a child, his governess had been from Thule. She had loved to sing. 
The words sprang into his mind. He could almost hear her wispy old voice.
You’ll nae find me, my love, for I’ve left thee a’ home.
You’ll nae find me, my love, for my bed’s laid alone.
Bide thee, my love, thy heart an’ thee
For I’ve ridden to war, my brothers an’ me.
 
You’ll nae find me, my love, for I’ve left thee a’ home.
You’ll nae find me, my love, for my bed’s laid alone.
Sleep thee, my love, thy heart an’ thee
Sleep thee by moonlight an’ sleep thee by sea.
 
You’ll nae find me, my love, for I’ve left thee a’ home.
You’ll nae find me, my love, for my bed’s laid alone.
An’ if ye would wake an’ if ye would search
Ye’ll find me my bed laid under the turf.
Arodilac frowned. What a dreary song. It was all well to ride away to war, but it would also be nice to ride back from war. And it would be doubly nice to ride back home to be greeted by a wife and children all standing at the door. Liss and their three sons. Perhaps a daughter or two might be nice as well.
Arodilac sighed.
A heavy hand settled on his shoulder and he jumped.
“Bridd,” said a voice. “I’ve been looking for you.” 
It was Bordeall. The old man tossed off the last of his wine and then, without even looking, reached behind him and placed his goblet on the platter of a passing footman. He surveyed Arodilac grimly.
“Oh?” said Arodilac. He found himself unable to meet the commander’s eye. 
“Back early, aren’t you?”
“The watch changed at the gate and I came right up here. There’s the ball on, you know.”
“I’d noticed,” said the other.
“After all, I’m the regent’s heir.” Arodilac warmed to the sound of his own words. The regent’s heir had social obligations, didn’t he? “It’s my duty to dance at the ball.”
“If you came straight away here after your watch, then you didn’t have time to stop in on Lady Gawinn and the child, did you now?”
“Uh, no.”
“That’s your duty, not this damn fool ball.”
“But—”
“Get going.”
Arodilac hurried through the halls. Of all the days to forget. He had never forgotten before. It wasn’t fair. By the time he walked all the way down to the Gawinn house, made some polite talk with Lady Gawinn—all women talked overly long—and then returned to the castle, more than an hour of the ball would be lost. Bother it all!
He skidded to a halt. Hang walking. He’d take a horse. Yes! The two-year old he’d had his eye on ever since Uncle had purchased the horse last spring. A splendid black with a bright brown eye and a high step. There’d be some fun in the evening yet. He whirled and ran straight into an unyielding body.
“Steady on, young Bridd,” said someone, laughing.
“L-lord Gifernes,” he stammered. “I didn’t see you. I’m sorry.”
“No apologies necessary.”
The duke of Mizra stood smiling in the middle of the hall. 
“In a hurry for the ball, no doubt?” he said.
“Um, no. I have to see about a—a girl. Just off to the stables now to get myself a mount.”
“Aha—women.” The duke drew closer and lowered his voice in a confiding manner. “Between you and me, that’s one of the main reasons I’ve come to Hearne. High time to find that certain someone, don’t you know.”
Arodilac thought of Liss and tried to look as if he did know, but then ruined the effect by ducking his head and grinning foolishly.
“Um,” he said.
The duke clapped him on the shoulder.
“I won’t detain you any longer. I know how it is. The impatience, the sleepless nights, the waning appetite. Why, I remember when I was your age, I spent a whole month trying to—”
“Milord.”
The voice came from behind the duke. It was an odd sort of voice—flat and insubstantial as if the speaker was holding his breath while he spoke so that someone—something—sleeping would not be woken by his words. A tall, thin man stood there. At his feet sat a large dog. Arodilac blinked. How odd that he hadn’t seen them until the man had spoken. One of the duke’s servants, no doubt. The man was dressed in black, relieved at the collar and the wrists with scarlet. His face was pale as if he did not spend much time in the sunlight. The man’s eyes were flat and black. They passed incuriously over Arodilac and then settled on the duke.
“Milord, shall I return Holdfast to the stables? He has not had his supper yet and he grows hungry.”
“Eh?” The duke turned. “Oh, of course. Didn’t even hear you, Cearu, creeping up like that. Yes, take him away for his bones.” He smiled at Arodilac. “Can’t have the beast roaming about the castle now, can we? He’ll be begging tidbits from your uncle’s guests and tripping up the dancing.”
The dog yawned and revealed a mouthful of yellowing fangs. Arodilac had never seen a dog less likely to be begging tidbits. If anything, the brute would take its tidbits by force.
“Go on,” said the duke. “He won’t bite.”
Arodilac carefully patted the dog on its head. It sniffed at his hand and then suddenly backed away until it ran into the servant’s legs. The hound sat down and stared up at Arodilac.
“If you’ll pardon me, sir,” said Arodilac, “I’ll be off then.”
“Best of luck with your lady. I’m off to pay court to one myself. Luck to both of us!”
As Arodilac had hoped, the black was in his stall. The horse blew down his neck and stamped its hoof lightly as he cinched the saddle down. A sleepy groom stumbled up, yawning and knuckling his eyes, but Arodilac waved him away.
For some reason, the horse shied when they clattered out into the yard, but it was a well-broken horse and quickly settled down. The tap of its hooves echoed off the castle wall. Arodilac glanced back uneasily and thought he saw something in the shadow of the stable door. It almost looked like a dog. A large dog. Or maybe it was just a sack of oats leaning against the wall. 
The soldiers at the castle gate saluted as he rode through, as befitted the nephew and heir of the regent, but they grinned as they did and the salutes were sloppy, for they all served alongside him. He wasn’t the regent’s heir to them; he was just the youngest lad in the Guard and an easy target for the worst duties like scouring armor and mucking out the Guard stable.
The night was chillier than Arodilac had thought, particularly with the black trotting along at such a pace. He shivered in his silk shirt and wondered if, when he returned to the castle, he would smell so strongly of horse that no lady would want to dance with him.
Liss.
He sighed and then settled himself comfortably in the saddle to examine his memories of her, like a miser mooning over a handful of coins. It was odd, but he couldn’t remember what color her eyes were. Had they been gray? Perhaps blue. Maybe green. Green went nicely with blonde hair. She did have blonde hair, didn’t she?
Beneath him, the black two-year-old snorted as if in disagreement. What did hair color or eye color matter? Could the girl run as fast as the wind? But Arodilac did not know the speech of animals, and horse and rider pounded along down the dark streets of Highneck Rise toward the house of Owain Gawinn in friendly and unwitting disagreement. Arodilac was ignorant of the horse’s opinions, and the horse, while convinced of the preeminence of such things as speed and four strong legs, might have revised its view if it had known who Liss Galnes was, for even horses dream of the sea.
They rode down further through Highneck Rise, where the streets wind west toward the lower cliffs overlooking the sea. On corners and at some of the gates, lamplight flared gold in the dark. It seemed to Arodilac that he was the only person out that night. 
“Everyone up at the ball, no doubt,” he said to himself. 
That consideration, along with further thoughts of Liss, allowed him to enjoy several more moments of melancholy. The black blew derisively. It had no understanding of what a ball might be—did it taste better than an apple?—and did not care. The horse was pleased to be out of the stable and trotting somewhere. Exactly where did not matter. What mattered was motion.
If either of them had glanced back, they might have noticed a faint movement behind them. The horse would have scented the movement if the wind had been blowing in the right direction, but it was blowing in off the sea and there was only the smell of salt and the rolling boom of the waves from below the cliffs.
The walls of Owain Gawinn’s home appeared before them. A fog was thickening in the air. Arodilac tied up the black at the gates and let himself through. He shivered, his breath misting. The horse nickered uneasily after him, but he did not listen. Light gleamed in the windows. A servant opened the door and bowed him inside. He waited in the hallway and closed his eyes. The air was warm with the scent of beef stew and fresh bread. His stomach grumbled. Footsteps whispered down the long hall toward him.
“Arodilac. You needn’t be so diligent.”
He opened his eyes. Sibb Gawinn was smiling at him.
“Mistress Gawinn.” He ducked his head.
“You’re missing the ball,” she said.
“Well, yes.”
“You needn’t waste any more time here. She’s fast asleep, poor thing.”
“If you don’t mind, mistress,” he said diffidently. “Might I look in at her? Old Bord—I mean, the officer of the watch will ask if I’ve seen her, and if I say no, he’ll probably send me back straightaway.”
She nodded. “Come. I’ll not have you shunted back and forth between the castle and our home.”
The end of the hall opened up into a large chamber lit by an oil lamp hanging high from the ceiling. Arodilac drew a quick breath. He had never been in this part of the house before. For a moment, the ball was forgotten.
“Mistress Gawinn—are these, are these. . .?”
“These worthies spur on my poor husband each and every day.” 
Sibb smiled slightly as she spoke. The walls were hung with painting after painting. They were portraits of men, and in their clothing and in the cracked oil and faded colors, there was evidence of a progression of time spanning hundreds of years. Weapons hung below each of the paintings: a battle-axe with scarred handle but brightly burnished head under a portrait of a stern old man, and, further along, a sword in its leather-wrapped sheath. There were spears with blades as thin and as delicate as paper, braces of daggers, and an ugly-looking morning star with a brutal spiked ball.
“This is all the same family,” said Arodilac, looking from face to face.
“All of them Gawinns and all of them Lord Captains of Hearne. All of them dead and buried, from near to distant past. Mostly distant now. Some fell in battle and some were felled by old age itself, cursing, no doubt, the fact that they didn’t die on the battlefield. They’ve left their weapons behind. Their weapons and their shadows and their whispers to urge on the next son of their house to his duties.”
She did not speak bitterly, but turned her eyes about the chamber fondly, as if looking upon the members of a beloved family.
“It is comforting to know we are watched with such good will,” she said.
A staircase mounted up from the chamber. The steps creaked under them. Mistress Gawinn took a lamp from a wall bracket and it flared within her hands. Shadows stretched down a hall lined by doors on either side. At the far end, moonlight shone through a window. A door creaked open and the tall figure of Loy stood there.
“Milady.” He scowled at Arodilac.
“Is she sleeping still?”
“Aye. Not stirred a finger.”
“We’ll just peep in then,” said Sibb. “The Guard must be assured that all of Hearne is sleeping safe in their beds.”
Arodilac blushed but said nothing.
Loy ushered them into a sitting chamber. A second door opened past that to a bedchamber. Arodilac could discern the form of the girl under the blankets. Her hair spilled about the pillow and gleamed whiter in the lamplight than the cotton sheets themselves.
“I hope she doesn’t dream tonight,” said Sibb.
Loy shut the door.
“Satisfied?” he said, scowling at Arodilac.
Somewhere nearby, a horse whinnied. The sound was faint, for the walls of the house were of thick stone. The noise came again, and there was a strange, shuddering note of desperation in the sound. It seemed as if it was no longer a horse whinnying but rather a child screaming, thin-voiced and out of breath.
“What in shadow’s name is that?” said Loy.
“My horse,” said Arodilac.
He turned and sprinted down the hall. Loy ran after him. For some reason, Arodilac stopped at the top of the stairs and crouched down, staring into the chamber below. The light was dim in the space beneath, for there was only the single lamp hanging from the ceiling.
“Why are you—?” said Loy.
“Hush,” he said, and in that moment they heard clearly, from somewhere in the house, the sound of glass shattering. 
“See after the girl,” said Arodilac, his face white. “And bid Mistress Gawinn go to her children.”
Arodilac looked frantically around, but there was nothing at hand except for a vase at the top of the stairs. It was filled with dried flowers. He plucked them out and laid them down, rustling, on the floor. The vase itself was scarcely as heavy as the flowers and he grimaced, hefting the thing in his hand. Still, anything was better than nothing. He crept down the stairs. The steps creaked beneath his feet and, with every groaning plank, his heart faltered within his chest.
For some strange reason, the lamp hanging from the chamber ceiling was flickering as if blown by a gentle exhalation, even though the air around Arodilac was as still as if the house itself was holding its breath. Shadows gained form so that ghostly figures glided to and fro on the floor below the stairs. On the opposite wall, light glinted on a spear tip. It seemed as if the portrait above the spear winked—an old man with a scarred face. Arodilac blinked.
And then he heard it.
It was a quiet sound. A mere rearrangement of weight, as if someone had shifted their balance from one foot to the other. There, the sound came again. Arodilac looked through the railings. His breath caught in his throat. For there, staring up at him, were two red eyes. Two red spots gleaming in the gloom. At least he thought they were eyes. And then he knew beyond any doubt that they were eyes, for to his horror, the two red spots blinked and then blinked again, still staring up at him.
The neck of the vase shattered in his hands. The noise seemed as loud as a thunderclap in the silence of the house. Blood dripped from his fingers where the pottery shards had cut him. He gasped. Below him, claws scrabbled on the floor. The steps creaked and up the stairs hurtled a form made out of shadows and teeth and glaring red eyes. The thing slammed against him and he was thrown against the banister. Wood splintered and he yelled, terrified, for there was nothing beneath his feet. He flailed out and caught hold of a railing, only to have it break, and then he was falling. His fingers grabbed onto something—a smooth horizontal piece of wood—that held, slowed him for a second. The frame of one of the paintings. Then it too snapped, and he heard the sound of canvas ripping.
Arodilac slammed down hard on his back. For a moment he could not breathe and the lamp above him seemed to spin around in circles that left a trail of dull, flaring gold in the dark. He gulped and gulped again until the air came flooding painfully back into his lungs. He stumbled to his feet. Without even thinking, he grabbed hold of the nearest weapon—one of the spears—and wrenched it away from the wall. Then he ran for the staircase.
He was halfway up the stairs when someone screamed. A figure lurched across the hall in front of him, a bundle clutched in its arms. Loy. Hair as white as corn silk flew up against his face and the bundle clutched back at him with desperate hands. The girl. She screamed again. It was a high, ugly sound. The scream of an animal without wits and without hope.
Loy collided with the opposite wall and then stumbled down the hall, away from Arodilac and toward the window at the far end. Lamplight painted a wet red sheen on one of his legs. A shape drifted out of the door after him, a mass of shadow roughly formed in the shape of an immense dog. The dog seemed strangely insubstantial, for one moment part of a leg was there, and then it no longer was—Arodilac could see through it to the oak floorboards beyond—the next moment the head dissolved into shadows and then back. It was as if the beast took on the appearance of whatever was around it—shadows, wood, stone, the weave of a rug. It blended into its surroundings like a sand lizard fading into near invisibility against the backdrop of its desert dune home.
But even though the beast faded in and out of sight, it was easily heard in the creaking steps it took—the floorboards groaned under its tremendous weight—and the sound of its rumbling growl. A stench of decay filled the hall. The thing stalked forward, head lowered and fixed on Loy. It moved slowly, and Loy, even though he staggered along, kept up a quick pace. But the hallway was only so long and Loy was soon at the window at the far end. He untangled the girl’s arms from his own to set her down—she fought and clawed to stay in his arms, but she was small—and then, alone, turned toward the approaching creature. He saw Arodilac, but his face was dull with shock and he said nothing.
The dog leapt.
Arodilac shouted and ran forward. But it felt as if he ran through deep water. Surely this was only a nightmare that he was struggling to wake from with the sheets tangled about his legs. The spear felt as heavy as an oak log in his hands. The light in the hallway had been faint enough to begin with, shed by only the flame of one lamp on the wall near the top of the stairs, and now it seemed to be dimming even more so that darkness flooded in around the edge of his sight. All he could see was Loy’s face and the white band of his arms clamped around the dog’s neck. But the white was slowly blurring into red and the darkness was dissolving the man’s face into itself until there was only his eyes blinking tiredly. 
“Arodilac.”
It was only a whisper. That was all Loy could manage. The moon shone through the window behind Loy and the blot of darkness swallowing him up. Moonlight gilded the spearhead falling through the air so that it looked like a falling leaf. A leaf gone gold with autumn and falling to the earth to die. Then the leaf plunged into the darkness and the darkness seemed to shrink in on itself slightly—it looked much more like a dog now. Its teeth snapped together in front of Arodilac’s face.
The window behind Loy shattered around him. He fell out into the night with the darkness still clasped in his arms. It seemed as if he smiled as he fell, his eyes drifting from Arodilac’s white face to the even whiter hair of the girl crouched shivering and sobbing below the sill. Desperately, Arodilac tried to hang onto the shaft of the spear but it slipped through his fingers, slick with his own blood.
Light sprang up behind him in the hall and he heard the terrified voices of the servants on the stairs. Footsteps ran by him and Sibb Gawinn was on her knees with the little girl in her arms and there came a thin, faltering voice that fluttered and sobbed and whispered the word mama over and over again.



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
DANCING AND OTHER ENJOYABLE THINGS
 
Ronan turned the ward ring around his finger. He had never been inside the castle. At least, except for the time when he had come to meet Arodilac Bridd, but even that time could hardly count as having been inside the castle. He had been whisked through an unobtrusive door all the way around the back. The servants’ quarters, probably. Arodilac Bridd. That was one person he did not wish to meet tonight.
He glanced sideways at Liss and marveled. Surely she was only a girl. A slender form capped with a sheaf of shining hair, lips parted, eyes wide and looking everywhere. Just a girl overwhelmed with excitement at her first ball. In the regent’s castle, no less. Her hand rested on his arm, lighter than a sparrow’s weight. 
As light as the foam on a wave.
And Ronan marveled even more. For he knew that if Liss looked at him, he would see in her eyes, past the excitement and the eagerness, something ancient and serene and terrible. He bent his head over her hair and smelled the sea.
“Isn’t this marvelous?”
“What?” he said stupidly.
“This. All of this.”
“Yes.” But he saw none of it, only her.
Her fingers pressed down on his arm, propelling him forward. They drifted across an immense hall, through a throng of people eddying and swirling around them. A thousand lamps dangled high overhead from a thousand gold chains, shedding soft light down and in and over and around everything. The light nestled in white diamonds resting on even whiter throats. Sapphires and emeralds and rubies caught the light and then threw it back into the air, shot through with their blues and greens and scarlets. The light lapped against silks and satins and the impossibly perfect skin of the most beautiful women in all of Tormay. But amidst all of this, the light pooled around Liss until she glowed brighter than the finest diamonds, brighter than the most gorgeous sweep of silk, brighter than the most beautiful duchess. Ronan looked down at her and despaired of his charge. Surely there was no chance to keep her hidden. Surely there were so many eyes on her, covert and calculating and biding their time. He realized he didn’t even know what he was supposed to be guarding her from.
Her fingers tightened on his arm.
“We only see what we want to see,” she said.
He said nothing, but sweat beaded on his forehead. A servant curveted past bearing a platter of crystal glasses and Ronan claimed two before the man disappeared into the crowd. Liss wrinkled her nose when he offered her one, so he drank them both, thankful for the wine’s chill. It swept the bemusement from his mind.
“Who is your enemy here, milady?”
“Do not call me that, thank you.”
He steered her past a cluster of courtiers grouped around a young man dressed in what looked like every imaginable color there was to be had, and then some. He was talking loudly and every face in the group around him leaned in avidly. Gems flashed on his fingers as he waved his hands about. A servant with a studiously blank face stood on the outskirts of the group, holding a tray of wine at the ready. 
Liss craned her neck, fascinated.
“What is the name of the bird with the enormous tail? It fans out like so—” And she spread her fingers in front of her.
“It’s called a peacock. Liss, how can I watch over you if I don’t know who I’m watching for?”
“I suppose it is a what, not a who.”
“A what?”
“I think I’d like to dance,” said Liss. She cocked her head to one side, as if uncertain of her own words and thinking them over. “Yes. I’d like to dance. It has been a long time.”
“How long?” he said wearily. He attempted to smile and did not succeed.
She smiled, not needing to attempt it. The lamplight pooled in her eyes. Surely she was only a girl, hardly seventeen years old. But then the light was swept away by a tide of gray, then green, then a blue depth that swayed and settled into stillness.
“Before the dragons fell asleep, the poor things. Before men sailed into the west and found the land of Tormay. Before the Dark came, stooping down from the heights, searching and hunting and so hungry for what it could never have. When the stars sang for joy. When the world was still young.”
He understood none of it and could only continue across the marble floor, frowning and wondering. She drifted at his side, attached to him by virtue of her hand on his arm but more distant than the horizon of the sea is to the shore. The throng ebbed and flowed around them, full of richness and light, murmuring with a thousand conversations, a thousand asides and undertones, a thousand bits of gossip carried along like so much flotsam and jetsam. Silver platters bearing goblets and tasty tidbits bobbed along overhead, secure in the hands of servants. A staircase swept up at the far end of the hall. It was wide enough to allow ten men side by side. Up and down its steps flowed a procession of lords and ladies.
Just past an enormously fat woman listening to the solicitous conversation of a rather small man, Ronan caught sight of a familiar face. Smede. The Guild accountant was dressed in faultless black and mooched along with his hands clasped behind his back. Ronan steered Liss away. Odd that Smede would be invited to such an event. Perhaps Dreccan Gor had him to the castle for some reason.
Ronan and Liss came to the staircase and mounted up it. They heard music and entered into an even larger hall than the one they had just left. Here, the walls stretched up and up into an arched ceiling so far overhead and lit with so many hanging candles that it was as if they stood under a starry night sky. Couples twirled and drifted across a black stone floor polished to such an impossible sheen that it seemed more water than stone. Liss turned to him, her face solemn. One hand settled into his and the other came to rest on his shoulder. The music rose up in a swirl of strings and swept them out across the floor.



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
STORIES IN THE RAIN
 
Owain Gawinn reined in his horse and glanced back. The night was dark and the rain made it even more difficult to see. A few shards of moonlight gleamed on leather harness and oilskins. He could hear more than he could see: the creak of saddles, horse hooves squelching through the mud, and the mumble of talk between the men. 
They were good men. Well-trained. Hardened under his tutelage. Few of them, though, had proper battle experience. Oh, there had been some skirmishing over the years. Bandits raiding villages and traders. A particularly nasty fight with ogres in the upper reaches of the Rennet Valley. Old Yan Frearen had lost his arm in that one. Not to mention the boy who had been killed. The new recruit.
Owain frowned. He wiped rain from his eyes and squinted ahead. They were nearing the rise at the west end of the Rennet Valley. The eucalyptus trees crowding along the north bank were unmistakable, even in the dark. He could not remember the boy’s name. He could remember his face, though. Pale, uncomprehending, eyes widening as if already seeing something more, something beyond Tormay. But even ogres, no matter how vicious they were, could be taken down by sheer strength of numbers. It was a matter of fielding enough swords. The trick with ogres was not to get drawn into fighting in tight quarters with them. Though that wasn’t always true. The Farrow lad had proven that. If the story was true.
“River’s runnin’ high.”
It was Hoon. The little tracker materialized out of the night and nudged his horse alongside Owain’s mount. He had a length of oilcloth wrapped around his head like a shawl. Water dripped from the end of his nose.
“Runnin’ high,” repeated Hoon. “Ain’t seen it this high in a long time.” There was gloomy satisfaction in his voice.
“How high?” said Owain.
“I reckon right up t’ the withers at the edge of the ford. Midstream, deep enough to founder a horse. Probably haveta do a little swimming there. Weren’t about t’ go in just t’ find out. Track looks mighty soft where it runs down next t’ the bank. Slick clay. ‘Spose we could allus turn back an’ climb outa the valley. There’s a trader’s road just south, runnin’ up from Lura.”
“No. We’ll go on,” said Owain. He shook his head. “I’m not about to lose half a day backtracking. We’re almost home. If needs be, we can swim the ford. Everyone’s wet enough already as it is.”
Hoon chuckled as if this idea made him happy.
“It’ll be easy enough. I do enjoy some good swimmin’.”
The two rode along in silence for some time. The entire company had slowed from a canter to a walk, due to the muddy path and the darkness. Owain was not about to push them any faster. A well-trained horse was wise enough to be allowed its own pace in such conditions.
“Hoon?”
“Aye?”
“You’ve been hunting in the wilds for years. Probably longer than I’ve been alive, if I guess your age right. What do you think it is we’re searching for?”
“Wouldn’t rightly want t’ say.” Hoon spat into the rain and then tugged the oilskin closer around his head. “There be plenty of horrible things in this world, I reckon. Sure enough. Plenty be willing to cut your throat sooner’n say how-do.”
“Such as?”
“Well,” said Hoon. “You got your ogres an’ bears an’ kobolds to begin with. Those are bad enough, though them kobolds ain’t much for fightin’ unless they got no other choice. Then, you watch out. Ogres an’ bears—I don’t advise tanglin’ with neither, but bear steak is good eatin’ an’ there ain’t much like a good bearskin t’ keep you warm in winter. Ogre? I’d sooner eat my boots. Nasty, greasy stuff, ogre is.”
“I’m not interested in ogres or bears. What of other creatures? You’ve lived up in the Morn Mountains. Surely you’ve encountered strange things there that I’ve only heard about in stories.”
The path began to descend. Owain’s horse picked its way forward. From up out of the darkness they could hear the murmuring rush of the river below. On either side, the edges of the valley sloped up, reaching higher and sharper until they met with the sky. The wind was cold and brisk and it blew the rain into their faces. High up on the plain, though, Owain knew the wind would be howling.
“Trouble is,” said Hoon reluctantly, “stories are most ways true. Makes me wonder if somethin’ comes true if enough people say it enough times. Y’ever hear the story about the Lady o’ Limary?”
“My sister,” said Owain, “bless her heart, used to scare me senseless with that story when I was a little boy. Of course, when I grew older, I realized it was only a story. Things like that don’t happen.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure. Parts of the story might be true. Far as a girl makin’ a pact with the Dark to live forever, well, most girls are giddy enough t’ try somethin’ damn fool like that. But that’s aside the point. Truth is, there’s a village called Limary, up in the mountains on the northeasterly edge of the Loam Forest. Only, ain’t hardly anyone call it Limary anymore on account of no one’s lived in the village for more’n two hundred years. Just ruins now. But there’re a few folks round abouts that remember. Sheepfarmers, of course.”
“What do sheep have to do with the so-called Lady of Limary?”
“Enough, an’ I’ll tell you why. It happened a whiles back. I weren’t much more’n a boy in those days, but I’d struck out from home, making my way hunting an’ doing odd jobs. A friend an’ I wandered into a village on that same northeasterly edge of the Loam. East of Dolan somewhat. Pretty much nowhere, but right up against the mountains. A farmer hired us to hunt down an old wolf. It’d been makin’ off with his sheep. Least, that’s what he thought it was.”
Owain shifted in the saddle, trying to find a spot that wasn’t sore. It had been years since he had been so many days on horseback. The ford wasn’t much further now, if his memory served him, and then it would be an hour more to the gates of Hearne. A quick ride in good weather, through the cornfields and meadows of the western reach of the Rennet, but undoubtedly muddy and treacherous this night.
“Oh?” said Owain. “I suspect you’re going to tell me it was this Lady of Limary making off with the sheep, and not a wolf.”
“Ain’t no use tellin’ the story,” said Hoon. “Ain’t no use if you’re bound on tellin’ it yourself.”
“There’s surely more to the story than that.”
“Well, there is. Much more. I’ll tell it, if you let me. We lit out on those tracks, my friend an’ I. But the wolf knew a thing or two more’n us, an’ we lost the trail halfway up a mountain. Big mountain. Found out later it were called Limary, an’ it’s had that name long afore any folk lived in those parts. Night was comin’ on fast an’ it were cold up that high. Cold enough to drive ice into your bones. Luck would have it, just when we were thinkin’ about crawlin’ our way back down the mountain, my friend sees a light up ahead. Look, he says. I weren’t too happy about that light, but I weren’t too happy about the cold neither.”
“I’ve heard of the moor lights,” said Owain. “Lights far out on the moors that lure travelers to their death in the bogs and falling into sudden crevices.”
“Pshaw,” said Hoon. “Moor lights ain’t nothin’ much. Only a fool be taken in by a moor light. Our light, now, was altogether different. We made our way over to it an’ found a big stone house built there, right on the mountainside. Light shone out the window. The door opened at our knock an’ there stood the loveliest lady you’d never seen. Skin as white as frost on the flowers and lips redder’n blood. She had the prettiest green eyes.”
“Ah,” said Owain. “The stories are all the same.”
“Right they are. That’s because they’re true. Hadn’t you heard me afore?”
“Of course, of course. It’s just I’ve only heard the stories. You’ve obviously experienced them. So what happened then?”
“Well, I’ll tell you,” said Hoon, somewhat mollified by these words. “I’ll tell you, if you let me talk. The lady offered us shelter for the night. Invited us in. Had her servants give us a dinner—”
“Mutton, probably,” said Owain to himself.
“—an’ we ate until we were stuffed. Ain’t had such good feed in all my life. Real quiet sorts, was her servants. Never said a word. Just all eyes starin’ an’ silent an’ tiptoeing about. She bid us good night an’ had us shown to our room. Only one room for the both of us, but she apologized nicely, sayin’ it were on account of the weather an’ she had other guests already at bed. We was both right tired an’ it were late. My friend dropped off like a stone, snoring away. Mebbe it were the racket he were making, but I couldn’t sleep straight off. Lay there for a while. The food didn’t sit well in my stomach. Just when I were about asleep, I heard this noise at the door. It were quiet enough, but y’understand I were a hunter’s son. The sound weren’t human, I can tell you. It were a sniffing sound as if some creature were getting a taste of us into its nose. The hair stood up on the back of my neck.”
“What happened then?” asked Owain.
“Whaddya expect? About had time to sit up in bed, blink, an’ then the door opened. Silent an’ slow, but I got a glimpse of green eyes staring at me, huge and flaring like lamps, an’ I smelt something like wolf but worse. Tumbled off the bed an’ dove into an old wardrobe standing ‘longside the bed. Gave a yell enough to wake the dead, but my friend just snored on. Then I was in the wardrobe. Luck would have it, there was slats on the inside an’ I held onto ‘em for dear life. Somethin’ hit the doors, harder’n a mule kick, but it were made of good solid oak. Three times, whatever were on the outside slammed against those doors. I could hear the thing scratching an’ snarling. An’ then there were only silence. I must’ve fell asleep in that wardrobe, still clinging to them slats. I woke up shivering the next morning, I were that cold. Except, I weren’t in a wardrobe in a room inside no stone house. I were curled up on the mountainside. Just ice an’ rock around, an’ there weren’t no houses in sight. Only thing in sight were my friend, lying there with his throat torn out an’ big pawprints in the snow around him. Gave me a right turn.”
“And you suppose it was the Lady of Limary?”
“Who else?” Hoon shrugged. “Laugh all you want, but I know what I saw. I know what happened. I was there. You weren’t. Point is, ain’t much we know. Or want to know. S’far as our murderers, I dunno. Could be any number of creatures we ain’t never seen nor heard of.”
By this time, the path had descended down to the riverbank. The river rushed through the darkness, and they could hear the rain hissing on the water. The horses behind them halted.
“Going to get wet,” said Hoon.
“As long as we’re home tonight. That’s all that matters.” 
“All right, men,” said Owain. “Swim ‘em over. The river’s running too high.”
Someone mumbled a curse, but Owain did not bother turning. He had not the heart for such discipline, not after a long day’s ride in the cold rain. He would have cursed as well, but his thoughts were already full of home and warmth and Sibb. Owain kicked free from the stirrup and stepped down to the ground. His boots sank into the mud. He could feel his men’s eyes on him. All grinning, probably. He took a grip on the horse’s reins and walked it into the river.
Shadows, but the water was cold as ice. He could feel the stones of the ford underfoot. His mount nickered unhappily. He tugged the horse forward. The flow surged against him. And then he was forced to swim, the reins in his mouth and one hand gripping the horse’s mane. The horse lost its footing about midway. The current there was faster than Owain had thought it would be. The flow swept them both along, but the ford was wide and they had not gone more than a dozen yards before the horse struck bottom again. It snorted and surged forward toward the riverbank.
“All right then!” called out Owain.
They swam the ford, one by one. Some grinned at him, dripping with water and smeared with mud, some clambering out, sputtering and cursing under their breath. The horses’ breath steamed in the cold night air. Hoon came last, comfortably and impossibly perched on top of his mount, with his boots tucked dry inside his cloak.
“Perhaps my memory doesn’t serve me well,” said Owain sourly. “Didn’t you say we’d have to swim the ford?”
“Can’t rightly recollect,” said Hoon. “Though I do enjoy swimmin’ when it’s other folks doin’ it. Mebbe it’s cuz I’m so small, my horse don’t mind the weight.”
They made good time riding up through the gap at the mouth of the valley, where the sides were as steep as cliffs. The land fell away down to the fields that sloped all the way to the sea. The river rushed off into the night. It would reach Hearne before them, to curve around the city’s southern walls and there find the sea.
Lights winked in the darkness, far off the muddy track, as they passed solitary cottages and hamlets. The rain slackened and then ceased. The wind blew harder. Above them, however, the clouds scudded away to reveal a night sky shining with stars. The horsemen crested a rise and there, still distant but gleaming with more light than the stars themselves, lay the city of Hearne.
“An hour more an’ I’ll be drinking ale,” said someone.
“Bed,” said another. “Keep your ale.”
Someone else articulated the merits of hot mutton. There was much laughter and good cheer. The horses cantered down the slope. 
“Oats and a warm stable,” said Owain. He patted his horse’s neck. It whickered as if it understood. “Oats and a stable for you. Home for me.”



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY
LEVORETH UNMASKED
 
Only a few weeks had gone by since he had been roaming the streets with the rest of the Juggler’s children. Only a few weeks. Jute stared into the darkness of the dungeon passage. He chewed on his thumbnail and snuffled once or twice.
It wasn’t fair.
When he had been particularly lonely, he had loved to climb up onto the roof of a house several doors down from the Goose and Gold. From there he could see down into the yard behind the house. Most days, if he waited long enough, the mother of the home would come out with the laundry or with a chicken to pluck or to weed the garden. She had four young children, and they usually tumbled after her into the yard, where they would chase each other about—if they could not catch the cat first—until all four turned into a pile of flying fists and happy roaring and, occasionally, an unhappy, bawling face. That was when the woman would straighten up from her laundry or potatoes, or whatever it was, and cuff the children until they were all bawling. And then, invariably, she would go into the house and reemerge with bread and honey to soothe their tears. Jute never tired of watching them.
It wasn’t fair. He would have given anything to have been one of those children being cuffed about. Instead, he was in this miserable dungeon. He got to his feet and stretched. His stomach told him it was getting late. No sign of the jailer. There were only shadows and the glow of an oil lamp burning on the wall further down the passage.
Oh, Hawk, he thought miserably. Where are you? If only I hadn’t climbed out of my window. If only I hadn’t left the ruins. The square was crowded with so many people. Surely I was safe in a confusion of faces and stalls and barrows like that. How was I to know?
But he hadn’t been safe in the crowd.
No, agreed the darkness around him.
Jute blinked. For a brief moment, he thought the shadow lying across the far wall moved. Swirled, as water does when it pours down a drain. But now it was still. It was only a shadow.
Safety is found in small places.
Jute scuttled back against the wall. 
In small, quiet places in the dark.
“Who are you?” he said. His skin twitched. The voice was quiet. He could not tell if the voice was inside his head or if he was hearing the sound.
Just a memory. Someone asleep, dreaming. Old bones and dust and words. Just someone thinking about waking up and having a bite to eat.
The boy’s scalp prickled.
“I-I wouldn’t taste good,” he managed. “I’m extremely scrawny.”
The voice chuckled. There was a sort of damp sound to it, and Jute’s imagination trembled into life, inhabited by things with pale eyes that could see in the dark. He remembered the spider he had seen while exploring—hundreds of eyes bulging on stalks and gleaming in the shadows with their own cold light.
There’s no telling for some people’s taste.
“I wouldn’t make more than a mouthful,” said Jute.
No, you wouldn’t.
“No,” said Jute, relieved they had arrived at some agreement.
How are you going to get out, boy? There are two doors in this place, but only one is unlocked and only that one leads out. You’ve tried it. What did you find?
“Nothing,” said Jute, thinking of the stone head rising up out of the stairs. He shuddered. “I’ll find a way.”
With the little girl also? I heard the two of you whispering in my dreams.
“Of course. I promised.” 
Jute edged along the wall sideways, one eye on the shadows in the passage. It was unnerving to talk to voices without bodies. What made it even more disturbing was that he wasn’t sure if he wished the voice had a body or not. If it had a body, what sort of body would it have? If it didn’t have a body, how was it talking to him?
She wasn’t much of a help, was she?
“Well, no.”
Might be better to leave her, don’t you think?
“I promised to get her out of here.”
Of course, but there’s only the one way out. Up the stairs, and you know what waits on the stairs, don’t you?
“I’ll figure something out,” said Jute.
One second if you’re lucky. That’s all the time you’ll have to get by it. And that’s not enough. Especially if you’ve got a little girl along with you. Listen, I know a word.
Jute crept forward a little from the wall. “A word? What do you mean?”
A word that’ll close its mouth. A word that’ll put it to sleep, just like me.
“What word?”
I’ll give you the word, boy, if you give me something.
“Give you what?” said Jute cautiously.
One little thing for one little word.
Jute crouched down. He stared at the shadows stretching down the passage. There. There it was. A tiny disturbance in the air, like a wisp of smoke on the breeze.
One little thing.
“What’s that?”
He stared, fascinated, at the eddy in the middle of the shadows. Certainly there was no wind down here within the stillness of the Silentman’s dungeon. Nonetheless, the shadow moved. He inched closer.
The little girl.
“What?”
Turn your back on her.
Walk out. Alone.
The shadows thickened. The lamp further down the passage went out. There is no telling what Jute might have said then, but at that moment, right when his mouth opened, there came to his mind a memory of sky—a bright, cold, wide open space awash with light—and there, so far away that it was only a speck of movement, flew the hawk. Jute heard his angry shriek. And that same shriek burst from his lips.
“No!”
A wind sprang up. It blew down the passage in a mighty rush that swept the darkness away. Jute tasted cool, clean air in his mouth. As quickly as it had come, the wind was gone and there were only the normal, gloomy shadows filling the passage. With a quiet pop, the oil lamp sprang back to life. The flame wavered once, as if breathed upon, and then was still.
“Hawk?” said Jute.
There was no response.
Shivering, he hurried off down the passage. Lena peered between the bars of her cell.
“Jute,” she said, her eyes wide. “What was that? Something woke me up and then there was a terrible noise!”
“Nothing. You must’ve been dreaming.”
Jute wished he had been dreaming, but it hadn’t been a dream. He glanced back down the passage and then nearly jumped when Lena grabbed his hands through the bars. Her fingers were icy cold. He chafed them with his own and tried to think, but nothing came to mind.
“Jute?”
She looked at him anxiously. He managed to smile.
“Don’t worry.”
Lena curled back up in the corner of her cell, but only after he promised he would stay nearby. He settled into the corner of an arch across from her and tried to think. As far as he could tell, there were only two ways out of the Silentman’s dungeon. By key or by magic. Either he had to have the key on the jailer’s ring that opened the wooden door he had seen the man go through, or he had to know the magic that commanded the horrible head in the stairs past the stone door. Both of them were keys, despite one being made of iron and one being made of words. 
One word.
An idea wormed itself into Jute’s thoughts. If all else failed, he could always go back up the passage, around the corner and past the row of empty cells, right to where the shadows seemed to gather against the wall. Perhaps the voice was still there? He hastily squashed down that idea. The trick, obviously, would be to get hold of the jailer’s key ring.
Key ring.
Ring.
Jute frowned. There was something he should be remembering, something important to do with rings, but—shadow take it—he couldn’t remember. There it was—he almost had it. One of those endless stories Severan had told him (though, if he was honest, he had to admit he had enjoyed all of them). It had been a story concerning the old archivist of the university from hundreds and hundreds of years ago, the evil Scuadimnes. He had a key of some sort.
No. That wasn’t it. 
Light wavered in the passage and all thoughts of keys and rings fled from his mind. Jute sprang to his feet. Near the door of Lena’s cell, the oil lamp flame fluttered. He felt a faint breeze on his face. Someone, somewhere, had just opened a door.
He darted across to the cell.
“Someone’s coming!” he said.
“Jute!”
“Don’t panic!” He would have done well to heed his own advice, for his heart stuttered and sweat trickled down his back. “Just keep quiet. Pretend you’re asleep. Stay in the corner and don’t move unless they come in and drag you out.”
“Drag me out?” Her voice squeaked in dismay.
“Shush. Don’t worry.”
Lena scuttled back into the corner of her cell. The oil lamp flame fluttered again. The shadows in the passage swayed with it. He felt the breeze again. It was the gentlest touch on his skin, no more than old air shifting and then settling back into its familiar stone carapace of passageways. And what an odd smell!
Jute backed away into the darkness of a corner arch. The hair on the back of his neck prickled. The air smelled of musty cold things, of damp darkness, dead dreams, and nights without stars. His vision blurred and he could suddenly see the night sky. It was studded with stars flung out across unfathomable distances. Far off, high in the sky, a tiny black spot swiftly grew in mass. As if from far away, he heard the hawk whisper in his mind.
This is the enemy, though only a servant of our ancient foe. Beware, it draws near.
“Hawk!”
The dark spot grew larger and larger, until the stars around it were blotted out. Light was extinguished. The night became blacker than night. Jute realized that the darkness was some sort of body, a creature rushing through the night toward him. The bulk of it was so great that it threatened to cover the whole sky. There was a noise of rushing wind and a howling that groaned through his bones until he could hardly stand up. The hawk shrieked in fury—a terrible, desperate cry—and the darkness abruptly veered away. Jute opened his eyes and he was standing in the passageway again, his back to the wall and his teeth clenched so tightly together his jaws ached.
You see an old memory from him who went before you. But, wait, the servant draws closer.
The hawk’s voice rustled in his mind like feathers.
“Hawk,” he said.
Hush. I cannot help you. There is too much stone and darkness between us. I am relieved to have found you alive, but you are on your own for a little while yet. Use your wits well, fledgling.
“Hawk!”
But there was no answer.
Footsteps echoed down the passageway. Hurrying footsteps. A jumble of conversation echoed against the stone walls until it sorted itself out into three voices. The first two spoke a lot. They finished each other’s sentences, began each other’s phrases, and muddled up whatever the other one was saying. Jute knew who the first two voices belonged to—the tall man and the shorter, fat man who had appeared in the dungeon earlier that day—had it only been earlier that day? The third voice hardly spoke at all. But when it did, there was a familiarity to it. A strange familiarity. Jute shivered. The peculiar scent in the air was growing stronger as well. He licked his lips, but his mouth had gone dry.
“Of course, we knew we’d nab the brat,” said the first voice. “Didn’t waste any time catching—”
“No time lost at all,” said the second voice. The shorter man, thought Jute. “So there’s no—er—no harm done, my lord. All safe and sound. Safe and sound.”
“Yes, yes! Safe and sound. The Guild’s never fallen down on a job before, never. And though we might’ve stumbled a bit on this one, handing over the wretched boy to you will be as good as the knife in the box, eh?”
“Er, you mean the untouched knife,” put in the second voice.
“Perhaps,” said the third voice. The voice was hardly more than a whisper, yet it seemed to Jute that the speaker stood by him in the shadows and was whispering into his ear. He turned, startled, but no one was there. “Perhaps,” the voice repeated. “But we are unhappy with the service you have rendered.”
“But all’s well now,” said the second voice anxiously.
“Exceedingly unhappy,” said the other.
“As I am,” said the first man. He spoke hurriedly and it seemed as if his footsteps quickened in order to complement the pace of his words. “You can’t believe how difficult it is to find reliable help these days. Someone you can trust enough to get the job done, stick the knife in and do it right, mop up the stains afterward, and then show up the next morning with every piece of gold accounted for. Greedy little fingers. That’s the problem—everyone’s out for themselves.”
“I do my own killing,” said the third voice.
That seemed to end the conversation for the moment. The only sound left was the footsteps coming nearer, shuffling and echoing off the walls. The echo rustled in the stone corridor like the flapping of wings swooping down from the darkness, settling into a single word that murmured inside Jute’s mind.
Beware.
Beware.
Beware.
Three shadows wavered along the corridor floor and advanced up the bars of Lena’s cell. The lamp on the wall dimmed. The air grew cold. Three men appeared. Two of the men he recognized. He had been correct about their voices. The tall man and the short man. Yet this time they were both uncloaked and without hoods. Their faces were visible. Velvets and silks shone, even in the weak light. Jeweled rings on their fingers. The face of the taller man stirred Jute’s memory. A day at Mioja Square. Surely he had seen this man before.
But before he could pursue the thought any further, the third man turned. Turned into the illumination of the lamp. It was a strangely perfect face. But it was also a terrible face, hard and as implacable as stone. Light gleamed in his eye sockets and Jute realized to his horror that the glow had nothing to do with the lamp. He shivered, for just as the strange scent was familiar to him, so was the man’s face. A memory struggled up from within his mind. He knew this man. He had met him before. No. Not met. This man had—had. . .
This man had killed him.
Long ago.
Jute’s hand flew to his side. Pain blossomed there as sharp as a knife and hotter than fire. He felt wetness running through his fingers. His life was spilling out.
This man had killed him with a knife.
No.
This man had killed someone else. Someone before him.
His head ached. Feathers drifted through his mind. He could not remember.
“He is here,” said the man.
“Of course,” said the first man. He spoke with more assurance now. “Piled up there like a bundle of rags. You there! Boy! On your feet! The little brat—he’ll hop quick enough.”
A key gleamed in the man’s hand. The lock on the cell door groaned.
“Dreccan,” he said. “Get in there and haul him out.”
“My lord,” said the short stout man unhappily, but he swung the door open and stepped inside.
“I can smell him,” said the strange man again.
“There’s rather a stench in here, isn’t there? I can barely bring myself to breathe.”
At the back of the cell, the stout man bent down and hoisted Lena up by the collar. He marched her forward. She stumbled, her feet dragging on the stone. The cell door creaked and they were through. Light fell across her face, twisted, eyes squinting. One hand fluttered up as if to block out the glow of the lamp, the three faces staring at her, as if to ward away whatever was to come next.
The strange man pounced. He towered over her, his hands gripping her face. He stared down and then, with a snarl, flung her away. She collided with the cell door and then crumpled into a heap, her arms wrapped around her head.
“This is not him!” he spat.
“What?” said the tall man stupidly.
The other’s head swung around. His eyes gleamed.
“Near. He’s very near.”
A knife appeared in his hand. The two other men stepped backwards.
“By the hand of darkness,” the man said. His voice was quiet. “By the dream of darkness. By the hunger of darkness I call thee.”
The oil lamp on the wall winked out. All light was gone except for the glitter of the man’s eyes and the gleam of his knife. His eyes shone like pale stars, and the knife was a gash in the darkness that widened and bled an awful radiance that did nothing to relieve the gloom.
“By the hand of stone. By the dream of stone.”
Jute.
“By the hunger of stone I call thee.”
Jute. The hawk’s voice whispered inside his mind. You must flee before he finishes the summoning.
“By the hand of shadow.”
He is about to hear my voice. One such as he cannot be guarded against easily. There now! Look—his ring.
His ring?
“By the dream of shadow.”
Frantically, Jute strained his eyes in the darkness, trying to see. The man had no rings on his fingers. Not a man—part of his mind whispered—something other, something much older. He heard a rustling in his ears that quickly grew into a hum as if of bees approaching.
“By the hunger of shadow.”
The knife in the man’s hand was no longer a knife. It was as big as a sword, bigger than a sword, growing up toward the ceiling as if it would split the stones like a tree root. And to Jute’s horror, that’s what happened. The blade heaved and rippled with its hideous light, struggling to contain something that sought release, and then, finally, it shot up against the ceiling. With a snap, the stone cracked. Fissures zigzagged in every direction. The light crept along the fissures like pale worms that grew longer and longer as they forced their way toward the end of each crack. The ceiling bulged downward, as if something grew within its stone.
The taller of the other two men gave an inarticulate howl.
“Stop, you fool!” he said, his voice shaking. “You’ll bring the castle down on our heads! Don’t you know where we are?”
“Greater you the fool,” said the other, turning on him. “You opened your door to the Dark and we have come. I would rend your castle into ruin to find what my master seeks. I would tear Hearne down, stone by stone and soul by soul, to grasp what we seek. One life, two lives, three lives now, have stood in the gap for this city. You unwitting fool. Your miserable life and your city have been spared so far for the sake of these three meddlers. Sea, wind, and earth—may they all die in the darkness. Now, silence!”
The taller man staggered back and flung up one hand as if to protect his face. Something gleamed on his hand. A ring. The hum pulsed in Jute’s ears. It was as if a hundred wards had sprung awake at the same time, all quivering in alarm and waiting for whatever sought to intrude. The ring on the tall man’s hand flashed even brighter. Jute’s head began to ache from the hum. 
Wards!
Your castle.
Wards were coming alive in the stone far above his head. Powerful wards. In the castle. There was only one castle in Hearne. A castle that none of the Thieves Guild ever approached because of the countless wards spelled into its walls. Worse than hopeless to attempt a burglary. Unless you somehow got your hands on one of the ward rings given to visitors. Best of all would be the regent’s own ring, which commanded every single ward in the castle.
Jute didn’t need any more time to think about it. He darted forward on silent feet. Even though he made no noise, the strange man whirled. The knife in his hand was once more just a knife, but one that whistled through the air at Jute’s neck. He slid under it, skidded on the stones, and deliberately collided with the regent’s knees. The man exclaimed in surprise and flung his arms out to steady himself.
The regent! That’s who the taller man was! The memory of the man’s face now made sense to Jute, but that meant. . .
No time to think.
Lena grabbed onto his hand with all the frantic determination of a drowning cat. Behind them, the strange man gave a furious shout. The regent toppled over. His hands reached down, to break his fall or to catch hold of Jute, and it was as easy as that. Jute’s one free hand flashed out. A thought crossed his mind and was gone as quickly as it had come. Surely he, of all people, would know better than that.
Never shake hands with a thief, cully.
Jute yanked Lena to her feet and they were off, ducking around the fat man and sprinting down the corridor into the dark. Angry voices sounded behind them. A terrible droning noise filled the air. The ground beneath them shook as if someone—something— impossibly heavy had stamped his foot.
“Jute! Jute!” sobbed Lena.
“Shut up. Just run!”
They ran. Down the passageways twisting and turning through the shadows. One left, the second right, and then straight on to the last turn. Stone and sky! Where was that last turn? It seemed such a dreadful long time in coming. Once, just once, Jute dared to look back and glimpsed a terrifying sight. Pounding around the corner was an immense figure. Something like a man but taller and broader and made of stone and darkness and stray threads of light that wriggled up to the surface of its skin and then sank back again. It had strangely jointed limbs that hinged in more places than could possibly be normal. The thing was awkward looking, but it came at a terrible pace. Behind it ran the man, his eyes shining like lamps in the dark.
“Run, Lena!”
She said nothing, but he could hear her gasping for air. They turned the last corner. It was the right corridor. He had remembered correctly. The walls were lined with lamps. The stones were swept clean of spiderwebs. At the far end of the passage was the door.
“Jute!”
“Don’t worry, cully,” said Jute. “It ain’t locked. Besides, I swooped his ring. Going to be all right.”
That, or we’re going to be dead.
Jute risked a look at the ring in his hand. A worn gold band, carved into the shape of a hawk’s head. Tiny red stones gleamed in the eye sockets. A hawk. He grinned, feeling better. He slipped the ring on his finger.
Then they were at the door. The handle turned. He flung it open and held his breath, but there were only stone steps rising before them. Stone steps that remained stone steps. Lena darted up. Jute glanced back and wished he hadn’t. It seemed as if a wall of stone and darkness surged toward him and, in its midst, a pair of eyes shone. He slammed the door shut—there was a key in the hole on the other side! He locked it and dashed up the steps four at a time. Lena stood at the top of the steps, looking bewildered. A gray wall shimmered before her. He grabbed her arm. 
“No time to waste,” he said. “We have to go. Now!”
“But where are we?”
The wall pulled at them and then they were through. They felt the soft brush of wool against their faces and hands. They blinked in the light. A tapestry hung on the wall behind them, its colors still swirling in agitated movement. They stood in a bedroom. It was immense, big enough to fit the whole Goose and Gold tavern in and still have room for a stable. The ceiling soared up on arches of white marble. Stars shone down through windowpanes high above. Polished wood furniture—dressers and tables and chairs and such an enormous bed—gleamed back just as brightly.
“The regent’s castle.”
Lena’s mouth fell open. “The whosewhat?”
Behind them, somewhere on the other side of the tapestry, the door shook under a mighty blow. They ran. They ran across the bedroom, across a deep, silent carpet and through a door that opened on perfectly oiled hinges into another room of silence and elegance. Everywhere they looked, there was polished wood and marble, doorways and halls stretching in all directions. Copper lamps topped with carved crystal bells shone on the ends of silver chains hanging from the ceiling. Far behind them, they heard a tremendous crash.
“Down or left?” said Lena urgently.
The last doorway brought them to a staircase sweeping down into a vast hall. A blue velvet carpet flowed down the steps onto a marble floor. Pillars reached up and up, curving in to meet each other in an interlacement of stone weaving around glass skylights. The sickle moon and her accompanying train of stars shone down. Jute took a deep breath. It was almost as good as being outside. Left, high along the wall of the hall, ran a gallery.
“Down,” said Jute.
They tumbled down the steps. The marble floor was impossibly smooth, and Lena skidded on it until she tripped into a tumble of hysterical giggling.
“Hurry!” said Jute. Above them, the staircase creaked.
“Sorry,” she said. He hauled her to her feet. Her hands trembled in his.
“What’s all this?”
They turned. A man stood there, hands on hips. He was dressed in servant’s livery, in the blue and black colors of the regency of Hearne.
“Beggars sneaking about the castle! I warrant your dirty hands have been doing a bit of thieving, eh? Well, let’s have you off to the Guard for a whipping. Come on now!”
But it would have taken someone quicker than a servant to catch those two, especially a paunchy footman who wasn’t accustomed to anything more strenuous than chasing the chambermaids in his spare time. Besides, when they had turned, the two children had seen what was coming down the staircase. They fluttered away from the man’s hands like birds and were gone.
“Here now!” called the footman. He broke into a run but then thought better of it. He didn’t want to muss up his hair, especially as that new maid from Vomaro had started working in the east wing. Shadows, but she was a delectable piece.
Something cold touched his shoulder.
“Here now,” he said again, aggrieved at such a liberty. He turned.
Behind them, the children heard a scream that choked off into silence.
“Jute! What was that thing on the stairs?”
“Something real bad. Something worse’n the Juggler on his worst of worse days.”
It was then they heard music. They ran down a long corridor, dimly lit and lined with paintings of stern-looking men who all seemed to be frowning at them as they ran by. The music grew louder—the sounds of violins, cellos, flutes, and the curious sliding whistle that is thought much of in the north for its melancholy tones. Jute knew nothing about instruments, but he thought the music sounded nice. With it, there was also the sound of voices. Many voices. 
“People!” said Lena, alarmed.
“I’d rather have people than the thing back there! Besides, maybe it’ll stop to eat one or two an’ waste some time.”
“Eat?” squeaked Lena.
The corridor opened abruptly into another corridor, wider and lighter than the previous one and filled with servants hurrying about with platters and pitchers and crystal goblets and vases of flowers. Other than getting a few startled glances, the two children were ignored. The servants were going in one of two directions. Either they exited the corridor by the door at the far end, or they were entering the corridor by the same door, at which point they would then vanish through any one of numerous other doors further down the corridor.
“C’mon,” said Jute.
They positioned themselves behind a trio of servants hurrying toward the door at the far end of the corridor. Each one of the three servants bore aloft platters steaming with wonderful fragrances.
“Um,” said Lena. “I could do with a bit of supper.”
“Shush.”
The door was obviously a special door, for it was two doors rather than one. Each had a large silver handle, and each was attended by a white-gloved footman who pulled them open and swung them shut as the occasion demanded. Standing to one side was a fat man with splendid moustaches curling out and up toward his eyebrows. It seemed to be his job to inspect each dish exiting through the doors.
The first of the trio of the servants halted in front of the moustached man and offered his platter for inspection.
“Sweet apples stuffed with cheese, cinnamon—”
“And walnuts,” said the first servant.
“Impertinence,” said the moustached man, glaring at him. “I was saving the walnuts for last. You may go. Next! Ahh—one of my favorites—baby eels seethed in wild onions and the juice of gently crushed persimmons—”
“Yuck,” said Lena.
“Shush.”
“—certain to delight the jaded taste buds of even our most bored noble, eh?”
“Er,” said the second servant.
“Very good. You may go.”
The double doors swung open and the second servant disappeared through them.
“And what have we here?” boomed the mustached man.
The third servant held out his platter.
 “What have we here?” boomed the mustached man again, his gaze falling on Jute and Lena. While three servants were more than sufficient to hide behind, one servant was inadequate. The fat man’s moustaches quivered in outrage.
“Tiny mutton cutlets,” said the third servant. “Baked in a lovely mint sauce, accompanied by baby potatoes, fried golden and—”
“This won’t do!” The mustached man produced a bell from his pocket. He rang it vigorously.
“It won’t?” said the third servant, pained on behalf of the mutton and still oblivious to the two children behind him.
At that moment, the situation was taken out of the hands of the mustached man and whatever result his bell was designed to produce. Far away, at the other end of the corridor, a scream rang out. Someone shouted and there came a terrific clattering crash as a platter of crystal goblets was dropped on the floor. The mustached man looked up and his jaw dropped. The bell dropped as well from his slack fingers. The two footmen looked up. Their faces whitened.
“Run!” said Jute. 
He grabbed hold of Lena’s hand. The third servant yelped in outrage as Jute shoved him aside. The mutton went flying and the potatoes followed—one by one—like little falling stars. Jute slammed into one of the doors and they darted through.
For a second, Jute thought they had somehow stepped into the night sky. Into a sky full of stars above and below and on every side, all wheeling in stately grace to the strains of strings and winds. They stood on a floor like polished black glass. It stretched away from them through a vast airy space bounded by columns rising out of the floor toward an unseen ceiling. Clusters of tiny lamps hung high overhead like constellations. These were the only sources of light in the place. They reflected off the floor’s expanse and the black curves of the columns. Their light caught in the jewels of the assemblage, glinting in minute gleams of sapphire, emerald, ruby, amethyst, and the white, wintry wink of diamond, for a great throng of people was there, some dancing, some strolling about on the edge of the dance, others standing in conversation by the walls. And the lamps and their myriad reflections twinkled like the stars of the night.
“C’mon,” said Jute. 
He took her hand in his and they hurried across the floor. Couples swept around them, revolving in circles that spiraled in and spiraled out on the rise and fall of the music. Silk whispered across the glassy floor. Faces spun by, smiling, grave, laughing, intent—dappled with light and shadow and the flash of eyes. No one spared the two children a glance. They crept through the throng, around those dancing, past groups of nobles in tight clusters of discourse, tiptoeing by the servants who floated everywhere on silent feet with their platters and pitchers and their hushed utterances: “Would you care for more wine, milord? May I take that, milady?”
Jute quickened his pace, dragging Lena along with him. His ears hurt, dreading, yet aching to hear the uproar that was sure to erupt behind them at any moment. Something tickled uneasily inside his mind. The back of his neck stiffened.
Don’t look!
The hawk’s voice exploded into his mind. There was a desperate urgency in the words.
But he had to turn. He had to. Someone was staring at him. Jute could feel the force of the gaze. He stopped, felt Lena’s hand pull at him, and turned. Several lengths away, a couple danced under a chandelier. The lamps gilded the lady’s neck with light, but her head was tilted away and Jute could not see her face. But her partner was taller and his face was in the light. The light seemed to love him. It burnished his hair into a radiance of gold and it gathered in his green eyes until they looked more like emeralds than simple flesh and blood.
The man stared at Jute. His face was expressionless, but something flickered in those emerald eyes. Something hungry. Jute could not look away. A strange weariness gripped him. Perhaps it’s best to just stop running, he thought to himself. Can’t run forever. Dimly, he heard the voice of the hawk in his mind, but he could not understand the words. The hawk called again. It was only a harsh, ugly sound. The sound of a bird, angry and raw with fear. He felt Lena tug frantically on his hand.
“Jute!”
That was when the screaming began. 
The music faltered to a halt. The stars wandering in their courses froze, stunned into immobility as people halted in mid-step, in the middle of words, in the middle of their dancing, their smiling, their laughter. And then there was a great horrified rush of movement as people turned to run. They floundered, panicked and gasping. The light of the lamps high overhead stayed with them, caught in the spray of amethysts in a baroness’s hair, shining in the diamonds on the fingers of a lord, glittering and gleaming on a thousand thousand jewels that fled away in any direction that they could. The stars abandoned their proscribed paths as has never been done before by the stars of the true night, though some have said such a thing will happen at the end of time.
“Jute!”
Lena yanked so hard on his hand that he almost lost his balance, but he could not look away. The emerald eyes held him fast. Not once had the man bothered to glance back at the disturbance. But the woman who had been dancing with him turned, her gaze on the other end of the hall. She was not overly tall, but tall enough so her profile came between Jute and the man. The emerald eyes were gone, obscured for a second by the woman. Jute had a momentary glimpse of her face, of black hair piled up in a glossy sheaf on her head and the slender line of her neck. Jute blinked, released. His head ached horribly.
“Jute! C’mon!”
Lena’s voice was shrill with panic. He turned to run but it was too late. 
He had an impression of darkness, of something blurring down toward him like a wave of shadow. It blotted out the shining lights overhead and then he was drowning in darkness. Stone crushed him with its cold weight. He could not breathe. 
“Stop!”
The angry shout came from somewhere on his right. A woman’s voice. She yelled again, the second time louder as if she was approaching. The darkness pressing down around him shuddered at the sound of her voice. It constricted violently, crushing him like a huge fist. He could not move or think or see. Everything was black. He felt stone under his skin, choking his throat, shoving against his eyes until something had to give, something had to burst.
“Stop!”
The shout came a third time. The sound slammed into the stone around him. It hit so hard that Jute felt his body stagger backwards, helpless in the grip of the awful thing that held him. The ground trembled. Abruptly, he was released. He fell to his knees and choked on air. 
Jute looked up. Standing next to him was a woman. The woman. The woman who had been dancing with the man with emerald eyes. He saw now that she was young, surely only several years older than himself. She was dressed in a simple gown of brown material that gathered and glowed with the lamplight. Harthian silk, Jute thought tiredly to himself, worth more than a gold piece to the yard. Her fists were jammed on her hips and her chin was up.
The hall was silent. All Jute could hear was the ragged wheeze of his own lungs. He could not see Lena. The great assembly of lords and ladies stood like statues, all crowded far back in fear. A vast open space lay all around Jute and the woman. But they were not entirely alone. Darkness crouched in front of the woman. The darkness was immense, yet formless, without shape or any definable edge. It seemed to blur into the floor on either side. Stone could be seen in it, veiled with shadow, as if that was its heart. The thing did not move. 
“Come,” said the woman. The anger was bright in her voice. “Come. Let us end this now.”
There was some sort of compulsion in her words, for the darkness quivered and then, with a groan of protest as if it already knew its demise, surged forward. It towered up, gaining form. Shadow coalesced into massive legs and arms. A face of stone erupted from the darkness with blunt features and a gaping mouth. Jute cried out, for surely there was no escape from the creature. Surely there was only the darkness.
Aye, said a familiar voice inside his head.
Aye, there is only the Dark. It comes for every man. It is their right and fitting end. As it is yours. Now.
The woman, despite the horror bearing down on her, whirled around as if she had heard the voice as well. Her gray eyes glittered with fury. She snapped her fingers and the voice vanished from Jute’s thoughts. And then she turned away. Her hands stabbed in the air—once, twice—and the thing reaching for her staggered and fell back. Her fingers flicked a third time. With a sigh, the creature collapsed. A cloud of dust and shadow billowed out and dissipated in the air until nothing was left.
“L-lady,” stammered Jute.
She turned her head slightly but did not look at him.
“Hush, boy,” she said quietly. “This was nothing. It was woven in part with stone, and stone is mine. Stone shall not be taken from me. But now the true evil comes.”
He saw that her hands were clenched at her side. The light dimmed. The shadows thickened around them. Jute could no longer see anyone else except for the woman standing in front of him. But the hushed sounds of a vast multitude came to his ears—the rustle of clothing, the catch of breath, the muttered undertones. Somewhere, far back in the hall, someone was sobbing.
“Mistress of Mistresses.”
The voice was quiet, almost conversational in tone. It floated out of the darkness. A figure followed it, stepping into view as if through a doorway and out of the night. It was the strange man from the tunnels below the castle.
“Hold,” said the woman. She raised her hand.
The man stopped. He smiled. There was a dreadful beauty to his face. A blade shone in his hands.
“I still hold these lands, son of darkness.” Jute shivered in sudden terror and something akin to delight, for there was an old power in her voice that soothed his heart with strange familiarity. “The earth of Tormay is mine and every stone in this city is known to me. Be gone. Depart into your master’s night.”
The man barked an ugly laugh. His teeth gleamed.
“I came hunting a pup to blood my blade on, but I find the bitch wolf herself. The Dark will find great pleasure if I take both of your souls.”
“I’ve dreamed of the Dark’s demise,” she said.
“And did you dream of your brother wind’s death, too?”
The woman flinched at the words.
“I thought as much,” said the man. He took a step closer. “I have always wondered how closely those such as you are bound to each other. Did you fly with him in your dreams? When curiosity took him east, over the mountains and across the wastes? There, on the shore, he stooped down and found the edge of my knife. The foolish bird alighting to pick at a shiny stone. I knew it would not go unnoticed, but even I did not reckon such as you would bide sleeping still in your hills. What is your pretty hideaway called? Dolan? Mark my words, mistress—when my blade has taken you and the craven cowering behind your skirts, to Dolan the Dark will go to destroy the memory of Levoreth Callas.”
“You accursed sceadu,” she said. In her voice was the awful weight of the earth. The scent of green and growing things filled the air. Her hands fluttered into the air, shaping it. “I bind you by earth and stone, by oak and iron, by wolf’s fang and fox’s tooth, by—”
The sword was already arcing through the air toward her head. A tree appeared before him, catching the blade in its branches. The ground buckled. Jute could smell sap and he heard the tree groan in pain. A wolf sprang into being in mid-leap, its jaws snapping shut on the man’s arm. A pair of red foxes circled and slashed with their sharp white teeth.
“—by bramble and briar, by bear’s paw and horse’s hoof!”
An enormous bear lumbered out of the shadows. Briars rippled up out of the ground to bind the man with branch and thorn. There came the thunder of galloping hooves and an angry neigh. The blade whirled in the midst of it all and, wherever it cut, darkness bled. Darkness ate away at the neck of the wolf. Darkness seeped up out of the ground, creeping up the trunk of the oak and the green of the briar. Darkness tore at the flanks of the bear. The woman’s hands jerked in the air. Blood ran from her palms. She cried out in pain and rage. 
“By wind and gale,” said Jute. 
He did not know why he spoke the words. He was hardly aware he spoke them. No one heard them except himself, but instantly, there sprang up a wind, a howling wind that whipped through the air, dizzying and inexorable and joyous with being. It felt as if it blew straight through his body—he felt cold and empty inside. The woman in front of him swayed a step forward but did not fall.
It felt to Jute as if everything that was—as if the whole world—was caught up in the rush of the wind. That this was right. That this was the way things should be. The wind blew through him. It rushed forward, and color and line and shape blurred under its blast. The bear had tree branches for limbs now that threshed and swayed under the force of the blast, fraying into the red fur of the foxes, whose jaws grew among the briars and snapped and snarled and bit at wind and darkness alike. Stone encased the wolf in armor, shaped by the wind into shining planes. The man shouted with anger. His blade sang under the fury of the gale—a note rising up and up in shrieking pitch until the steel shattered into dust that blew away on the wind and sparkled under the light of the lamps above like falling stars. The woman called out in words that Jute could not understand and everything vanished. The man was gone. The oak and the briars and the beasts were gone. There was only the hall and the silent, staring assembly. And the wind.
The wind blew and howled. It groaned high overhead in the arches of the unseen ceiling. It set the chandeliers of lamps spinning and swaying so that everything was dappled with light that fled this way and that and would not be still. People staggered helplessly in the wind’s force and some fell, crawling on their hands and knees to find whatever shelter they could. A silver tray whirled by, followed by goblets that shattered into singing shards.
“Call back the wind, boy,” said the woman. Her face was tight with anger. 
“I can’t,” said Jute. “I don’t know how.” A fierce gladness warmed him. He had done this. The wind blew because of him!
She slapped his face. Hard. He could feel the blood on his cheek from her cut palm.
“Call back the wind,” she said quietly.
“I-I don’t know how,” he stammered. He cowered away from the fury in her eyes.
For a moment she stared at him in disbelief, and then she sighed. Her eyes closed. A presence thrust its way into his mind. Shoved him roughly aside—inside—as if he were nothing. He could taste dirt in his mouth. And then the wind died and the presence was gone.
She opened her eyes and blinked.
“Sorry,” she said.
“What did you—?” He could not finish the sentence. He felt tears welling up.
“Come on,” she said briskly. “Time to go. No telling what’ll turn up next if we stay here. I’m afraid this night will be the talk of Tormay for the next five hundred years.”
She turned and walked off. Jute stumbled after her. The hall rustled into life around them. Faces stared in shock. People backed away. A babble of excited talk filled the air. They neared a wide arch that swept down in stairs to a hall below, filled with light and torches and the shouts of approaching soldiers. The crowd of nobles near the stairs shrank back. Some averted their eyes from the woman and Jute. Others stared greedily, whispering to their neighbors. An older lady emerged from the crowd. A man followed after her. They approached hesitantly.
“Levoreth,” said the lady.
“Aunt Melanor,” said the woman.
“No,” said the other, hesitant. “I’m not your aunt, am I? I never was.”
“No, you weren’t, my dear,” said Levoreth. “Rather, I’m the great-great grandmother of your husband, though I’m afraid I’ve left out about a dozen greats in there.” She gently touched the lady’s face. “We are still family. My blood will run in the veins of your children.”
“Children?”
“Yes. Twins. In the spring.”
Levoreth turned to the man. Her face warmed in a sudden smile.
“Uncle, take care of Dolan for me.”
He could not say anything, but took her hand and brought it to his lips. Tears sprang from his eyes.
“I must go away,” she said. “I can no longer hide in my hills. I’m known, now, for what I am. Soon all of Tormay will know and, with it, the Dark. The Dark has come to these lands and it won’t rest until it finds what it seeks.”
She kissed them both and they were silent. She strode away down the stairs without glancing back. Jute hurried after her.
“Lady,” he said, “who were they? Where are we going? And who was—what was that thing?” He paused and then added timidly, “Who are you?”
Levoreth did not answer. 
Guards ran up the steps, their officer urging them on hoarsely, but they did not bother looking at the woman and the boy. They walked through another hall. Servants were gathered in clumps, whispering and glancing about them with frightened eyes. It seemed to Jute that he saw Lena peeking around a corner, but he was not sure. Tall doors swung open before them.
It was raining. Horses standing with their carriages stamped and steamed in the torchlight. A contingent of soldiers ran across the courtyard toward the castle steps. An old coachman huddled on his seat called down a question to Levoreth, but she did not stop. Jute had to run to keep up with her. Then they were past the castle gates and walking down through the night and rain, down through the quiet streets of Highneck Rise.
“Lady,” said Jute, but she interrupted him.
“Levoreth. For you, I am Levoreth. That’s all. No lady this or that.”
“Levoreth—”
“Hush. A ways more and then we’ll talk. There’s not much time, boy, but what time we have might be lost, and lost badly, if we stay too near the castle. No telling what’s been woken up by our little spat back there.” Levoreth shook her head ruefully. “No use crying over that. What’s out is out and that’s all there’s to it.”
She shut her mouth at that and would not speak anymore. Jute trotted along at her side. He thought he would burst from all the questions boiling up inside. He discovered that he was somehow very happy, despite having a lot of bruises and a nervous twitch that had him looking over his shoulder every few minutes in case something terrible was about to come charging out of the night. 
Considering your astounding stupidity, you have certainly landed on your feet.
It was the hawk. He sounded relieved. And before Jute could even protest, he heard the rustle of wings, and there, in the rain with the moonlight shining on his wet feathers, was the hawk. He floated down and landed on Jute’s shoulder. Levoreth smiled.
Mistress of Mistresses.
“This is a strange night. Faces from the past, both good and evil, but it does my heart well to see you.”
The hawk bobbed his head.
As your face gladdens mine. I am beholden to you, Mistress. We are in your debt, this young dolt and I. Thank you for preserving him, for such a task this night would have been far beyond my powers. I cannot stand before a sceadu.
“Wait one minute!” said Jute, his face reddening. He no longer felt all that happy.
“You are not in my debt, old wing,” said Levoreth, ignoring Jute. “All this time I have known it my fate to be in Hearne this year, and who knows but it was for this night?”
No. I am in your debt and shall repay it fourfold someday. It is on my blood and the blood of this boy. So be it.
A long, wavering howl broke the stillness of the night. It rose and fell, and then was answered by another same cry.
“What in shadow’s name was that?” asked Jute. 
“Do not speak by such a name,” said Levoreth. “That was a shadowhound.”
Another howl keened in the night sky. It seemed to come from somewhere further away in the city.
Three such hounds, I think.
Levoreth’s shoulders slumped.
“Have three such creatures ever been seen in Tormay?” she said. Her voice was weary. “We have been given a dreadful night. I don’t want to think on what this means, but I fear there’s more evil here than a sceadu. But how can that be? The three sceadus were the lieutenants of Nokhoron Nozhan, and there were none mightier than they. We are faced with a peculiar mystery.”
The hawk unfurled its wings and launched into the air. Two powerful strokes and it was invisible against the night sky.
A sceadu, Mistress? A sceadu did kill my master.
“I’ll weep for thy master another day, old wing,” she said swiftly. “But for now take your youngling to safety. Keep him alive. Keep him alive so that he may grow in wisdom and power. Hide him in whatever nest you can find. No, I speak hastily. Go north, rather, north to the Duke of Lannaslech of Harlech and command him—command him in my name—to guard the boy, though he spend every drop of blood in his land and Harlech groans with death.”
You speak wisely, Mistress. And what of you?
“I’ll lead the creatures out of the city, for doubtless they have my scent. They’re drawn to power, even over blood. I’m weary this night, but I’ll lead them a chase to their deaths.”
“What do you mean?” said Jute, bewildered. “What’s to become of me?”
“What’s to become of you?” Levoreth echoed. She drew close and touched his face with her fingers. Her eyes were sad. “I don’t know your name, boy.”
“My name is Jute.”
“Jute. Know that I grieve for you. I would wish your road on none, but we cannot ordain our days. It is all dreamed beforehand in the house of dreams. Ours is merely to live it well and die. I’d hoped to explain more to you, but the hawk will do so when he sees fit.”
She bent down and kissed his brow. Her lips were cold and wet with rain.
“Never forget, Jute,” she said. “It is much easier to unleash the wind than it is to deny its power.” She touched his face again. “Fly well, little brother.”
Then she turned and ran. She ran fast, much faster than Jute had seen anything ever run before, as fast as a horse in full gallop, even faster. Her hair flew out behind her in a heavy, wet mass, almost like a horse’s mane. The brown of her dress looked like the sheen of a horse’s coat. She vanished into the night, but, even after she was gone, Jute seemed to hear the distant echo of horse’s hooves galloping in his mind.
Aye, you see wisely. Once, many years ago, lived a mighty horse and, together, those two kept watch over this land.
“But what of me?” said Jute, feeling rather sorry for himself.
What of you?
You are a thief, are you not? Get over the nearest wall here and we shall find some nook in a rich man’s house to hide away for the night. The shadowhounds are on the scent of the lady and your skin’ll be safe for now.
Jute clambered over the nearest wall and discovered a garden surrounding a large manor. He found an unlocked window and crept along until he found a linen closet that, judging by the amount of dust in it, had not been used for some time. He curled up inside, sniffling and still feeling sorry for himself. Questions jumbled about in his mind, but he was asleep as soon as his head was pillowed on a pile of sheets. The day had been long and he was tired. Just before he fell asleep, however, he remembered the man with emerald eyes. He had meant to ask Levoreth about him.
The hawk perched on the peak of the roof and stared out into the night. Rain fell down. From the street beyond the wall came a faint noise. Something was prowling about, sniffing and growling to itself. The hawk tensed, but then, from far off in the city below, a howl bugled out across the night. It rose and then broke off into a series of excited bays. The scent had been caught. With a scramble and a snort, whatever it was sniffing about in the street padded away. Soon, everything was silent except for the rain tapping on rooftops. The hawk tucked his beak down against his breast, but he did not sleep.



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
LEVORETH RUNS
 
The rain fell harder and faster than before. The gutters flowed like swollen streams and the cobblestones in some streets were ankle-deep. Levoreth did not mind. She was weary, true, but it was a weariness of mind rather than body. She kilted up her dress above her knees and ran through the night. Buildings blurred by, set with darkened windows and shut doors. Occasionally, though, light shone from a window. Sleep, city, she whispered. Sleep and do not wake. Keep your doors locked. Keep your children safe in their beds. Sleep until I have fled your walls and taken this evil with me.
A bay sounded far behind her, sharp and intent. Another one belled out somewhere on her right. The second was much closer. Levoreth splashed across a street and turned a corner. A shape lunged out of the darkness, mouth gaping with teeth. She swerved. Her hand lashed out, slapping at the air, and the creature skidded over the cobblestones and slammed against a wall. It scrambled to its feet, snarling and shaking its head.
She ran.
The gates of the city loomed before her. A light shone in a window of the Guard tower. Two soldiers leaned on their spears under the gaping archway of the gates. One puffed comfortably on a pipe, and the smoke curled up into the darkness and out into the rain. Immediately, she angled away from the gates. It wouldn’t do to lead the shadowhounds straight to the soldiers. They wouldn’t have time to see what had killed them until their throats were already ripped out.
Levoreth loped along the road below the wall, listening for the noises behind her. The beasts were close, but not too close. They seemed to run silently once they were within sight of prey. Her ears were sharper than a deer’s, however, and she could hear the pad of their paws and their panting. Three shadowhounds. It had been a long time since she had seen such a number. Hundreds of years.
No, whispered her memory to her. Nearly a thousand years ago. Remember? Long before you came to these shores. She stuffed the memory down into the back of her mind and ran on.
The stretch of wall before her looked deserted. The city Guard, apparently, were not dedicated enough to be out in such a night. Levoreth glanced back. Far down the street, spray flew as three dark shapes ran over the wet cobblestones.
She eyed the wall.
Perhaps forty feet high. Easy enough for a mountain cat. She filled her mind with a memory from the previous winter. She had hiked up into the mountains, up through the pine forests on the lower slopes of the Morn range, until she had come out onto the snow fields. They were silent, white expanses angling against the sky, complete and inviolate except for the occasional slab of rock jutting up. A pair of mountain cats appeared then, trotting on wedge-shaped paws across the snow’s crust. They were huge beasts, the male standing higher than her waist, and they had pressed their faces imperiously against her hands, demanding to have their ears scratched while they told her of snow and moonlight and the tasty goats that lived on the crags.
She leapt. And landed on top of the wall. A snarl hissed from her lips. Crouching on the wet stones, Levoreth looked down. A rank odor of decay wafted up to her. The beasts below hurled themselves against the wall. They scored the stone in bright gashes with their claws, but they could not leap high enough to reach the top. She waited and watched. The three shadowhounds paced back and forth. Their eyes stared up at her, red spots glowing like coals in the darkness. Then, it happened. The shadowhounds began to fade. Their forms grew insubstantial. The rain fell through them. One by one, they lumbered to the wall—it was more like they were fog drifting over the ground—and then disappeared into the stone.
Levoreth hurled herself off the other side of the wall and was running when she hit the ground. It was turf there, green and thick and soggy with rain, but her feet made no prints as she crossed it. Behind her, the muzzle of the first shadowhound emerged from the wall, moving slowly as if the stone was deep water that must be struggled through. Once clear of the wall, however, the beast regained solidity. In a moment, the two others had joined it. She did not look back again. She went east, down through the darkness of the Rennet Valley and along the river that flowed there. She could smell the cornfields. The rain splashed down on the surface of the river and the patter of the drops blended with the murmur of the flow so that she seemed to hear its voice as she ran.
Down and down, west and west, murmured the river.
Aye, said a passing fish. We go, we go.
We go to the sea. It blew a string of bubbles that floated up to the surface to be popped by raindrops.
Down from sky, snow, and ice, continued the river, not caring about the opinions of fish one way or the other.
Fog on the field, rain and mist.
Water wends its way.
Splutter, glug, splash, and spray.
Through stone and earth and clay.
In sun and moon and day.
Flies, interrupted a bullfrog. Flies, flies, flies.
Down and down—west and west.
“Flow to the sea, little river,” called Levoreth, “flow down and bid my sister look to her borders.” She was not certain, though, if the river understood her, for water was not her language and neither was it hers to command.
After a while, it stopped raining. The clouds unraveled and revealed the moon. A touch of gray far over the eastern horizon relieved the darkness and hinted of the morning to come. Her breath misted out behind her. The valley narrowed here, while the slope on the north side of the valley rose up steeply toward the plain beyond. A few lights shone in the distance on the river bend. A village. She could smell smoke in the air. Her mind caught at a stirring of life—a baker in the village setting out the dough to rise for the morning’s bread, a farmer yawning his way to the barn with milk pails in hand, and a young mother up with a colicky infant.
Levoreth turned her face to the north. It would be an evil morning for the villagers if she led the shadowhounds through their midst. She mounted up the valley slope. Heather and gorse grew there among the rocks. A few trees stood high on the valley wall like sentinels looking out across the plain stretching beyond. And then she had reached the plain itself—the Scarpe. The night wind swept across it, rich with the scent of heather and sweet grass and the perfume of the jona flowers. She breathed in, refreshed. 
Levoreth turned and saw, just cresting the rise of the plain, the dark forms of the three hounds. They surged forward and the wind carried the noise of their hoarse panting to her ears. She ran on across the plain. The sky paled into morning. A family of rabbits peeked at her from amidst the grass, but she struck fear into their minds so that they scattered, screaming in high-pitched squeals, darting away in frantic zigzags.
Run, little ones. Evil draws near.
When the sun was peering over the mountains in the east, Levoreth slowed her pace and then stopped. She stood and waited amidst the grass. All the animals had fled—all the rabbits, the field mice, the tomtits and sparrows, the grouse, the quail, and the little red foxes with their quick paws and curious eyes—they had all run away for fear of her and what hunted along her path.
The shadowhounds came. They were long, loping slants of darkness in the morning light. They did not slacken their speed, but rushed at her in silence and gaping jaws. Levoreth stood with her hands folded. Her slim form seemed no sturdier than a blade of grass before their massive bulks. But before they could close with her, she stamped her heel on the ground. The earth shook. It split open in front of her, and the two nearest hounds lunging forward tumbled down into the dark depths. The ground closed up around them with a shivering groan of protest as if it could not stomach what it had swallowed. The third hound checked its rush. It circled her rapidly, belly low to the grass and head turning this way and that, bewildered, to see where its brothers had gone. 
Levoreth muttered a word and the grass began to grow. It rippled up from the ground, each blade as thin and as fragile as any other blade of grass, but each blade one of a thousand thousands. The grass caught at the pacing shadowhound. It plucked at the beast’s paws until it stumbled and could not stand. Earth flew as it tore at its bonds. The green grass was spattered with dark blood as the creature bit at its own limbs, frantic to break free from the strange chains coiling themselves around and around in ever tightening loops. The grass yanked the beast down onto the ground. More tendrils swayed up into the air and looped themselves about its jaws. Soon, the beast was wrapped up so tight it could not move. Levoreth knelt on the ground by the thing. One red eye stared frantically at her from behind a lacing of green. She placed her hand on its head.
And almost snatched her hand away.
Darkness beat against her mind. Hunger. A ravening emptiness that sought to be filled. 
“Who sent you forth?”
The beast would not answer. It could not answer. It was only a clockwork of shadows and bone, hunger, mute instincts and obedience. But in the darkness pooled behind the staring red eye, a separate awareness stirred.
Well met, once again, Mistress of Mistresses.
“You!” she said.
I would have thee as a jewel within my walls.
“Never. Though the sun betray light and plunge the world into darkness, never!”
The voice chuckled.
May that day come. Soon.
“Leave my land—you and your creatures! Tormay is mine and you have no part here!”
Brave words, little Mistress. Brave words, but I am not thine to command. Thou hast been sleeping too long. The years come, the years go, and the Dark comes creeping in. The gate was left unlatched. But peace, child, peace. That is all I wish to give this land.
“If death is peace!” she spat.
Aye, said the voice with satisfaction. It paused and Levoreth saw that red eye between the fur and the binding grass fade into lifelessness. The body beneath her hand convulsed in one last struggle and then fell slack.
Death.
The body of the shadowhound collapsed into dust. The bindings of grass unwove themselves, whispering as the blades rubbed against each other. Radiance rose above the mountains in the east. The sky sprang into blue as the night rushed away into the west. The sun was up. Levoreth could not see for a moment, other than a blur of color that trembled with light, for tears filled her eyes. She blinked them away. Weariness fell over her.
“Old,” she said to herself. “I’ve become old.”
She began walking, northwest across the plain. Her limbs ached. The dew on the grass shone with sunlight, blinding bright in the slant of the sun. Levoreth did not see any of the glory of the morning, for within her mind was the face of the boy. He stared at her with questioning eyes.
“You’ll find out soon enough, boy.”



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
KEEP THE BOY ALIVE
 
Liss and Ronan left right after the lights flared on in the great hall. The sudden luminance revealed a crowd of white, frightened faces. Wailing was heard from somewhere further back in the hall. The court physician hurried past with two attendants in tow, each one clutching bags of potions and ointments and bandages.
“Come,” said Liss. 
Her hand settled on Ronan’s arm. They drifted through the throng of people. Guards stood at every door, their eyes examining every face that drew near. Ronan tensed. He missed the weight of his sword on his back. Liss’s fingers tightened on his arm.
“Peace,” she said. “They don’t know what they’re looking for, but they do not look for you. At least not this night. But as for me, I’ve seen what I came looking for, and I must go away with many things to be thought over.”
“What was that?” said Ronan. 
The back of his shirt was damp with sweat. It was the first time he had spoken since the darkness had come stalking out of the crowd. His inclination had been to pull Liss behind him, but she had proved more immovable than rock. He had had to content himself by her side. Never had he felt so much fear.
“Not here,” said Liss. A frown crossed her face. “This place is not yet safe. Something is still here. Something hidden and watching.”
She paused. The grand stairway before them leading out and down from the hall was choked with people. A mass of nobility surged down its steps. The air trembled with hysteria, voices on the verge of shouting, weeping, and the stridency of strong men unwilling to show that they were afraid. 
“Is there another way out? A quicker way?”
“Through those windows on the far side, I think,” said Ronan. 
Her fingers pressed on his arm, toward the windows.
“There’s someone here on the stairs I fear to meet.”
“You?” he said in disbelief.
“Me.”
Liss looked over her shoulder, but Ronan could not tell who she was looking at. The stairway was so crowded that it could have been one of any number of people. The nobility, he thought critically to himself. The best of Tormay with their airs and their lands and their titles—all as terrified as drowning rats.
Rain streaked down against the windows. They opened out onto a stone veranda. Steps descended from the veranda down into the dark and damp of the castle gardens. Others had had the same thought as Ronan, and they passed frightened groups of shadows in the rain. Light from windows fell across shocked faces.
“Scandalous,” someone said close by. “And not even hide or hair of Botrell when it happened. Why. . .” The voice faded into the darkness and the slashing rain.
“Your cloak,” said Ronan. “We’ve left it behind and this rain’ll have you soaked through in no time.”
Liss smiled, shaking her head, and he felt unutterably foolish. And foolish he was, for though he was soon sodden with rain, not a drop touched her. The puddles on the stone veranda shrank back in deference to her slippered foot. Down the long stone steps they went, while the castle rose up alongside them, lights shining from its windows. Then, they were in the dripping gloom of the garden. Oaks huddled over them and the darkness was so complete that Ronan could not trust his eyes.
“There,” Liss said, pointing. “There’s a gate in the wall.”
“I don’t see anything.”
“Neither do I, but this night is filled with water. Water’s mine and it tells me many things.”
Sure enough, half-hidden by moss and drooping branches was a little gate of iron bars. It refused to budge when Ronan tried to force it. Liss touched the lock once and the gate swung open.
“Water?”
“Yes,” she said.
They found themselves standing in a dark street skirting the wall of the castle grounds. They were alone and nothing could be heard except for the spatter of the rain and the gurgle of a gutter threatening to encroach on the street. 
“Will you tell me?” said Ronan. “Or must I plague myself with questions I can’t answer?”
“Tell you what that was you saw inside the castle?”
“No. Hang what was inside the castle. Why did you choose me?” 
Liss stared calmly at him, her face tilted back. He noticed, then, that the rain did touch her. The drops falling on her skin and in her hair vanished as if she was absorbing them. He took a step back. 
“You never needed me, did you? You could’ve walked right into the regent’s castle with all the soldiers in Hearne lined up on either side and none of them would’ve dared glance at your shadow.”
“Perhaps,” said Liss. “Power is a chancy thing, even such as mine. When used, it’s like a beacon blazing in the night. It draws unwanted attention. This, I must avoid, for I don’t know what is waiting and watching. But my need of you isn’t confined to what happened this night. Rather, it’s just begun.”
From somewhere close by, a dog barked. Ronan thought it a dog at the first bark, but with the second bark he thought it more a wolf. Though what would a wolf be doing in the middle of Hearne? The third bark, however, slid into a long howl that wavered up into the rainy sky and then was whipped away by the wind. Not a wolf at all. He had never heard such a noise before.
Liss whirled at the sound. She held out her hand so that raindrops pooled in it. She rubbed her thumb across her wet palm.
“Shadowhounds,” she said slowly.
“What?”
“Shadowhounds. Beasts woven of darkness and hunger and dead flesh. They’re hunting this night. We are not the quarry. Rather, I think it my sister and the boy she took with her.”
“Your sister?”
Liss turned to walk away, hurrying down the street. Ronan strode after her to catch up.
“Aye. She who watches over the earth and all the furry kin who live there. All those who bustle about on four legs, and some on two. The lady you saw this night stand before the darkness. It did my heart good to see her, for it has been many years since I’ve come to these shores and I’d forgotten her face, even in my dreams. But the boy was a surprise. I had hoped it was not true, but it is true and real and there lies your task.”
“What task? You speak in riddles.”
It was raining even harder than before now. They were walking through the lower streets of Highneck Rise now. Walls and trees lined the way on either side. Lamps burned at gated entrances, but all such places were barred against the night. The way seemed familiar to Ronan and he realized they had turned onto the Street of Willows. Down at the end of the street was the Galnes house.
“You will find the boy,” she said.
Ronan opened his mouth and then shut it. For a moment he did not see the rain and the night, but only saw the darkness of a chimney and Jute’s face looking up out of it.
“You will keep him safe. Alive. Even if it costs you everything you are. Even if you lose your life.”
“Lady,” said Ronan wretchedly. “I killed that boy once. I killed him and then took him a second time to be killed, and now you ask me to guard his life.”
“Yes.”
“What if I say I can’t do such a thing?”
“Water is mine, and you are mine as well, for my blood runs in your veins now. I’ll not compel you to do this. If compulsion is not married with choice there is a hatefulness in it that can’t help but lead to destruction in the end. I ask you to do it of your own choice, for such a choice will be strong and there’s more to you, Ronan of Aum, than a sword.”
He did not speak, but bowed his head in assent. They came to the stone wall outside the house of Cypmann Galnes. The willow trees swayed in the windy darkness. The gate creaked and a figure appeared. It was the cook, Sanna, with a leather bag over her shoulder. Liss did not stop walking; without a word, the old woman fell in beside her.
“All I want is to leave this city and go north,” Ronan said. “I wanted to build a house in the Flessoray Islands and fish. I didn’t want any of this. I should never have come to this city.”
“If you live a life as long as mine, then you’ll find a great many things aren’t wanted but must be done.” Liss’s voice was sharp, but then it softened. “I will say this, though, there’s a good chance you’ll build your house someday, but not soon.”
Ronan could not help but speak, hating himself for his weakness. “And you—what of you? Will I ever see you again?”
“It isn’t my will to see every stream, every brook, every pond and freshet, each drop of water, though they all are mine. Yet each one knows full well it is mine.”
Ronan flinched at her words, as if he had been struck. They continued along the Street of Willows in silence. The street ended past the Galnes house where a manor crouched behind a high hedge. A path cut through the hedge and out onto a grassy swale. Liss touched his arm and he stopped. He could taste salt in the rain. Moonlight shone through the clouds. Far below, down through the darkness, phosphorescence gleamed green and white on the wave tops. Surf crashed against the rocks. They were standing on the cliffs where the end of Highneck Rise stood high above the sea.
The old cook handed Ronan the leather bag.
“Had some time on my hands,” she said. “Not all folks nitter their nights away dancing with the gentry. Baked some bread and walnut cakes, but such don’t keep down under.”
She stepped to the cliff edge and it seemed that Ronan saw a seal instead of an old woman, a seal with sleek brown fur and shiny black eyes that winked at him. Then the seal was gone and a dark shape hurtled down into the sea. 
“Keep the boy alive,” said Liss. There was a heaviness to her words, as if hers was the voice of the tide that always returns for what it wants, forever relentless. Ronan hunched his shoulders under the weight of it.
“For how long?” he said wretchedly.
“You’ll know.” 
Liss pulled down her sheaf of hair. The wind caught at it and the dark tresses fluttered loose. Ronan saw seaweed shining purple in her hair. Her skin was as white as polished shell and gleamed with water. She plucked a strand of hair from her head.
“A boy such as him might be hard to find,” said Liss. “Just as it’s hard to find the wind, though it blows all around us. Hard to find and easy to lose. This will lead you to him, for all things, in drips and drops, find their way down to the sea.”
Ronan said nothing. It seemed as if Liss no longer had any resemblance to a woman, had never had any resemblance to a woman. She was only shell and sand and water and glistening seaweed and her eyes held all the cold darkness of the watery deep.
“And for you, a gift.” Liss opened her hand, and there, perfect and blue, was a pearl. “The sea wears away all things with a gentler hand than that of time, and this too will wear away one day. When it’s gone, Ronan of Aum, then you’ll find what you seek.”
She stepped to the edge of the cliff.
“Wait,” he said. “What is your name?”
Liss stopped. A slight smile crossed the face of shell and sand and shifting water.
“My name?”
The wind hushed and the boom of the surf below ceased its restless return. Her eyes brimmed with moonlight. She opened her mouth and there came a whisper of sound like music, a strange music breathed through water and light and having nothing to do with human ears or human voices. Pain struck at Ronan. He staggered, desperate for the touch of earth or air, for all he could feel was water pressing around him, heavier than stone. It felt as if his body was dissolving into water. But he gripped the pearl in his hand with all his might and he could feel the strand of her hair wound about his fingers. Those two remained and did not change. The pain vanished.
Liss smiled at him again, somewhat sadly this time. The wind sprang up and her form collapsed into foam that blew off the cliff and drifted away, down into the darkness and the sea waiting below.



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
HER NAME IS FEN
 
“‘Ware the gate!”
The moonlight shone on faces looking down from the top of the wall. A torch flared into life.
“Who goes there?”
“Lord Gawinn! Open the gate!”
An excited murmur filled the air. Voices called out behind the gates and the portcullis creaked and groaned as it was raised. The gates swung open and spearheads gleamed in the torchlight. A young lieutenant hurried forward, his face beaming. Horse hooves rang on the cobblestones. Owain Gawinn and his men had returned to Hearne.
“My lord,” said the lieutenant. “Welcome home.”
“Thank you,” said Owain. “Have the horses seen to, and hot ale for the men.”
“Very well, my lord.”
The city was dark as Owain rode through the streets. A great weariness took hold of him. He had not realized how tired he had become over the last days. He’d be glad to have a hot bath and a decent meal. Sibb. The children would all be asleep by now, but she would be awake.
Shadows, but he missed her.
The puddles in the streets gleamed with moonlight. The wind sighed by and brought with it a flurry of rain. The air was cold and sharp and he wondered if winter would come early that year.
“Tracking in the snow,” Owain said to himself. His horse’s ears went up at the words. “Those are the days you’d much rather be warm in your stable. Believe me.”
High above them, on the cliffs overlooking the city, the regent’s castle loomed against the stars. Light shone on the towers and castle wall. He thought he heard the sound of music wavering on the wind.
“Dinners and dances,” Owain said to the horse. “You see? We’ve been spared unutterable agony at the hands of the court. Smiling through those endless banquets until your face aches with the pain and pomposity of it all. Limping through the minuet with some fat cow of a duchess, making pleasant conversation while she stamps on your feet with all the delicacy of a stone-fed ogre. Not catching our quarry, sleeping in the mud and cold for days, and saddle sores—courtesy of you, my friend—it was all much more enjoyable.”
The expedition had been certainly well worth the trouble. It was a beginning. It had yielded another thread, a thread to be followed in patience until the mystery had been unwound. Botrell would be forced to give the problem his attention now.
His horse’s ears again perked up, listening for something. Owain eased back in the saddle. His mount slowed and then halted. Then, he heard the sound of hooves clip-clopping and a figure emerged into view in the moonlight. The horse and rider drew closer.
“Just passing this way myself,” said Hoon.
“Oh?” said Owain, trying not to wonder what business Hoon could possibly have in the Highneck Rise neighborhood, let alone why his horse was not being groomed and watered back at the tower stables along with the rest of the company’s mounts.
“Got a bit of n’understanding with a girl,” said Hoon. He winked. “Works as a cook for one o’ these rich laybouts.”
“Ah,” said Owain, wondering why he felt embarrassed at this revelation while Hoon, as far as he could tell, seemed perfectly unembarrassed.
“Been thinkin’ ‘bout nothing but her mutton pie for the last week.”
“Oh,” said Owain. He was at a complete loss for words and would not have said anything past that single utterance, but Hoon raised his hand for silence.
“Hist!”
The little tracker reined his mount in and Owain did the same. Hoon pointed at the horses’ ears. Both pairs were upright and rigid and oriented ahead. Hoon stroked the neck of his horse.
“They’re not liking what they hear,” said Hoon. “Somethin’ ain’t right.”
“We’re near my home,” said Owain. “Just around the next bend.”
He did not wait for any further talk, but urged his horse into a gallop. He could hear Hoon following swiftly behind. And then he heard the first sound of screaming before he rounded the corner. His mouth went dry. The horse slowed, shuddering under him, but he cursed it and whipped at it with the reins until it shot forward. The screaming grew louder. His house blazed with lights from every window. Servants ran to and fro, shouting. Torches burned and sparks rose in the night air. Owain savagely hauled on the bit, yanking his horse to a halt and kicking his boots free from the stirrups. His steed whinnied a terrible, high-pitched squeal and he heard it blunder against the hedge and then gallop away down the street. The cobblestones in front of the gate were slick with blood. What looked like the body of a horse lay mangled to one side of the gate. Owain did not remember drawing his sword, but it was there in his hand. He ran through the garden. The front door was open and his steward, Ognien, stood there with a torch in one hand and a pike in the other. Several of the other men of the household crouched ready behind him, all with weapons in their hands.
“My lord,” said the steward, his face grim.
“What’s happened here?” said Owain.
“We’ve sent for the regent’s doctor,” said the steward, “and for the Guard as well. Your return is timely, my lord.”
“Around the side,” said Hoon.
He pulled at Owain’s arm, but the captain flung him off with a snarl.
“Come!” said Hoon.
There, around the side of the house, among the crushed rose bushes, they found the body of Loy the Hullman. He held a great spear in his arms. The flaming torchlight outlined his broken corpse. The ground was sharp with shattered glass.
“Owain!” Sibb was in his arms, sobbing and gripping his neck. Behind her, he caught sight of the white face of the regent’s nephew, Arodilac Bridd.
“Sibb! What in shadow’s name has happened here?”
She could not answer him, so hard was she crying.
“My lord!”
It was Hoon. The tracker was crouched on the ground by the dead Hullman.
“My lord,” he said again. There was such a terrible urgency in his voice that Owain put aside his wife and went toward him.
“Look here.”
Owain snatched a torch away from a servant and raised it high.
“The tracks are the same, my lord,” said Hoon. “While we were gone, our murderin’ beastie’s been here.”
Sibb’s grip tightened on her husband.
“Her name is Fen,” she said, barely audible through her tears.
“She speaks,” said Owain, startled.
“Now she does,” said his wife. “Now she does.” But her gaze was fixed on the crumpled form of the dead Hullman.



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
WAITING IN THE FOG
 
Ronan woke up. For a moment, he could not remember where he was. He sat up in bed. His hand was clenched tightly into a fist. With an effort, he relaxed his fingers. A blue pearl and a strand of hair lay in his palm. He remembered and sighed. Somehow, the strand of hair had woven itself about the pearl so that the gem was held within the web of hair. The strand was securely knotted in a loop. Ronan settled the loop around his neck. Instantly, the necklace tugged at him. It was an impatient, almost exasperated tug. He couldn’t tell if it was in his mind or merely pressure against his skin.
The boy!
Ronan jumped to his feet. What had he been thinking, sleeping the night away? Less than a minute later, he was hurrying down the staircase into the courtyard behind his rooms. He didn’t bother setting the ward spelled into the door. He knew he wouldn’t be back. Not ever again.
The morning fog was oddly thick, and his breath misted in the cold air. Summer was certainly gone. Ronan shrugged his cloak around his shoulders and strode off. His sword was a comforting weight on his back. The leather bag from the old cook hung at his side. He reached over his shoulder, eased the sword free an inch from its scabbard, and then let it slide back in. The steel whispered in satisfaction against the leather.
The necklace pulled at him. No, it yanked at him. The fine line of it burned against his skin. The urgency was even stronger, but there was something else as well. Fear. It was then that Ronan heard footsteps. He could not tell from which direction the sound came. First, it seemed the steps shuffled along off to the right, and then the sound came from the left. He touched the haft of his sword. The metal was full of memories of blood. It murmured reassurance to him of the frailty of all flesh. That all flesh would fail, and this steel would help some along the way. But even with that comfort, his heart faltered. Ronan turned and hurried away. 
The fog began to unravel. He stood on the outskirts of Mioja Square. He turned and stared into the fog. The street was empty except for the mist drifting across the cobblestones and over the roofs and ghosting around gutterspouts. He shivered and plunged into the labyrinth of the square. Canvas hung heavy with the fog’s dew and the gay colors brought to life by night and torchlight were nowhere to be seen. Everything was grimy and gray. The cobblestones underfoot were slimed with mud and the debris of the past weeks. 
None of the stalls were open yet—at least, none of those that he passed by. He heard snoring behind the canvas and leather and greasy wool blankets drawn down over the stalls. He saw no one. It was decidedly strange. This was a fair day, and surely it was time to get ready, to inventory goods and finish all the tasks that must be done before the morning onslaught of buyers.
Ronan paused. He had been down this row of stalls before. Surely he had. That tent of blue wool looked familiar. He could not see over the stalls. Their tops were a great deal taller than him. Perhaps down this path to the left? But here was another path to the right, skirting around a heap of garbage. A dog growled at him in warning as he passed the garbage, but then he noticed the animal was looking past him. The necklace tugged at him. 
Get to the other side of the square. Now.
Ronan turned. Something moved far back down the row of stalls—a ripple in the air, as if he were looking through water that had been disturbed. He held his breath. The fog was advancing. It spread over the stalls, sliding down greasy tent slopes and reaching around ropes and poles. It flowed toward him as if propelled by a breeze. Perhaps that had been it. The wind eddying the fog. The dog growled again and slunk away.
The necklace pulled at him again. This time it was stronger than before. There was an urgency in the feel of it, as if it were becoming alarmed. Ronan ran through a passage canopied with awnings that sagged and dripped with water. The path twisted, and then, after a dozen yards, there were no more stalls and he was at the foot of some stairs. Stairs that climbed up into the fog. He was at the ruins of the university. The necklace tugged him up the steps. At the top of the steps, the fog was almost nonexistent. The vast walls rising before him stood like an island in a dirty gray lake out of which poked the peaks and tent poles of the stalls in the square below.
Hinges creaked. The necklace shivered warning. His sword felt heavy on his back. In the shadows, past some double doors chained with rusted links, stood a man. He was motionless, his back to Ronan, his hands flat on a small door just to one side of the double doors. He looked as if he would push the door down rather than swing it open.
“Good morning to you, sir,” said Ronan.
The man turned. He had a thin, dark face that looked at Ronan without expression. His eyes seemed the only living thing about him, as if the man’s face was merely a mask they peered through. Recognition sparked in his eyes, though Ronan was sure he had never seen the fellow before. The pearl hanging on Ronan’s chest pulsed cold. Even though the pearl was hidden beneath Ronan’s shirt, the man’s eyes flicked straight down to it. He flinched and hurried away, down the steps and into the fog. For a while, Ronan could hear the shuffling footsteps, and he knew that it was the same shuffle that had followed him earlier through the streets.
The necklace no longer pulled at Ronan. He prowled about the porch. The huge double doors would never be opened by anyone other than a blacksmith with tools and flame. The chains wound about it were thicker than his wrist. He examined the little door hidden off to one side. He could hear the ward whispering in it and knew it was beyond his skill. After a while, it began to rain, and he settled down in the shadows behind the columns with his cloak drawn about him. Like the necklace, Ronan waited.



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
THE REALITY OF DREAMS
 
It was a dreadful, howling noise. It yanked Jute out of sleep quicker than the Juggler kicking his ribs. He sat up and knocked his head against the bottom of a shelf. Linens cascaded down around him. The maid screamed again. The scream must have given her an opportunity to collect her thoughts, because it was then she remembered the broom in her hands. She gave another howl. This time there was a warlike sound to her yell. The broom whistled through the air and knocked the last shreds of sleep from Jute’s head. He tumbled out of the closet and sprinted down the hall.
“Help! Help!” shrieked the maid. “Thieves! Robbers! Murderers!”
Jute had only a vague recollection of how to get out of the house. Actually, it was a proper manor, with hallways and doors and rooms opening into other rooms into other, endless rooms. If he had the time, he would have exited the manor in a leisurely fashion, collecting a few small objects along the way. It was a lovely place, but Jute wasn’t able to appreciate any of it properly. It seemed that with every corner he turned or door he tried, another servant popped out and tried to grab him.
Kindly stop playing about and come outside.
“I’m not playing!” said Jute, dodging a red-faced footman.
“Here now!” bawled the footman. 
Two kitchen boys rushed at Jute, hallooing joyously and waving baking paddles over their heads. A stout man waddled along at the rear, shouting threats that seemed directed equally at both the boys and Jute. He yanked an enormous vase over as he ran by. It went down with a crash and he heard the kitchen boys trip over themselves as they tried to avoid the shards.
That’ll serve ‘em, thought Jute. 
As if in answer, a baking paddle whizzed by his head. Jute leapt down the hall and through a set of doors before he had time to take another breath. Morning light filled his eyes. He heard the rustle of the hawk’s wings in the air. Someone shouted nearby, but he did not pause to look. He pelted across a lawn and around trees and blundered through a hedge. The garden wall rose up before him: weathered stone spidered with cracks for handholds. Jute clambered up to the top. A gardener brandishing a rake ran down the lawn, followed by the two kitchen boys. Jute waved cheerfully to them, but then, at that moment, something odd happened.
The gardener stumbled into a walk, stopped, and abruptly sat down. His head slumped and he began to snore. Behind him, the two kitchen boys toppled over onto the grass. One turned over to pillow his head on his arm. The hawk fluttered down and settled on Jute’s shoulder. The bird’s head turned this way and that, as if he were trying to hear something.
Evil awakes.
“What do you mean?” said Jute, looking around uneasily.
Look down into the city, said the hawk in his mind. Someone has been whispering through the night. Old words of power. Someone has fed an old, evil spell with fresh blood. Nudged it into a design of fresh purpose. And now it falls hard on the city. 
Highneck Rise was like an island rising up out of a gray sea that lay thick and still, without advantage of wave to stir its depths. Fog lay all around them. The only sign of the city below was a single tower like a skeletal hand reaching up out of the water. 
“That’s the tower in the old university,” said Jute. He shivered. “I fell from there.”
Aye.
“What is the spell? What is it doing?”
The hawk did not answer, but the nervous pressure of his claws set Jute hurrying down the street. Down toward the city below. It was odd. The sun was rising, but where was the early bustle of the morning, of tradesmen on their deliveries, of servants going about their chores? 
They came to a corner where the road curved around a fountain. Water murmured and flowed from a stone urn. An old man sat there on a bench. Jute slowed at the sight of him, for the hawk’s claws had tightened again as if the bird saw menace in the aged frame.
“He’s asleep,” said Jute.
No. It is the spell.
The old man’s head rested on his chest. A snore rasped in the air.
“You see? He’s just sleeping.”
Despite his own words, Jute tiptoed past the old man. The hawk seemed to chuckle inside his mind. 
“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” said Jute. “What happened last night? Who was she?”
Levoreth’s face formed in Jute’s mind as if in answer to his question. But there was an indistinctness to it. The face was a jumble of earth. Stone molded with damp clay, two gray pebbles pressed in as eyes, a bundle of green vines woven about the head to serve as hair. And yet it seemed alive, filled with breath and purpose. The gray pebbles stared back at him.
You see more clearly now. But we will speak of her later. This is not the time for conversation.
“I’m not taking another step until you tell me what’s going on.”
Stubborn boy. Must I contend with you the rest of my days?
Something dealt Jute a blow on the back of his head. A wing. Feathers as hard as a blast of wind.
We must leave this city as swiftly as possible. The longer you stay here the sooner death will find you. The lady did not draw forth all the poison with her. Something remains within the walls. The telling of who you are will be long, and we simply do not have time.
The weight was gone from his shoulder. With one stroke of his wings, the hawk mounted up into the air. Soon, he was only a speck in the sky that, turning toward the east and the rising sun, became silvered with light until it blurred away into nothingness. There was only sky.
“Wait!”
Get to the gates and then gone. There is sorcery in the air and it compels all to fall asleep. Yet, as they sleep, the Dark is stirring awake.
Jute suddenly heard a noise. It was a soft sort of creak. Apart from the sudden catch of his breath, it was the only sound he could hear. Just ahead, the street descended toward the sprawl of the city below. Down into the fog, and Jute was standing on the edge of it. The creaking sound was coming closer. Jute dashed across the street and crouched behind a tree. He held his breath. A shape began to appear in the fog. It was a hulking mass, as tall as it was wide, creaking on and on as if an endless sigh. But then, just as Jute was about to scream and climb the tree, the thing emerged fully from the fog. It was a cart piled with fresh bread, pulled by a donkey. A baker’s lad slept on the cart’s seat, head nodding and reins straggling from his hands. The donkey ambled along. As the cart passed by, Jute sidled out and snatched a loaf of bread.
You should not take another man’s labor.
“Says who?” said Jute, his mouth stuffed with bread. He turned to watch the cart crawl up the street. Odd. First the old man drowsing by the fountain, and then the baker’s lad. 
I think this spell does not affect animals. And with humans, this is something different than sleep. Whatever it is, the whole city lies in thrall, between slumber and waking, where the mind is dangerously open in dreams. And through these dreams comes the Dark. What a strange sorcery. I have never seen such in all my years. An odd similarity with the principle of weaving wihhts. . . Run, boy! Into the fog and out of this accursed city. They draw near!
Jute ran.
Right as he plunged into the fog, a figure rose up out of the gray gloom. It reached for him with long hands and even longer fingers. Its mouth snarled open in a face that had no other features. Jute dodged too late. The hands reached for his throat. But at that moment, a blurring arrow of feathers pierced the fog and struck the dark face. The figure staggered back with a shriek.
Run!
Jute ran. Behind him, the hawk surged back into the air. Darkness dripped from its claws. The street descended more steeply into the fog, plunging down into the city. Walls rose up out of the murk. Jute looked back, sobbing for breath. No one was there. But the fog hemmed him in on all sides. A crowd could have been gathered around him, running silent and watching, and he would not have seen them.
Why? I used to be a thief. Just a thief. Steal, keep the Juggler happy, eat, sleep. Live.
Keep yourself alive and I shall tell you your tale tomorrow.
Where are you?
I am near. The hawk’s voice was grim. Run.
From the sudden levelness of the ground, Jute knew he was no longer in Highneck Rise. He was down in the city itself. He couldn’t see for sure, but the odors were different now. Grime, work, the dusty scent of beeswax. He was somewhere near the chandlers’ district. Something creaked open in front of him. A door, suspended in the fog. No—set within a wall. Something rushed out of the door at him. Jute screamed and flung himself to one side. The thing came after him in silence. It had too many arms. Jute darted down an alley. 
The wind last night. What if I. . .?
No! 
Why not?
Luck was with you beyond measure last night. If the lady had not been there, you would have unmade yourself. Yourself and all of this city. The wind is not so easily tamed. Even I cannot do what she did to you. It would mean both our deaths.
Something hissed in the fog before him. An answering call came from behind. He was trapped.
Take to the wall!
Jute hurled himself at the wall on one side of the alley. His fingers slipped on the stone. It was slick with moisture from the fog. But there, just a few steps further, was a gutter pipe. He was halfway up the pipe in no time at all. Maybe the fog wouldn’t be as thick higher up on the roof. They wouldn’t catch him on the roofs. Whatever they were.
Something grabbed his ankle and yanked down. Jute screamed, sliding back down the pipe. Desperately, he wedged his fingers behind the pipe. He kicked out with his other leg. His heel smacked into something rubbery. The thing glared up at him with eyes like holes gouged in shadow. He kicked harder, furious and terrified all at the same time. The thing fell away with a shriek. Jute scrambled over the edge of the roof.
This way.
The hawk shot past him, appearing out of the fog and vanishing just as quickly, wings outstretched. He ran after the bird.
Most of the buildings in Hearne butted up against other buildings, so that it was almost possible to walk from one end of the city to the other without setting foot on the ground. Jute knew. He had tried it before, he and Lena and a few other children, one summer day when the Juggler had been snoring off a drunken binge in his room. The only problem was that getting across the city in such a fashion meant taking a lot of detours and roundabouts. You couldn’t go straight. It also helped if you could see where you were going.
Turn right at this next crest. Hurry! Several of them have gained the roof behind you.
Jute ran along the crest. He could hear tiles snapping under footfalls somewhere behind him and then slate sliding away to shatter in sudden cracks of noise on the street below.
What are they?
I know them now, for I’ve tasted their blood. Dreams and shadow. The dreams of men twisted into thread and woven with shadow. This is an ancient spell. I would have thought that there was no one in this land with the knowledge. There is dreadful power afoot this day.
They’re like that thing in the cellar?
Jute ran down a slope, arms windmilling to keep his balance. Moss grew in the valley where the two roofs joined. He slipped on it and went down hard. 
The wihht? Similar, but different. A wihht is held together by the strength of its master. These creatures that hunt you are held together by the malice of men’s dreams.
The roof materials were changing from slate to clay tile. Cheaper. And weaker. He put his foot right through one, all the way down to his knee. 
Run!
A blot of darkness crawled over the roof peak above Jute. It convulsed and separated into three figures that lurched down the roof toward him. They were skeletal, like limbs broken off a dead tree and reassembled into caricatures of life. Frantically, Jute heaved forward, yanking his leg out. He staggered down the slope. Clay tiles cracked underfoot like eggshells. His body felt too heavy, as if the fog had acquired weight and lay across his shoulders. As one, the three creatures behind him hissed.
You let the fear of them into your mind. This gives them power.
The hawk shot out of the fog. Skimming the roof, the bird crashed through the three creatures. Limbs snapped as if they were dry branches, but the last of the things clutched at the hawk as it fell. Feathers fluttered down. The hawk beat his way back up into the fog. He seemed to stagger through the air. 
Leap!
Except there was no next roof.
Leap!
Jute leapt. Out into nothing except fog. His arms and legs flailed and, for a brief moment, it felt as if the air thickened and became thick enough to swim through. The wind rushed past him. He tried to catch it in his fingers, but he fell. Something hit him hard. Everything went black for a second. Jute sprawled face down on the ground. Not the ground. Another roof. He could taste blood in his mouth.
Get off the roof. Use the gable window.
Jute staggered to his feet. The gable window was further down the roof. The casement was not locked. He scrambled over the sill and shut the casement behind, locking himself into a silence stale with the scent of dust. He was in an attic jumbled with rubbish. Everything was covered in dust. There was no door. Something thudded on the roof overhead. Jute looked around frantically. Surely there was a door. Every room had a door. Something scrabbled back and forth on the roof. He stared up at the ceiling. The claws scratched in agitation above him.
You’re a thief. Thieves find doors.
There, visible under the dust disturbed by his feet, was a groove in the planking. A trapdoor. But there was no handle. Jute dug at the wood with his fingertips until they bled. The latch on the gable window rattled. The wood shifted under his hands and the trapdoor lifted up. Behind him, glass shattered. 
Jute leapt down a stairway into a bedroom, crowded with a rumpled bed and sour with the smell of sleep. The trapdoor fell shut with a crash. Floorboards creaked overhead. The bedroom door opened into a hall. He could smell fried fish and onions. The hall ended in stairs.
Careful.
Jute tiptoed down the stairs. A ward whispered through his mind, spelled somewhere into the house. This was not a rich man’s house. And if it was not a rich man’s house, then he gambled good odds that the only ward would be the one woven into the main outside door. Behind him, the stairs creaked.
He hurried down a hall and found himself in the kitchen. The air was choked with the scent of fried fish. Coals glinted on the hearth, under a pan full of charred fish. A table stood in the middle of the room. On the far side was a door. Several children sat at the table, slumbering over their bread and butter. A man snored into his greasy slab of fish at the end of the table. His shadow lay across the stone floor. It rippled as Jute stepped through it.
Careful. These creatures that hunt you spring from the dreams of man, and this man dreams.
Something squirmed in the man’s shadow. It wriggled up like a water snake lifting its head from a stream. Jute sprang for the door with a shriek. The ward came alive the moment he touched the doorknob. It was an inexpensive ward. The kind bought for a copper and no guarantees. It was designed to guard against intruders coming into the house, not out of the house. But the ward went off with a vengeance when he turned the knob. Jute threw up his hands as he ran out the door, cringing, shoulders tensed for an explosion of flames or something equally horrible. However, there were no flames, no quicksand underfoot, no stone hands bursting out of the ground to grab his ankles. Instead, the ward howled. It yelled and hollered and shouted. On any other day, Jute would have laughed. Not today.
“Here now!” bawled the ward. “Here nownownow! Heyou! Aouaouaou-arr!”
Unfortunate.
Jute thought he heard the hawk snort inside his mind. Back down the street, the ward continued to yell. 
“Heyouyouyou! Yarrr. . .! Thief! Theee-ief!”
Quick. Turn here. A mob of these creatures is hastening up the street toward you, and there are others behind you as well. They do not tire, for the evil dreams of men are never short of hope.
Jute was exhausted and his knee ached. He felt blood tricking down his shin. It was beginning to rain. The cobblestones were slippery underfoot. Either the street curved or it narrowed, for he found himself running an arm’s length from the buildings on his right. Lamplight shone from windows, blurred by the fog and the water beading on glass. He caught glimpses of ordinary life: a woman asleep at her spinning wheel, a child nodding over his porridge, an older girl asleep in the act of braiding the tresses of her little sister, fingers caught and unmoving in the skeins of hair.
Shadows take it all, Jute thought to himself. Why me? I wish I was inside somewhere. Inside and asleep over my porridge. I was content being a thief. A beating from the Juggler once in a while wasn’t that bad. No hawk. No dreams. No sky. Nothing. I’d rather have nothing. Be nobody.
Beware your mind. Of all dangers, there are two that wield the deadliest swords.
Jute glanced over his shoulder. No one was in sight. There, he thought. I’ve outrun the wretched things. Hang it all. I know this city like my hand.
Something small hurtled toward him from the fog. A little gray cat. One claw swiped at his ankle. Jute yelped in pain and surprise, turning toward the animal to kick it, just in time to see a dark figure detach itself from the wall and reach for him. Teeth gleamed in a face with no eyes. The cat yowled and shot away down the street, fur standing up on end. Jute darted after the cat, his heart hammering in his throat.
Jute risked a look back and wished he hadn’t. The whole street crawled with shadows. They welled up from the puddles, out from the cracks in the cobblestones. They clambered down gutter pipes, sidled out of doors, and winked in and out of view in the falling rain, as if so insubstantial they might hide behind a raindrop. But they were not insubstantial. They were real. Jute could hear their hissing and snarling as they called to each other. He remembered the dark blood on the hawk’s beak. Some of the creatures looked like men. Some had extra arms or extra legs. Some had no heads. One had no arms at all but long legs like a spider, with a squat head in the middle covered with an impossible number of eyes. 
Hawk!
As I was saying, concerning danger, there are two which wield the deadliest swords. Two which can never be underestimated. One, of course, is the Dark itself.
Where do I go? What should I do?
Follow the cat.
Follow the what?
The cat rounded the next corner, ears laid back flat, and going at a tremendous pace. It was all Jute could do to keep it in sight. Perhaps if he ran a bit faster he’d be able to give it a kick.
Tush, said the hawk. The second danger is an everyday sort. Commonness renders it invisible, unacknowledged, and unchecked.
This is no time for lectures, hawk!
The noises behind Jute were getting closer. There was a horrible galloping, pattering, slapping sound to it all, as if dozens of hooves and bare feet and boots were running in concert together. The jumble of sound echoed off the high walls of the houses crowding around and became even more jumbled.
The cat looked back. One blue eye flashed in the gloom, and then the cat bounded away, legs flying and fur matted with water. The rain fell harder. Jute pelted through a small square. A fountain splashed in the center and its pool was overflowing, unable to keep up with the rain. Water sheeted across the cobblestones. Several dark figures jumped up out of the pool at his approach. Jute skidded on the water. The cat yowled and dashed around one outstretched arm.
We are cut off from the gates. You are being herded.
The fog lifted then, up into a dark sky slashing down rain. Jute knew where he was now. The street widened. Shops and stalls and barrow carts were chained to railings. Canvas awnings sagged from the buildings, sodden with rain. Mioja Square. The tangled sea of the fair, of tents and carts and bannered poles, lay before him, huddled in the rain. The cobblestones underfoot were slick with mud. On either side of him, off around the edges of the square, he heard the sound of running feet.
Quick.
Jute plunged into the tents. His skin crawled. Where were the people? Where were the merchants and peddlers and people? He would have given much to see one normal face at that moment. But all he saw was the cat scampering off between the tents, its gray tail flying in the rain. 
Courage, Jute.
Beyond the tent tops he saw the ruined walls of the university. His heart rose. There would be refuge behind those walls. Severan would be there. He would know what to do. Jute ran past the stone fountain in the center of the square. Water streamed over its sides. A dead pigeon floated in the pool, bobbing against the stone border. The cat vanished somewhere near the fountain. He didn’t blame it, for the hissing and snarling sounds behind him were growing louder and closer by the second. Regardless of the cat leading him through the fog, he would’ve enjoyed giving the animal a swift kick. His ankle still burned from the clawing it had given him.
The cat saved your life, said the hawk. The second danger, if you had not yet guessed, is your own self. For every man, regardless of how noble or miserable his life may be, the second danger is his own self. First the Dark, then your self. And in some men, they are the same.
Jute staggered up the steps of the university. He turned and his heart faltered, for out of the maze of tents came his pursuers. They came forward, slinking and crawling and lurching. They leered up at him through the rain with faces that had no eyes, and eyes that had no faces, shadows with teeth and quick, twitching hands. There was nowhere left to go. The great doors were wound with chains. The stone wall was worn smooth by the centuries. There was nowhere to climb to. The little door Severan had opened buzzed with wards. There was no way through. 
“Hawk!” Jute said.
A man stepped out from behind one of the pillars. In his hands gleamed a sword. Jute shied away in terror, but the man moved past him. 
“Stay behind me, boy,” Ronan said. 
The creatures rushed up the steps in a wave, advancing in a crescendo of snarling darkness. Jute cowered back, certain the wave would crash over him. He thought he heard a voice hiss his name from the crowd. But Ronan’s sword sang into life, whistling through the air, weaving a wall of steel in front of his eyes. The wave broke on that wall and the sword ran with black blood.
The creatures fell back down the steps and then surged forward. But again they were beaten back. The stones underfoot were slick with their blood. Their bodies fell on the steps to be trampled by their fellows. The dead flesh subsided into mist that drifted down the steps, as if it were heavier than air and sought some low place to rest. The breath grated between Ronan’s teeth, and his arm trembled. There seemed no end to the creatures, no matter how many he killed. Perhaps he might have fallen under one more wave had not the hawk stooped down out of the rain. The bird was nearly invisible with his black feathers against the gloom and the dark mass of the attackers. The creatures lifted up their faces to his claws, hissing in fear. Ronan spared the hawk one startled glance and then redoubled his efforts. The wave broke once again.
Where have you been?
Saving your neck, boy, said the hawk. He beat back up into the rain and was momentarily lost to sight. I went in search of the old man. The sky above the university is warded. I singed my feathers. There is trouble in the ruins, but I would judge us safer within than without. Look to the door.
And at that word, Jute heard the wards woven into the wall behind him subside into silence. The little door sprang open with a crash.
“Hurry!”
It was Severan. Jute dove for the door. He felt the hawk’s wing brush past him. Ronan sprang back, his sword swinging. The door slammed shut and the wards whispered back into life. The door shook under a tremendous blow. The wards buzzed in agitation. Jute could feel them inside his mind. There was almost a coherence to the sound, as if they muttered words from some strange language of rock and dust and earth. His head ached with it.
“Will the door hold?” said Ronan.
Severan touched the door. He frowned.
“I think so,” he said. “These wards were woven by one of the wisest professors to ever teach within these walls. Bevan was the master of such magic, and one word from him held more strength than a thousand bolts and locks. It’s a strange enemy we have outside, though.”
“They bleed well enough,” said Ronan in distaste. He turned to look at Jute. “All right, boy?”
“No thanks to you,” said Jute angrily. He backed away from him. He would have said more, but the hawk settled onto his shoulder. The claws gripped him hard, and he subsided into silence.
Severan shook his head. “From what I saw, I think him worthy of thanks. And as I bear this boy some affection, despite his pigheadedness, my thanks to you," he said, turning to Ronan. "But come, we shouldn’t stay here.”
The old man hurried away down the hall. A lamp burned on one wall, but other than that, the place was shrouded in shadow. Behind them, the door shook again under its assault. A hollow booming echoed through the hall.
“Walk where I walk,” said Severan. “Touch nothing, and keep silent. Something happened last night, either here in the ruins or close by in the city—we aren’t sure—but not all the wards are stable anymore.”
There was a trembling in the air, and the light filtering down from the windows high overhead had an oddly tentative quality to it, as if it were nervous of being caught within the stone walls. Pools of water lay here and there, catching the raindrops falling down through holes in the roof.
The wards are awake, Jute thought. 
He can hear them too.
Jute scowled at Ronan. The man walked a few paces in front of him. His head was turning from side to side and, every once in a while, his hand strayed to the hilt of his sword.
The hawk’s claws flexed on Jute’s shoulder.
This man does not deal in magic, but he listens. Perhaps better than you. For now. There is a familiarity to him, a scent I have known from long ago. But surely my memory is from hundreds and hundreds years past, and this man cannot have lived more than three decades. How strange.
An evil scent, I suppose, grumbled Jute inside his mind.
No, not evil.
He tried to kill me! He left me for dead in that house!
Whatever he did before is done. And though he tried to kill you, he did not. You are the better for it. 
And then he kidnapped me and handed me over to the Silentman!
Which would not have happened had you kept safely within these walls. But even disobedience can be turned to good, for there are always greater dreams at work that we cannot see. Within these dreams sleep the smaller reaches of our own dreams.
Jute did not understand this and spent some time thinking about the hawk’s words. But no matter how he turned them back and forth, they made no sense to him.
Severan stopped at the end of a corridor that opened into a courtyard. The ground was covered with blue and black tiles in a pattern that confused the eye. The old man squatted down and touched one of the tiles with his finger.
“This is a trap,” said Jute. He stared at the tiles with distaste.
“Aye,” said Severan, smiling. “You’ve been in rooms like this before, haven’t you? But we’ve turned the ward here to our own uses. It guards for us now. No one can go where we go without crossing this courtyard, and once entered, it’s no small feat to escape these tiles.”
“Wards.” Ronan spat to one side and hitched up his sword. “I don’t care for spells and trickery. Give me an honest blade and as long as there’s breath left in my body, I’ll meet any foe, wizard or not.”
“I’d expect no less from you, for I think I know your name.”
“Names don’t mean much these days.”
“A matter of perspective. Ronan of Aum, isn’t it?”
“Aye.”
“And Aum a ruin, haunted by jackals and hoot owls. It’s been three hundred years since the men of Harth marched north to burn its gates and break down its walls. A lonely place to come from. A place of death. I think, sir, you have another name as well.”
There is no telling what Ronan might have said at that point. He opened his mouth to speak, but someone else spoke first.
“Time for talk later, old man.” The voice rustled, creaking and quiet, as if little used. “Time enough later.”
Jute had never heard the hawk speak out loud before. His voice was similar to how the bird spoke within his mind, but it was odd to hear him with his ears. The sound felt like sunlight and a hot sky and the wind lazing through it all. Of the three, however, Severan was the only one who showed no surprise.
“My apologies, master hawk,” said Severan.
“Something seeks to open the outer door,” the bird said. “Whoever set those shadows afoot in the city. Your ward won’t hold forever against it. Can you not smell the fear in the air? These ruins remember. They remember the day when Scuadimnes opened the door into the darkness.”
“Talking monkeys from Harth and now hawks as well?” said Ronan. “I smell nothing except dust of this place.”
“As if you should speak,” said Jute angrily.
“Peace, boy,” said the hawk. “I remember you now, assassin. I remember you when you were but a child. You broke your father’s ash bow, hunting rabbits.”
Ronan’s face turned pale.
“Quickly now,” said the hawk.
Severan muttered a few words and the color of the courtyard tiles dulled. They hurried across, under an arch on whose peak perched a stone gargoyle.
“He’ll watch for us,” said Severan. 
Behind them, stone grated against stone, as if the gargoyle had settled itself more comfortably to wait for whatever might come. After a short time, they came to a door at the end of a corridor. Stone faces lined the walls.
“The forgotten luminaries of this place,” said Severan, not bothering to glance at the sculptures. “The founders, the first council, those who began to record knowledge and the histories of men. I doubt there’s any man alive who knows all their names.”
“No man, aye,” said the hawk.
“And him?” asked Jute. He looked uneasily at the stone face over the door at the end of the corridor. The face was by itself. The nearest faces were a good five paces away on either side back down the corridor. There was something odd about the face. It was too thin. The skull was too narrow. The stone of the thing was scorched dark.
“Scuadimnes,” said the hawk.
“Foro,” said Severan to the door.
“Someone should take an axe to him,” said Ronan.
Severan smiled sourly. “You would be unpleasantly surprised if you tried such a thing. Scuadimnes wove a ward into the stone that, as far as anyone can tell, merely serves to guard his likeness. There are no hidden secrets in the face. The ward guards his pride, and there has never been any secret to that. People have attempted the destruction of the stone out of hatred of Scuadimnes. The result has always been death.”
“By fire?” said Jute.
“Always by fire.”
The door closed behind them and they found themselves climbing stairs.
“Watch where you step,” said Severan.
“Where are you taking us?” said Ronan, frowning. “I’ve lost my sense of bearing in this place, and with all the wards buzzing and whispering, I’ll be lucky to last the hour without my head splitting open.”
“The tower of the library. We’ve gathered there all the books we’ve found in these ruins, and it is no small collection. My friends are there already, searching for answers to the questions posed by this day. We will consult on what is best to be done with Jute.”
“I don’t think you want to be caught in a tower today,” said the hawk. “I have wings, but you do not.”
“We’ll be safe there a while.” Severan waved his hand in dismissal. “While there’s only one stairway leading up to the tower, there are three other stairways that lead down. Another of Bevan’s tricks. Stairs that can only be walked down, and not up. The tower is not a dead end to be trapped in. Besides, the wards in this place weave together in such confusion that I daresay the best tracker in Tormay would lose our trail.”
The stairs were marble, cracked in places, missing in others, so that they had to step over gaping holes. The walls rose up with them, sheer on either side, toward such a height that Jute could not see the ceiling. For all he knew, the walls might have been built right up and up until the sky itself was the ceiling. It was dark on the stairs. Jute turned to look back down the steps. He had the uncomfortable feeling that something was down there, just out of sight.
We are alone here. For the present.
Then why is the back of my neck prickling like someone is watching?
The hawk shifted his weight on Jute’s shoulder.
Because you are feeling the unease of this place. Something sniffs outside the walls, and old memories wake here within.
What is it? What is outside?
But the hawk did not answer him.
The stairs ended at a blank stone wall. Jute could not see the top of it. The stone was scorched by fire. Severan placed both hands on the wall and closed his eyes.
“An accursed key, old man,” said the hawk, his voice sharp.
The wall dissolved in front of them. Stairs rose up beyond in darkness, but light glimmered on the marble steps.
“You’re a mind reader as well,” said Severan.
“Your thoughts shouted the name aloud,” said the hawk. “It would be well not to do such a thing again. These ruins bear ill memories of his name.”
“There’s no other key,” said Severan. “There’s no other way to get into the library.”
The stairs climbed up through a night without moon or stars. Jute reached his hand out and tried to touch the wall on his right, but there was nothing. Surely there was a wall. His hand trailed through the air. He leaned even farther and a hand closed on the back of his shirt, pulling him back toward the middle of the stairs.
“Careful,” said Ronan from behind him.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” said Severan. “It’s a long way to fall.”
“How long?”
“No one knows.”
The stairs ended and a door opened into the library. The room was octagonal in shape. Books lined the majority of the walls on all sides, from floor to ceiling, and there were lamps glowing in the gloom. Four windows looked out of the room, set opposite and at angles to each other like the cardinal points of a compass. Between each window was a door. Stars shone outside in the night sky.
“It can’t be night already,” said Jute in astonishment.
“Time behaves oddly on the stairs,” said Severan. “We’ve been climbing all day.”



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
FOOTSTEPS ON THE STAIRS
 
Two old men came out of the shadows in the room, silent and staring. It seemed that they looked at the hawk perched on Jute’s shoulder, but then he realized that both of them were staring shyly at him. He shuffled his feet and looked down at the floor.
“Is this the boy you spoke of?” said one.
“Later,” said Severan. “Have you learned anything about the shadow creatures roaming the streets? Or the spell muttering its way through this city?”
“The wihhts, you mean,” said one of the two old men.
The hawk stirred but did not say anything.
“The wihhts?” said Ronan.
He stood near the door, so motionless in his drab cloak that neither of the two old men had even seen him enter the room. They eyed him curiously, but their attention remained on Jute.
“They’re wihhts, but they aren’t wihhts,” said the old man.
“If they aren’t wihhts, then they can’t be wihhts, Gerade,” said Severan.
“There is a similarity,” said Gerade. “A similarity in how they’re woven into being, I think.” He picked up a book from the table. “I found this book tucked away in the back of the fifth volume of Blostma’s Treatises on Flowers—the fifth volume deals with decorative varieties, you remember—such tedious writing that none of us had bothered to open it until now.”
He flipped a few pages in the book.
“Here it is. Apparently, this is the journal of an assistant professor of Naming at the University, and he—”
“An assistant professor at the University?” Severan looked startled.
“Yes,” said Gerade. “I haven’t figured out his name yet. Probably a wise choice, in light of—”
“So he was alive during the wizards’ war?”
“Of course. Hence the pertinence,” said Gerade. “What he wrote seems to have bearing on those wretched creatures roaming the city. Now, where was I? Here we are.”
Gerade began to read.
 
“Later that night, those on watch in the lower tunnels reported a strange whisper in the stones around them. It was confirmed in all of the lower tunnels, from the passage that runs the length of the north side to the labyrinth underneath the southern buildings. In the water tunnel, however, from the east wall to the well under the seeing room—which we are in the process of stopping up for other reasons—there was no sound except for the noise of the rushing water. The reasons for this are unclear, but I think it due to the natural unease between water and darkness.
“The whisper droned several words, over and over again. The sound was so quiet it was first only heard by a student who had fallen asleep with his head resting against a wall. He awoke screaming, for there was evil in the words and they had worked their way into his mind. It took three men to subdue him.
“We were unable to determine the exact nature of the words, for they were old and of strange forms that had little in common with the grammars in the library. Besides, we were hampered by the loss of the books Scuadimnes had stolen. The only determination we could make concerned the nature of the spell. It was similar to the weavings that go into the making of a wihht. Also, one of the words drew its meaning from darkness, from dimnes.”
 
Jute watched the moon vanish outside the window as clouds drifted across the stars. He was tired and hungry. He did not care about names and words and whether something was a wihht or not. To tell the truth, at that moment he did not care about explanations and what the hawk would tell him—if he ever would, which was highly suspect. All he wanted was some bread and cheese and somewhere to sleep.
Severan sighed.
“Dimnes. Scuadimnes. He never tried to hide his nature, did he?”
Gerade continued reading.
 
“Our knowledge in this matter is not enough to combat the spell. The council is convinced that if the words could be unraveled, their unmaking would also prove the unmaking of the terrible army that batters against our walls. For when these abominations are cut down, they bleed darkness. Their darkness is the same that infuses the words muttering through the stones underfoot. But we have no time to research this, for more and more of us die with every passing hour.”
 
Gerade stopped reading. “It’s a variation of the same word, isn’t it? Not exactly the same, but reasonably similar to dimnes. I heard it this morning. Even Adlig heard it, deaf as he is.”
“I’m not deaf.”
“But there was another word in the air this morning. Swefn. We don’t know what it means.”
“It means dream,” said the hawk. “Those creatures are woven out of shadows and dreams.”
“Swefn,” said Adlig. “I’ve never heard that word before. Thank you.”
“Those things in your book,” said Ronan. “They bled darkness?”
“They did, and this was also mentioned in other histories of the wizards’ war. Sarcorlan of Vomaro’s text on the kings of Hearne, as well as—”
“Save the recitation,” said Ronan. Gerade turned red and shut his mouth. “The creatures outside bleed a strange dark substance that seemed to disappear into the air. They sound like those in your histories.”
“I daresay we won’t come any closer to an answer if the council themselves were not able to,” said Adlig. “Surely there’s no one alive today who possesses more knowledge than they. But this presents quite an amazing opportunity. Perhaps there’s some study we can attempt of these creatures? Could one of them be captured?”
“Spare me from scholars and wizards,” said the hawk. “You spend your lives in talk while time steals the days, one by one, like gold from your unresisting hands. Come, we have a grave problem set before us, and these wretched shadows creeping about the city are a paltry trouble in comparison.”
Gerade and Adlig blushed like guilty children at the hawk’s words, though Severan nodded his head. Jute sat down, leaned against a bookcase and thought about sausages. His head bent forward and he fell asleep. A snore escaped him. Everyone turned to look.
“You speak of the boy, lord hawk,” said Gerade.
“Aye,” said the hawk. 
“He is the. . . he is the—?”
“He is the anbeorun Windan,” said the hawk, sighing somewhat.
“The wind lord! Severan said as much, but how could we believe him? He’s just a boy. He’s so young.”
“My old master is dead,” said the hawk. 
Lamplight gathered in the bird’s black eyes and he stared at Jute, but his focus seemed far away as if he looked through the sleeping boy and saw someone else. He rustled his wings and then, with an effort, continued speaking. “The name of the wind is waking in this young one, but it does not waken easily or quickly. The wind will not be in his grasp for many days or even weeks, and I think the Dark knows this. It seeks his life.”
“Could such a thing happen?” said Gerade, his face pale. “Has such an evil ever come upon one of the anbeorun? There’s no mention of such a thing in any of the histories. The anbeorun have always defended us against the Dark. If the Dark ensnared the wind lord, then what would stop death from coming to the lands of Tormay?”
“Sorrow would come to the world,” said Adlig.
“Aye,” said the hawk. “It would be the beginning of sorrows.”
“What can be done?”
“We must hide the boy, of course,” said Severan. He looked around the room. “We have no other choice.”
“If we do this,” said Gerade, “surely the Dark will come for us as well.”
Adlig snorted. “Death comes sooner or later. I’ve heard it creeping along my trail these past years. Might as well come sooner, for all I care. Never took you for a coward, Gerade.”
“I merely think it prudent to consider all potential outcomes. It’s the sensible thing to do.”
“Rubbish. Stop talking like a pompous scholar.”
“We’re scholars and, as such, we’d be remiss not to consider all the angles. Perhaps we should form a committee to report back on all history relevant to the situation? The political ramifications should be analyzed as well. The Regent might want a say in this. And the duchies.”
Severan’s fist crashed down on the table. Everyone jumped. Jute woke up with a start. 
“We hide him. We’ll worry about the consequences later.”
“First,” said the hawk, “we must get him out of the city.”
“Why?” said Gerade. “What better place to hide than in these ruins? It’s a labyrinth in here. Besides, there are more wards guarding these walls than can be found in all of Tormay.”
“He must be taken out of the city,” said the hawk. “I don’t trust these ruins.”
“If it must be done, then it can be done,” said Severan. “But I don’t think he’d get two steps with all those shadow creatures outside.”
“I doubt we’d be able to fight our way through them.” Ronan tapped the hilt of his sword thoughtfully. 
There were many more suggestions. Some bad, some worse than bad. But then Adlig pounded his fist on the table and crowed with delight. His eyes gleamed.
“I have it!” he said. “Just the thing.”
“What’s that?”
“The well beneath the mosaic.”
But before he could say anything further, the hawk turned to stare at the door.
“Quiet,” said the bird.
A hush fell over the room. Severan hurried to the door, eased it open, and peered down the stairs. At first, there was only silence, but then, from far below, there came the quietest of sounds. Footsteps. Something was walking up the stairs.
“It could be anything,” said Gerade. “Perhaps the manifestation of a ward. A squirrel. There’s an infestation of squirrels in the observatorium roof. Right by that old walnut in the courtyard.”
“Hush.” Severan glared at him.
Jute crept up behind Severan and peeked down the stairway. His nose twitched. There was something familiar in the air. An odd scent. And then he knew. Jute spun away from the stairs, but there was nowhere to run. The room shrank around him. Ronan grabbed his arm.
“What’s the matter, boy?”
Jute flung the man’s grip off.
“He’s down there! The thing! From the basement in the house.” Jute backed away until there was no place to go. He felt the wall behind him.
 “The wihht?” Severan looked a little pale. “Are you quite certain, Jute? If it made it this far, then it’s bound to possess magic of its own. We have Nio to thank for this, blast his soul.”
“I don’t fancy encountering this wihht fellow,” said Gerade. “Despite whatever academic profit might be gained from such a meeting. Quick. The other stairs. One leads down to the conservatory. The second leads to the great hall. And the third leads to the courtyard.”
“The conservatory,” said Severan. “That would be best. Hurry.”
He sprang to one of the doors and grasped the handle. But it would not turn. He tried the other two doors, without luck. He muttered a word, his eyes shut, and then wrenched his hand away with an exclamation of pain. The door shivered but did not open.
“They’re locked.” Severan’s face was blank with shock. “I don’t understand it. These doors were built without locks. They aren’t supposed to have wards, but there is something in the stone now that keeps them shut. Some sort of spell. The craft of it is beyond my knowledge. Our enemy, whoever he is, plays his hand well. I’m sorry, Jute. I am to blame.”
“If only we could fly,” said Jute, his voice trembling.
They turned as if one to the hawk.
“I couldn’t carry even the lightest of you in my claws,” said the hawk.
“Perhaps the boy could call the wind?” said Gerade.
“No,” said the hawk. “It would be your deaths once wakened, and such power, if let loose, will waken the Dark itself and it will come to this spot.”
“Let’s at least shut the other door,” said Severan. “The ward will keep the wihht at bay while we figure out what to do.”
But, to their dismay, they could not close the door. It shifted slightly in their hands but the air around it felt as if it had turned to stone. Ronan threw his weight against the door and the wood shuddered. Jute gave a cry of fear and clambered up onto one of the window sills. He pushed the casement open and would perhaps have jumped had not Adlig grabbed the back of his shirt.
“Best to stay and fight, boy,” said the old man. He smiled. “It makes the last moments worthwhile.”
“How much time do we have?” said Ronan. He strode to the window and looked out into the night. 
“Not much,” said Severan. He and Gerade pushed against the door. It closed perhaps another inch, but it stayed open. There was a chill on the stairs. A greenish light grew, wavering up the walls toward them.
“Buy me a little time and we’ll be out of here safely enough,” said Ronan. He unslung his pack from under his cloak.
“What are you thinking?”
Ronan pointed out the window. “That other tower, there.”
“You must be joking,” said Adlig. “We have no wings and I’m no rabbit to leap such a distance. We’ll dash our brains out on the stones below.”
Ronan pulled a coil of rope from his pack. He turned to the hawk.
“Do you know knots?”
The hawk’s eye glinted. “Aye. Ages past, my master and I flew with the seafarers, coming west to Tormay, before this land was settled. They knew their knots.”
“Just a knot that’ll hold; that’s all we need.”
The hawk grasped the free end of the rope in his claws and took off from the window in a silent flex of wings. Ronan leaned through the window, paying the rope out as the bird flew. His face was taut.
“Quickly!” said Severan from the door. 
“We’re going as quickly as we can,” said Ronan. The rope slid between his hands. He could see the hawk settle on the roof of the tower opposite them, a little below the height of their window.
“He’s there,” he said. But the pearl hanging inside his shirt flared with heat. He turned. “Close that door!” he said. The pearl was as hot as a flame. Something was near.
“We’re trying.” Sweat ran down Severan’s forehead. The door was halfway closed now, but the green light beyond it brightened. Shadows leapt up in the room, thrown on the wall, wavering and tinged with green. The air seemed oddly cold. There was a dark figure on the stairs. 
“Well now, Severan,” said a thin voice. “Is this the reception given to an old friend?”
Severan froze. The figure took another step up. 
“Nio!” he said.
The figure paused.
“Aye, that was my name once. Once.” Teeth shone in a smile. “It’s a good name. I’ve tasted many names, but that one is good. And fresh. Many interesting memories. But it’s no longer my name.” The green light deepened, and the shadows grew into darkness. The lamp burning on the table dimmed. The figure took another step up.
“That is your name,” said Severan fiercely. “His face is yours. His voice is yours. You were once my friend and no friend of the Dark.” Beside him, Gerade shoved against the door with all his might, his lips moving silently. Sweat ran down his face.
“We’re almost there.” Ronan grabbed Jute by one arm and hoisted him upon the windowsill. “Another heartbeat and the knot’ll be tied.” 
The thing on the stairway laughed and the flame in the lamp went out. Darkness filled the room. The air became chill and their breath misted. A stench of rotting things filled the air. The door swung open wide.
“The lamp,” said Severan frantically. “Light the lamp!”
“Jute.” said Ronan.
Ronan shoved him out the window. Jute’s legs flailed. He cried out, but the man’s hand was clamped in the back of his shirt.
“Grab the rope,” said Ronan.
Jute grabbed the rope and he found himself sliding away from the casement. The night rushed by him. The rope burned between his hands. Feathers brushed against his face and the hawk whirled away up into the sky on silent wings.
Hold lightly, fledgling.
Behind him, a voice called out, repeating one word over and over. Light flared in the tower window.
The lamp hissed back to life under Adlig’s hands, but the flame only guttered uncertainly. He called out again, uttering a word that rang harshly within the room. Fire leapt up and the room was bright with light. The table smoked with the heat. The old man stumbled away, flame dripping from his fingers. But the door slammed shut, and there was a howl of fury from the stairs. The ward in the door whispered into life. Gerade leapt to Adlig’s side and beat out the flames.
“Old man!” said Ronan. “Get ready. The boy’s almost at the other side.” 
He was braced with one foot up against the window sill. The rope sang taut against the stone.
“My thanks, Gerade,” gasped Adlig. “Three years I worked to learn that word and still I only spoke the first syllable now. I fear the complete word too much.”
“You fear it rightly.”
“Hurry,” said Severan. “The ward won’t hold much longer.”
The door trembled and the wood groaned.
The rope slackened in Ronan’s hand.
“All right,” he said. “Next.”
Gerade clambered up onto the sill and stepped out into the night. Soon he was just a dark figure receding away toward the lower tower below. A tremendous blow shook the door and beyond it, they could hear a snarling voice. The lamp dimmed.
“Next,” said Ronan, winding another loop around his arm. “Quickly!”
“Adlig,” said Severan. “You go. Hurry now.”
The old man held up his hands. They were blistered by the fire.
“I can’t hold onto that rope,” he said. “I can’t hold onto anything, least of all my life. I’ll stay behind to brace the rope for the last trip. Go on now.”
“But the wihht will take you!”
“Not if there’s nothing of me left.” The lampflame reflected in Adlig’s eyes. He smiled crookedly.
“Thank you, old friend,” said Severan. He turned and stepped through the window. The rope sang tight under his weight. Ronan leaned back against the pull of it. A dreadful whine filled the room.
“What is that?” said Ronan.
“The ward’s unraveling,” said Adlig. 
Tendrils of what looked like smoke curled up from the door. But it was not smoke. It was darkness. The lamp on the table was almost out. Adlig crossed to the table in quick steps. He muttered something under his breath and the lamp flared up, but only for an instant. He winced and staggered back. Ronan reached out and steadied the old man. Adlig’s flesh was hot to the touch.
“He’s close now,” said the old man.
“Come,” said Ronan. “The rope’s free now.”
Adlig shook his head. “Tie the rope around my waist and I’ll brace you.”
Ronan stared at him for a second and then shrugged.
“Wedge yourself against the window frame,” he said. “Let the stone bear my weight.”
Ronan stepped out onto the casement. He glanced back. The door trembled. A blot of darkness abruptly welled up in its middle, bleeding shadow that crept down the wood.
“Go,” said the old man.
The rope tautened under Ronan’s weight and he was gone into the night. Adlig gasped at the pain of it, for the rope yanked him hard against the window frame and he could barely move. He could not breathe. It was cold in the room. The heat and pain of the blisters on his hands increased. There was a noise behind him. He turned as best as he could, turning just his head, his jaw scraping against the stone. The wihht stood behind him. The lamp was out.
“Old fool,” it said, reaching for him.
Adlig spoke one word. The complete word.
The room surged with light. The scent of dried grass burning under the summer sun. The breath of fire. The char of wood and the slow collapse of steel in the forge. The glaring eye of the sun staring down, engulfing everything. The wihht stood motionless within the wash of light, its darkness inviolate and pure black against the contrast of white.
“Old fool,” it said again. “You think such a word can consume me?”
“No,” said Adlig. His hair whisked into flame. He could feel the heat of the stone floor underfoot through his shoes. His lungs burned as he took a breath. “But it can me.”
The wihht snarled in anger and lunged forward, but it was too late.
Adlig spoke the word again and the room dissolved into white fire.
Ronan was perhaps halfway along the rope when it happened. His hands were looped around the rope, his body dangling down. The courtyard below was shrouded in darkness, but every once in a while, moonlight glanced through the clouds and he could see it shining on the stones far beneath. 
“Hold on, old man,” he said. “Just a few more seconds. Hold on.”
But then the rope abruptly gave way and he was falling, the rope clenched in his hands. The night whistled past his ears. He flailed desperately at the fluttering rope, twisting his arm around it, once, twice. That was all he had time for. He did not even have time to shout. The wall rushed toward him out of the night. Moonlight shone on stone.
And then the world ended.
Ronan came to consciousness slowly. He was first aware of heat somewhere. Where was it? Oh yes, a tiny spot of warmth burning against his chest. It seemed reassuring, and he thought that there was some significance to the thing, but he could not remember what. And then the warmth spread to his whole body as his thoughts struggled to awake. The warmth was no longer reassuring; it was just pain flaring through his flesh. He could taste blood in his mouth. He tried to spit but could not manage to open his mouth. Something definitely was wrong. His left arm hurt horribly. It felt stretched.
No. Yanked.
His left arm was being yanked. His shoulder felt like it was being wrenched out of its socket. Stone scraped down the length of his body. The pain made him open his eyes. He was dangling against the side of the tower the hawk had tied the rope to. The rope dangled slack against his face, but there was a tremendous tightness around his left forearm. He could not feel his left hand. He looked up and saw that the rope was tightly wound around his forearm. His hand was numb and lifeless. Just then, his whole body rose, the stonewall scraping painfully against him. He bit his tongue so he would not cry out. He was not sure how long it took because he seemed to drift in and out of consciousness. The pearl underneath his shirt pulsed. He tried to concentrate on the feel of the thing so that his mind was taken off the pain. He closed his eyes. He felt hands grasping him, pulling him up, and then there was the feel of slate tile underneath.
Someone hissed out loud.
“It’s a wonder he held on.”
“He didn’t,” said someone else. The voice sounded like Severan’s. “The rope’s tangled around his arm. Gently now. It looks like it burned through his skin.”
There was silence for a while. Something scraped against his arm. He gasped.
“Careful,” said Severan.
“Look. The end of the rope is charred through.”
Someone sighed.
“Better that then be taken by the wihht.”
“Poor Adlig.”
Ronan felt someone touch his face.
“Here,” said Severan. “In the strictures of healing, as compiled by Eald Gelaeran—he wrote that when we were still students, do you remember, Gerade?”
“And then he promptly locked the book away in his library.”
“Yes, but several of the students from the fourth form broke in one night. We all gathered around and read what we could. In the strictures of healing, the first step is the naming of blood, bone, and flesh. Reaffirmation of being.”
“Hurry, master wizard,” said the hawk. “What little safety we’ve found on this roof shall be soon stolen by time.”
“The strictures can’t be hurried,” said Severan somewhat stiffly.
There was a pause, and then Severan spoke again.
“Blod. Ban. Flaesc.”
There was a brief silence and then someone cleared their throat.
“It’s not working,” said Severan. “I don’t understand. Perhaps I mispronounced them?”
“Something’s standing in the window,” said Jute.
“Grief and stone,” said Gerade. “The boy’s right. Are those eyes?”
With an effort, Ronan opened his own eyes. He was lying on his back on the roof of the tower opposite the library tower. Severan, Gerade and Jute were kneeling around him. However, they were all looking away, staring with horrified faces across the courtyard. He turned his head to look. The library tower rose up black against the night sky. Moonlight etched the vertical edge of stone and the one window at the top. Within the deeper darkness of the window, two points of pale light gleamed down at them. The points of light winked once, as if blinking, and then abruptly went out.
“Haste now,” said the hawk. “Thankfully the abomination cannot fly, for the Dark does not have the wind yet, but it will be quick eneough. We must be away. Try your spell again, old man.”
“It isn’t a spell,” said Severan. “The naming of blood, bone, and flesh is an affirmation of life, the proper construction of how a body is knit together.” He cleared his throat and hunched over Ronan. “Blod. Ban. Flaesc! Now, how do you feel?”
“Never worse,” said Ronan, his voice barely audible.
“You hit the wall hard,” said Gerade. “It’s a wonder you didn’t burst like a ripe melon.”
“I don’t understand,” said Severan unhappily. “There’s something resisting the words. His body won’t accept the naming.”
The hawk’s claws grated on the slate roof. His head bobbed down and Ronan felt the brush of feathers against his neck. The hawk hissed in wonder.
“Little doubt, old man,” he said. “An older word has laid claim to this one. It blocks your efforts.”
“What then?” said Severan in astonishment.
The hawk did not answer him. High overhead, the moon broke through the clouds and the night sky was revealed stretching away to whatever lay on its other side. Stars shone. Ronan felt the hawk’s cold beak touch his ear.
“The sea, the sea,” whispered the hawk. “Brim ond mere.”
The tide surged in Ronan’s blood. His heart quickened. He tasted salt in his mouth, though it was not the taste of blood, but of seawater. The west pulled at him. He felt his bones shifting, knitting, healing. There was a deeper tide, further out, past the tide, running past the horizon, down below the fathoms in the silence. It called to him and promised peace.
“Careful,” said the hawk. “Where did you find that necklace?”
“A trinket,” said Ronan. “From long ago. I don’t remember.”
He sat up. They all gaped at him.
“We’d better get off this roof,” said Ronan.
Severan looked as if he were about to ask a question, but he seemed to think better of it. The hawk fell silent and sat on Jute’s shoulder. Once, Ronan caught the bird staring at him with a speculative look in his black eyes. He said nothing. He could taste seawater in his mouth.
It was easy enough to get off the roof. Ten feet below the roof, a balcony jutted out from the wall, banded by an iron railing. Ronan let himself down the rope and tied it off on the railing. One by one, they slid down onto the balcony.
“Master hawk,” said Ronan.
The hawk flew up onto the roof. A moment later, the rope came tumbling down. Ronan coiled it away into his pack.
“Come,” said Severan. He opened the balcony door.
“But where?” said Gerade.
“We’ll try Adlig’s idea. The well under the mosaic. You know just as well as I do what he meant.”
“But. . .”
“Do you have a better idea?”
Gerade shrugged and said nothing.
“What do you mean, the well?” asked Jute.
Severan did not answer him. An archway at the bottom of the tower opened out into the courtyard beyond. The hawk floated up into the night and was gone.
“Wait,” said Gerade. “We’ve surely beaten Nio—that thing—down, for the library stairs take much longer than their height, but maybe he did not come alone.”
They stood in the shadow of the archway and listened to the night, but there were no sounds other than the labored breathing of the two older men.
Hurry. Time will not wait for you.
“The hawk says we’d better hurry it up,” said Jute.
Severan nodded. “Let me go first. Gerade, you take the rear. Put up your sword, master thief. The wards of this place won’t be defeated by iron.”
Severan walked with his head thrust forward and his eyes darting from side to side. They passed across the courtyard with the moonlight shining down. A breeze ushered them along a colonnade of pillars. The roof of black marble seemed to melt away into the night. They hurried down long hallways, through places that Jute did not recognize from his days of exploring the ruins. He followed Severan closely, and behind him came Ronan, frowning and sniffing uneasily at the air, his hands never straying far from the sword hilt at his shoulder. 
“It’s everywhere now,” said Gerade quietly. The old man glanced behind them. Light glimmered in his hand and it cast long beams back down the hallway. There was nothing there, only dust on the marble floor and their footprints in the dust.
“The smell of the Dark,” he continued. “That’s what it is. It’s creeping through this place and it brings unease to everything it touches. Even the stones are unsettled by it. This place has a long memory and it’s still afraid. It remembers another time, centuries ago, when evil walked through these halls.”
“Centuries should be enough time to forget,” said Ronan.
“Not for stone.”
The halls they crossed through were vast places, and the hawk soared overhead.
What is to happen to me? 
Jute fixed his eyes on the hawk.
That which is set before you, and only that, fledgling.
That’s no help.
Safety first. Safety and silence, for there’s much to be said and much for you to hear.
I am the wind.
It was more of a question than anything else. And when Jute said it, he found that he was more conscious than ever before of his tired body, his aching feet, the weight of dread and fear heavy on his shoulders. He glanced up wistfully at the hawk.
Aye, you are the wind, said the hawk.
Then I will fly!
The surge of joy inside him was quickly dampened by the hawk’s words.
Truth, you will, but not for a long time. Weeks, perhaps. It is no easy thing to be the anbeorun of the wind. The stillpoint of the wind. It is a burden, no less. I would wish such a path on no one. 
But I did not ask for any of this.
We do not ask. We are given, and then it is our task to do well with that which is given. You have been given more than most, and so you must do more than well. Even though it brings you sorrow.
“All I want to be is a thief,” said Jute to himself.
“What?” said Ronan from behind him.
“Nothing.”
“Hush,” said Severan. 
He stopped in front of them. They were standing now just within an archway that opened into a hall lined with slender clerestory windows. Moonlight shone through the windows and revealed a tiled expanse of floor that gleamed blue and black and white.
“This room’s heavily warded,” said Ronan.
“Impressive,” said Severan. The old man nodded at him. “I doubt whether one in a thousand would be able to hear the sound of this ward. But it isn’t the ward that worries me. If you know its key, then it poses no danger. What worries me is that he was here.”
“He?”
“Nio Secganon. The wihht. There’s an echo of him here. A recent echo.” The old man smiled sadly. “We were friends once, he and I. Old friends. He’s easy to recognize.”
The hawk settled onto Jute’s shoulder and folded its wings.
“Time falls quickly, old man,” said the bird. “One grain at a time, but still it falls. We must make haste.”
“I’m concerned, master hawk, that he left something here for us in surprise. He was one of the best students the Stone Tower ever saw, and now all that learning is given over to the Dark.”
“Better the question before us than the Dark we know behind,” said the hawk. He launched himself into the hall with outspread wings.
“Come on then.” Ronan stepped forward.
“Careful,” said Gerade, catching him by his arm. “Don’t step on the blue tiles. If you do, run.” And with a mutter and a flick of his wrist, he plucked at the moonlight gilding the clerestory frames and sent it glimmering up over their heads. They could see plainly now and they stepped from white tile to black tile.
“What does the ward do?” asked Ronan, once they had reached the doorway on the far side of the hall. 
“Wait a moment and you’ll see,” said Severan. “We’ll wake it and hopefully it’ll slow our unwelcome friend, for I fear he’ll come this way.”
He took from his pocket a round stone and breathed on it. Then, after frowning and mumbling to himself a bit, Severan laid the stone down on a white tile. He snapped his fingers over the stone.
“All right,” he said, straightening up. “Gan.”
The stone quivered and then rolled away across the tile floor. Not two feet away, it came to a blue tile. Immediately, a vapor rose up out of the tile, thickening and gaining form until the shape of a massive beast stood on the tile. Its fur shone blue in the pale moonlight. The thing turned and saw them. Instantly, it lunged. Jute shrank back, but the beast came to an abrupt halt as if it had slammed against an invisible wall blocking the doorway. It backed away and sat down, staring at them with bright blue eyes. Beyond it, more beasts rose up out of the tiles in the wake of the rolling stone.
Ronan raised one eyebrow. “I once tripped a ward that brought a sandcat to life. But a roomful of dogs?”
“They’re wolves,” said Gerade stiffly. “Hunting wolves spelled into the stone by Lana Heopbremel of Thule, three hundred years ago.”
“They’re the smallest wolves I’ve ever seen.”
The hawk launched into the air with an exasperated snap of his wings. They hurried across the room and down a winding stair. Gerade opened his mouth to speak but Severan held his hand up for silence. The stairs ended in what looked to Jute like a dark empty space without windows. Severan walked away into the shadows and came back holding an oil lamp. Flint sparked in his hands and light filled the room. He pointed up at the ceiling silently. Jute stared up and his mouth fell open in surprise. There, on the ceiling, was an immense picture of the tower library. The room was empty and obscured with smoke. Flames flickered from the charred remains of books and from the smoldering table standing in the middle of the room.
“That’s how he knew where we were,” said Severan grimly. 
At the sound of his voice, the picture swirled and was lost in a confusion of color and meaningless shapes. Jute realized that the surface of the ceiling was made up of thousands of tiny stones, closely fitted together.
“It’s a mosaic,” said Gerade, “a mosaic that shows what is spoken aloud in this room.”
“And it’ll serve us well now,” said Severan. “Hush, and let it hear my voice.” He positioned himself squarely under the mosaic and then spoke.
“The mosaic room in the university ruins.”
The ceiling above them swirled and rearranged itself into new colors and shapes. Then, they found themselves staring up at a picture of themselves in the mosaic room. 
“The sealed well in the mosaic room.”
The picture trembled and then seemed to slide over to one side, as if seen through the eyes of someone who had abruptly turned their head. The picture settled on a view of a wall at one side. A deep alcove was set within the wall.
“Aha,” said Severan. “So that’s where it is.”
The alcove was a dozen paces away to the right. The torchlight gleamed on a shroud of spiderweb draped down across the opening. Severan thrust the torch into the web. It caught fire and raveled the web away into nothing. The alcove had smoothly rounded stone walls that curved up to a domed ceiling. However, there was nothing there. The floor was made of flagstone, as perfectly fitted as the rest of the floor of the room.
“Doesn’t look like much of a well, if you ask me,” said Jute.
“Here,” said Severan. “Hold the torch and make yourself useful. Gerade, do you know any of the strictures of opening?”
“Just the first and the second.”
“Hmmph. I know those. Go and keep the mosaic occupied with Nio. Watch him.”
Gerade hurried out into the larger room. They heard him muttering up at the ceiling. There was a brief silence and then he called back to them.
“It seems confused with his name, almost as if—”
“Did you use his full name?”
“Of course. But I think the mosaic isn’t sure who he is.”
“Well,” said Severan, pausing in his examination of the alcove floor. “I suppose that makes sense in terms of a wihht and how it incorporates portions of those it eats. The Nio that we knew is, probably, only partially in existence. What he is now is mostly wihht. Darkness and the darker parts of Nio woven together, as well as anyone else the thing’s eaten.”
“Never mind. There he is now. He’s on a stairway. I can’t tell where. Um, he’s running. Down the stairs, of course.”
The hawk rocked from side to side on Jute’s shoulder in agitation.
“This is no time, old man,” he said, “for a discussion of the nature of wihhts. If you do not open that well, then we shall have a wihht in our midst, and a powerful one at that.”
“Do you think I need a reminder?” grumbled Severan.
“Between knowledge and action there is a divide,” said the hawk.
“Fine!” Severan glared at the hawk and then scowled down at the floor. “Open. No, that’s not the right inflection. O-pen! Enter! Be opened! Unlock! Remove!”
Nothing happened. The hawk sniffed audibly.
“Here,” said Jute. “The stones are different in this spot. Look, right here.”
Severan knelt next to him on the paving stones. The floor was grimy with dust and tattered spiderwebs. Jute ran his fingers along the stone, his nose almost touching the ground.
“They look the same to me,” said Severan, wiping away dust with his sleeve. 
“You aren’t looking close enough,” said Jute. “These stones and these stones there are obviously not the same stones. They’re the same size and the same color and the same texture, but these stones here—see?—are exactly the same as each other.”
“First you say they’re not the same, then you say they’re too similar,” said Severan. “What can you possibly mean? My eyes are too old.”
“He’s halfway across the corridor leading from the south inner hall to the hall of the wolves,” called Gerade from beneath the mosaic. His voice sounded tense. “He’s not alone, either. There’re some of those shadow creatures with him.”
The hawk settled onto the floor and brushed the floor clear of dust with one sweep of his wing. Everyone coughed and sneezed.
“Look closer, man,” said the hawk. The torchlight caught in his black eyes. They shone as hard as polished marble. “Look closer. It does not matter if the rest of you die in this wretched room where there is no sky. But it matters greatly if this boy dies.”
“Severan, he’s reached the hall of the wolves! He’s standing at the doorway. There are wolves everywhere, but he hasn’t crossed the threshold yet.”
A bead of sweat trickled down Severan’s forehead, hung on the tip of his nose and then fell. A dark spot appeared on the stone below. Standing beside them, Ronan cleared his throat. They could hear the sound of his fingers tapping on the hilt of his sword, but the man’s attention was not on them. His gaze was fixed on the top of the stairs leading down into the room.
“What’s the difference between these stones, Jute?” said Severan.
“It’s simple if—”
“Maybe to you.”
“—if you just look at these two stones—”
“He’s entered the hall of the wolves. There's darkness around him like a cloud. The wolves are throwing themselves against it in a frenzy. Severan, he’s unmaking them! Blue light is dripping down the darkness and pooling on the floor. The tiles in the floors are cracking, one by one. He’s destroying the wards!”
“—they’re the same color and shape as the rest of the stones, but they’re the exactly same as each other. All the stones between here and here. Exactly the same.”
“Exactly the same,” said Severan. He wiped the sweat from his eyes and peered closer.
“See, they’re all chipped on this edge here.”
“Severan! He’s halfway across the hall!”
The sword gleamed in Ronan’s hand. He strode out into the middle of the room. 
“Your blade will have no effect on him,” said Gerade. “He’s a wihht. Darkness and magic.”
Ronan frowned at him. “I don’t intend to stand about while my throat is cut.”
Above them, the mosaic dissolved into a confusion of color and shape at their words.
“Nio Secganon,” said Gerade. Then, so quietly that Ronan wasn’t sure if he heard correctly, “Damn your black heart.”
The tiny stones shifted in agitation. Then the colors slowly sharpened into discernible forms. Ronan found himself looking up at a picture of the hall of the wolves. But the picture moved. A dark shape walked across the hall, surrounded by shadows. Bright blue forms—wolves—made quick dashes at the shadows, but they had no discernible effect. 
“He’s almost at the door,” said Gerade. His voice trembled.
“Even the darkness can feel the edge of iron,” said Ronan. “Didn’t the men of Harlech defeat the shadow that came out of the north? They fought with sword and spear.”
“They did. But that was Harlech. Things are never what they seem in that land.”
“That’s it,” said Severan in triumph from the alcove. “Things are never as they seem.”
 But, at that moment, a strange silence fell on the room. The air grew cold. The torchlight dimmed. High on the stairway, however, a green radiance shone from the open door. Darkness crept in its wake. The tiny stones of the mosaic trembled in agitation on the ceiling. 
“It’s an illusion!”
“That’s not an illusion!” said Gerade. He stared up at the stairs.
“An illusion,” said Severan again. “Of course.” He seemed to have forgotten the situation they were in, but stared down at the paving, mumbling to himself in abstraction. “Now, what’s the word?”
“Old man,” said the hawk. “Our time is gone.”
The hawk launched himself up into the air. Shadows sidled down the stairs. Behind them, the thin dark figure of a man descended. The air smelled of rot and damp. Ronan quickly moved to the foot of the stairs. His sword blurred in the gloom. The shadows hissed and bled darkness. They rose up around him like waves. The hawk folded his wings and fell from the ceiling. Gerade dashed forward with light streaming from his hands. The shadows quailed and the figure high on the stairs paused.
“Dyderung!” said Severan.
The stone paving vanished. Jute pitched forward with a howl of terror, arms flailing madly at the air. He had a brief impression of darkness, of stone walls blurring by, of the air whistling past his ears. He hit water. The impact knocked the breath from his lungs. He choked on a mouthful of water and rose up and up, clawing toward the surface—where was it?—until the air broke cold on his face. He coughed and sputtered. Far above him, up through a shaft of stone, the darkness was relieved by a small square of light. A head appeared.
“Look out below!” the head yelled down. “I’m coming down!” Severan (for that was who the head belonged to) levered himself out over the edge of the well.
“Seal the opening behind you, old man!” said the hawk.
“Severan!”
The old man turned at the well. His eyes widened. Shadows spilled down the stairs and out into the middle of the mosaic room, their mouths gaping black holes. They eddied madly around Ronan and Gerade. The stones under their feet were slick with darkness. Light fluttered in tattered streams from Gerade’s hands. Ronan’s sword wavered in his grip. The shadows surged around them. Further up the stairs, the dark figure of the wihht descended. The hawk plunged down through the air. Shadows broke beneath him, wailing and yammering and bleeding darkness. But as the bird beat back up toward the mosaic far overhead, the shadows surged forward again. Still, Severan wavered at the well opening.
“Seal the opening!” called the hawk. “Are you deaf and blind? Stay and die if you must, but the boy must not. Seal the well!”
“Help us!” shouted Gerade.
“There’s no help for you.”
The voice whispered, but everyone heard it in the vast room. Even Jute, shivering in the bottom of the well, heard it. Movement ceased in the room. The shadows congealed into darkness. Ronan’s sword hung motionless in the air. Overhead, the mosaic abruptly went black. It seemed as if the ceiling vanished and they stood underneath a night sky without light of stars or moon. Severan’s eyes were fixed helplessly on the figure standing at the foot of the stairs. The darkness thickened around it. Vapor plumed in the air.
“All things die. All things end. Such is the lot of man. Peace waits for you in the dark. The peace of the long, cold sleep. Never waking. Never dreaming.”
“Lies!” The hawk hung in the air on motionless wings. “There is no peace in the Dark!”
“Ahh.” The wihht’s sigh slid through the stillness of the room. There was hunger in the sound. “Old feather. I’ve heard tales of you. You’ve flown far from the plains of Ranuin. I’ve heard the ancient stories of you and your windmaster, flying the sky of that battlefield. There are no brave standards here. All have fallen, and their lords gone the way of dust and darkness. There’s none to remember them.”
“I’ve kept their memories, shadow, and they are remembered in the house of dreams—”
“The house of dreams,” sneered the wihht. “A fool’s tale. Stories for old women spinning wool while their own lives are spun out and stretched across my master’s hands. Taut for the knife, old feather. Just as your master was taken.”
“A knife not wielded by you, shadow.” The hawk struggled up through the air. “It took a stronger hand than you!”
“A stronger hand,” said the other. “Here’s my own, old feather. I’ve brought you your end. Look what I’ve been given!”
The wihht opened its hands. No one could look away. A great horror fell on the room, for in the thing’s hands was a spot of darkness darker than night. It was an absence of anything that was. It was a hole that sucked in light and life. The air, cold as it was, became even colder. Ice crackled on the walls. The room trembled. Jute looked up from below. His teeth chattered with the cold. The walls seemed to stretch. Jute was no longer sure which direction was up and which was down. He had the horrible feeling he was about fall up.
Things slipped and began to slide. Rocks in the walls quivered. Some shattered and flayed the air with shards that flew toward the wihht’s hands to vanish in the darkness. The shadow creatures bent and swayed and then whirled away like leaves blown by the wind.
The wind tore at the room. It ripped at the air. It howled against the stones. There was nothing of the sky in it, no cleanness, no cool emptiness to be drunk like water. The wind stank of darkness and death. It was hungry and it could never be filled. Gerade stumbled across the floor, bent over and blind. The wind threw him staggering toward the wihht. He managed one inarticulate shriek, and then he was gone. The hawk beat his way through the air. His wings seemed to blur in the wind, but he could not gain ground. The darkness reached out for the bird. The blot swelled within the wihht’s hands, larger and larger, until it towered high overhead.
Ronan was tossed by the wind, his limbs flailing helpless. But he retained his grip on his sword and that proved his salvation. As he slid across the floor, his sword under him scraping and sparking against the stony floor, a stone loosened and whipped away. And into that hole Ronan’s sword hilt jammed. He hung on grimly and tried to right himself, to crawl back around. There was Severan, not ten yards away, wedged in the opening of the well, with ice forming on his hands and in his hair.
Ronan looked back. The darkness had grown at such a rate that there were no walls anymore. At least, no walls he could see. He could look through the darkness. It was a hole. A door. It opened into a night sky scattered with stars that did not shine but were only solitary pinpricks of dead light. Something was behind the darkness. Something so huge that the sky was the shadow it cast. Ronan could see it now—at least he thought he saw an outline. Just a hint. It was a suggestion of stone walls reaching up. Higher than the sky. The dark sky loomed overhead. The mosaic was gone. And with a certainty that froze his blood to ice, Ronan somehow knew somewhere in that endless wall was a window. Behind that window stood someone. Something. It was watching him. Had been watching him.
For years.
Dimly, he was aware of the wihht stepping closer.
“I will bring you to him, man,” said the wihht.
The darkness was complete.
Nearly.
Behind him, Ronan heard someone say something. A single word. Repeated over and over again. The voice was weak at first but grew stronger with each repetition.
“Leoma. Leoma. Leoma.”
And then, a shout.
“Leoma!”
Light blinded Ronan. It tore at his senses with heat and the absence of everything except light. It was worse than staring at the sun. The light was there even when he shut his eyes. Someone shrieked in fury. The wihht. But the shriek was lost in a sudden, shattering noise. It sounded as if every window in the city of Hearne had broken at the same time. Right above his head, light rained down. Shards of light. A thousand thousands of tiny stars. The room was washed in light and there was no longer any hole into the strange sky, no longer any wind, no longer any darkness. Ronan could not see the wihht. He found he could stand. One of the stars brushed against his arm. It was as hot as an ember. But he saw now what it was, for the light was dimming down. It was a small bit of stone, perfectly square and flat. He looked up at the ceiling. The mosaic was gone.
“Hurry!”
It was Severan. He was crouched beside the well.
“Hurry, man!”
“You destroyed the mosaic?” said Ronan.
The old man winced.
“It was already being destroyed. It was never intended to portray the darkness the way it was forced to this night. That was not a simple depiction. That was the true darkness— ”
“Hush.” The hawk settled onto the stones with a flurry of wings. “The creature stirs.” Across the room, by the stairs, a dark form moved. Countless tiny stones twinkled on the floor, but the light was fading fast.
“Down the well,” said Severan. “Both of you, now!”
But the hawk had already dove down the well before he finished speaking. Ronan scrambled over the side of the well, hung there for a moment, and then dropped. He fell through the darkness and then plunged down into water. He could not feel the bottom with his feet.
“Up here.”
The light was dim but he made out Jute huddled on a ledge beside the water. The hawk crouched on his shoulder. Ronan hoisted himself up.
“Good thing it isn’t as tight as a chimney,” said Jute, scowling. “You wouldn’t have fit down then.”
“Hush,” said the hawk. 
A splash swamped all three of them. Severan bobbed in the water.
“Help!” he gasped. “Quickly now!”
Ronan yanked him out of the water.
“Hurry!” said Severan. “Is the passage—?”
“Give us some light,” interrupted the hawk. 
Severan muttered something, and a wisp of flame guttered into life in his hand. The flame reflected on the surface of the water and in Severan’s eyes. The old man’s face looked gaunt.
“Where’s the passage?” he said. “We haven’t a moment to lose.”
“Behind you,” said the hawk. 
There in the wall was a hole. It was only distinguishable from the shadows in that it was darker. Severan stooped down and crawled into the hole. The others followed behind.
“What did you do?” said Jute. “Where’s—where’s—?”
“He’s gone,” said Ronan.
Severan did not answer but only increased his pace. After a few minutes, the passage widened abruptly and they were able to stand. The air smelled of dust. Even though the flame cupped in Severan’s hand was small, there was enough light to see stone walls and a roughly hewn floor. The old man stumbled and would have fallen if Ronan had not caught his arm.
“Mustn’t stop,” gasped Severan.
“Haste,” urged the hawk. His claws bit into Jute’s shoulder. “Do you hear the stones? It is the noise of rock considering its own destruction. Your diligence, old man, may prove to bury us all. What word did you use?”
They all ran, stumbling together, through the passage.
“I didn’t realize,” gasped the old man. “I kept that word in my mind for fourteen years without speaking it.”
But that was all he had time to say. The flame in Severan’s hand flickered. Dust stirred around them. Then the light abruptly went out. The wind hit them like a hammer blow. Jute tumbled through the darkness, arms and legs windmilling. He slammed into a body. Something struck his head, and then the world went black.
Wake.
Let me sleep. It’s comfortable here.
The hawk sighed inside Jute’s mind.
Sleeping on cold stone? Strange tastes for one such as you. You are a ragged thief no longer.
Let me sleep.
Wake.
Jute opened his eyes. His head ached. He couldn’t see anything. He experimented with closing his eyes and then opening them to see if there was any change. Nothing. He couldn’t see a thing. Feathers brushed his arm and he almost screamed out loud.
Do you hear?
Hear what? I hear nothing. Except my own heart.
Listen.
Jute held his breath and listened, straining his ears. The hawk pressed against his arm but did not move. At first, there was only a dreadful silence, but then Jute heard it. 
Something is digging!
Yes. The wihht. 
A scratching noise came from far above them in the darkness. It was a quiet sound, as if muffled by distance and stone, but it was the busy, feverish sound of someone scrabbling and tearing at rock. 
It hungers.
Stones clinked in the darkness. Someone groaned. It was Ronan.
“This has been the second worst day of my life.”
The man subsided into silence, and then something rustled. Flint rasped on flint. A spark flared. The darkness retreated and Jute shut his eyes.
“The boy’s all right, that’s something.” There was a pause, and then, “You didn’t have to bring the whole university down, did you?”
“I didn’t.”
The flame flickered in Ronan’s hand. His face was gray with dust. The light shone on a bloody gash on Severan’s forehead. 
“I didn’t bring the whole university down,” said the old man stiffly. “If I had, then we wouldn’t be having this conversation, as we’re still underneath the university. Underneath the east wing, if I’m not mistaken.”
“You brought down more than enough.”
Ronan raised his hand and the burning tinder revealed the tunnel behind them. It was choked with rubble. Dust hung in the air.
“Here, I’ll bring up some more light,” said Severan.
“No you don’t,” said Ronan. “I’ve had enough wizardry for the day.”
“Ronan’s right for reasons he doesn’t know,” said the hawk. He ruffled his wings, and dust rose around the bird in a cloud. “Have care to keep your words to yourself, old man, for once you’re outside the safeguards of the university, such use will garner unwanted attention. Listen. Be still for a moment and listen, for we will soon not be alone here.”
“Digging,” said Ronan after a moment. “Someone’s digging.”
“I don’t hear anything,” said Severan, frowning.
“It’s the wihht and those shadows.” The hawk hopped onto a fallen timber. “Come. We must be gone before they find their way down.”
They went quickly, each with a length of wood guttering flame and each with a prickling at the back of their necks as if something was creeping along behind them in the darkness. Ronan led the way, for Severan declared himself confused by the twists and turns of the passage and the openings branching off here and there.
“I’ve read of these tunnels,” Severan said, staring into one such opening. “They’re mentioned in writings in the archives, but I don’t remember any of them having adequately conveyed the sheer, the sheer—”
“They go on and on,” said Jute.
“Yes,” said Severan. “Strange, how the reality doesn’t measure up to the written word. Perplexing.”
The tunnels looked old. Older than any of the buildings in the city of Hearne itself, which was of interest to Severan, for, as he remarked, portions of the city supposedly dated back to its founding centuries ago.
“How odd,” he said, as they paused in a small room formed by the intersection of three tunnels. Ronan advanced several yards into each tunnel and then retreated back to the room. “This style of carving predates the oldest known carvings in this city—the foundations of the regent’s castle are what I refer to. As you know, the current castle was built after the old castle was destroyed in the wizards’ war. You see here? This oak tree alternated with the boat? You’ll find a similar version in the castle foundation. There, however—”
“Hush,” said Ronan.
“You needn’t be rude,” said the older man. “I was merely—”
“I need to listen.”
Ronan crouched down in the tunnel that they had just come from, his ear pressed to the ground. He was motionless for several seconds and then sprang to his feet, his face grim.
“What—?”
“Be quiet, please.”
Ronan strode into the opening of one of the three tunnels that lay before them. He closed his eyes and turned his face slowly from side to side. He repeated this in the other two tunnels and then shook his head in disgust.
“What is it?”
“That heap of stones you pulled down is still holding them, but not for long. They’ll be through soon enough, and I think those shadow creatures can run much faster than you, old man.”
“They’re fast,” said Jute. He thought of being chased through the streets and across the rooftops, and he shivered.
“Then let’s go. Let’s go!” said Severan. The torch in his hand trembled. “I don’t fear the shadows, but I fear the wihht.”
“I don’t know which tunnel should be ours,” said Ronan. “Three tunnels. I’m blind here. I’ve tracked foxes to their lairs, the serpent on the rock, even a hawk across the sky. But here—no one’s passed this way in over two hundred years, I warrant, and there’s no trail here.”
The hawk stirred on Jute’s shoulder.
“I doubt,” said the bird, “whether you have ever followed the sign of my kin. Even the Farrows cannot lay claim to the sky.” 
“Let’s choose a tunnel and be on our way,” said Severan. “Even a poorly chosen path is better than waiting for death. The first tunnel looks just as ill-favored as the other two. Let’s choose it and see where it brings us. Perhaps we’ll have the luck to fall down a bottomless hole? Rather that than the wihht.”
“Wait,” said Jute. “Don’t you feel that?”
“Feel what?”
The two men stared at him.
“There’s a breeze.”
“No, there isn’t,” said Ronan irritably. “Wind is one of the first things I would’ve sensed. Wind, scent, sign, even the residue of old magic. There’s nothing here.”
“There’s a breeze.”
The flames of their three torches burned motionless in the air. Their shadows waited on the walls around them, as still and as silent as they were themselves.
“It’s coming from the middle tunnel.”
“Remember who this boy is,” said the hawk.
Ronan glanced at Jute. His hand strayed up to his neck, and then he strode forward into the middle tunnel. He set a fast pace from there, so fast that Jute had to half run to keep up with him. Severan had the worst of it and stumbled along behind, grumbling until Ronan reminded him of what was hurrying along on their trail.
“They’ll have no trouble following us,” said Ronan grimly. “The smell of our sweat, the smell of our torch smoke.”
At every juncture they came to, Jute indicated which split in the tunnel they should take. He realized that he wasn’t precisely feeling a breeze as if it blew against his skin. There was no wind in the tunnels. Rather, it blew within his mind. He could feel it breezing on the edge of his thoughts. 
The tunnel widened out into a sort of hall. Pillars lined the walls on either side, carved out of the rock. They rose up like tree trunks into the ceiling, which, upon closer inspection, was carved to resemble a matted expanse of branches. 
“Here’s the bottomless hole you were hoping for,” said Ronan.
The floor was shattered in the center of the hall. A hole plunged down into the darkness below, surrounded by the rubble of paving stones. They skirted around the hole. Severan shuddered.
“Imagine the surprise of those standing here when the floor broke.”
“I think the floor was broken from underneath.” Ronan crouched down. “Look at how the stones are scattered.”
“What could’ve done something like that?” asked Jute. Fascinated, he stared at the hole. The hawk shifted on his shoulder.
There are creatures in this world unknown to man. Ancient creatures who have crept away from the light, down into the depths and the hidden places of the earth. There are paths in the darkness that should never be trod. Particularly for those of us who love the sky.
Jute realized then that the hawk trembled on his shoulder. That he had been quivering ever since they had entered the passages below the university. He could hear the light, jittering pulse of the bird’s heart. With a shock, he became aware of his own heart. Racing, unsteady, and uncertain. Sweat burned in his eyes. He gulped air, but there wasn’t enough. The torch shook in his hand and the shadows swayed around him.
Sky.
The ceiling was too low.
The ceiling was lowering.
Have to get out.
Sky.
Jute felt the hawk’s beak against his chin. The bird gazed into his eyes.
Peace.
And then, out of darkness, their torchlight shone on a stone stairway. It rose out of sight and past the reach of their light. They ran and it seemed if the stairs would never end. But there was the scent of water. A breeze sprang up and light glimmered ahead of them, higher up. 
“It’s morning,” called out Ronan.
The steps were cracked and broken here. Tree roots reached through the rock in tangled masses. And then the steps ended and light blazed, shining through the roots. They blinked, blinded by it, and scrambled up through a small, choked hole, fighting past roots and feeling the earth crumbling away beneath their feet. The blaze of light was all around them and they could scarcely see for the brilliance of it.
“The sky,” said the hawk, and he launched free from Jute’s shoulder.
They stood at the base of a huge oak tree growing at the bottom of a steep bank. Brambleberries grew there in profusion, thick with blueberries and sweetly scenting the air. Further down the valley, beyond a tasseled cornfield, the Rennet flowed. Far behind them, the walls of Hearne rose in the west, painted gold and white in the morning light.
“We mustn’t rest here,” said Ronan. 
He shrugged his cloak closer around his shoulders and then strode down toward the river. The others followed him, so weary and so glad that they could not speak.



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
OLD FRIENDS IN THE LOME FOREST
 
It began to rain again that morning. 
“Marvelous,” said Levoreth. “Drenched as well. What a dreadful day. I imagine it will get worse.”
It was difficult to see clearly in any direction. Everything was gray and wet and muddy. She guessed that she was somewhere in the southeastern fringe of the Scarpe plain. She trudged along, her shoes squelching through the mud. After some time, however, the ground began to rise. It was a gentle rise, but a rise nonetheless. 
“There aren’t any hills on the Scarpe,” said Levoreth to herself. “At least, not here.”
When she came to the top of the rise, she found herself looking down an incline toward a line of trees in the distance. Beyond them stretched a darker mass that vanished into the rain and the gloom. She had come much farther east than she had thought—right to the edge of the Lome forest. Levoreth shrugged, sighed, and then made her way down the slope. At least there would be some shelter. It was considerably drier under the trees. The rain pattered in the branches and drip-dropped down into the undergrowth. She sat on a fallen branch and did her best to clean the mud from her shoes with a handful of pine needles.
“Drat,” she said.
A squirrel peered out of a hole in a nearby oak and stared at her. It disappeared again before she could say anything, but then instantly reappeared with something clutched in its paws. Tail flying, it scampered down the tree and across the ground to her.
A walnut? Levoreth smiled. Thank you, but I fear the shell too sturdy for my teeth.
Undeterred, the squirrel popped the walnut into its mouth and bit down. 
Eat, eat.
Oh, well. Many thanks.
She picked out the shells and ate the nut. The squirrel hurried away and returned with another walnut.
Your charity becomes you, little one, she said. But I fear a long winter approaches. You should husband your hoard more shrewdly.
Nay, nay. Eat, eat.
The squirrel brought her a third walnut.
Do you wish something of me?
Nay, nay.
Surely, said Levoreth. Surely there is something.
The squirrel blinked and then bobbed its head.
Aye, Mistress.
What is it? Speak, little one.
The foxes, Mistress. The foxes come when we gather walnuts at the tree. They are quick and cruel and they’ve sharp, sharp teeth. Quick and cruel, Mistress. Can you bid them leave me and mine in peace? For we love the walnuts!
Nay, she said gravely. This cannot be done, for I cannot bid a fox be untrue to his nature, just as I cannot bid you to cease loving walnuts.
The squirrel retreated a few steps and hung its head.
But come, she said, standing up. Let us go to your walnut tree, for perhaps we shall see a remedy for your trouble. Come.
Instantly, the squirrel darted off a ways, stopped, ran back to her, and then dashed off again.
Walnuts. Such a tree, Mistress. A giant of trees. My father’s father’s father and his father before him gathered nuts there. It is a family tree, Mistress. Perhaps a squirrel planted it long ago? Perhaps?
Perhaps, she said, smiling despite her weariness.
After some time they came to a clearing in the forest. The squirrel hopped up and down in excitement. In the middle of the clearing stood a walnut tree.
See? See? Walnuts.
I see, little one. But I also see that you must hurry across the ground to reach the tree. You cannot jump from the nearest tree to the walnut tree. It is surely too far.
Aye, Mistress. Too far. Much too far. So we run across the ground and the foxes catch us. Such sharp teeth, Mistress.
You must remain in the branches.
We cannot. We cannot!
The squirrel hopped about in frustration and then came close. It patted her foot and looked up at her.
Come, said Levoreth. We will speak with the trees. It is in their power to help you.
At the edge of the clearing stood an oak. Its branches reached up into the sky but none of them came near the walnut tree. Levoreth placed her hand on the trunk of the oak. It was an old tree, sleepy and preoccupied with memories and long, slow thoughts of water and sunlight.
Peace to you, friend oak, she said.
Earth, murmured the oak. Deep earth. Deep sky. Suspended between the two. I have grown into both. I shall grow into both.

And you have. You shall.
Aye, said the oak comfortably. I shall.
It became aware of her then, and the bark seemed to shiver under her hand.
Mistress of Mistresses. I remember you. When I was a sapling. When the forest was still young. Before men came to this land. Before the Dark came.
Long years ago, said Levoreth.
I have heard of the Dark, Mistress. I have heard of it whispered amidst the roots and rocks and in the deep earth.
What have you heard?
I have heard that the Dark has come to this land. That it has come here, for this is the last land.
Aye, she said. This is the last land. The others fell under the Dark, long years ago.
I have heard that a sceadu walks abroad. That it feeds on death to still its hunger. Fear is struck into the heart of the land like wood rot. I have no memory of such things, Mistress, for this land has ever been yours and your hand has kept it safe.
Levoreth leaned her forehead against the tree trunk and closed her eyes. The squirrel crept closer, and she felt it anxiously patting her foot.
My hand, oak, she said wearily. Mine and the hands of my sister and brothers. For earth is not alone, but stands with sea and wind and fire. The Dark shall not prevail. I promise you.
Good, murmured the oak. Good.
But Levoreth did not speak again for some time. The rain pattered down through the branches of the oak and dripped on her head. The wind sighed in the tree tops. 
I would have a favor of you, she said.
Aye, that I shall. Anything of wood and root.
Stretch out your branch to the walnut. Stretch out your branch so that the squirrels may run to and fro freely.
Ahh, said the oak. The little walnut. I did not notice her. How fast the saplings grow. I sleep, I dream, and when I wake, a hundred years have gone by. Of squirrels I know nothing, but I shall stretch out my branch. For you, I shall do this thing.
The oak quivered. Ever so slowly, one branch lowered and lengthened with a great many creaks and groans. The movement was almost imperceptible. The tip of it settled against the uppermost branch of the walnut tree.
It is done, Mistress.
I thank you.
The squirrel hopped up and down in such excitement that it could not speak.
It was raining even harder now. Within the clearing, the rain slashed down. Peering up through the branches, Levoreth could only see a gray, lowering darkness. She leaned against the oak’s trunk and tried to think. Her head ached and she was so tired that even curling up to sleep on the muddy ground seemed like a wonderful idea. She sank down to the ground, her back against the tree.
Oh, Min, I no longer know what to do. The Dark has come to Tormay after all these long years, and all I can manage to do is make a squirrel happy. The Dark has come. What had I been thinking? That it would have stayed content beyond the sea? Content in the east and the endless night it brought to those lands? My heart aches, for I still remember the white towers of Corvalea. They haunt my dreams. All I wish to do is sleep.
The squirrel shrieked. It shrieked and made a jump for Levoreth’s shoulder, bounding from there up into the branches of the oak.
What—?
And then she smelled them. She would have smelled them before but her mind was heavy with fatigue. The scent was masked by the rain and the damp rot of the undergrowth. The shapes materialized out of the gloom. The wolves. They came loping toward her out of the rain. Their fur gleamed with water. She only saw a few, perhaps half a dozen, but she was aware of them all, a full twoscore, standing silent in the trees around her. The squirrel chattered in fury and threw down acorns.
Mistress of Mistresses.
Drythen Wulf.
We have come. You have bidden us, and we come.
An acorn bounced off the wolf’s nose.
Peace, little rat, said the wolf. My kind does not eat yours.
Rat?
A hail of acorns showered down.
Peace!
The squirrel muttered angrily from somewhere among the oak branches, but then fell silent.
We have brought your messenger with us, said the wolf. The northern snows are no safe place for a cub. But we have guarded him for you, Mistress. Though, truth be told, it was most difficult to guard him from ourselves.
The wolf’s jaws opened in a silent laugh.
I thank you, Drythen Wulf, said Levoreth dryly, for not devouring my messenger.
Out of the gloom, from under the dripping branches, the horse emerged. The wolves padded restlessly about him, but Swallowfoot ignored them, his ears and eyes on Levoreth.
Mistress of Mistresses.
The horse pushed his nose against her hand. 
You have brought the wolves to me.
They thought to eat me at first, said the horse. 
The wolf laughed again.
The thought crossed my mind, Mistress, said the wolf. The snows of the north have little to offer for the hunt. But a closer look at this skin and bones dissuaded us. There’s no flesh on him. Truth, Mistress, we could not have caught him. His stride is as fast as the wind.
You put me in mind of another steed. Levoreth ran her hands through the horse’s mane. One that ran by my side, long years ago. I thank you for what you have done. My thoughts could not reach the wolves, but you went—as quick as thought, did you not?—and brought them here.
Swallowfoot trembled under her touch. His memories flashed through her mind, flickering from sky to earth, slashed with wind and the drumming of galloping hooves. The vast plain of the Scarpe blurred by. Mountains rose far in the north. They loomed closer and closer. Ice and snow glittered on their slopes with an aching, blinding light. The sun hurried across the sky and plunged down in the west. Stars raced through the night.
The light and the wind slowed, Mistress, said Swallowfoot. They slowed as I ran to catch them.
Levoreth smiled.
The wolves crowded around her, sitting under the shelter of the oak’s branches. Their eyes gleamed in the gloom, and, out of respect, the older ones did not look at her much, though the younger ones stared avidly. The great wolf stood before her, and at his side was his son, the cub Ehtan that she herself had named years ago.
He has grown, has he not?
Aye, said Levoreth. He is your shadow now. Faith, I can scarce tell you apart. 
He will lead the pack when I am gone, said the father proudly. He will bear my memory when I have gone to chase the sun.
The rain dripped down from the leaves overhead. 
Now, Drythen Wulf, you must tell me your tale, for I have wondered for many days where your trail led you from the house of Ginan Bly.
From that house of death it led us, said the wolf. North we went. North, sniffing along the trail of the Dark. Never has the pack hunted for a prey that it did not want to catch, but this quarry we sought with dread in our hearts.
And to a mountain eyrie it led you?
A peak towering over its brethren, mantled with ice and snow. The eyrie looked east and west, north and south. The wind rages there in strange fury, and it was all we could do resist its blast. Its blast is full of death and I think, in time, the wind will unmake that mountain.
The young wolf Ehtan stirred.
The wind’s voice spoke of murder, Mistress, he said hesitantly. Murder and loneliness and a terrible sorrow.
Aye, she said. For its master was murdered by the Dark.
We could not enter the eyrie, Mistress. A dread evil sleeps there, and though I set paw in the opening of that place three times, I could not pass the threshold. Fear is a stranger to the wolves, but I knew fear in that place.
That is well, said Levoreth. I would not have had you step beyond that which you could do. I shall see this place for myself, then. The mountains are mine, and the Dark shall not deny me. Yet, first. . .
She stopped here, thinking of the boy Jute. The wolves waited patiently around her in the damp and dripping rain. She shook her head, frowning. Jute would have to fare on his own. No, not on his own. He had the hawk.
We go hunting, Drythen Wulf.
And what shall be our prey? asked the old wolf, but the knowledge was already in his eyes.
The Dark.
After some time spent thinking moodily about wolves and other horrible animals that spent all their time trying to eat squirrels, the squirrel scrambled down a few branches and peered around suspiciously. But no one was there. The ground around the oak was crisscrossed with the tracks of wolves and one horse, but the forest was silent. The lady was gone as well. The squirrel scampered down to the ground and sadly sniffed its way around the oak.
Mistress?
There was no answer. The rain dripped down from the branches and leaves overhead. After a while, however, the squirrel remembered the walnut tree and the oak branch reaching across the clearing. This cheered the little animal immensely and it hurried away to tell its family the good news.



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
DREAMING OF THE DARK
 
He woke and lay staring at the ceiling. The morning was late and he never slept much in general, but the regent had thrown a party the night before that seemed to have never ended. It had been an attempt to raise spirits after the strange happenings at the ball the previous night. Not that it had been successful. Many of the regent’s guests had left already, making excuses such as the muddiness of the roads, or the corn harvest, or roofs that needed mending before the winter snows came. The duke and duchess of Dolan had been the first to leave, early the next morning after the ball. They had offered no excuses but left before the castle had even stirred to life. He had seen them leave. The duchess’ eyes had been red, as if she had spent the night weeping.
It was raining again. He hated the rain. It somehow obscured what he saw and felt. A lightning storm was different. He understood lightning. The earth cringed under it. The earth shook and trees burned.
Something stirred in the corner of the room.
“Ah,” he said. “I was wondering when you’d manage to regain yourself. It was an interesting spectacle. Not too unpleasant, I presume?”
“I endured. A little more blood, a few more deaths, and I will be well.”
“I’m sure you can find what you need in this city. At any rate, I thought it best not to intervene. I am still not known in Tormay.”
The other emerged from the shadows and stood at the foot of his bed. Its body was vague and insubstantial, as if formed of mist. The thin, white face seemed to hang in the air, and it stared back at him without expression.
“I did not need your help,” said the creature. It spoke quietly with a voice that creaked and whispered as if from little use.
“Do you bring news of the hunt?”
“Nothing that will please you.”
“Out with it, then,” said the man. He sat up and yawned.
“The boy has fled the city.”
“You know this for sure?”
“The winds have left Hearne. They came only to find him. They would leave only if he left as well. We have been thwarted. An unknown hand has entered the game and I cannot see it.”
The man flung aside the bedcovers and got to his feet.
“You lost him,” he said. “He’s only a boy. He won’t grow into who he is for a great many days yet. The blood on that knife was old and fading in power. Weeks, more likely. You had him within your grasp and you lost him.”
“He is—” The creature paused, as if searching for the right word. “He is something more than lucky.”
“Your hounds lost him as well, I daresay?”
“They were lured out of the city. Eorde, I think. The old earthwitch. She is a cunning foe, once awakened. The hounds would have been no match for her. Doubtlessly, she destroyed them.”
“Doubtlessly,” grunted the man, then he gave a bark of laughter. “Shadows, but I never thought that spell would last so long when I first wove it. The weave held for over three hundred years and even caught the anbeorun in its grasp.”
“Sleep is a pretty thing, master,” said the other. “It has caught us many a tool. Nio Secganon has proven useful. He, also, almost had the boy within his grasp.”
“The wihht,” said the man in fury. “Wihhts are made to be twitched like puppets, not allowed rein to run free. It came close, like you, did it not? But where’s the boy now, eh?”
“What is lost can be found, master,” said the thin face hanging in the shadows. 
The man did not bother answering, but dressed quickly. He threw open the shutters, revealing a morning sky filled with clouds and rain. 
“Come,” he said. “I’ll tender my thanks to the regent and then we shall leave. Hearne no longer holds anything of interest for me, save pleasant memories of death.”
He turned from the window and smiled. The pale light caught in his gold hair and burnished it into flame. And with that, Brond Gifernes, the duke of Mizra, strode from the room, with darkness crowding at his heels.



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
NORTH TO HARLECH
 
They decided to head north to Harlech. The city of Hearne was far behind them now, the walls and towers hidden beyond the rise and turn of the valley. Jute looked back several times as they walked along, remembering the darkness and horror under the city, but there was nothing to see anymore. The wihht. The wihht was gone. Surely gone. 
He breathed in deeply, more easily. The morning was bright with sunlight glittering on the dew and the flashing flow of the river winding across the valley floor below them. The scent of grass and the damp earth filled the air. Swallows flew up from the willows along the river, drifted through the sky overhead and then were gone in a gust of wind.
North itself had never been in question. Jute had timidly mentioned the topic of south—perhaps Vo or Vomaro?—even though he knew nothing about the lands of Tormay outside of Hearne and was motivated only by the thought of a winter without snow. Both Ronan and Severan overruled him for various reasons.
“Vomaro,” said Ronan, “is fit only for half-witted, inbred sheep.”
“Oh?” Severan blinked several times as he considered this. “I’ve known some pleasant people in Vomaro. I once met a cobbler in Lura who, in the course of stitching boots and shoes and slippers over the years, discovered how to sew together time. He swept it out of the corners of his shop and then stitched it—upside down and inside out, of course—on the soles of his more expensive shoes. They never wore out.”
“We aren’t going to Vomaro,” said Ronan.
“Did I say we should?” said Severan. “The southern duchies are too populous. We need some place where there aren’t many people and they aren’t fond of talking. Somewhere north, I suppose.”
“Harlech,” said the hawk. He landed on Jute’s shoulder and furled his wings.
“I wouldn’t mind going to Harlech,” said Severan, “I’ve a cottage there, up on the coast. Have I mentioned that before? It belonged to my grandfather. But I think we should consider the Stone Tower in Thule. Quite a few wizards still live there, and they should be informed of what’s gone on. And the food! The Tower has a wonderful cook. Fish stews, mutton, and mushroom pies that’ll make your tongues sing, seed cakes. Er, what’s more, Ablendan is sure to have reached the Tower by now and he’ll be wondering what’s happened in his absence.”
“Who’s Ablendan?” asked both Jute and Ronan at the same time.
“A fellow scholar of mine. He rode to the Stone Tower with news of—of—well, of you,” concluded Severan somewhat lamely.
“I wish I had a horse,” said Jute. “I wish I had a mutton and mushroom pie.”
“Well, you don’t have a horse,” said the hawk, “but you have two legs. Walk faster. We must be far from this city before nightfall. The sunlight will keep the wihht at bay, but there’s no telling with this weather.”
“Sunlight or no sunlight,” said Ronan, “walk faster.”
They did not stop for breakfast. Ronan produced a loaf of bread from his pack which he tore into three pieces (the hawk declined such food). That, and a hunk of hard cheese, had to suffice as they hurried along. It was not mutton pie, but Jute devoured his portion down to the last delicious crumb. 
They struck a path that veered away from the river bank and carved its way up the north side of the valley. It zigzagged back and forth until it disappeared in the gray-green heather that spilled over the top of the valley and ran down the slopes. It was still early, but the air was warm. Bees busied themselves flitting about the heather. Sweat trickled down Jute’s back.
“If you keep turning your head this way and that and back again,” said Severan, “it’s liable to fall right off your shoulders.”
“I’ve a crick in my neck,” said Jute with some dignity. “I’m trying to stretch it.”
“Crick or not, you’re about to walk into a bramble bush.”
If truth be told, Jute was overwhelmed and amazed at what he saw. The sky was endless. The land stretched on forever, curving up through the reach of the valley, charged with color and distance and—despite the buzzing of the bees—silence.
The hawk chuckled inside his mind.
You have never been outside the city. . . 
Jute did not reply, but it was true. The sky was not hemmed in with rooftops and walls and the stiff stone fingers of chimneys. The blue and the green went on forever.
Wait until we reach the Scarpe. Wait until you reach the sky.
What is the Scarpe?
There was no need for the hawk to explain, for the path made one last turn through the heather and then they were at the top of the valley. A breeze blew past them. Jute’s mouth fell open.
“This is the Scarpe Plain, boy,” said Ronan.
“It’s, it’s. . .” 
Jute had never seen anything like it. Had never imagined anything like it.
“It’s like the sea,” said Ronan. His hand drifted up to his neck as if to reassure himself that the necklace still hung there.
The hawk launched from Jute’s shoulder and flapped his way up into the sky. He soon was lost in the blue. The sky was immense. But the plain stretching out before them was just as immense. It was a vast sea of green that undulated in waves rolling away under the breath of the wind. The plain had no end to the north, but vanished in a blurred horizon of sky and grass. Looking to the east, almost invisible in the brilliance of the sun and the distance, a mountain range rose in jagged, snow-capped peaks.
“The Mountains of Morn,” said Ronan.
“We aren’t going there, I hope,” said Severan.
Ronan did not reply, but merely hitched his sword up higher on his shoulder, settled his pack more comfortably on his back, and started walking north. Jute and Severan trudged after him. The morning sun mounted higher on their right side, and everywhere there was a delicate light and scent that filled Jute’s heart with a gladness he had never known before. Behind them lay the valley and Hearne and who knows what else? But Jute did not look back.



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY
THE DUKE AND HIS SERVANT
 
The party of Brond Gifernes, the duke of Mizra, left Hearne that morning.
“Sorry to see you go, Gifernes,” said the regent. “Seems like you just arrived. Seems like everyone just arrived. Still, good times always find their end. It’s been splendid having you. Splendid.”
“Duty calls, milord,” said the duke. “While I’d like nothing more than to enjoy your hospitality, duty is, as you know, duty. I’ve been away too long and my duchy needs me.”
“Yes, yes. Duty.” Botrell shook his head and stared around him somewhat blankly. They were standing in the stable courtyard behind the castle. The duke’s retinue waited patiently around them. Horses stamped and blew out great breaths of steam in the cold air.
“Duty,” repeated Botrell blankly. “Well, yes, it’s been splendid having you.”
“Are you feeling well, milord?”
“Eh, what’s that?” The regent looked at the duke of Mizra, squinted, and then seemed to properly see him. “No, no—never felt better. Just a touch of indigestion. All these feasts. You’ll know what I mean when you get a bit older. Rich food, you know. I must have a word with the cooks. Damn their black hearts!”
“And the dancing,” said Brond. “The dancing can be wearisome.”
The regent shivered. “What was that thing?”
“My lord?”
“Good grief, man, you were there, were you not? That dreadful creature that gobbled up half my kitchen staff and then did its best to slay the duke of Dolan’s niece. Right in my best ballroom and right in front of everyone who matters in Tormay.” The regent shook his head. “What’ll people say?”
“I don’t know,” said Brond. “I’m afraid I’m still taken aback. It was inappropriate, to say the least.”
“Inappropriate?” spluttered the regent.
“As was the behavior of Lady Levoreth.”
“Indubitably, indubitably.”
“I must confess—and this is purely between you and me, my lord—I had entertained thoughts of wedding her and allying the houses of Gifernes and Callas.” The duke of Mizra sighed and attempted to look sad. “Still, whoever—or whatever—she is, her defense of that beggar boy was most admirable. But extremely unladylike. One must have standards.”
“Er, yes.” 
The sun was clearing the Mountains of Morn far in the east when the duke of Mizra’s party left the city gates. The contingent of Guard sprang to attention as the duke rode by. Mist hovered on the surface of the Rennet River down in the valley. The stifling smells of the city quickly gave way to the scent of wet grasses as they rode along. 
“Curse this city,” said the duke to himself as his horse cantered down the road. “May it know fear for the rest of its days. And may the regent never sleep but know the Dark stands watching. May there be terror in his dreams.”
“Shall I kill him for you?”
The duke turned in his saddle. To one side and a little behind, rode a figure all cloaked and muffled as if it sought to hide from the sunlight. The hood raised a bit and he saw the thin, white face of his servant Cearu.
“Curse you too,” growled the duke. “How could you let the boy out of your grasp? Do you understand the infinite worth in his wretched frame? Doubtless he’s far from this city now. Must I take apart this land, stone by stone, to find him?”
“What’s lost can be found,” said Cearu.
The duke did not respond for a while. Behind them, strung out along the road, was the rest of his retinue. Horse hooves rang on the road’s hard earth, bridles jingled, and saddle leather creaked. 
“I dreamt last night,” said the duke. “I dreamt of a people named Farrow.”
“The Farrows,” said Cearu. He hissed the name, letting it linger in the air until it died away into a sigh. Farrows. “I have heard something of them.”
“They’re a clan. A family of wanderers who live on the grace of the earth. The Dark has turned its thoughts to them. The family has a daughter. I dreamt of her and I saw her face. She has the silence of the earth waiting in her eyes, but she knows it not.”
“Ahh.” Hunger trembled in Cearu’s voice.
“Bring her to me, though I think you will not succeed. The old she-wolf is running on the plains. I can smell her scent.”
“I would have had her,” said Cearu. “I would have had her spitted on my sword, except for the wind. I would meet her again.”
“You will,” said the duke. “Perhaps she thinks you dead. You were lucky she did not unmake you. The boy diverted her, though he aided her. There was something else in the room that night. Something watching. I would not have lifted a finger to save you.”
“What is life?” said the other. “But I am alive, still. I availed myself of another last night and fed well. Enough blood to make me whole.”
“Something else was watching,” said the duke, not listening to his servant anymore.
Cearu wheeled his horse away. The duke turned his attention back to the road and his own thoughts. The future lay ahead. Heat kindled inside of him. And an old dark hunger.
 



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
BOTHERING THE REGENT
 
“For the last time, Owain—it isn’t your fault.”
Sibb resisted an urge to throw the mixing bowl at her husband. He scowled at her from across the kitchen table.
“If I’d been home,” said Owain, “instead of haring across Tormay in search of phantoms, I would’ve been here.”
“No, you wouldn’t have. You would’ve taken me to the castle for the ball and we would’ve been dancing that night.”
They both glared at each other.
“I hate dancing,” he said.
“Yes, but you would’ve taken me anyway.” Sibb tried to smile.
“I’m going to have a word with the regent.”
“At least have some breakfast first.”
But the door had already slammed shut behind him. Sibb tried to focus on the bread dough in the mixing bowl. It just wasn’t right. Regardless of what had happened to poor Loy, the Gawinn household could surely stand to be happier. After all, Owain had returned, safe and sound, and little Fen was talking. At least, a few words here and there.
Despite both those blessings, the Gawinn household was not happy at all. Owain had been in a dreadful mood ever since he had returned. All the children had been having nightmares. Sibb had not told anyone, but she had been having nightmares as well. The servants crept around the house with long faces, and one of the maids dissolved into tears when asked to go down to the cellar to fetch a cask of herring. The three boys had removed several of the weapons from the hall and had taken to skulking about the garden, scaring the milkman and a poor old fisherman who had knocked on the back door to sell his haddock. Owain spanked them all soundly—Jonas more than the others, as he was oldest and should have known better—and sent them off crying to bed. Fen, despite having been woken from her silence, could hardly get three words out without bursting into tears. Not that anyone blamed her. At least they knew her name now. That was something.
Sibb punched the dough down in the bowl and tried not to cry.
Arodilac was standing outside the garden gate, his hands jammed in his pockets and his shoulders hunched against the morning chill.
“Let’s go,” said Owain.
“I haven’t slept all night,” said Arodilac.
“Get used to it. It's called night duty.”
“And I haven’t had any breakfast yet.”
Owain snorted at that and walked faster. 
“I don’t see why I have to come as well,” said Arodilac.
“You’re coming, and that’s an order.”
They walked along for a while. Arodilac sulked in silence behind Owain. Somewhere up ahead, nearer to the castle, horse hooves clattered on the cobblestone street. The sound died away as if heading down into the city.
“You did well,” said Owain.
“Thank you, my lord.”
“You didn’t lose your head. Combat, whether it’s on a staircase or on a battlefield, is a different thing from training in the Guard or tavern matches for money.”
“Tavern matches?”
“Don’t play dumb with me, boy. I know what goes on at the Queen’s Head. I fought there plenty of times when I was your age. That thing that killed Loy, the hound, tell me again what you remember of it.”
Arodilac told him. Again, for the sixth time. He didn’t think that night would ever fade from his memory. No matter how long he lived. 
“It was the horse that probably saved me,” Arodilac shuddered. “I can still hear it, my lord. It screamed. It wasn’t like anything I’d ever heard before. Otherwise, I would’ve still been upstairs. The thing would’ve come up right behind me. But I heard the horse dying. Loy went for Fen, and I went downstairs. I’m sorry about your banister.”
“It can be mended.”
“The thing wasn’t a real animal, my lord, not the way animals should be. When I came back up the stairs with your grandfather’s spear, I could see through the thing. Loy was trying to get away. There was nowhere to go, but he was still trying. It was between us, stalking him. I could see Loy through the beast. I could see right through it in spots like it was fading in and out of sight. There must’ve been magic in it, my lord.”
This part of the story had been worrying Owain ever since he had heard it the first time. He didn’t like magic. He hated it. No real soldier, in his opinion, should have anything to do with magic. There were enough problems on a battlefield as it were. Magic was a tricky, undependable sort of thing. And in an opponent it could mean for a bloody mess. Owain liked things that made sense, that he could get his hands on, see, and feel. Things he could kill with a sword and not worry about them popping back up like a child’s jack-in-the-box due to some cursed spell.
“Well, magic or not,” said Owain. “Something strange is going on.”
“It was real enough when I ran my spear into it, my lord. But I don’t think I hurt it much. The thing turned on me, and I probably would’ve been done for if the window hadn’t shattered.” Arodilac gnawed his lip in gloomy distraction for a moment and then said, “There’s something else about the beast, something important, that for the life of me I can’t remember. Every time I get it on the tip of my tongue, my head begins to ache.”
The soldiers at the castle gate came to attention as the two strode through. Owain nodded at them absentmindedly. A curious, strained atmosphere pervaded the castle grounds. There were soldiers stationed at every corner and at every door, something Owain had never seen before. Servants scurried here and there. Lights shone from every window. Inside, a strong smell of soap filled the air.
“Lord Gawinn!”
It was Dreccan Gor. The steward hurried down the hallway toward them.
“Gor,” said Owain. 
“Did you—have you heard of our unfortunate little mishap?” Gor tried to smile but succeeded in doing nothing more than looking as if he suffered from ulcers.
“Mishap? Eleven servants and one Vomarone lordling slaughtered on the grounds like suckling pigs? A horror straight out of children’s bedtime stories and then Lady Callas calling up the wind? If that’s a mishap, then I’d hate to hear what you consider real trouble. Where’s the regent?”
“In the stables. The duke of Mizra just rode out. Botrell was bidding him farewell. None of the lords have deigned to stay on.”
“I can’t imagine why not.”
Owain turned and strode off, Arodilac hard at his heels. Gor, being short and stout, had to almost run to keep up with them.
“He’s in a bad mood.”
“So am I,” said Owain.
“Quite so,” panted Gor. “Quite so. I’d heard news of your own family’s rather unfortunate, er—”
“Mishap?”
“Dreadful. Your lady’s made of stern stuff, sir, stern stuff. My wife would’ve expired on the spot from fright. Vapors, tremors, chills, fever—you name ‘em—she gets ‘em all if you even say ‘boo’ to her.”
“I shall refrain from doing so,” said Owain coldly, “the next time I have the pleasure of her company.”
The regent was nowhere to be seen in the stable courtyard.
“Probably inside with the horses, my lord,” said Arodilac.
“You could always come back later,” said Gor. “Probably best, I’d say. The regent has a lot on his mind these days. A new trade agreement under consideration with Harth, the fisher guild is demanding additional slips be built on the wharf, and, with the way the treasury is—”
Owain glared at him and the steward shut his mouth. The regent was inside the stable, leaning over the front of a stall and feeding a carrot to a tall blood bay.
“My lord,” said Owain.
Botrell gave a startled yelp and stumbled back. He grabbed a stall post to steady himself.
“My lord,” repeated Owain. 
“Now see what you’ve done,” said Botrell furiously. “I’ve got a splinter. A splinter! Look here—it’s all bloody.”
“It’s time we discuss what’s going on—”
“What’s going on? What do you mean, what’s going on? Nothing’s going on!”
“—in Tormay, as well as in our own city. I’m not an alarmist in any way, my lord regent, but judging from the events of the past several days, I’m forced to conclude that the Dark has its hand in our distress.”
“The Dark,” sneered Botrell. “There’s no such thing as the Dark. Perhaps your excursion’s wearied your mind, Gawinn. Some rest would do you well. The Dark is an old wives’ tale, only fit for scaring children into eating their spinach and young girls into the arms of their lovers. We’ve no problems here save a lack of gold in the city coffers. Look at this splinter, Gor. Just look.”
“I would beg to differ,” said Owain. “And I daresay several hundred of your guests would beg to differ as well, according to what I’ve heard of your unfortunate— what was the word you used, Gor?”
“Mishap,” said the steward unhappily.
“Mishap. It was a bloody massacre. Twelve people slaughtered in your castle on the night of the grandest ball of the Autumn Fair?”
“Eaten, is what I heard,” said Arodilac.
“Be quiet.” The regent glared at his nephew.
“Vomaro is demanding an explanation, my lord,” said Owain. “It’s not often that one of the duke’s relatives has the privilege of being eaten alive, and in such exalted company. Will you tell the duke it was a ‘mishap’?”
“I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation,” mumbled the regent. 
“No, there isn’t,” said Owain. “And neither is there a reasonable explanation as to why something—some creature—invaded my home while I was gone, murdered one of my guests, and nearly did away with one of my children. It was only due to your nephew’s quick thinking that the thing was routed.”
“Ah, well done for you, Arodilac,” said the regent. “Rabid dog, wasn’t it?”
Owain grabbed the boy by the arm and hauled him forward.
“Why don’t you tell your uncle again what happened? Tell him how the rabid dog faded in and out of visibility.”
“Um,” said Arodilac.
“Dogs, rabid or not, are not able to become invisible at will. Dogs, my lord, are just dogs and they are not known to kill horses, break into houses, and hunt down their inhabitants.”
“Um,” said Arodilac again.
“Furthermore, when your nephew plunged six inches of boar spear into the thing’s back, it didn’t seem to phase the creature one bit. Oddly enough, the prints left by the thing match the prints I found at a village whose inhabitants had all been slaughtered several weeks ago. The prints of the beast were mingled with those of a man. What’s even more interesting, my lord, is that, while in Vomaro, I found a young lad who had seen the man. A tall, thin fellow with a long white face and a mouth filled with more teeth than a man should have.”
“Oh?” said the regent. “A long white face?” His own face paled at these words and he seemed to find the half-eaten carrot in his hand of more interest than Gawinn’s words.
“Not a man at all, I think,” said Owain. He eyed the regent narrowly. “Something different than a man. Strange, isn’t it, that’s the same description of the thing at the autumn ball?”
“Well, appearances are deceiving,” said the regent. “My father always said so, mostly in reference to my mother.”
“Murder in the countryside, murder in the city. Even this morning, my lieutenant informs me of a dead body close by the city gates. Murdered and left drained of blood. Like a tomato sucked dry. Strange goings-on, are they not? Murder in the castle and in my house. My house—me, the so-called protector of Hearne. What am I going to do about it?”
“Are you saying you need to do something about it?”
“Gold, my lord. I need gold for more men, more horses, more equipment. Gold to pay for messengers to the duchies. They must be apprised of the situation and we must have their support.”
“Gold?” said Botrell, more appalled at this than anything else.
“Gold. And lots of it.”
“The coffers,” said Gor, looking just as horrified as the regent, “are empty. All the guests and feasts and balls, don’t you know.”
“Sell the crown jewels. Sell your horses. I don’t care what you do.”
“What?” gasped the regent. “Sell my horses?”
Owain slammed the stable door behind him.
“Your uncle’s a fool,” he growled at Arodilac.
“He is my uncle,” said Arodilac, somewhat stung at these words.
“Hmmph,” said Owain, and he stalked off across the courtyard.
His head ached and his stomach growled, reminding him of things like missing breakfast and the bread undoubtedly baking this moment in the kitchen at home. The conversation in the stable turned around in his head. The regent knew something. Right when he had said that the man who had strolled calmly into the castle ball with death in his hands resembled the man sighted by the lad in Vomaro, something had flickered in the regent’s eyes. Damn him. Botrell was playing a dangerous game. Something strange was going on. Some sort of connection between the murders happening far off in the Tormay countryside and what had happened in the city a few nights ago.
The Dark.
Not that Owain believed in the Dark. How could you believe in something that could not be seen? But sometimes you were forced to believe. As far as he knew, from what he had heard as a child and as a man, from what he had read in the few books he had come across on the subject, the Dark didn’t play games.
It was time he took matters into his own hands. But how?
With this thought moving restlessly through his mind, Owain strode away from the castle, his shoulders hunched and his head down, even though the sun had burned away the mist by this time. Despite everything, it was promising to be a lovely day.



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
THE HOUSE OF DREAMS
 
They all became more and more silent as the morning passed and grew into day. Severan subsided into a mumble that, as far as Jute could tell, did not consist of any words he had heard before, other than the occasional appearance of the words “cheese,” “ale,” “nap,” and “my feet hurt.” The hawk ranged far overhead. The morning began with a clear sky, and with such a background, Jute could usually keep the hawk in sight. However, storm clouds had appeared out of nowhere. One moment, the sky had been a warm blue; the next moment, Jute had glanced up to see storm clouds and no blue at all. The hawk was a dark speck that blurred into invisibility against the gray clouds.
Of all of them—of the three people, that is—Ronan never seemed to tire or slow. As Jute and Severan trudged across the endless plain, Ronan would hurry along at such a tremendous pace that he would vanish in the blowing grasses ahead. At other times, he would go loping back on the trail from where they had come, only to reappear far away on their right or left.
“He hops back and forth like a rabbit,” said Jute. 
“Do you know much of rabbits?” said Severan, who was not in the best of moods. “I think not, and I suppose Ronan knows a great deal.”
“Aye,” said the hawk. “I daresay he knows rabbits. Near as much as my own self, and I’ve killed more rabbits than I can remember. Tasty creatures. I never tire of them.”
“He’s just another city rat,” said Jute, feeling somewhat nettled due to the others' admiration of Ronan. “That’s what the Guild is—just a bunch of city rats.”
“One cannot be a rat and a rabbit at the same time," said the hawk. "Any fool can see Ronan is not city-bred. This land is his home and there’s wisdom in how he walks. Even from a rabbit, you have much to learn, for, up to now, your world’s been confined to keyholes and stolen apples and fooling ill-woven wards. You would do well to watch and listen.”
“How am I supposed to listen,” said Jute, “if no one says anything? And you still haven’t explained what’s going on. You promised you would.”
“True,” said the hawk. He shifted from claw to claw on Jute’s shoulder. “I did, didn’t I? Very well.”
Severan, who had been lagging behind Jute, found a burst of energy at these words and quickened his pace until he was walking beside Jute.
“Don’t mind me,” said Severan. “Fine day, isn’t it?”
“No,” said the hawk. “If you bother looking at the sky, you might notice a storm is coming. Clouds do mean something. Now, my young Jute, I’ll tell you what you want to know, but it’ll give you little satisfaction. Knowledge only brings more questions. And, yes, Severan, you may listen, but you’ll kindly keep your comments to yourself.”
“Of course. I wouldn’t dream of anything else.”
“I will speak of things that haven’t been spoken of for many years.”
Thunder rumbled somewhere in the east, far across the plain. The hawk tilted his head to one side, as if he was listening to what the thunder had to say. The air was colder now, and it smelled of iron and rain. Then, the hawk spoke.
“Long ago, the world was nothing but a dream in the mind of Anue. He was known as the sleeping god in the old tongue, even though men have forgotten him in this age. Anue spoke and formed many beings. They sprang into existence in the house of dreams, that place which has no beginning or end. They were the Aro, and they are the oldest servants of Anue. The eldest of these was Nokhoron. It was his task to descend from the house of dreams and so observe that which came to be from the words of Anue, for the god had determined to fashion life within the void. The name Nokhoron is akin to ‘the Watcher’ in the common tongue of men.”
Severan opened his mouth as if to ask a question, but the hawk forestalled him with a look. A breeze sprang up, and the grass waved in its passing, bending and pointing to the north. Clouds gathered in the sky.
“Thus, Nokhoron was the first to see the formation of the world as it came into being. A single word echoed into the void from the mouth of Anue as he stood on the steps of the house of dreams. The word fell like a shining jewel into the nothingness and there took shape. Nokhoron saw all this, alone and winging through the heights. He was astonished and marveled at the power of Anue. He returned to the house of dreams. There, he found Anue walking in the silence, his head bent in thought.
“Nokhoron spoke of what he had seen. Anue listened to him, surrounded by the other Aro. Then, without a reply, Anue walked away. His footsteps echoed within the halls and faded into silence. Twilight fell. It was then, in the quiet, that Nokhoron thought again on what he had seen within the void. The jewel fell through his thoughts as it had fallen through the nothingness of the void. And his thoughts darkened as the jewel shone ever brighter in his memory. When Nokhoron had come perilously near the end of his musing, Anue returned. He spoke once again.
“All of the Aro turned aside in deference and honor to him, that they might not see the speaking of the word. But Nokhoron dared to look from behind his hands, opening one eye to see the utterance. Such was the power of the word that it blinded his one eye, searing it with the terrible brilliance of Anue’s thought. In agony and horror, Nokhoron stumbled from the house of dreams and found himself in the heights of the void. There, again, he was the first to witness the manifestation of the second word. Great lights flared into being in the void. The distant flames of the stars, the frozen sheen of the moon by night, and the burning globe of the sun by day.”
Thunder rumbled again, far in the east, and the hawk again fell silent as he listened to the sound. 
“But what has any of this to do with me?” said Jute in bewilderment. “You speak of very strange things. Yet, here we are, in the middle of this plain, running from the city, running for my life from the wihht and the shadows in the streets. The wind whispers in my dreams and my hand aches as it remembers the edge of the knife. I wish to hear of these things. I want to fly.”
“You must understand what has gone before,” said the hawk, “in order to understand today. You’ll not do any flying for a while, if I can help it. You’d be doing more falling than flying, I daresay, and dashing your brains out on the nearest rock. So kindly devote yourself to listening. Now, where was I?”
“The stars,” said Severan, trying to not sound too eager. “The stars, the moon, and the sun.”
“Ah, yes. The stars, the moon, and the sun sprang into being like flames and ice and fire. And beneath them, turning in the void and warmed by the lights, was the world. Malice awoke in Nokhoron, fueled by his great pain, and he knew hate for the first time. He looked within his mind with his one blind eye and discovered the remembrance of the spoken word of Anue that that eye had seen. He bound his hatred into the memory of the word until it twisted and turned within his mind. A new word formed, and he spoke it forth as his one good eye stared into the void. Both eyes gazed: one in the void and the ruined one in the malice of Nokhoron’s mind. The word fell from his mouth and created the darkness. This welled up between the stars and moon and sun. It flowed across the face of the world like water from a spring. It threatened to drown everything in its endless night. The darkness even crept up to the house of dreams, and within that house the shadows deepened wherever Anue was not.
“Anue was troubled at this, for the power within Nokhoron was of a dreadful might. It was not the power to make. Instead, it was the power to unmake, for darkness is the destruction of the light. Anue had not lifted his hand to such a thing within the memory of the house of dreams, and in that house there is no beginning or end to memory.
“The Aro went to war against Nokhoron, their brother and enemy. They called him Nokhoron Nozhan—the watcher in the darkness. He was their eldest and had been beloved by all the Aro. This made his betrayal great. But the love of the Aro was first given to Anue, who stood silent in the house of dreams. They found, however, that the darkness had so filled the void that it seemed limitless, and the Aro feared that, like the house of dreams, the dark had no beginning or end, relieved only by the intermittent stars and the distant, lonely materials of space. They could not find Nokhoron Nozhan, for he had hidden himself away in the deep places of darkness.
“While they hunted, Anue called to himself the youngest of the Aro. Her name was Geronwe, and her brothers and sisters called her the fairest of them, for her eyes were filled with light. She stood before Anue in the house of dreams and he gave her the task of completing the world with all manner of creature. He spoke to her ear new words of power that subsided into expectation within her mind, and he touched her mouth so she might in turn speak them into being.
“But by the whisper of shadow to shadow and thence to deeper shadow, Nokhoron Nozhan heard the quick footsteps of Geronwe as she descended from the house of dreams into the heights of the world. She alighted in the east, where the mountains pierce the sky, and spoke the first of the words Anue had given to her. Thus were the Earmdu created. They are the eldest of the world and greatly hated by Nokhoron Nozhan, for they were created to guard those weaker in the world who have no such means to stand against the Dark. But even then, as the first of the Earmdu came blinking and wondering into the sunlight and the sight of Geronwe, fairest of all the Aro, Nokhoron Nozhan reached out and caught hold of his youngest sister. The Earmdu were helpless before him and fled in terror. Ever since then their race has walked in sorrow, for theirs is the guilt of having fled the anguish of she they call Leoth (life, in the common tongue of men), who brought them forth in the morning of the world.
“Nokhoron Nozhan bound Geronwe and bore her away into the darkness, giving no heed to her entreaties, though she wept and pleaded with him on strength of blood and brotherhood. There, in the dark, he tortured her until her body and mind were broken. So it was he learned from her mouth the remaining words of power Anue had given her. Satisfied that her mind was emptied of this knowledge, he freed her and left her to wander, near witless, in the darkness.
“This was how Nokhoron Nozhan came to possess the words of power Anue had whispered to Geronwe in the house of dreams. He brooded within the darkness and turned the words over in his thoughts, twisting them until they were his and replete with malice. Venturing closer to the world, he spoke the words one by one. They tumbled down through the sky, like jewels that glowed with a dark light, and fell to earth in the region of Ranuin in the north. 
“This was how the Dark came to be upon the face of the world. Terrible creatures arose. The races of trolls and ogres were born, those who hunger for flesh and delight in destruction. The people of the cobold rose from the dust and hid themselves deep within the mountains, deep within the secret places. Wights walked in the shadows of the forests. There were other creatures that came to being, awful fashionings that have wandered far down through the years of history, forgotten now but still living within the old places of the world. Most dreadful of all, however, in the ice of the mountains of Ranuin, three sceadus stood in the snow. In them was focused all the malice of their master and they were woven with enchantment. For while the other stolen words had spawned entire races, Nokhoron Nozhan saved the last word to form these solitary three. 
“The sceadus stood silent. Their flesh was as cold and as hard as stone, and in their eyes gleamed the dark light of the jewels. Beauty was theirs, even though every other spawn of Nokhoron Nozhan was loathsome to look upon, so twisted were they by his malice. The sceadus were similar to the Earmdu in form, being tall and lean and noble of face. Nokhoron Nozhan, perceiving that even such creatures could not contain the depth of his malice, took his sword in hand and drew its edge along his side. Three drops of blood fell to the ground, and when they touched the snow, steam rose hissing. There lay blood no longer, but three gems that burned with scarlet fire. He gave a stone to each of the sceadus. In the stones was the incandescence of Nokhoron Nozhan’s malice. With them could the fair things of the world be twisted and corrupted to the will of the darkness.
“Nokhoron Nozhan was gladdened by what he had wrought, and pride swelled his heart. But as he stood gloating on the heights, the Aro came hunting, filled with wrath, for their sister Geronwe had finally wandered free from the darkness, making her way like a witless beast back to the house of dreams.
“Nokhoron Nozhan, perceiving the Aro were few in number, called forth his armies of ogres and trolls carrying axes, wights riding on swift dowoles and wielding iron spears. The folcstan with stone hammers marched in rank upon rank. The sound of their passing was like the clashing of stone, for they had been formed when the light of the jewels had fallen on the rocks of the Ranuin plain. The sceadus were at the forefront of all. Not even the dowole-mounted wights could surpass them, for the sceadus were fleet of foot and flickered like shadows across the landscape.
“Of all the creatures of the dark, only the cobolds were absent from the amassing on the Ranuin plain. But their efforts were not absent, for the little creatures are the masters of the forge, content to burrow under mountains, mining for ore to feed their smelts and smithies. The armor and weapons of Nokhoron Nozhan’s army came from their forges. The top of the northern spur of the Ranuin range was shrouded in smoke, for the cobolds were a crafty folk and cut shafts from deep below the roots of the mountains that rose straight up to the heights. It was through these narrow stone chimneys that the smoke and fume of their furnaces were relieved and guttered into the air.
“The Aro sent Ermannuon and Tanurlin, the captains of the Aro, to parley with Nokhoron Nozhan. Their swords were forged in starfire and they cast no shadow as they walked, so shone their armor and the bright beauty of their visage. The army of the Dark quailed before them and doubt gripped them, though the sceadus stood unmoved.
“Ermannuon called out to Nokhoron Nozhan, to him who had been his elder brother and ever the best and brightest of the Aro. His words fell through the air like music, a shining song of memories and regret. He spoke of the past, of the clean, pure curve of the world, and of Anue standing silent within the shadows of the house of dreams. He spoke with forbearance as, of the Aro, Ermannuon still bore kindness in his heart toward the traitor, for he was next in age to him. But Nokhoron Nozhan answered him with scorn and bade him gaze upon the works of his hands, upon the creatures of his own devising. Then Tanurlin spoke in rage, for the memory of Geronwe weeping within the house of dreams was in his thoughts, and he put his hand to his sword. Thus did the Ranuin War begin.
“The Aro were sorely pressed, for though they were mighty, they were few in number. They swam as if in a sea of darkness, such was the multitude of Nokhoron Nozhan’s army that surged against them. It was then that the Earmdu came to their aid, falling upon the flank of their enemies. The ogres and trolls died beneath their swords in scores, for the Earmdu were of strong arm and keen eye and ranged behind them were their archers. An arrow loosed from an Earmdu bow will never fail to find its mark. The enemy retreated before them, as the Earmdu flung themselves recklessly into the fray. They were filled with such sorrow and despair that they cared not for their own lives. The name of Geronwe was their battle cry, and they died in great numbers.
“The tide was turned, however, and the captain of the Earmdu met Tanurlin, he who commanded the Aro, in the midst of the carnage. And Tanurlin, leaning on his bloodstained sword, gave to the Earmdu long life for the deed they had rendered to the Aro. The captain of the Earmdu paled at his words, knowing full well their sentence of grief was lengthened, for there is no Earmdu living that does not carry the sorrow of Geronwe in their heart. But Tanurlin spoke again and gave into their hands the caretaking of the new peoples of the earth, for he revealed to the Earmdu the existence of man within Anue’s thoughts. 
“The remnants of Nokhoron Nozhan’s forces fled away into the mountains and forests of the east in the region of Ranuin. The Aro and Earmdu hunted them all through the long winter but, though many more were slain, just as many escaped into the dark and secret places of the world. The three sceadus hid themselves away and were never found. The hunt was abandoned, for the Earmdu were gravely depleted by their losses on the battlefield and the Aro had already bent their thoughts back to the house of dreams and their sister who wept alone there. Several of the Aro, however, chose to stay in this world, for they elected to watch and wait for the return of the Dark.
“As for Nokhoron Nozhan, no trace of him was found. He fled away into the darkness, gathering it around him like a shroud. From within its depths he slowly recovered his strength and nursed his malice. It was then that he built Daghoron, the fortress of night.”
With these words, the hawk fell silent. They walked on for a while. The wind sighed in the grass, as if it remembered, and there was a chill in the air.
“Incredible,” sputtered Severan. “Amazing. Fantastic. Do you realize that there isn’t a single book that refers to any of this? Not one. At least, no book I’ve read.” He rubbed his hands together in glee. “Just wait until I return to the Stone Tower. No one will believe it. No one.”
“But what’s this to do with me?” said Jute in bewilderment. “I don’t see how it has anything to do with the wind and Hearne and that wretched wihht. You’re confusing me, and I think I’m confused enough.”
“It has everything to do with you. Remember, young Jute, several of the Aro did not return to the house of dreams.” The hawk’s voice soft with weariness and something else. “There were four of them. I remember well. They made their pact on the battlefield. One to guard the earth, one to stand as a sentinel in the midst of fire, one to walk the paths of the sea, and one to watch over the wind.”
The wind sighed in Jute’s ear and he saw in his mind an empty place. No—it was not an empty place, but an enormous plain that stretched away under a night sky. Mountains bounded it on either side, receding to the north. The air was choked with the stench of blood and smoke. The plain’s expanse was littered with the wreckage of war. Immense engines of iron and wood and stone lay broken and burning. The dead were there in countless host, and it seemed there was no inch of bare earth that could be stepped upon without instead stepping upon a corpse. Jute saw four figures standing in the midst of a great throng of dead. They were tall and clad in shining armor. One of them turned, and Jute glimpsed gray eyes and a stern face. The eyes widened slightly, as if in recognition. Jute blinked and found himself standing on the Scarpe Plain once again.
“Aye, that was him,” said the hawk. “But do not look so deeply into the past, for there are other things there, and they would find you of great interest. Do you not see, fledgling? I scarce can believe it myself. I am too old and weary for such things. One of those four have fallen and you have stepped into his place.”
“How can I do such a thing?” said Jute.
“Yes, how?” echoed Severan, looking just as shocked as the boy.
“The how of the matter is done.”
“But how? It was that wretched knife, wasn’t it?”
“Aye,” said the hawk. “It was the knife that killed the wind. In taking his life, the knife drew his essence into itself so that the next blood drawn by the blade would, in turn, receive that essence and so become the next wind. No one knew that such a thing could happen. Perhaps this was of Anue’s design, but who can know his mind?”
“The wind,” breathed Severan. “It’s like something out of a strange tale, a fantastic book no one ever believed, up until now.”
“I’m only a boy,” said Jute in dismay. He did not understand, but was only conscious of a great horror. His hand ached. “I’m a thief. I’m not the wind. I steal purses and apples and coins from the pockets of fat merchants. It’s what I’m good at.”
“You may say what you will. The important thing now is keeping you alive long enough so you grow in strength and understanding. The Dark would like nothing more than to find you and cut your throat. The longer you stay alive, the more difficult it will be for that to happen.”
“Then we’d better start moving again, and fast, instead of standing here gossiping like a gaggle of old women.”
It was Ronan. He had been standing behind them for some time, but no one had heard him approach.
“There’s something out there,” he said. “Something wrong. The Dark, or whatever wives’ tale you prefer. Something strange. It’s near, but it doesn’t seem to be aware of us. It’s hunting someone else. But I’m afraid it might scent us.”
“Is it safe enough to continue north?” asked Severan.
“For the moment.”
“Perhaps if we veer somewhat west as well,” said the old man. “We aren’t so far from the sea, are we? The coast road would be close, and there are only a few small villages until Lastane. We might already be north of Lastane. If so, there aren’t hardly half a dozen villages north of Lastane until Harlech. We’d be quite safe.”
Ronan frowned, considering.
“It’d do us well to have a hot meal and a proper sleep at an inn,” continued Severan.
“Yes, please,” said Jute.
“Very well,” said Ronan. He glanced at the hawk, but the bird said nothing.
Across the blowing grasses they went, with the sky turning darker by the minute. This time, however, they angled away toward the west, and the last bit of light in the sky glowed there in evidence of the sun hurrying over the sea. The thunder muttered nearer as if it was a hound growling along their trail. 



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
FAMILIAR TRACKS
 
Jute and Severan topped a rise and found themselves gazing down a long slope that fell away to the level plain. High overhead, the hawk teetered from side to side in the sullen sky. The wind rushed by, muttering to itself in words that almost seemed intelligible to Jute. He thought he heard it murmur of the north and stones and the cold. The grass rippled in its passing and pointed north. North. Go north.
Good, said the hawk with satisfaction in Jute’s mind. Your ears are opening. North is where we are going, and north is where we shall stay. There’s safety in the north. The Dark doesn’t like Harlech. It never has, for it cannot get a foothold there. It tried. Once, a long time ago. A man without a name went there and built a tower, but it was thrown down.
Below them, a ways off, Jute saw the dark figure of Ronan standing in the grass. He did not move but seemed to be staring down at the ground.
“Maybe he’s found some animal tracks,” said Severan. He stopped to groan and rub at the small of his back. “A nice, sizzling roast for supper sounds marvelous.”
When they reached Ronan, he was pacing back and forth, still intent on the ground. He did not look up.
“Deer tracks, I hope?” said Severan.
“Hardly,” said the other.
“Well, I wouldn’t mind a rabbit. Do rabbits even leave tracks? They seem so small, so light, but they’re still tasty.”
“They’re horse tracks. Horse and wagons. Some people on foot.” Ronan frowned and rubbed a withered blade of grass between his fingers. “Two days ago, I think. Heading south by east. Probably toward Dolan. But we’re heading north.” He shrugged and then mumbled so only Jute heard him. “No account of ours.”
“North. Let’s get this wretched journey over with.” Severan started off briskly through the waving grass.
“He’s going east,” said the hawk after a moment.
“He’ll figure it out when he glances around. Come on, Jute. We’re a long ways from Harlech yet.”
They walked along in silence through the late afternoon, aside from Severan grumbling to himself every now and then. He had made a fair distance before bothering to look around, congratulating himself on his stamina that kept him so far ahead. But when he glanced back, the two others were already dark shapes trudging away toward the horizon. He had stumbled after them, puffing and blowing. They had had the grace not to say anything, though the hawk had chuckled out loud.
Are you going to ride on my shoulder all day? asked Jute in his mind.
If you care to remember, said the hawk, I have been flying for most of the day. At any rate, I enjoy seeing things from down here. It’s fascinating to observe from a man’s point of view. For a while, at least.
I will learn how to fly, won’t I?
Do birds have wings? Of course.
Well, then, how about now?
I don’t think so.
Why not?
The hawk clucked in irritation, sounding like (in Jute’s estimation) nothing more than a pompous old hen. Flying, my overeager fledgling, is not quickly learned. It is painful, for it invariably involves a great deal of falling from heights. This grassy earth is soft enough, but it’ll feel like rock when you come hurtling down. 
I could stay low. Just a few feet off the ground.
The real danger is not in falling. The real danger is the Dark. When learning to fly—when learning any sort of thing that involves a great deal of, hmm, you might call it magic or power (though both words do little justice to what goes on)—the process can be messy. We shall wait until we reach Harlech. Harlech is safe. Er, safer.
Messy? Jute looked at the hawk in confusion. What do you mean? Is it messy like eating a peach?
No. It’s messy in that it scatters power here and there, like cupping your hands around a candle but having the light escape between your fingers. And when that happens, it can be seen. Things take notice.
Things?
Things. Creatures. The Dark.



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
SMEDE GETS TOO GREEDY
 
Smede opened the curtains and was surprised to find there was still daylight outside. Twilight, more likely, but it was still daylight of sorts. He had had the curtains made years ago. Time and moths had nibbled holes in the wool, but the folds were so thick that they let no light in once the curtains were drawn. Smede rarely ever opened the curtains, and when he did, it was usually only to see if it was raining or to dislodge the dead bodies of moths that got lost among the folds and never found their way out. He enjoyed seeing them drift down to the floor.
It was not that he actually disliked sunlight. It was that, as the years had gone by, he had grown to consider sunlight fickle. One moment it could be shining brightly, and the next moment it could be sulking behind a cloud. It was not sufficient for his work. He needed a dependable source of light. Candles. Candles were best. He could sit for hours at his desk, scribbling his way through the Guild accounts with a nice fat candle perched on the desk, next to his ledger. Candlelight made wet ink glisten beautifully. And it lent a wonderful glow to gold. But gold on its own glowed enough to be seen in the dark.
“It’s the only reliable light there is,” Smede said aloud. He took a last disapproving look at the sunlight and the blue sky outside, just visible in slices and wedges past the chimneys and rooftops, and then whisked the curtains closed. There was work to be done and he didn’t need to fritter away his time staring out the window. He sat back down at his desk. But no matter how hard he tried, Smede could not concentrate. The numbers before him refused to add up. In a fit of temper, he jabbed his pen so hard against the paper that the nib snapped and flicked ink at his face.
“Bother.” 
A large chest sat in the corner. Smede’s eyes wandered over to it.
“Not that I’d think of doing anything like that,” he said to himself. “Mustn’t even think of it. Now, where was I? Oh, yes. Three fifties and naught point seven two percent compounded weekly for six weeks is—blast this pen. Nine twenty-eight, carry the remainder. I wonder if he’ll come back?”
Smede shuddered and looked everywhere in the room except for the chest.
“Mustn’t think of that. Three point seventy-five percent is too low. Four percent would be much more suitable for any merchant. The Silentman is too soft on ‘em. That leaves nine two five point three —no—nine two five point two eight. Perhaps he’ll never come back? He might be dead.”
If truth be told, Smede had a habit of talking to himself. This was born out of a life lived mostly in solitude, a life lived in the sole company of ledgers and candlelight and stacks of gold piled on his counting desk. Smede didn’t notice when his thought became speech and his speech became thought. It was a habit that could have been broken by a rigorous regimen of spending one hour a day drinking ale in any pub. The habit, however, had been getting worse over the last several months.
“Yes, he might be dead. Drat this pen. But then the Silentman’ll be free and clear. And all that gold. He’s got it hidden away, hidden like his face. May the shadow take his black heart. It’s our gold. But he doesn’t know he’s dead, does he? No, he doesn’t.”
And with these perplexing words, Smede found himself standing at the chest. The ward woven into its wood buzzed once in warning and then relaxed at his touch. He opened the lid.
“He might not be dead and he might not. He certainly looked dead. But the Silentman doesn’t know that.”
The chest was empty except for one thing. At the bottom lay a folded black cloak.
“The Silentman doesn’t know everything, does he? No, he doesn’t.” 
Smede settled the cloak around his shoulders. It did not look like much. It was just a shabby old cloak.
“It’s our gold,” he said. “It’s ours and I’m doing him a favor by getting it back. Of course, he might be dead, so I’ll have to keep the gold for him. I’ll keep it safe. I’ve always been good, haven’t I? I’ve always done the dirty work.”
Smede drew the cloak’s hood over his head. Instantly, his face disappeared into shadow. It was peculiar. A mirror hung upon the wall and surely reflected enough light from the candle to see within the hood, but where Smede’s face should have been there was only shadow. He twitched at the hood to settle it more comfortably, snuffed out the candle and then touched the mirror. The glass shimmered and Smede stepped through, leaving the room silent and empty behind him.



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
A FAILED GAMBLE
 
Dreccan Gor’s stomach ached. 
It must have been something he had eaten for supper. Perhaps the roast lamb with mint sauce. Or the cream of flounder soup. Though the cheese soufflé hadn’t been as light as it should have been. It had become a chore by the time he had worked his way to the last slice. Normally, the cook spun soufflés as light as summer clouds. 
Dreccan turned uneasily on his bed. Perhaps it had been that last handful of grapes? Yes. He shouldn’t have had the grapes. He should have exercised more willpower and said no. Dreccan groaned and rubbed his stomach. A glass of vinegar. That would do the trick. First thing in the morning, he would have a glass of vinegar to settle his stomach. And then perhaps three or four eggs scrambled with some of that lovely spicy sausage from Vomaro. And maybe some fried mushrooms.
Dreccan groaned again.
“You sleep uneasily, human.”
The voice came from somewhere in the room. Somewhere in the darkness near his bed. His skin crawled.
“Who’s there?”
But Dreccan didn’t need to ask. He knew the voice. A figure stood in the moonlight that shone through the window. The creature’s servant. Twin points of light gleamed at him from within the thing’s hood.
“What do you want?” Gor’s voice shook.
“You have something of ours. You and your thief master. We want it back.”
“What do you mean?”
“I shall be waiting in your master’s court, human. Bring him.”
The hooded figure vanished.
Dreccan stumbled down the hall as fast as his legs would carry him. The ache in his stomach grew sharper, deeper, and more determined in its efforts. It was not an ache any more; it was downright pain.
Surely the creature was dead. 
Dreccan had spoken with no fewer than five lords, two ladies, and four servants who had all attested to the dreadful events that had taken place at the regent’s ball. Eleven conversations adroitly steered by Dreccan so that none of them had thought to ask why both the regent and his advisor had not been at the ball when all the dreadfulness had happened. All their stories had been basically the same. The creature was dead. Killed before the stunned eyes of the nobility from every duchy of Tormay. Killed by Lady Levoreth Callas.
Or whoever she was.
Whatever she was.
His mind shied away from that thought. The problems brought by the Silentman’s greed were bad enough without having to grapple with the idea that people you always thought were people might not be people at all. They might be something else entirely. Such a thought did not fit into a neatly ordered world. And if there was anything the world needed more of, it was order. Neatness. Predictability.
Several guards came to sleepy attention in the hall, bleary-eyed and trying not to yawn. One of them dropped his spear with a clatter. Dreccan hurried by. The night chamberlain was snoring on a couch in the regent’s antechamber. His wig had slid down onto his face and fluttered with each snore. Dreccan tiptoed past. He opened the door and eased through.
“Who’s there?”
“Shhh!” said Dreccan, closing the door behind him.
“Oh, it’s you. What are you doing, wheezing and stomping about like that? You could’ve given me a heart attack.”
A candle guttered into life. The regent was sitting bolt upright in a chair in the corner.
“This had better be good, Dreccan,” said Botrell. “Just getting a nice night’s sleep and you blunder in like a drunk. Eh? Is that it? You've been at the bottle again?”
“I’m not drunk,” said the other stiffly, feeling that such an allegation was unfair, particularly as the bed looked unslept in and a nearly empty bottle of wine stood on the table by the regent’s chair.
“Don’t equivocate,” said Botrell, wagging one finger. “Take your medicine like a man. Drink it down, sir. Drink it down.”
With this, he poured himself a generous measure of wine and downed it in one gulp.
“I’d offer you some, Dreccan, but it’d be wasted on your untutored palate. It’s a Vomarone. A nice, little Vomarone. Twelve-year old bottling. Velvety, fruity, and notes of, er, something or another. Ahh. Yes—yes. I think I’ll have another. Don’t mind if I do.”
“My lord,” said Dreccan, “there’s an urgent matter.”
“Yes? Excellent. Then it can wait until the morning.”
“It can’t. He’s back.”
“What’s that? Calm yourself, man. Speak clearly. You babble like an old lady. Get to the point.”
The steward ground his teeth together. The pain in his stomach was getting worse.
“He’s back. The little creature, the thing who hired us to steal the box.”
“Shadows above!” Botrell shot out of his chair like a frightened rabbit. “Counfound it, why didn’t you say so before? Is he here? But that’s impossible. He’s dead. No, he isn’t dead. Is he dead? Why isn’t he dead too? His master’s dead.”
“We think his master’s dead. We thought his master was dead.” 
“I was hoping,” said Botrell, and then he shut his mouth.
“His master might be dead, but he might not. Who knows what happened that night? Wondering won’t do us any good now. He’s waiting down in the Guild court.”
Botrell shuddered.
“Then let’s not keep him waiting any longer.”
The darkness in the tunnels seemed even darker than usual. The oil lamps burning on the wall hoarded their meager light to themselves as if unwilling to let it shine down onto the stones below.
“Stop walking so close,” said Botrell. 
“Sorry.” 
The steward could feel the man’s eyes glaring from within the blurred shadows wrapped around his form. He glanced back down the passage. He had the distinct impression that someone was watching him. Just past the edge of the light. But surely nothing was there. Only cobwebs and a spider or two.
They halted at a turn in the passage. Botrell muttered a few words under his breath and a door yawned open before them. Dreccan gritted his teeth, waiting for the old familiar dizziness. A ward buzzed into life in the door. Nausea swept over the steward. In an instant, the darkness was gone and they were standing in the blue light of the Guild court.
“I hate that spell,” said Dreccan. He swallowed, tasting bile.
“It’s a long walk otherwise,” said Botrell. His voice was barely a whisper.
The court was empty. At least, it looked empty. Shadows crisscrossed the hall from column to column, retreating from the blue flames that burned motionless on the walls. 
“He’s here,” said Botrell. He crept up the dais steps and peered around.
“Silentman.”
The voice came out of the darkness, from somewhere within the rows of columns stretching away from the empty throne. Botrell made a convulsive leap for the throne and sat down. The little figure stood before the dais steps, where a moment before there had only been shadow. Twin points of light gleamed within the darkness of its hood.
“You have something of ours, Silentman,” said the thing. Its voice was low, but the words echoed in the court, hissing in the quiet like snakes who had come to agree with what was said. “You have something of ours, and my master desires its return.”
“Your master? Is he—I mean—where—”
But then the Silentman fell silent, for the hooded thing began ascending the steps of the dais. The drapes of its cloak whispered against the stones. It was unthinkable! No one was allowed so near the throne of the Silentman. It was punishable by death. The Silentman looked over at Dreccan, but his advisor was intently studying the floor.
“Listen to me, and listen well.”
The thing came closer until it stood in front of the throne. The Silentman clenched his hands together into fists to stop them trembling. He could smell the hooded thing now, a sour whiff of dust and wax and stale sweat. It was an oddly familiar scent.
“Your Guild has taken our gold, our faith, and our patience. And what has my master in return? Broken promises and a boy that escaped your grasp.”
“Here now,” said the Silentman. “We got the boy, didn’t we? We nabbed him and then your master let him slip through his fingers.”
Immediately, as soon as the words were out, the Silentman wished he hadn’t spoken. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Dreccan wince.
“My master?” said the thing. “Hold your tongue, thief! My master returns soon and you shall know his reckoning. For now, however, you will return the gold we paid.”
“All the gold?” said the Silentman. “Do you mean all, as in all of it?”
“Every last coin.”
“But, but,” stammered the Silentman. He thought of all the dinners and dances and guests that had been entertained on the bounty of the regent of Hearne. In reality, they had been entertained on the bounty of the Thieves Guild. Most of the gold was spent.
“I’ll return this time tomorrow to collect my master’s gold.”
The hooded thing turned and descended the dais steps.
“All of it, thief,” the thing said over its shoulder.
And then it happened.
The thing tripped on the last step. Perhaps it had stepped on a fold of its cloak or stumbled on the stones, the Silentman could not tell, but the hooded thing sprawled on the floor below the dais. It scrambled to its feet. The hood had fallen back. Light glinted on skin and hair.
“Smede?” said the Silentman in amazement.
“Er,” said Smede.
“Smede!” yelled the Silentman, but this time his voice was full of outrage and ferocious joy.
The accountant turned and ran. The Silentman was off his throne in a bound and down the steps.
“Smede! You filthy worm! Traitor! You’re a dead man, Smede! Dreccan! Quick, grab him! I’ll cut your lousy rotten throat myself, you miserable ink-swilling maggot!”
The door at the far end of the court slammed.
“There’ll be no catching him once he’s in the labyrinth,” panted Dreccan.
“I’ll have his head on a pike,” said Botrell. He spat on the ground and then grinned in delight. “Did you see his face? He was bluffing us. I know it. Smede. Imagine that. His master’s dead and gone, I warrant. He was bluffing us for the gold. He was bluffing. Ha! And he had me. He almost had me, Dreccan. I was already trying to figure out where we’d raise that much gold. Sell the regency jewels, borrow from Galnes and all the other blood-sucking merchants. Sell off my stable. Never!”
“I’ll put the word out to the Guild,” said Dreccan. “They’ll be watching his house, the gates, the waterfront. They’ll have him before the day’s done.”
“And also the city Guard. Make up a story of murder or someone’s daughter ravished, I don’t care what. Anything that’ll withstand Gawinn’s scrutiny. Smede’ll rue the day he was born when I get my hands on him. I’ll skin him alive with a blunt knife. I’ll roast him over coals. I’ll drown him in his own ink.”
“You don’t suppose he wasn’t lying?”
“What? Nonsense. You’re becoming womanish in your old age, Dreccan. You saw his face. He was bluffing or I’m not the regent. Smede’s never met a gold piece he didn’t love. His master’s dead and he was hoping to scoop up all that gold for himself. You have to hand it to him. Imagine that—our accountant a lying, scheming traitor. You can’t serve two masters, Dreccan.”
The door closed behind them. The court was silent again. Silent and empty and, between the glimmers of blue light, filled with the dark.



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
LEVORETH GOES HUNTING
 
Levoreth and the wolves traveled up through the foothills of the mountains. The air was brisk and clouds blew across the sky in dirty, gray tatters. They were in an area north of the duchy of Dolan and east of Harlech. Neither duchy claimed the land as its own. There was nothing to claim from a practical point of view, for the countryside was inhospitable at best. It was a desolate place of steep, rocky slopes and sudden canyons that dropped down into their depths, cut by years of the rivers running fast and ice-cold down from the mountain heights above. Pine trees grew on the slopes, rising up from the ground dense with dead needles to the treetops above tossing and sighing with the wind. Past them, through the branches and further up still, were the heights gleaming with snow.
“It’s winter already, up there,” said Levoreth.
Aye, said the old wolf. He loped along at Swallowfoot’s side, each stride nearly as long as the horse’s. It’s always winter on the heights.
Do you remember the trail, Drythen Wulf?
Does a wolf ever forget a scent? said the wolf in some indignation. Would that I could forget such a trail. Would that I had never followed it down, but the wolves shall always live according to your wishes, Mistress of Mistresses.
They struck the trail later that morning. Levoreth shivered, closing her eyes for a moment. Beneath her, Swallowfoot trembled and stopped stock-still. She took a deep breath and opened her eyes. The scene had not changed. The pale sunlight still streamed down through the pine trees. But in her mind, she could feel the touch of the Dark. The presence was old and faded, but it was there.
We need not follow the trail all the way to the mountaintop, Mistress, said the old wolf. I think there are other ways to get there.
Thankfully, she said. Lead on.
They climbed past the tree line and up into a region of great rock slabs and a wiry, spiky scrub that had no flowers or leaves but released a sweet scent whenever its branches were broken. The slabs of rock were enormous and they lay in shattered grandeur, like bodies of giants turned to stone, fallen upon a battlefield from some long-forgotten war. Swallowfoot picked his way through the rubble underfoot. 
Methinks your horse is descended from a mountain goat, said the old wolf.
Watch your tongue, wolf, said Swallowfoot.
I meant well. Your step is sure and this is no easy, plainsland path we follow. But the old wolf’s mouth opened in a soundless laugh, and the other wolves ahead of them on the slope glanced back with amusement gleaming from their eyes and their sharp-toothed grins.
Levoreth remembered, with some surprise, that the last time she had been in the mountains had been with these same wolves. This same pack. Years ago. Hunting a sceadu that had brought death and misery to the mountains and all the wild kin who lived there. 
It is in my mind, Drythen Wulf, that this sceadu we trail may be the same creature that brought the Dark to the mountains years ago when I hunted with your pack.
Perhaps, Mistress. But there is a difference. Once we reach the eyrie, you will see. Aye, the sceadu was there, but something else was there as well. Something quite different.
There were different sorts of evil. The evil that men hid in their hearts was one kind. The ancient words of the Dark were another evil, of much greater deadliness than anything a mere man could set his hand to. But words were only words, and they always required someone to speak or read them. There were creatures who had old and abiding allegiances to the Dark, such as ogres and cobolds and sceadus. They were yet another sort of evil. The sceadus were ancient, older, and more terrible than all the works of darkness. They had walked the earth when she herself had still been young. And then there was the Dark itself. The Watcher in the silence.
“Deep within the darkness, further e’en the void, Nokhoron Nozhan built himself a fortress of night,” Levoreth said out loud. The wind held its breath at the brashness of her words and then, when nothing happened, it blew into the silence with a relieved sigh.
They walked along a ridge that fell away into the plunging depths below. Swallowfoot shivered beneath her, but she calmed him with a touch of her hand and he stepped along again with assurance. The wolves were strung out before and behind her; some were black against the snow with their dark fur, but many of them were lighter colored and so almost vanished into the glittering white. But the light was fading fast. High above them, past the ridge, was the peak. It waited for them, darkening in the dying light.
We are near, Mistress.
The old wolf came and stood by Swallowfoot’s side. The wolf’s breath steamed in the air, and she could see the anxiety in his eyes.
A little farther, said Levoreth, and then I will go on my own.
No, Mistress. We shall go with you.
They again came upon the trail of the sceadu and were forced to follow it, for there was no other way up. The mountain dropped away into the depths below on one side, down into an awful emptiness. On the other side, a steep rock wall, sheathed in ice, angled up at such a slant that it seemed it would fall over on them at any second.
I would not mind being a mountain goat, said Swallowfoot. One more look over the side and I shall be dizzy.
And then, around a corner, they hiked up into a flat space. It was a narrow bowl bounded on three sides by steep rock and on the fourth by the sky and the sheer fall of the mountainside. The bowl was deep in snow.
There, said the old wolf.
But Levoreth already knew. She swung down from Swallowfoot. On the far side of the bowl, where the rock walls came together to a cleft, the opening of a cave was barely visible behind a snowdrift.
Wait for me here, she said.
By the time she neared the cave, the snow was past her waist. Her clothes were stiff with ice. The cold had worked its way deep into her, deep in her bones, but she did not mind. She had once stood on a mountainside in winter for three months, absentmindedly listening to the sounds of the snowfall and the slow, creaking sleep of the earth. She had turned to ice then, but it had not mattered because she was Eorde. She was the earth.
Here, though, something else strove to creep in with the cold. The Dark. Levoreth shut her mind to it, strengthened with the memory of stone and the weight of earth. She wove her thoughts with the green of spring and the long, slow fall of autumn that finds its strength in its inexorable descent. But still, something fluttered against the edge of her mind.
“Avert!” she said.
Levoreth kicked at the bank of snow obscuring the cave mouth until the crust crumbled. The snow collapsed inward. Ice lined the walls of the interior. The cave was silent, but outside she could hear the wind moaning. It was dark inside but Levoreth did not need much light to see. What was sufficient for a cat or an owl was sufficient for her. A rough stairway was carved into the stone at the back of the cave. Whatever waited for her was at the top of those stairs. She began to climb.
And the Dark reared alive. No more than a whisper on the edge of her thought.
It battered at her.
Shadow, deep and dark and heavy as stone.
Thou wilt die.
As all shall.
All flesh is like grass.
Withers and fades.
Into the night without end.
But the earth in her was heavier still. Immovable and fixed. Levoreth hunched her shoulders, staggered a little under the weight of the voice, and then trudged up the stairs. She did not know how long she climbed those stairs. It could have been only a few minutes. It could have been an hour. It could have been a day. She came to the top of the stairs. The darkness lightened to a gloom. Levoreth stood in an empty space carved from the rock. An eyrie. Above her head was a high ceiling of stone, sheathed in ice and stalactites. On all sides, however, openings like windows looked to the north and south and east and west. She moved to one of the windows, the one looking south, and found that the window was large enough to serve as a porch. She stood on the edge of the mountain. Snow blew and swirled around her. She gazed south, and stretching away before her, the peaks of the Morn range stood in all their lonely grandeur, some shining bright in sunlight, some shrouded in darkness and storm.
And in the eyrie was the Dark. It was a memory only. Whatever had been here was now long gone. But the memory was alive and powerful.
“Who were you?” said Levoreth.
The thing lashed at her, striking at her mind with malice as sharp as shattered stone and as cold as ice. But she stood firmly and would not move. She could feel the mountain beneath her, heavy with sorrow and still remembering what it had been forced to harbor for so long.
“Who were you?”
A nobody. A nothing. 
The voice was sneering. A voice devoid of life. A voice as thin as the blade of a knife.
“Who were you?”
The thing thrashed on the edge of her mind but it could not escape. It had been in the eyrie for so long that it was rooted to that place.
“Who were you?” said Levoreth. “Speak!”
The rock beneath her shuddered with the force of her words. The mountain shook. Outside, ice shattered and a great mass of snow slid several feet down the face of the crag before pausing. But the pause was only for a second. The snow slid away then in earnest, roaring and billowing down the slope. In the bowl at the cave’s mouth, Swallowfoot and the wolves trembled.
We were darkness, said the voice.
We were a word, my brothers and I. We were a jewel that fell through the night sky. We fought wars in the dead lands. We laid waste to those who lived there and brought them to ruin. We were darkness, restless and hungering. Restless, old Mistress. So I left my brothers and came west across the great sea. I came hunting like a dog. I gazed over this land. I stood in the wind and rain, in the tempest and the storm, in the ice and the snow. Watching and waiting. I gazed from this mountain for a hundred years.
“I know you,” said Levoreth, shivering. “We fought you in distant lands. Before the land of Corvalea fell into darkness. Three brothers. The three sceadus.”
Aye, sneered the voice. And what else do you hide in your memory? I shall tell you one of mine. I saw the wind one day. I saw the wind one day, stretching his wings from this eyrie. This was his home, as it is mine now. He went flying to and fro in his careless way, as he was wont to do, and a thought settled in my mind that I would be the one to catch him as he fell.
I fed his curiosity with a dream. I drew him east. East from the mountains and across the great waste beyond, to the farthest shore where another sea laps. And he came to the sand of the shore so that he might set his hand on the jewel that sparkled there. But there was no jewel to be had. There was only my knife. And there he did die. On my knife. Such a sweet memory.
“You are a liar,” spat Levoreth, “as you and your kind always have been. Your knife did prove his end, but he did not die there. He fled you, did he not? He fled, with your knife in his side, and the Dark has been searching for the blade ever since.”
And find it we shall, old Mistress. The dogs are sniffing along the scent. We shall find it and the wind shall be ours.
No. Someone else found it first, thought Levoreth to herself tiredly. She could see Jute’s frightened face in her mind. Someone else found it first and you’ll have to kill him. You’ll have to kill the wind again.
“You are only a memory, a curse on this place. Where did your true self go? Where is the sceadu?”
I am only a memory from my past, said the voice. When I left this place, my future began. I am only the past. I cannot tell you, old hag.

“But you know. I can feel it in your voice. Tell me.”
The thing sought to escape. It tried to hide in the old, fading memories of the past, in what Levoreth had forgotten, in what she wished to forget, but she caught it and held it. And the thing told her. It told her in pictures that flooded her mind. It told her in hatred and darkness and ancient malice that had spied upon Tormay for so long.
My lord sleeps in Daghoron, said the voice, dying away. But I serve another. There is another and he stands in the shadows. We will rule Tormay. We will destroy as we have always destroyed. And then the voice was gone, whirled away in a fit of laughter that vanished on the wind. Levoreth released the memory and stood staring blindly. She felt old and tired, unutterably weary.
“Another,” she said to herself in a daze. “I do serve another.”
Snow was falling when Levoreth emerged from the cave. The wolves were huddled around Swallowfoot to keep him warm. The snow lay across the wolves so that they were only little hills and mounds under it. One of the hills shook itself and cascaded away to reveal a furry snout, ears, and eyes.
The mountain shook, Mistress, said the old wolf.
“The mountain?” Levoreth said, her mind blank. “Oh. I’m sorry.”
The other wolves emerged from the snow, sneezing and snuffling and shaking the snow from their coats. Swallowfoot levered himself up. Levoreth ran her fingers through his mane, breaking the ice free and warming him with her touch. She swung herself up. 
“Let us go,” she said. “A storm is coming.”
Above them, the wind blew around the mountaintop, moaning in and out of the eyrie. It sounded forlorn, as if it were searching for an old friend who had gone away and was no longer there.



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
THE STONE TOWER
 
Severan was right in his guess that they had already passed north of Lastane, for early that morning they topped a rise and looked down upon a river gleaming in the sunlight. Willows grew in thickets along the water’s edge, and through the dark arms of their branches they could see the gliding flow.
“A river!” said Jute. “Let’s go fishing.”
“The south fork of the Ciele,” said Ronan. “We’ve traveled farther than I’d hoped.”
“There,” said Severan. “What did I tell you? We’ll reach the coast road and be in Harlech in no time. The road’s safe this far north; I’d wager my neck on it.”
“Still many a mile to go,” said the hawk, “but fresh fish for breakfast would do me no harm.”
“I didn’t think hawks fished,” said Jute. “The seagulls and the pelicans do. I used to love watching them diving in the bay. I thought you hunted mice and rabbits and such.”
“Hawks don’t hunt mice. At any rate, when you’ve lived as many years as I have, you learn many things. Among them, a taste for fish. Even the taste of rabbit grows bland after a while.”
“I’ve seen fisherhawks,” said Ronan. “In the lakes north of Dolan.”
“Aye.” The hawk chuckled. “A rough-winged sort. They have a fondness for eels and they claim to speak with the giants.”
“Giants,” said Severan. “I’ve never met anyone who has spoken with a giant, let alone seen one. What language do these fisherhawks use when they speak with giants?”
But the hawk did not answer, for he had launched himself from Jute’s shoulder and swung steadily away from them into the sky.
“Dratted bird,” said Severan. “I know. I know—you needn’t look at me like that, Jute. Your hawk is probably the oldest and wisest creature I’ve ever had the fortune to meet, but he has a habit of ending conversations right when they get interesting.”
When they reached the river, they found the hawk perched on top of a rock at the water’s edge, busily devouring a fish.
“Trout,” said the hawk through a mouthful. “Plenty more, if you’re hungry.”
“I think I’ll have some of Ronan’s excellent stale bread,” said Severan, turning pale. “That is, if there is any more.”
“Pity we don’t have a pole and a line,” said Jute.
They came to a road an hour after they forded the river. It was more like a carter’s track, being just two worn ruts in the grass. It led north and south.
“The coast road,” said Ronan. “I can smell the sea.”
The others could not, and the hawk eyed him thoughtfully for a while but did not say anything. Being on the coast road put Severan in excellent spirits. He was familiar with the surrounding lands, for he had spent many years in the northern coast duchies.
“You’re from Harlech, aren’t you?” said Jute.
“Originally.” Severan shrugged. “I have an old house there. I told you before, didn’t I? It belonged to my father and his before him. High on the headlands past Lannaslech. More of a cottage than a proper house. It looks down upon the sea. I daresay it would make an excellent hideaway for you, eh?”
“Perhaps,” said the hawk. “We shall see.”
“A house,” said Jute. “That sounds wonderful. I’ve always wanted to live in house.”
“Thule, however, is where I spent more years. It’s similar to Harlech in many ways. Neither has any real cities, just villages and small towns. The duke of Thule himself lives in a simple house out in the countryside. He’s a good man, and famous for his hospitality.”
“But it was the Stone Tower that brought you to Thule, wasn’t it?” said the hawk. “Learning and magic and the pursuit of words?”
“Well, yes.”
“I’ve never seen this Stone Tower,” said Ronan. “I’ve never seen it, though I suppose there’s little in any duchy of Tormay I haven’t seen.”
“Of course you haven’t seen it,” said Severan. “The Stone Tower’s hidden by powerful warding spells. Those who get too close and who have no business there find themselves turned about and heading south if they meant to go north or caught in bogs or walking right off cliffs. It’s not a place easily found.”
Severan discoursed at length and with great enthusiasm about the Stone Tower. The others listened as they walked along the road, though it was doubtful the hawk listened much, as he spent most of his time flying overhead. When he was not flying, he perched on Jute’s shoulder with his head tucked underneath his wing.
“One of the fellows two years senior to me, name of Feldmoru, discovered the third word for oak one day while reading Petersilie’s A Summer in Dolan. Petersilie’s writings were considered light stuff. After all, the book is a recounting of a summer he once spent in Dolan. Lots of detail of walks and suppers at country inns and some hilarious descriptions of the folks he met. There’s a superb bit about a gravedigger and an infestation of gophers.”
“Then why was the book at the Stone Tower in the first place?” asked Ronan.
“Because of who Petersilie was, don’t you know,” said Severan.
“No, I don’t know.”
“You don’t? Petersilie used to be the court wizard in Hearne. Hundreds of years ago. Back when it actually meant something. It was always considered odd that he had written something as frivolous as A Summer in Dolan. Until Feldmoru came along. Tall fellow with a drippy nose. I remember him well. And his nose. It made a dreadful noise when he blew it.”
“Get on with the story,” said the hawk. He had been napping on Jute’s shoulder, but Severan’s voice had woken him.
“It was the names of the people he wrote about, see? Petersilie made up names for them, on the surface because he was much too polite to use actual names, but he was using words from one of the older languages. If he was discussing a shepherd, he would have hidden sceap, which is the word for sheep, in the fellow’s name. Ansceap or Torsceapan or something like that. People are still analyzing that book and finding hidden words.”
“That isn’t much of a story,” said Jute. “A proper story should have hideous creatures and horrible secrets, and a clever thief. Oh, and descriptions of lots of tasty meals.”
“Nonsense,” said Severan. “It’s a wonderful story.”
Jute had something more to say but was stopped by a shout from Ronan. He had quickened his pace in order to avoid Severan’s discourse on A Summer in Dolan and was farther up the road now, at the top of a hill.
“The sea!” he called.
They hurried up the rise after him. Past the sloping fields before them, bounded by the jagged line of cliffs that marked the edge of the land, was the sea. It was a shining line of light. They could hear the rolling boom of the surf and the faint, thin calls of the gulls. And everywhere there was the salt-smell of the sea.
“Yes, well, that’s certainly the sea,” said Severan. “It’s cold and nasty in these parts. Only fools and fishermen venture out on it—though, down through the years, quite a few wizards have sailed west from the Stone Tower.”
Ronan, who had begun to scowl at these words, looked interested.
“What were they searching for?” he said.
“Oh, many things. The end of the world, new lands, a place untouched by the Dark. Some of them were trying to find the anbeorun of the sea. But who knows what they really thought to find? Perhaps only a lost word? No one’s ever returned.”
The road drew closer to the cliffs. As they walked along, they could see the waves below. There was a freshness in the air that was more than mere purity and light. Jute’s heart was glad within him and he watched the flight of the gulls as they swooped and dove across the face of the cliffs.
He loved it here.
Who? said Jute in his mind.
The hawk’s eye gleamed in the sunlight.
He who was before you. He often said that the meeting of water, sky, and earth along these coasts was a thing of mystery and beauty, and here in the cold of winter, that mystery became slow and still and clear to sight. He said it reminded him of an older place, when he had been young and that he no longer remembered with such clarity.
I wish we could stop and go fishing. Climb down to the bottom of the cliffs. There must be crabs down there. We could catch them.
“Off the road, quick!” said Ronan.
“What? Why?”
“Get off the road! Is there a way to say it clearer?”
They tumbled off the road and into the bushes beside the road.
“What is it?” said Severan. “Ouch. I fear I’ve chosen a briar to hide myself in.”
“Hush,” said Ronan. “Someone’s coming along the road behind us.”
“I hear it,” said the hawk. “A horse and rider, I think.”
When the source of the sound came into view, it was a horse-drawn cart. An old woman sat on the seat behind the horse, reins in her hands.
“Well, I’ll be,” said Severan.
He immediately bounded up from his hiding place and called to the carter.
“Hi, there! I say, stop!”
“What are you doing?” said Ronan.
“It’s all right. I know her.”
The carter reined her horse in. Severan scrambled up to the road, his face beaming.
“It’s Cyrnel, isn’t it?” said Severan. He ducked a quick bow.
“Aye, that’s me,” said the woman on the cart, looking at him warily. She fingered a loop of braided leather around her neck. “And you are?”
“Oh, er, my name’s Severan. Do you, I mean, don’t you remember me?”
“Sorry, friend.”
“I was a student at the tower. You used to deliver vegetables there.”
The woman’s face eased into a smile. Her hand released its hold on her necklace.
“And still do. The students come and go at the tower, but I trot old Apple up there once a week with goods from our farm. The tower’s where I’m headed now. If you’re going that way, I’ll take you along.”
“Oh? Thank you. My friends and I’ll gladly take you up on that offer.”
“Your friends?”
The woman smiled when Ronan and Jute emerged from the bushes. She eyed the hawk perched on Jute’s shoulder but said nothing.
“We were hiding,” said Severan, turning a little red. “We weren’t sure who was coming along the road. There are strange things about these days.”
“Oh, I never worry too much,” said Cyrnel. “If someone was foolish enough to rob me, why, they’d have the whole of the Stone Tower after them. They like their food, they do. Climb up.”
As the cart seat was only wide enough for the woman herself, they climbed up into the back of the cart and found themselves spots among the sacks and chests and casks.
“Careful where you sit,” said Cyrnel. “There are eggs in the forward chest. Help yourself to the sack by your knee, boy. It’s full of plums.”
They bounced along the road, resting in the back of the cart. It smelled of vegetables and the rich, warm scent of fresh milk. Jute could feel something like cabbages in the sack underneath him. He bit into a plum and juice ran down his chin.
“She doesn’t remember me,” said Severan.
“You don’t say?” said Ronan. He winked at Jute.
Severan blushed. In front of them, they could hear Cyrnel whistling and clucking to the horse every now and then. A fine sparkle of dust hung in the air behind them, kicked up by the horse and the cartwheels.
“She delivered food to the Stone Tower when I was student there,” said Severan. “Wheat for our bread, eggs, cheese, milk, fresh vegetables. She and her father would come in his cart. This is probably the same cart. She was just a girl back then. Braids and bare feet and freckles on her nose.”
“She’s going to the Stone Tower now,” said the hawk.
“Er, yes.”
“I’ve nothing against wizards,” said the hawk, “other than the fact that they aren’t always dependable. Quite a few of them have gone over to the Dark, haven’t they? I don’t recall discussing a stop at the Stone Tower. Harlech it was. We agreed on that. North to Harlech.”
“We’re still going north,” said Severan. “I can’t help it if the tower’s on the way. A hot dinner, proper beds, a roof over our heads for the night. That’s nothing to sneeze at, if I may say so.”
“Oh, please, let’s,” said Jute. A proper bed sounded marvelous to him.
“I’m not interested in any of your reasons,” said the hawk. “I like my dinners warm, if you understand what I mean. The best of beds for me is a tree branch, and the sky’s always been my roof. All right, all right, Jute. You needn’t make such a face. One night and no more than one night. I’ll not rest easy until we’ve passed into Harlech, and even there I reserve the right to be uneasy whenever I want to.”
“I must say,” said Severan, “that it would be good to hear an explanation of your comment on wizards and the Dark, master hawk. Wizards are not so easily ensnared.”
“Do you think Scuadimnes was the only wizard who fell into darkness?” said the hawk. “He was the only one who found fame with his evil deeds, for it is no little thing to have destroyed the monarchy of Hearne and the university. But there have been others. I think you know one yourself. And how long ago was it, Severan, that your friend Nio began his descent into darkness? When did it begin and why did you not know? It is a quiet thing that cannot be seen. Knowledge alone is not a safeguard against such a fate.”
Severan shut his mouth unhappily at that and did not answer. After a while, the hawk flew away from the cart in long, lazy strokes, claiming that the bumpiness of the ride was making him sick to his stomach. The cart descended down into a small valley. The half circle of a bay shone in the morning sunlight. Across the valley, the slopes mounted up to a ridge that fell off into the sea on one end in cliffs and angled away into forested hills on the other. Down in the bay, several boats were at anchor, bobbing in the swell.
“There’s the tower,” said Severan.
“Where?” said Jute. “I don’t see anything.”
Severan pointed. “At the foot of the ridge, where the curve of the bay comes around to the cliffs.”
Jute still did not see anything that looked like a tower. All he saw was the cliff on the other side of the valley. Slabs of stone angled away from it, looking as if they would fall at any moment. A greenish mass covered the cliff here and there, looking like a strange waterfall of vegetation flowing down from the top.
“I still don’t see anything,” said Jute.
Severan smiled. “I’d be surprised if you did.”
“I can see it clear enough,” said the hawk, who had rejoined them on the cart a while ago. “It’s very tumbled down for such a famous place.”
“It’s rather old,” said Severan a bit huffily.
“Plums,” said Ronan, “don’t suffice for lunch.” He tossed a pit over the side and reached for another plum.
The cart had reached the floor of the valley. It was warmer now, sheltered by the slopes on either side and the dense, wooded hills to the east. The shore was close there. The surf hissed up onto the rocks and then retreated, leaving behind gleaming foam and long, ropy strands of glistening, purple seaweed. They rolled down a lane of eucalyptus trees. The air was rich with their perfume. The tall trunks rose around them like columns in a stately hall. The cartwheels swished through the leaves on the track. And then the trees were gone and they were under the shadow of the cliff.
“Here we are,” said Cyrnel.
She twitched on the reins and the cart came to a halt. They were in a courtyard of sorts, bounded by the trees behind them and the cliff towering overhead. The three travelers tumbled out of the cart. 
“Welcome to the Stone Tower,” said Severan.
Looking up, Jute could see that the cliff was a great deal larger and taller than it had appeared from across the valley. The waterfall of vegetation he had seen from afar, on closer inspection, was a gray-green lichen that grew on almost every rock surface in sight. 
“It’s larger than I thought,” said Ronan. “Much larger. It’s a wonder the entire place doesn’t come crashing down.”
And then Jute saw it. The cliff itself was the building. The slabs of stone that made up its face, jutting out here and there in fantastic angles and slopes, were hewn into a semblance of walls. Windows looked out from behind the mantle of lichen. Chimneys teetered up to the sky in several spots, bent into grotesque lines like the trunks of trees twisted by the wind. Jute could smell woodsmoke in the air.
“There’s a ward spelled into the lichen,” said Severan. “It can rearrange itself to conceal the tower. Sometimes, if necessary, the ward conceals the entire valley. Fills it with forest, or even makes it seem as if the sea washes all the way in and there’s nothing here but water.”
“Magic plants,” said Jute. “I would’ve seen through it soon enough.”
“Hmmph,” said the hawk. “But do people ever come looking who mean the tower harm?”
“I don’t know. If they have, then they’ve never found it.”
A great double door at the foot of the cliff opened, and people streamed out. Soon, the courtyard was filled with people jostling and laughing and unloading Cyrnel’s cart. Jute stood to one side and watched, the hawk perched on his shoulder. Many of those he saw were his age or somewhat older. Boys vied to see who could carry the most bags and sacks from the back of the cart. A sack broke and yellow onions bounced and rolled everywhere. Several older men stood at the door. 
“Severan,” said one of them, making his way across the courtyard. “We've been expecting you. And who are your companions?”
“Friends,” said Severan. “Just friends, passing through.”
The man smiled and nodded, but Jute noticed him later whispering with his fellows.
In no time at all, Cyrnel’s cart was empty and she clucked to the horse, gave them all a friendly nod, and was soon rolling off back down the lane of eucalyptus.
“Well, come in then,” said Severan, looking after Cyrnel’s departing cart wistfully. “It’ll soon be time for lunch.”
The entrance hall was spacious. Jute had been expecting a cramped sort of tunnel, but the ceiling inside soared up to ribbed vaults that faded into sunlight. At first, he had a sense of great quiet, but then he heard the whispering of many voices beneath the silence. The words were not intelligible, but they were distinct as words, rushing and falling and murmuring over each other. 
The memory of voices, said the hawk inside his mind. Voices of all kinds. This place remembers those who have passed through this place and speaks of its memory.
Why does it do that? asked Jute.
I’m not certain. It is the stone of this place that speaks. I think it has gathered in the spells of hundreds of years and so gradually has become more and more awake.
Awake? What do you mean by awake? How can stone be awake?
But the hawk did not answer him, for at that moment, a short fat man bustled up.
“Severan! How good to see you.”
“Ablendan!” said Severan.
“I apologize for not sending anyone to help. I was, ah, detained. But, you’re well? All in one piece? Come—the council is convening and they wish to speak with you.”
“What? Wait. What happened? You left Hearne days ago.”
“The truth is,” said Ablendan, looking embarrassed, “I only arrived here this morning.”
“What?”
“I’ll explain later. You’re just in time for the council. All of you, especially, er, this is—is this. . . ?” Ablendan’s eyes darted to Jute.
They climbed a wide staircase that passed by many rooms and hallways stretching away on either side. The place bustled with life. There were boys everywhere, reading books, huddled together talking, sweeping floors, hunched over manuscripts, running up and down the stairs, talking, yelling, laughing. And, invariably, they all stopped whatever they were doing to stare. 
“Sir? Excuse me, sir.”
Jute turned to see a small boy. Behind him, several other boys stared avidly, waiting in attentive silence. The first boy glanced behind him at the group, as if to gain courage from them.
“Excuse me, sir,” he said again. “Sir, is it true that you’re the wind? Everyone is talking of it.”
“Um,” said Jute, turning red and wishing he were anywhere but where he was. Fury flooded his mind, but it was not his own—it was the hawk’s. The bird’s talons squeezed painfully into his shoulders. But then Ronan urged him forward up the stairs, brushing by the boy and the onlookers. 
“Lunch,” he said. “Lunch is more important than questions right now.”
And lunch was what they eventually had, in a narrow hall that looked out through windows at the sea far below. A long oak table ran the length of the room. It was surrounded by tall-backed chairs made of woven cane. The room was full of men, mostly old and gray. They were arguing together, some almost shouting in order to be heard over the others, one pounding on the table, several gesticulating wildly with their hands as they spoke, as is the manner of those who come from Vomaro. The moment the door opened and Jute and his fellows stepped through, the room fell into dead silence. But only for a second. Then, it erupted into noise once again.
“Welcome to the—” said Ablendan.
“Severan!”
“Is this youngster the one we’ve heard of? Why haven’t you—”
“I still don’t believe it. Not a word of it. Test him. I want to see a test of his powers before we—”
“Food would be appreciated!” bellowed Ronan. “Some of your famed Thulish hospitality!”
There was a moment of startled silence and then a flurry of activity. Several of the younger men in the room hurried out. Chairs were offered. A jug of ale appeared. Bread, cheese, and sausage were whisked in on a platter. A small boy staggered through the door under the weight of a tureen of stew smelling splendidly of beef and spices. Ronan, Severan, and Jute dug into the food with appreciation. The hawk hopped up onto the back of Jute’s chair and refused a piece of sausage that Jute offered him. Someone swung open a window, and the sound of the surf could be heard from far below the cliff.
“Honored guests,” said an old bald man, inclining his head, “the council of the Stone Tower has been discussing your—this issue, ever since Ablendan arrived from Hearne. I must confess that some of us were dubious of his news, as such a thing has never been heard in Tormay. At least, not in recorded history. But there’re ways to determine whether a man is telling the truth, and Ablendan has spoken only the truth to us.”
“That’s your opinion,” said a voice from somewhere in the room. The bald man flushed angrily at this and turned around, but there were only blank faces to be seen.
“Now,” said the bald man, trying to smile but only managing to look as if he had stomachache. “Now, there are three questions that must be asked. Two questions aren’t enough, and we can’t presume on your patience with four. I’ve been allowed the first. Forgive me for its simplicity. How can the wind die, for it still has been blowing past our tower all these years with never a lull?”
Another stepped forward, a thin man tugging at his beard. “Hedred Hald’s book of Naming and Names states that the old languages were made of words that preexisted what they described, that this truth even applies to the four stillpoints of earth, water, wind, and fire, the anbeorun of old. If the name of the wind can be found, then is that word more powerful than the wind?”
A third man spoke, his eyes shut. “The second stricture of death is that it is final. Therefore, if the wind can die, how can it live again? And if it can live again, can it die again?” He opened his eyes and stared at Jute.
The old bald man bowed his head. “We await your answers.”
“You’ll get no answers from us, old man.”
It was the hawk. The bird’s voice vibrated with anger.
“My patience was gone before we finished climbing the stairs. Why does even the smallest boy here know who we are? The stones of this place whisper about what has gone on within these walls. And now, we are part of those memories as well. Stone whispers to stone, and beyond them, past them in the shadows, is the darkness. And in the darkness, the Dark listens.”
Outside, sunlight glittered on the wave tops and clouds scudded across the sky. Somewhere, outside the open window, a bird whistled. Jute mopped up the last of his stew and tried not to meet anyone’s eyes. He could feel stares on him, particularly of the man who had asked the last question. The question about death. Next to Jute, Ronan worked his way through his third bowl of stew, his face blank and uncaring of what was going on around them. The old man stammered an apology, but the hawk interrupted him.
“We’ll answer no questions for now,” said the hawk, “though we thank you for your hospitality. We’ve traveled far and would like to rest a while.” 
The sound of the bird’s beak snapping shut on this last word was sharp and final. No one said a thing after that, other than asking if they wanted more stew (which Ronan did) or more ale (which he also did) and murmuring pleasantries about the weather and what a fine time of year it was to travel. After a while, all of the old men left the hall. When they had finished eating, the little fat man, Ablendan, showed them to some rooms. He lingered for a while, trying not to stare at Jute but making a bad job of it. 
“Nice rooms, aren’t they?” said Ablendan. “They’re kept for dignitaries. You know, the duke of this or that, or someone’s rich aunt who’s considering donating to the school. Lovely view. Look. There’s a ship going by. Probably a trader from Lastane.”
“I’m not interested in the view,” said Severan. “What I’m interested in is how you managed to waste three days riding up from Hearne. Did you detour to go fishing? Stop to take a large number of long naps?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. I came straight here. As, um, fast as I could.”
Ablendan’s voice trailed away and he eyed the door. No one said anything. Jute looked up from the book that he was trying to decipher. He knew his letters and could sound out short words, but anything more than that was a labor. Despite this, he found books to be fascinating things (how peculiar to think you held someone else’s thoughts in your hand). 
“Well?” said Severan.
“All right,” said Ablendan, sighing. “I’ll tell you. I was only a day’s ride south of here—I came straight from Hearne on the boniest wretch of a nag in existence—when it happened.”
“When what happened?”
“I was turned into a mouse.”
Everyone considered this for a moment in silence. The hawk eyed Ablendan with interest, as if trying to imagine what a meal of such a mouse would entail.
“You were turned into a mouse,” said Severan.
“Er, yes.” 
The story came out quickly, now that the worst part was over. Or, rather, nearly the worst part.
“I stopped for the night. I made a fire and had a bite to eat. Then, in the darkness on the other side of the fire, I saw a pair of glaring eyes. I choked on my bread and cheese at the sight. It was a huge dog, like a mastiff but even bigger. There was something enchanted about the brute, for I could see right through portions of it. It faded in and out of sight. One second, I could see the trees behind the creature, the next moment it was the horror itself, stalking closer and closer. I didn’t know what to do. It was like being turned to stone, waiting for death with all of its glaring eyes and fangs. I tried to think of a spell, anything that would help. But the only thing that came to mind—er, well. . .”
“You turned yourself into a mouse?”
“It worked, didn’t it?” said Ablendan. “You should have seen the look of astonishment on the brute’s face. I hightailed it down a gopher hole before it could blink. The only problem was, next morning, I couldn’t remember how to turn myself back into a man. It was a long walk to the Stone Tower.”
“After all our years studying and teaching. The best you can do is turn yourself into a mouse.”
“I’m not at all surprised,” said the hawk. “All of you so-called wizards are more interested in words than in the actual living of life itself. It weakens the mind. If I had happened along several days ago, I would’ve eaten you for lunch and you’d have been all the better for it.”
This was, perhaps, one of the more tactless things that could have been said at that moment. Ablendan stomped out of the room.
“A mouse,” said the hawk. “Words and more words.”
“But I thought that words are important,” said Jute. “That they shape life.”
“They are important,” said the hawk. “But you must understand that the shaping of the world is over. The words that were to be spoken have been spoken. There’s only danger in them now. They’re secrets best left to be forgotten. They should not be sought out.”
“What about the Dark?” said Severan. “And the wihht? Creatures like that will find all the secrets first if no one else does. I can’t agree with you. Every word must be sought and found.”
“Didn’t you hear your fellow scholars?” said the hawk. “Some of them don’t even believe in the Dark. While you’re scrabbling after a word here and there, the Dark comes creeping in. It gains strength from the unbelief of men. I would feel much more kindly about wizards if their search for wisdom was chiefly to aid the battle against the Dark.” The hawk hopped up onto the back of Jute’s chair. “We should leave. Now. We should’ve never come here. No bath or bed, I’m afraid, but you’ve had a good meal, so that’s something.”
“I don’t mind about baths,” said Jute, “but I would’ve liked a proper bed. My back feels like a knotted rope from sleeping on the ground. Must we leave? They don’t seem all that bad. Just old. The stew was very good.”
“Old?” Severan bristled at him. “Old? I’ll have you know that there are only three in the Stone Tower who are older than myself.”
“Exactly,” said Jute, who did not mean to be unkind.
Severan scowled and strode to the door. “All right, though I think this place would be just as safe as Harlech. I’ll see about some supplies.”
The door slammed behind him.
“Touchy,” said the hawk.
“He’s been a good friend,” said Jute.
“I’m not saying he hasn’t, but the important thing is getting you to a safe place, not preserving the feelings of our pet wizard. And this tower is not safe.”
“What do you mean?” said Jute. “It seems safe to me. All these wizards, and a great stone building like this out in the middle of nowhere. Why, I couldn’t even see the place because of that warded plant—”
“Lichen.”
“—and besides, even if something did show up here, I’m sure they could just turn it into a frog or something, couldn’t they? After all, they’re wizards.”
“Wizards or not,” said the hawk, “I don’t like this tower. Secrets can’t be kept in this place. All the boys here already know who you are, Jute. Obviously, that fat fool Ablendan could not keep his mouth shut. Turned himself into a mouse. That’s all his learning’s good for. Besides, there’s too much noise here. The whispering in the stone. It makes me nervous.”
“I agree,” said Ronan. He paced back and forth, his brow furrowed. “We shouldn’t have stopped here. There’s plenty of food and shelter in the hills. Even when I was a boy, I knew enough to survive out in the wild. No need to worry on that regard.”
“Oh, all right,” said Jute. “I don’t mind.” He had been looking forward to a proper bed. However, if he had to sleep out in the heather, then that was that. He was finding himself much in awe of Ronan, despite the memory of chimneys and being pushed down them and left for dead.
“Let’s be off,” said the hawk. “At least you’ve had a good lunch. We’ll thank the council, or whatever they call themselves, collect Severan if he desires to continue on to Harlech, and we’ll be off. Back to the open sky.”
 But when Ronan set his hand on the door, it was locked.
“Confound the old man,” he said. “He’s locked us in.”
“I’m sure it was an accident,” said Jute. “Here, I’ve got a bit of wire.”
“I know how to pick locks, thank you.” Ronan crouched down by the door and fiddled for a while with a thin blade.
“Well?” said the hawk.
Ronan’s face was red. “It’s an odd lock. I can’t find any tumblers.”
“I’ll have a go, then,” said Jute in a pleased tone of voice.
But he could not pick the lock either. It was infuriating. 
“Let me have a look,” said the hawk.
“What are you going to do?” said Jute. “Pick it with your beak?”
“Don’t be silly. Just hold me up to the lock so I can touch it. A bit higher. Aha. As I suspected.”
“What?”
“It’s magic, of course. What else would you expect? I doubt there are any of those tumblers you mentioned, whatever they are.”
“Well, then say a spell or something.”
“I’m a hawk. Not a wizard. I don’t know any spells.”
Ronan ran his hand over the door. “Oak. Too stout to break.” He shrugged. “There’s always the window.”
The hawk fluttered over to the sill. “Would you be so kind as to open it? Thank you. Right, then. Let’s be off.”
“There’s one problem.”
“What’s that?” said the bird.
“Neither the boy nor I happens to fly.”
“True. It’s a pity about you, but I think in a pinch the boy can.”
“I can?” said Jute. “No, I can’t. You were going to teach me, but you never did. It’s a bit late for that now, isn’t it?”
“There’s nothing to it. Just jump.”
“Just jump? That’s it?”
“Luckily, we’re high up. The wind will notice and catch you. Look, if it’s a matter of life and death, the wind will know what to do.”
Jute leaned out the window and glanced down. They were extremely high up. He could see several people down in the courtyard at the foot of the cliff. They looked tiny. “I’m not going to jump.”
“Of course you are,” said the hawk. “The wind won’t let you fall.”
“I don’t know that. I’m not jumping.”
“Well,” said the hawk, eyeing Ronan thoughtfully.
“No. I know what you’re thinking. I’m not about to toss him out the window.” Ronan leaned out of the window also and looked down.
“You’d better not,” said Jute. “It was bad enough when you chucked me down that chimney.”
“Oh, hush,” said the hawk. “If you aren’t willing to try jumping out the window, then you’ll have to climb out and up the cliff.”
“Now that,” said Ronan, “can be done.”
But he spoke too hastily, as he soon discovered, for the surface of the rock was so smooth that he could not get a handhold on it. The lichen itself instantly crumbled into dust at the slightest touch.
“I still think it was just a mistake,” said Jute. “Why don’t we hammer on the door until someone comes and lets us out?”
“It wasn’t a mistake,” said the hawk. “That door was deliberately locked with a spell. I’m not saying Severan’s responsible, but it’s locked. Come now, Jute. Just jump out the window. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”
“That’s all right for you two if it works,” said Ronan. “But I don’t think the wind will catch me, will it?”
“I’m afraid not,” said the hawk. “But rest assured that you’ve been a great help so far.”
“Look,” said Jute. “There’s a carriage driving up the lane. I could yell and get their attention. Why don’t we do that?
“I’ve a better idea,” said Ronan. He would have explained what his idea was had not Jute shot away from the window like a scalded cat.
“It’s him!” Jute’s face was white.
“What do you mean, it’s him?” said the hawk.
“The wihht!”
Ronan peered over the window casement. Far below, a grand carriage pulled up in the courtyard. It was drawn by four horses and, even at that distance, he could see that they were stamping and blowing, their dark coats streaked with sweat. Someone—the coachman, perhaps—was soothing the lead horse. A cloaked figure stood speaking to several of the older men from the Stone Tower. Ronan could almost make out the faces of the older men—at least, the tops of their balding heads—but he could see only the hood of the cloaked man.
“It’s odd to be going around cloaked and hooded on a sunny day,” said Ronan. “But that doesn’t mean he’s your wihht.”
“He’s not my wihht and it certainly is him,” said Jute. He crept over to Ronan’s side and peeked down. “I can feel it. It’s him, I tell you.”
As if he had heard these words, the cloaked figure looked up at that moment. Even at that great distance, there was no mistaking the pale features of the man who had once been Nio Secganon. It was too far to tell, but it seemed as though a smile crossed the man’s face. He and the other men disappeared from view as they entered the Stone Tower.
“Burn the crows,” growled the hawk. “How’d he find us here? The Dark’s at work, and there’s no mistake about that. Jute, you’ll have to jump and that’s all there is to it.”
“But I can’t,” said poor Jute. “What if it doesn’t work? What if he’s waiting down below?”
“What if? What if?” said the hawk. “What if the stars fall from the sky and land on your head?”
“I’ve another idea,” said Ronan. “Quickly now!”
Ronan’s plan didn’t seem much more reassuring than the hawk’s. It involved dangling Jute out the window via two knotted together sheets. “And then,” said Ronan, “I’ll swing you back and forth until you grab the railing of that balcony down there. Then you can find your way back up here and open the door for us from the outside.”
“Not a bad idea,” said the hawk. “Assuming the spell’s only to keep the door locked from the inside. I still think throwing him out the window is the best plan.”
“But what if the balcony’s locked and I can’t get in?”
“We’ll have to chance that,” said Ronan.
“But what if I get lost and can’t find my way back up to this room?”
“Oh, stop complaining.”
In no time at all, Jute was dangling out the window at the end of the knotted sheets. Above him, Ronan’s face slowly turned red with the strain of trying to get Jute swinging.
“Don’t drop me!” said Jute.
“Don’t tempt me. Kick your legs out at the end of each swing. No! Blast it! Not now! Wait until you’re nearing the end of the arc. Good. That’s better.”
The balcony grew closer with each successive swing. However, it became apparent that it was just out of reach, even at the end of the widest swing, and Ronan’s arms were growing tired.
“You’re going to have to jump!” he called down.
“Yes, and perhaps you’ll miss,” said the hawk unkindly. “That’ll teach you a thing or two, despite your unbelief.”
“All right then,” said Jute, gulping hard. “On the next swing. No, the next. One, two, here I go!”
Jute let go of the sheet and went sailing through the air. For one sickening second, he thought he had misjudged the distance and that he was about to discover the truth, or lack of truth, in the hawk’s claim. But then he grabbed onto the railing, wrenching his arms badly, and dangled for a moment from the side of the balcony, gasping and sweating.
To Jute’s relief, the balcony door was not locked. He opened it and found himself in what looked like someone’s study. At any other time, he would have been delighted at being in such a place, for it was full of interesting things just waiting to be stolen. A desk in one corner was piled with books and the shelves were crammed with more books, odd-looking skulls, boxes carved of bone, silver candlesticks, and bottles and jars of all sorts of substances. Several paintings leaned in one corner, covered over with a blanket. The outside one, however, was not completely covered, and he glimpsed a face staring from behind the blanket. A nasty looking face. Its eyes were staring at him.
“I’m not bothering you,” said Jute, but the skin on the back of his neck prickled.
He eased open another door into a gloomy passageway lined with other doors, all closed. For the life of him, he wasn’t sure whether to go left or right. Footsteps pattered down the passage and Jute shrank back into the doorway. A figure bobbed into view and he saw that it was the small boy from the stairs. The boy was hurrying along with his head down and didn’t see Jute until he was quite close.
“Oh!” said the boy, jumping back. “It’s you.” He looked nervously over his shoulder.
“Can you show me the way up to the next floor?” said Jute. “I’m afraid I’ve lost my way.”
“I shouldn’t talk to you,” said the boy. “I got in heaps of trouble for talking to you before. I’ve been told to go dust the attic and no one can abide doing that. I hate it. I had to do it once before when I broke a window. It’s full of ghosts, you see.”
“I’m sorry I got you in trouble, but I do need help.”
“Very well,” said the boy, who was the sort that didn’t need much persuading, particularly if it meant breaking the rules. “I’ll show you the stairs. They aren’t easy to find up here. They’re not always there, you know. Quick, I mustn’t be seen with you or I’ll really catch it. My name’s Lano.”
They hurried along, though Lano glanced back occasionally as if to assure himself that Jute was following him. He led Jute a bewildering, twisting, and turning way. They passed through a series of dark hallways, relieved here and there with doors and the occasional painting. Jute was careful not to look at the paintings. He was sure they all had eyes and were watching him.
“What is this place?” he said to the little boy.
Lano blushed at this question. “Oh, er, this is where the professors have their studies.”
“Isn’t there just a staircase that goes to the attic?”
Lano managed to turn even more red.
“I, um, borrowed a book.”
He showed Jute a book he had tucked under his shirt. Jute did not say anything, but perhaps his face betrayed a sort of encouragement. After all, he was a thief.
“I love to read,” said Lano. “I’ve read all the books in the library and I saw this one on Master Tosca’s desk. I’ll read it quickly and then return it before he’ll even notice it’s missing. You won’t say anything, will you?”
“Of course not,” said Jute.
They came to a landing. A stairway rose up past them. 
“Here you are,” said Lano. He paused, fidgeting a bit, and then said, “I don’t suppose you’d do a wind spell, would you? Maybe call up a zephyr or a breeze to do your bidding?”
“I’m afraid I don’t know any spells,” said Jute, wishing that he did. Being able to call up a zephyr or a breeze to do his bidding sounded like a lot of fun.
“You don’t know a single one?” said the little boy in disbelief.
“Not one.”
“I suppose you can fly though, can’t you?”
“Um, no.”
“Worse and worse. I can do lots of spells. Nearly as many as a second year. Some of the second years aren’t all that bright.”
Lano hurried up the stairs with him, still chattering away. “I got into the Stone Tower because I could shape-shift and talk to animals. Farm animals, mostly. My pa’s a farmer and so was his before him. They could all shift, but they did it mostly to herd the sheep and such. Cows and chickens are the easiest, even though chickens don’t like talking about much besides food and who can lay the biggest egg and endlessly retelling the legend of the giant, blood-sucking fox and when’s he going to return. I can shift to most farm animals. Goats are chancy, of course. They can tell if you aren’t a goat and just go ahead and butt you or trample you and they’ll yell stuff like, ‘Take that, you stupid git!’ or ‘Get outta my way!’ I don’t like goats.”
They came to the door. Jute tried it. It was locked and the handle stung his hand.
“It’s locked,” said Lano helpfully.
“Yes, I know that.” Jute frowned and then thought of something. “I don’t suppose you know how to undo a locking spell, do you?”
Lano touched the door handle and winced.
“I don’t know,” he said. “If you get these things wrong, they can be messy.”
“Oh well, never mind. I suppose it’s the sort of spell that only second year students learn.”
“I didn’t say I couldn’t do it,” protested Lano. “Here, let me see.”
His hands hovered over the door handle and he muttered a few unintelligible words to himself.
“I’m afraid this is a good spell.”
“What about the hinges?”
“Oh? Oh, right. Um, I might be able to convince the pins to undo themselves. What’s the word? Aha. Um. . . that’s it. No—drat it. That’s not it. They won’t listen to me. They’re iron. Iron’s tricky.”
“You can’t do it,” said Jute.
“Uh, no.”
“If we only had something to knock the door down,” said Jute, glancing around the hallway. “The wood surely can’t be all that thick. If I only had an axe or something like that. You don’t happen to know a spell to create an axe, do you? No. I didn’t think so.”
“But I might be able to knock it down,” said Lano.
“How would you know a spell to knock it down, if you don’t even know a spell to unlock it?”
“No, I meant I might be able to knock it down.”
“How?”
“I’ll shape-shift into a goat. Just stay out of my way or I might feel inclined to butt you. You wouldn’t want that.”
Jute ducked into an alcove off the hall and then peeped out in time to see a small, mangy-looking goat gallop by. There was a stunning crash. The goat staggered away from the door and shook its head.
“Did it work?” said Jute.
The goat glared at him and looked as if it were considering having a go at him. Jute ducked back into the alcove. Once again, the goat galloped by. This time, the crash sounded splintery. There was another crash and more splinters as Ronan kicked out the hole in the door from the other side. He forced his way through. The hawk hopped after him.
“Where on earth did you find a goat?” said Ronan.
“That’s not a goat,” said the hawk.
There was a ripple in the air around the goat. It vanished, and Lano stood in front of them.
“Ow,” groaned the little boy. “I’m going to have a headache for a week.”
“Hurry, now,” said the hawk. “He’ll not be long in finding us.”
No one had to ask who the hawk meant by this, though Lano looked at him in wonder. Being able to talk to animals in their own tongue was one thing, but encountering an animal that spoke the language of man was a different matter.
They hurried to the stairs and looked down. From far below, they heard the sound of hurrying footsteps and voices. No one was visible on the stairs, but it seemed like the gloom deepened and was ascending toward them.
“He’s coming,” said the hawk, “and he isn’t alone. What has happened to this place? The Dark has some secret foothold here, I fear. A pox on all wizards!”
“Boy,” said Ronan, turning to Lano. “Is there a way out of this place other than down the stairs?”
“Well, there’s the back stairs. They aren’t used much except by the servants and us boys. You have to go all the way up to the attic to reach them from here—as far as I know—and then they only go halfway down to the sixth floor.”
“And then how do you go from there?”
“Well, the main stairs, of course.”
They dashed up the stairs. The stairs narrowed and narrowed until they came to a small, cramped landing. They found themselves before a shabby door that looked as if it had not been opened in a long time.
The attic was not like any other attic Jute had ever seen, and Jute had seen quite a few attics during his days as a thief. Not that such occasions had been a part of belonging to the Juggler’s band, as their official duties had always been restricted to pickpocketing, thieving from the market barrow carts, and other such things. However, he and Lena and several other children had sometimes spent their free time breaking into houses. He had spent many a happy hour investigating the contents of unfamiliar attics.
The attic of the Stone Tower, however, was a different affair. A gloomy light illumined the place, though it was difficult to say where the light came from. It seemed imbued in the wood planking and the beams that ran through the ceiling like the ribs of some gigantic animal. The attic was enormous. It stretched away in all directions. Jute could not see any walls in any direction.
“It’s best not to talk to the ghosts here,” said Lano.
“Why’s that?” said Ronan. 
“Even a single word. It gives them the right to follow you. My friend Gewose once made the mistake of asking a ghost up here if it knew the time. It followed him after he left the attic. Wouldn’t leave him for days. Stayed up all night by his bed telling him stories about dust and moonlight and how much space there is between the end of one minute and the beginning of another. The conversation about the minute went on for two days, but it was mostly one-sided.”
“Right,” said Ronan. “No talking to ghosts.”
Dust rose in the air with their footsteps. The space was filled with odd stacks and shapes: old boxes piled high until they towered and teetered overhead, gaunt outlines of furniture stripped away by time until they resembled more the skeletons of strange beasts rather than couches and wardrobes and armoires and bookcases.
The ghosts began to appear. At first, they looked like a trick of the gloom and shadows, but then they resolved into shapes as if heartened by the presence of the living. They seemed to be mostly old men, though Jute did glimpse two boys crouching over what looked like a game of marbles.
“Splendid day, isn’t it?” said one ghost, drifting closer to Jute.
“They’ll never answer,” said a second ghost. “It’s most uncouth.”
“Where’s that staircase?” said the hawk. 
“I’m not sure,” said Lano. “I know it’s up here somewhere.”
“Everything is up here somewhere,” said a ghost. “Everything. Depending on your point of view.”
“That’s just perfect.” The hawk scowled at the little boy. “You might’ve mentioned that before. We could spend the next hour searching this place and never be wiser.”
“What’s one hour when they’re free for the taking?” said a ghost.
“The answer’s simple,” said Ronan. “I’m surprised, master hawk, you haven’t thought of it yourself.”
“Oh?” said the hawk. “How’s that?”
“Yes,” agreed another ghost. “Do tell.”
“We’ll ask a ghost.”
“That’s what we shouldn’t do,” said Lano hastily.
“Capital plan,” said a ghost. “Don’t listen to the little squit. He’s obviously inbred. Looks suspiciously like a goat, too.”
“Excellent,” said another.
“Brilliant bird,” said a third. “Sound thinking. I almost like him.”
“But who’s going to ask?” said Jute. “I don’t want a ghost following me around for the next week. Things are strange enough as they are.”
“Things can always get worse,” said a ghost. “Why, I could tell you a story that would curdle your blood like rancid milk on a hot summer day. By the way, what is milk? I’ve forgotten.”
“I think our little friend should ask,” said the hawk. “After all, we’re guests under his roof.”
“You think so?” said a ghost. “Not that I’ve anything against this snot-nosed twit, but he doesn’t strike me as a decent conversationalist, if you know what I mean. Probably all screaming and wailing and rushing about with his eyes bugging out whenever you come popping up from under the bed. That’s how he’ll behave, I daresay. It’s enough to put anyone off. Now yourself, or this tall fellow with the sword, you both look like you’ve some staying power.”
“Excellent idea,” said Ronan, ignoring the ghost. “Let’s have the boy ask.” 
“I won’t!” said Lano, crossing his arms and trying to look stern.
“You will,” said the hawk. “Look, boy, death is coming up the stairs. If we waste more time here, several of us’ll be dead before the hour’s out, including you.”
“And I suppose one of us could die a bit sooner,” added Ronan. He tapped thoughtfully on the hilt of his sword.
“It isn’t fair,” said Lano in despair. “Oh, very well.” He gulped and then addressed a scrawny old ghost hovering nearby. “Excuse me, sir?”
“Yes, what’s that?” said the ghost, startled on being singled out.
“Um, do you know where the stairs are that lead down into the servants’ quarters? My friends—” Here, Lano shot a dirty look over his shoulder at the rest of them. “My friends and I need to find them in a hurry.”
“Of course,” said the ghost in delight. “My dear boy, nothing could be simpler. I’ll take you there myself. The back stairs, you say? Come to think of it, I haven’t been down those stairs in a hundred years. I might have a jaunt and come along with you.”
“I was afraid you’d say that,” groaned the little boy.
“Stairs, you know, exciting stuff,” said the ghost. “Rise and run. Rise and run. Rise and run. Or is it run and rise? All depends on where you start first, I suppose. For the life of me—between you and me, I’m not all that alive—I can’t remember who invented stairs. It’s one of those puzzlers that keeps you up at night, just thinking about it. Did one fellow invent the rise and then some other fellow, unconnected to the first fellow, invent the run?”
“We have yet to move from this spot,” said the hawk. “Advise your ghost that time is of the utmost importance.”
“He’s not my ghost,” said Lano, but he then sternly addressed the ghost. “Sir, we need to get to those stairs. Time’s running out.”
“It is?” said the ghost. “I had no idea. Upon my soul. This bears some consideration. Do you know how much time is left?”
“Don’t be a blithering nitwit,” said another ghost. “It’s not an issue of how much is left. Time itself is running out, don’t you see? It’s running out the door, but whether it’s a dog or a man or something else entirely, I don’t know. Interesting problem, though. What do you think?”
This last question was addressed to Jute who, feeling dizzy from all this talk, unthinkingly opened his mouth to reply. 
“I don’t know,” said Jute.
“That’s torn it,” said Ronan. “Now we have two of ‘em.”
“I’m sorry!” wailed Jute. “I wasn’t thinking!”
“Precisely,” said the hawk.
“Oh, I don’t know about that,” said the second ghost, greatly pleased at this turn of events. “Admitting that one doesn’t know a thing is the mark of a careful thinker. In my career as a professor in the Stone Tower—at least, I think I was a professor. Perhaps I was the cook?—I found that my worst students were those who thought they knew the answers. The best students were those who admitted their ignorance and then allowed me to correct the handicap. Not that such handicaps are always correctable, mind you, for youthful ignorance is a condition that isn’t easily reversible.”
“I think,” said Ronan, “that I will soon prefer death to this babbling. Where are those blasted stairs?”
“My dear sir,” protested a fat ghost, “you malign death with such a remark. It isn’t such a bad state of affairs. You should try it sometime. The company, of course, leaves a bit to be desired.”
“Shut yer trap, fatty,” said another ghost.
“Where are the back stairs!” shouted Lano.
“You needn’t bellow so,” said the scrawny ghost. “I heard you the first time. You don’t think just because I’m ghost that I have a bad memory, do you? With some ghosts, you’d be correct. But that’s due to the fact that as you are in life, so you are in death.”
“Tell him to show us the stairs before I wring your neck,” said Ronan.
“The stairs!” said Lano.
“Right this way,” said the scrawny ghost. “You won’t mind if I accompany you, will you? Of course not. Despite your youth, I think you'll prove a splendid conversationalist.”
The scrawny ghost led them through the gloomy darkness of the attic. Neither the that ghost nor Jute’s ghost ever stopped talking. Behind them trailed a whole crowd of decidedly grumpy ghosts—grumpy, of course, because it had not been any of them who had had the good fortune to coax a response out of one of the living. Their guide stopped beside a pile of moldy fur skins.
“What a stench,” said Jute.
“Otter pelts,” said his ghost, and he launched into a discourse on the differences between the ocean otter and its smaller cousin, the freshwater otter.
“Here it is,” said the scrawny ghost. And there it was. A trapdoor set into the planks. It was so covered with dust that they certainly would not have found it on their own. Ronan wrenched the door up to reveal stairs vanishing down into the darkness.
“Jute and I’ll go first,” said the hawk. “Hurry. We’ve wasted too much time.”
“All right then. Liven it up.”
But even as Ronan spoke, something changed in the air in the attic. There was a chill to it that had not been there before. The meager light dimmed until it was nearly gone. The shadows deepened. Even the crowd of watching ghosts seemed somehow changed. Their forms thickened and there was menace in their stares.
“Not all of us thought so poorly of the Dark,” said someone in the crowd.
“Aye,” said another. “The Dark wouldn’t have chained us to this place. It would’ve let us go free. It would’ve wanted us to be free.”
The chill deepened. The trapdoor felt impossibly heavy in Ronan’s grip. Somewhere far off in the attic, there came the sound of footsteps and creaking planks. 
“Jute!” said the hawk.
Jute dove down the stairs with the hawk clinging to his shoulder. Behind him, he could hear Lano stumbling along. Even their two ghosts had fallen silent, though he could see them by the strange pale light that they shed. Part of his mind realized, in a pleased fashion, that this was why the attic was lit. It was the ghosts. The rest of Jute’s mind, however, gibbered in frantic panic. The wihht! The trapdoor closed softly overhead and Ronan hurried after them on silent feet.
“It doesn’t matter how quiet you are,” said the hawk. “The wihht doesn’t need to hear to follow our path.”
“Then run!” said Ronan.
And run, they did. Clattering and jumping down the stairs. Strands of cobwebs broke across their faces. The stairs were dusty and dark and so cramped that they had to proceed in single file.
“What’s following us?” gasped Lano.
“A wihht,” said Jute.
“What’s that?”
“What sort of question is that?” said the scrawny ghost. “Why, if you were my student, you’d be writing out twenty pages—best handwriting—on wihhts. I’m shocked. Shocked at such ignorance!”
“If you’re so clever,” said Lano, “then why don’t you tell me what a wihht is.”
“Very well,” said the ghost. “There’ll be a test on this later. Pay attention and don’t shirk your note-taking.”
“Tell your ghost to be quiet!” said the hawk. 
They clattered down stairs that, judging from the dust and the sheets of cobwebs that hung spun from wall to wall, had not been used for years. Jute caught a glimpse of something scuttling away into the shadows. It looked uncomfortably fat and furry with many horrid legs scrabbling about (many more legs than a spider). What did such things trap and eat, so far up here in the dark? Surely there were no flies buzzing about there.
The scrawny ghost paid no attention to the hawk and launched into a lecture on wihhts. “There’s a lot written about ‘em that’s pure rubbish,” it said. “Especially the more modern writers. Rubbish. Not worth the paper they’re written on. Some claim you can create wihhts out of neutral material, but there are two problems with that. First off, there’s no such thing as neutral material. Everything has a bent this way or that, see? Second, the sort of savage twisting and reshaping required to create a wihht automatically precludes anything good coming of the thing. It naturally will adhere to the Dark.”
They had descended at least four flights, if not more. The stairs turned and wound around themselves at sharp angles. There was not any particular method to the turns. Sometimes, they came after only five steps, or twelve, or even as many as twenty-one. Jute’s lungs burned and he had a painful stitch in his side.
“How many stories in all,” said Ronan, “including the attic, are in this place?”
“Oh, thirteen,” said Lano. “I think.”
“Fifteen,” said Jute’s ghost. “One of the strictures of teaching is that boys know nothing. As expected, this boy knows nothing. In my days as a professor here, it wasn’t uncommon to have boys in class that knew even less than nothing.”
“Seventeen,” said the other ghost.
“Quiet,” said the hawk. “Be quiet all of you, for one moment!”
They stopped and turned to look up the stairs. Jute could not hear anything and he could tell from the frown on Ronan’s face that he heard nothing as well.
“He’s on the stairs,” said the hawk. “And he isn’t alone. I don’t think this Stone Tower will be a safe place from now on, for I fear he’s freed some of the ghosts, just as they wished. Those who would be naturally inclined to the Dark. We must hurry now.”
“As I was saying,” said Lano’s ghost, “before I was rudely interrupted, wihhts are always created with a binding of the Dark. That is, the Dark in some form (whether it be a strand of shadow or death or nightmare, or something of that kind) is woven together with some sort of natural material. Earth, wood, stone, flesh (dead flesh works best if it’s fresh), various plants, water. Water, however, is a chancy material for wihhts. It has to be dark water. That is, water that’s spent a great deal of time below ground.”
“Oh, be quiet,” said the other ghost.
Lano’s ghost, startled at this betrayal, subsided into a mumbling grumble as he trailed behind them down the stairs. They came then to the bottom of the stairs. It was a wide landing stacked with wooden chests and old furniture. They had to clear their way to a door at the far end.
“Servants’ quarters through there,” said Lano. “I think.” He darted an apprehensive glance at his ghost, but it was sulking and not paying attention.
It was the servants’ quarters. There was a smell of laundry and fresh bread in the air. They passed startled looking faces in a drawing room of sorts—some resting over their tea, some gossiping quietly in their corners. The hallway was narrow and shabby, but it was swept clean and well lit.
“Not done in my day,” said Jute’s ghost primly. “We didn’t mix with the servants.”
“This will help us,” said the hawk.
“What do you mean?” said Ronan.
“More lives.” The hawk glanced at an old lady who curtseyed as they passed her. “More lives around us will obscure the trail for the wihht. Rather like footprints from many people walking down the same path. It’ll have to stop and determine which belong to us. Which footprints belong to Jute.”
They rounded a corner into a wider hallway. Windows opened out to the west and they saw sunlight and the shining water down in the bay. There were many boys here.
“Hey, Lano’s with the wind lord!” someone yelled.
“It’s the wind lord!”
Other boys took up the shout, and soon the hallway was filled with boys smiling and cheering and trying to catch Jute’s eye. It was embarrassing, and Jute was not sure what to make of it.
“One side!” bellowed Ronan. “Let us through!”
The boys surged along with them. Lano smiled and nodded grandly at acquaintances.
“To the stairs!” called Lano.
“What’s the occasion?” yelled a boy, sticking his head out of a door, a book in one hand and a quill in the other.
“The wind lord’s going to call up the wind and we’re going to see some real spells. None of this boring old reading.”
“What about the professors? We’ll catch it—”
“Boo on the professors!
“And boo on schoolwork!”
“To the stairs!”
The boys cheered, for they were glad of any excuse to abandon their studies. There were several dozen of them. They were on the stairs now and there were furious shouts from two old men stationed there. Jute caught a glimpse of angry eyes with something dark and deadly sliding behind them. Something that knew him. But then the face was gone, pushed away by the crowd of boys hurrying down the steps around him.
“The wihht has help within these walls,” said the hawk in Jute’s ear. “It is well, I think, that these lads are bent on an impromptu holiday. Once we’re under the sky, we’ll be safer. And there’re several hours between now and sundown.”
The entire procession came to the bottom of the stairs and into the entrance hall. Oddly enough, not a single professor was in sight. This did not seem to give any of boys cause for concern. They threw open the front doors and poured out into the courtyard, talking and laughing. A breeze blew through the eucalyptus trees, carrying leaves and the scent of the sea and the trees with it. It eddied through the courtyard and spun the boys surging around Jute and Ronan so that the boys, too, seemed like leaves to Jute.
Aye, said the hawk inside his mind. You begin to see the way you are meant to see. They are indeed like leaves, and just as quickly will they fall to the ground.
What do you mean? said Jute, not understanding the bird, but understanding the touch of the wind on his skin and in his hair. He wanted the sky. How can they be like leaves?
“We must get away from this place,” said Ronan. “But how? There are no horses, and it looks like quite a climb to the top of the valley.”
“If I might suggest something.”
It was the scruffy ghost, the one that had attached itself to Lano. In the bright sunshine, it wavered in and out of sight as if the light was too much for the definition of its form.
“Speak on,” said the hawk, addressing the ghost. “Speak on, but quickly.”
“Thank you for looking at me,” said the ghost, somewhat abashed. “I remember you, master hawk. Somewhere in my memories. When I was alive and young, and you were already old. Now I’m dead but you still live.”
“We all have our appointed time to die,” said the hawk. “But what would you say?”
“I think,” said the ghost, “that I have a memory. I think I once read that wihhts fear the sea.”
“If that’s true, then we’re in luck,” said Ronan. “Look, there’re several small boats at anchor in the bay.”
“Thank you, ghost,” said the hawk. “Though you’re dead, you might’ve saved many lives today if your words are true.”
“Don’t mention it,” said the ghost, looking embarrassed.
They were under the shadows of the eucalyptus lane now. Leaves and the hard pods of the trees crunched underfoot. The boys ran with them, but more quietly now, for Lano must have whispered what he knew to his friends. Many a backward glance was given as they hurried along, back at the bright, sunlight-splashed clearing at the foot of the cliff and the blank windows carved into the rocks.
“A mouse!” someone called, and a small boy pounced. He crowed triumphantly and stuck the mouse in his pocket.
“And there’s another,” said someone else, but then an older boy frowned and said, “Hush now.” They all felt it, and they bunched uncomfortably near Ronan and Jute.
“Never mind,” said the hawk to Ronan’s glance. “As long as they don’t slow us. It’s better for them all to be out of that place.”
“Look!” said someone.
Everyone looked back down the lane to see a strange darkness come flowing out of the open doors of the Stone Tower. It had no form. It was like a fog that grew and drifted across the ground. They all stared, fascinated and horrified, even the hawk. The fog wavered, as if in indecision, and then it thickened until, out of it, strode the figure of a man formed out of darkness. Behind him, other shapes flickered: Shadows cast by no bodies, sliding across the stones and the hardened earth of the clearing, heading straight for the lane and all those who stood entranced watching. A hissing snarl filled the air.
“Run!” screamed someone.
“Excellent advice,” said the hawk. “You did say there were boats down in the bay, didn’t you?”
“Yes,” said Ronan.
Lano overheard this and promptly shouted out that everyone should run for the bay and the boats there. This did not result in any modification in what was happening, as everyone was running pell-mell already down the lane between the eucalyptus trees, which headed toward the bay itself. Beyond the trees and over a grassy meadow, Jute could see the tops of several masts swaying back and forth. A rickety looking fence made of split rails stood at the edge of the meadow. Over this they scrambled and then fled across the meadow. The grass underfoot gave way to sandy earth and then the pebbled strand that lay before the lazy waves. Four boats bobbed at anchor some distance out from the shore. A skiff was drawn up high on the beach. A mob of boys fell on the skiff and wrestled it into the water. Fists flew as they all sought to scramble in. The skiff sank lower and lower as more boys clambered aboard. There was a sense of hysteria in the air. 
“That’s torn it,” said Ronan. “They’re bound to sink. We’ll have to swim. Aim for the last boat on the left. Jute, can you swim?”
“Of course,” said Jute scornfully.
The hawk flapped by overhead.
“Hurry!” the bird called.
Jute plunged out into the water. A wave smacked him in the face and he sputtered and gasped. Several yards away, the skiff sank to the accompaniment of a chorus of yells and screams. The boys scattered from it, some swimming strongly and others paddling along like dogs. The boat was anchored further out than Jute had thought. Things like that always looked different from the shore. The hawk landed on the railing of the boat and settled his wings.
“Right,” said Ronan from somewhere nearby. “Over the side, but be careful not to tip it.”
Jute clambered up over the side of the boat. It lurched a bit, but not much, for it was a stout little boat with a wide beam and a deep keel, perfect for sailing the rough seas of the northern coast. Ronan followed him over and immediately drew his sword to dry it with some rags he found in the boat.
“At least we left the ghosts behind,” said Jute.
“Don’t worry,” said his ghost cheerfully. It was sitting on the railing beside him. “I’m still here. I thought I’d forgotten how to swim, but I just floated along. What a lovely day it is. The sun’s on the bright side, though, don’t you think?”
Soon there was a second ghost, as Lano and two other boys swam up and hauled themselves into the boat. Ronan frowned but did not say anything.
“Look,” said the hawk.
A figure stood on the shore. Darkness lay about him like a cloud that the sun could not pierce. Shadows hovered around him. The figure did not move but stared straight out at them. There was a distance of perhaps a hundred yards between them and the shore, but even this did not seem enough to Jute.
“Can’t we go?” he said nervously.
“We’re safe enough for now,” said the hawk, “though we shouldn’t stay here long. There’s no telling what else might turn up, and some servants of the Dark aren’t so bothered by the sea as others. But for the moment, we’re in no better spot. Well done, ghost.”
“Oh?” said the ghost, startled at being complimented again. “Thank you.”
“Have any of you ever sailed a boat before?”
The hawk looked around expectantly. It turned out that no one had ever sailed a boat before, though one of boys said his family lived next door to a fisherman who had drowned at sea many years ago.
“I’ve never sailed a boat,” said Ronan. He paused and looked out at the sea as if he saw something there that no one else did. “I’ve never been in a boat before, but I think I’ll be able to sail this one.”
“I daresay you’re right,” said the hawk.
And Ronan was able to sail the boat. He set about it unerringly, even though, as he had said, he had never sailed a boat before. There was an old sail, heavy with oil and veined with much stitching, rolled in a compartment below the tiller. He soon had this raised and flapping from the mast.
“Jute,” he said. “Pull up that rope there.”
“That’s the anchor you’re pulling up,” said his ghost helpfully. “No one knows who invented the anchor, but rest assured that I have my suspicions.” 
Jute crawled out onto the prow and hauled up the rope, slimy and green with algae. This prompted his ghost to launch into a long-winded discussion of the health benefits of freshwater algae versus saltwater algae, but Jute paid no attention, although from the argument that ensued as he pulled up the rope, it sounded as if Lano’s ghost was outraged by the first ghost’s claim that saltwater algae was a key ingredient in many remedies for diseases such as indigestion, frostbite, and runny noses. 
The anchor rope proved too heavy for Jute after he had taken in the slack, and Lano and the two other boys heaved along with him until the anchor came up. The boys seemed to have forgotten the fright of running down the lane of eucalyptus with the darkness behind them. They seemed to have even forgotten what still stood motionless on the shore, but the hawk did not once move his gaze from that figure.
The sail bellied with the wind and then snapped tight. Ronan eased the tiller over and the boat crept out across the bay. Behind them, the three other boats had gotten underway in various states of shouting and argument, but there was obviously on each craft at least one boy who knew enough of boats and sailing.
“They’ll follow us,” said Ronan. “I don’t have the heart to forbid them. If they turned about to shore now, I think I know what would happen to them.”
“No,” said the hawk. “And it matters little at this point. It isn’t as if we’re moving in secret, and it’ll be no great guess on the wihht’s part that we’re heading north. I’ll be less concerned with what that thing knows, the further north we get. The closer we get to Harlech, the more chance we have to move about freely and safely. There’s power in that land and it isn’t friendly to the Dark.”
“We’ll try along the coast as far as we can go. Averlay might be too far for this boat, but there are other towns closer.” Ronan fell silent for a while and then spoke again, more to himself than to anyone else. “There’s logic in how this moves, the push of the wind and the waves, and the feel of the tiller. It’s almost like riding a horse.”
“I don’t doubt it,” said the hawk. He paused and then spoke again, his voice quiet. “She doesn’t give gifts lightly.”
“No,” said Ronan, and his hand strayed to the necklace under his shirt.
They were out past the bay and sliding past the headland that formed the northern arm of the bay. A slow, easy swell was running and the wind blew steady from the west. One of the two other boys proved to be the lad who had caught a mouse while they had been running through the eucalyptus trees. He pulled the mouse out of his pocket and amused himself by dangling the poor creature by the tail over the sea.
“One shouldn’t play with one’s food,” said the hawk.
Abashed, the boy placed the mouse back in his pocket.
“Wait,” said the hawk. “That’s not a mouse.”
With a sneeze and a wriggle, the mouse vanished, and a fat little man sprawled on the bottom of the boat. The boys gave a yell of alarm.
“My word,” said one of the ghosts. “It’s a fat man.”
“Master Ablendan!” said the boy who had been playing with the mouse. “I didn’t realize what—”
“Blast and burn it all!” shouted Ablendan, rubbing his backside. “Twice a mouse in one week. It’s enough to make you weep!”
“I’m sorry, master,” said the boy, greatly frightened. He and the other boys shrank back from the angry little man.
“No matter,” said Ablendan. “No matter. You couldn’t have known, and I couldn’t unwind myself from that dratted spell until someone said out loud that I wasn’t a mouse. That picked the knot free. Thank you, sir.” This he addressed to the hawk.
“You’re welcome,” said the hawk.
“I hope there’re no more mice on this boat,” said Ronan. “We’re riding low enough as it is.”
“I shall loathe cats all my days,” said Ablendan. He heaved himself up to the rail and looked back toward the bay. The cliffs were disappearing from sight and the Stone Tower could no longer be seen.
“Well,” he said, sighing. “That’s the end of that.”
“What do you mean, sir?” said Lano timidly.
“Speak, wizard,” said the hawk. “There’s a story in your voice.”
“I mean, that’s the end of the school. Nio was not alone in his wickedness. The lads here know him, I’m sure, for he taught their class on the fundamentals of naming last year. I’m afraid that two of the other professors, Facen and Tosca, have proved to be his compatriots.”
There was a collective gasp from the boys, as Tosca had been popular with them, being the professor who taught most of the classes on animals and animal languages. Lano turned pale, for he was a great admirer of Tosca.
“They tricked us all. Facen called a meeting of the professors after you, master hawk, and your friends went up to rest. And then, when we were in the conference hall, he turned us all into mice, except for Stow and Perl.” Ablendan shuddered. “He turned them into cats. I saw Stow gobble down three mice before I had time to find the nearest hole in the wall. And Facen towering over us all like a giant, leering and laughing!”
“But, surely,” said Jute, horrified and yet fascinated as well, “surely this Stow fellow would’ve remembered who he was and what they were.”
“No,” said Ablendan sadly. “It’s difficult to keep one’s mind clear when shifting shape into an animal. It’s even more difficult when someone else turns you into an animal without a second’s warning. The transformation is overwhelming. All your thoughts are consumed with the basic instincts of whichever animal you’ve become. My mind for the first hour was entirely devoted to terror and cheese. Dreadful.”
Ablendan lapsed into gloomy silence and would not talk, but sat huddled against the railing of the boat, wrapped in his cloak. The ghosts pestered him with questions, which he did not answer. Ablendan’s mood prevailed over the three boys and they fell silent as well, lost in their own thoughts that, doubtless, concerned the Stone Tower and the life they had known there.



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
HARLECH MUST WAIT
 
Levoreth and the wolves came down from the mountains in the hills of the Mearh Dun. She knew this land better than she knew her own face in a mirror. The hills were beloved and familiar. She had spent years ranging across them, but they were no comfort to her now. They were only a distraction and an ache.
The wolves went hunting early that morning.
Daylight is not for the hunt, said the big wolf. Daylight is for sleeping, but we run with you, Mistress. The pack is hungry and I scent meat close by. The little plains deer. Their flesh is sweet.
Go your way, Drythen Wulf, said Levoreth. Swallowfoot and I shall continue. But make haste with your hunt and hurry along our trail.
The wolf growled his assent, and the pack rushed away. They shone black and brown and gray and then were gone across the grasses and vanished from sight.
Wolves, said Swallowfoot.
Levoreth laughed out loud. The first time in many hours.
We can’t all eat grass. She patted the horse’s neck.
Her mind would not rest. Again, the voice of the sceadu whispered through her thoughts, just as it had first done in the mountain eyrie.
I serve another.
Who? Who was her enemy?
Levoreth examined her memory, sifting through hundreds of years. There had been innumerable faces of evil down through the ages. All the lords of darkness with their might and magic and malice brought to bear against the children of men. Their names and faces flickered through her thoughts. But there had never been any more powerful than the three sceadus. None save Nokhoron Nozhan himself. But he slept in Daghoron. The sceadus had been his most dreadful creation. His supreme mockery of life.
I serve another.
She would have to enlist aid. At once. Lord Lannaslech in Harlech. And then? Who else would be trustworthy and not compromised by the Dark? Owain Gawinn in Hearne, of course. He was a sensible man, and though he was hampered by his allegiance and responsibility to that fool of a regent, he might prove clever enough to handle Botrell. But who else besides Harlech and Owain Gawinn? The dukes of Dolan, Thule, and Hull were capable men of good families. Levoreth sighed at the thought of Hennen Callas. She would not want his blood on her hands and be the making of his widow. 
But the preservation of Tormay was more important than considerations of widows and orphans. Still, she would leave that to Lannaslech. He and the other lords of Harlech could easily ride to their neighboring dukes and explain. If Harlech and Hearne rode to war, then all of Tormay would follow suit.
Except for Harth, of course. The self-styled king of Harth was not a charitable fellow and it was doubtful whether he had ever forgiven the rest of Tormay for not coming quickly to his aid so many years ago, when Sond Sondlon had sought to overthrow the kingdom of Harth. Not that that reluctance had been any of Levoreth’s doing. 
They topped the last hill and the Scarpe Plain lay once again before them. The sun was mounting up over the Mountains of Morn in the east. The plain stretched out under the light and everywhere there was the scent of heather and the trill of birds. Swallowfoot’s hooves drummed on the turf. The wind whipped the horse’s mane back. Levoreth half-closed her eyes, dreaming in the morning sun.
How I wish I could return to Dolan. That nothing had happened. Go home.
And she thought of the cemetery behind the church in Andolan. Sunlight and roses and my old love sleeping in the earth. But I think I shall never again rest beside the headstone there. Levoreth shook her head at the thought, and the wind tangled her hair and Swallowfoot’s mane until they were one and the same.
I hope the boy is safe. To think, the Wind has been born anew. The hawk will know what to do. The hawk will keep him safe until he grows into who he is meant to be. But I must call Tormay to war.
Has this whole land been sleeping as have I?
Her eyes flashed in anger and Swallowfoot quickened his gallop.
The sceadu stalking across the ballroom floor in Hearne was a dreadful evil. The house in the city huddling silently with its memories of sleep and death had rent her heart with its malevolence. But the memory of the thing in the eyrie had entirely different implications.
My strength is not equal to the task.
The plain flowed past them. Swallowfoot galloped faster and faster. The sun mounted higher in the sky. Levoreth whispered to the horse, and the earth and the sky became one, both blurring past like the wind, and the wind itself could not keep up with them. But as they rode across the plain, she heard a strange sound, faint at first, but clearer with every step Swallowfoot took. The earth shivered with it. Levoreth cried out and the horse trembled beneath her. 
Mistress of Mistresses! Swallowfoot’s eye swiveled white in panic at her. What walks upon your earth?
South! We must ride south! Harlech must wait!
Swallowfoot turned his face to the south. The sun was at their side and their shadows raced along with them. She flung her thought wide and found the wolves in the hills to the north. Their minds were full of blood and bones and the taste of flesh. She felt the old wolf raise his head from over the broken body of a deer.
We have not eaten our fill, Mistress. Not yet.
Come!
He did not question her again. The wolf pack rose as one from their kill and rushed across the hills, far off but nearing her, nearing and running toward the plain.



 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
THE DEATH OF THE FARROWS
 
“You’ve got a good hand with these colts, lass.”
Giverny’s father smiled up at her. She grinned in delight at his words. The horse beneath her caught her mood and danced a few steps.
“He seems to read my thoughts, Pa,” she said. “I don’t even have to nudge him, and he’ll stop dead for me. Swerve, step back—see?”
“All right,” Cullan said, laughing. He stepped out of the way as the colt whirled around in place. “Peace, little one, peace.” The horse stilled itself and pushed its nose against his hand.
“Now how’d you do that?”
“I’ve been speaking their language for a long time now, Giverny. Longer’n three of your lives, but I reckon you’ll be speaking it better ‘n me when you’re my age. I’d stake my life on that.”
“Well, I’d stake my life on that being breakfast I smell. C’mon, Pa.”
The Farrows were camped in a hollow on the Scarpe Plain. The plain stretched flat and green and windblown in every direction. The view was deceptive, however, for the Scarpe was a rolling plain full of little valleys and dells and gentle rises. It swarmed with wildlife, and through it all were many springs and seasonal streams. The Farrow wagons were circled about one such spring. The hollow was deep enough to shelter them from the wind and, when they stood down at the bottom by the spring, also deep enough to cut off the view of the surrounding plains. 
Several cook-fires crackled in the encampment. Some women were hard at work over their laundry beside the spring. A dead buck hung by its hind legs from the top of a wagon wheel. Three dead rabbits dripped blood from a step. Two men knelt around another deer, their skinning knives busy. The morning hunt had already returned.
“Not bad, then?” said Cullan.
“Not bad,” said one of the hunters. He shrugged. “Coulda been better. Somethin’s got the animals spooked. Mebbe a storm coming.”
“Mebbe.”
Rumer Farrow straightened up from over the flames and smiled at her husband and daughter.
“There’s porridge and honey,” she said.
Up on the ridge above the hollow, the colt they had left behind raised its head. Its ears pricked forward and it stared south. The wind was blowing from the north, however, and the colt could not smell anything except porridge and honey and other horses and Farrows, of course—all the smells that meant home to the young horse. After a while, it resumed cropping the grass.
“We’re running short on honey,” said Rumer.
“There’s a farmer up near Lastane,” said her husband. “Keeps his bees in an apple orchard.”
“Hearne’s surely a day closer.”
Giverny made a face.
“Let’s not go there.”
“Why not?” said her mother.
“It’s too big.” Giverny shivered. “The walls are too high. I don’t know. I don’t like it.”
“The regent’s reason enough to avoid the place, even though he pays good gold for horses. Other than that, the man’s a scoundrel, an’ that ain’t a bad reason for keeping clear of Hearne.” Cullan shrugged. “Still, there’s more to Hearne than Nimman Botrell.”
“But the honey’s better in Lastane.”
Her father laughed.
“Aye, better ‘n cheaper.”
He stiffened and stood up.
“Cullan?”
“Hush,” he said.
Something was wrong. He could feel it. All around him, life proceeded as normal. Down by the spring, the women were chattering and laughing over their laundry. He could hear the rumble of talk from the hunters, who had moved on to skinning the second deer. Somewhere in the camp, in one of the wagons, a mother was singing to a sick child. Further along, other children were playing hide and seek, darting under the wagons. Their voices sounded like the twitter of birds. Up on the slopes above the spring, the clan’s herd of horses cropped the grass. Cullan frowned, eyeing them thoughtfully. 
“Pa, what is it?” said Giverny.
“I don’t know,” he said. “Mebbe it’s nothing. The horses ain’t bothered.”
But right when he said those words, the herd of horses raised their heads as if one, staring across the hollow toward the south. Cullan swore under his breath. The horses swung around and surged up the slope, galloping to the top of the rise and streaming over the skyline.
“Weapons!” shouted Cullan. His sword appeared in his hand. Giverny hadn’t even seen him draw it. She hadn’t even noticed he was wearing it.
“The horses!” someone yelled. “The horses!”
“Later!” Cullan grabbed a burning firebrand in his other hand. “Weapons!”
Someone screamed. Figures seemed to rise up out of the ground, out of the long morning shadows. Metal rang on metal. Several attackers darted forward, angling at Giverny and her mother crouched before the fire. Cullan’s sword blurred in the sunlight. The men reeled back. Still, others came. The Farrow clan fought grimly and they fought well. They were skilled swordsmen, every one of them. But even great skill cannot stand for long before a more numerous foe, and the Farrow clan was small in number and caught unaware. Flames billowed up from a wagon. Storm clouds loomed, racing across the sky from the east, driven by a faraway wind. The sun could not rise fast enough to keep up with the coming storm. And the Farrow clan died, one by one.
“Well met, Cullan Farrow.”
A tall, gaunt figure emerged from the smoke and burning timbers of the wagons. Swords curved from each hand. The blades were thin and oddly insubstantial, as if forged of some material that had more in common with water or flame or shadow than iron. The man smiled, and his mouth shone with sharp, terrible teeth in his narrow face. Teeth that surely were not human, were of something entirely else.
“Well met, indeed. Over blades and blood.” The thing smiled again. “This morning almost makes my heart glad, if such a thing were possible.”
“Mine’ll be glad with my sword in your heart!” said Cullan.
“I have not come for you, Farrow. I have come for your daughter. Give her to me and perhaps I’ll permit your sorry life to hurry on for another day’s death.”
“I’ll die first.”
Cullan hurled the firebrand in the creature’s face. His sword blurred through the air, but his arm was too slow, despite his skill, despite his famed speed. The creature drifted to one side, almost lazily and with the dreadful smile still on his face. The two swords rose and fell, and Cullan fell with them. Rumer cried out. Silence filled the hollow, unbroken except for the harsh scrape of Rumer’s breath and the crackle of the flames. Giverny made no sound at all, but stood frozen as if turned to stone.
“Woman,” said the thing, turning toward Rumer. “You have old blood in you. Old, cursed blood. Older than you know. But your daughter is older still. She bears the mark of the earth. Do you know this? Do you know who she might become one day?”
“Leave her,” said Rumer hoarsely. “Leave her. Take me instead.”
“I’ll take you both, but you in death.”
Rumer reached out her hand, but it could not be said whether she sought to stop what was promised or to grasp it. The swords rose and fell and again there was only silence except for the crackle of the flames.
“Come, lady.” The thing seemed to incline its head to Giverny, as if out of respect. Behind it, other dark figures stood waiting. Giverny said nothing. She did not move. Her face was white.
“Come.”
Soon the hollow was empty except for the guttering flames, the blackened beams of wagons, and the motionless shapes strewn about the ground. Here, a child lay huddled in death by his mother. There, an older couple slumped together in their last embrace. The bodies of the hunters sprawled among the corpses of their rabbits and deer. The spring ran dark with blood. Far to the north, the herd of horses galloped across the plain, their eyes staring white and their mouths flecked with foam. Thunder muttered in the east.



 
 
CHAPTER FIFTY
MICE AND SAILBOATS
 
They sailed north, with a west wind against their beam. Ronan kept the coast in sight on the horizon’s edge. The further they traveled north, the wilder and more rugged the coast became. Oddly enough, Jute discovered that even at such a distance, he could clearly see the details of the shore. The rocky faces of the cliffs, the stunted bushes growing in impossible stubbornness, the spray and billow of foam as the waves surged against the stony shore below—all of this he could see with clarity. Behind them, surging along with their sails angled low against the sky, came the three other boats. They were too far away to communicate with, but there was no doubt they were determined to follow them to whatever landing Ronan sought.
“We must make land before nightfall,” said Ronan. “We have no food or water, and I don’t want to be at sea tonight, for the wind’s picking up. I think a storm’s coming.”
“Aye,” said the hawk. “And it’ll blow until morning.”
“It’s more’n two days sailing to Averlay,” said Ablendan. “Once you near the islands, the sea can be as wicked as an ogre with an empty larder. But there’s a little harbor this side of Averlay. It’s the only one between Averlay and the Stone Tower. The town of Ortran. I’ve been through there before, and they’re good folk. Fishers mostly.”
“That sounds like what we’re looking for,” said Ronan. “Can you recognize it from this far out?”
“I doubt I’d see it if we were a hundred yards offshore. The cliff juts out and conceals the harbor from the sea. There is, however, a ridge of rocks that reaches up from the sea beyond the cliff. They’re visible at low tide, but at high tide they’re only white water. This coast is a graveyard.”
“True,” said one of the ghosts, who thought he was being helpful. “There’re old bones beneath the water here, buried in the sand, remembered only by the fishes. Perhaps we’ll join them if you don’t keep a sharp eye out? That is, you’ll join them. I’m already dead.”
“If we see the inlet, we’ll see it,” said Ronan, scowling at the ghost. “If not, then we’ll have to chance finding a beach under the cliffs.”
Without a word, the hawk launched free from the boat and flapped off toward the coast. Soon, he was skimming over the waves and then mounting higher and higher up into the sky until he blurred into the blue and was gone.
The boys had recovered their spirits by this time, despite Ablendan’s melancholy. They chattered about things that Jute knew nothing about. Classes, books, night excursions to the moor to hunt for frogs (as these frogs could be put to excellent use with a spell that caused them to inflate until they popped with a splendid noise), and the carter’s niece who sometimes accompanied Cyrnel on her trips to the Stone Tower. Jute wanted to be part of their talk. But in addition to knowing nothing of their world, he found himself silenced by the respectful glances they aimed at him whenever they thought he was not looking. Whenever he tried to join their conversation, they fell quiet and attended to him with such respect that he could only stutter into silence. After a while, Jute gave up and made his way back to the stern of the boat, where Ronan sat at the tiller.
“That hawk of yours seen anything yet?” said Ronan.
“No,” said Jute gloomily. “I don’t think so. He hasn’t spoken.”
Ronan squinted up at the top of the mast. Sunlight reflected off the taut sail, as white and as blinding as the light shining on the sea. He smiled.
“I can’t remember how many times I’ve ridden the coast from Hearne to Harlech, looking out at the sea but not seeing it. Things look much different from out here.”
“I’ve never been out of Hearne in my life,” said Jute. “Except for now. Running away and trying not to get my throat cut. What fun.”
Here. The hawk’s voice sounded thinly in his mind. The inlet is here.
Jute could see the hawk hovering in the sky. It was a while before anyone else in the boat could see the bird as well, but Ronan steered at Jute’s direction. The cliffs looked foreboding, high and carved away at their bases by the waves so that the sunlight could not relieve their shadows unless at sunset. The waves pounded against the face of the cliff with a roar. Spray surged into the air.
“High tide,” said Ronan.
And it was, for the reef guarding the opening of the inlet was submerged and only revealed itself in the white water foaming above it. The inlet was not visible until they sailed so close to the cliff that Jute was nervously considering swimming through the breakers to the cliff beyond. But then the cliff opened up and they were through, plunging forward on the face of a wave. The wind died and they floated in a tiny, placid bay.
“Get the oars out,” said Ronan.
Jute paddled awkwardly on one side of the boat, until he discovered the rhythm to it. On the other side, the three boys fought over the second oar until Ronan barked at them. The boat drifted across the bay toward the dock. Past the dock, a path zigzagged up the cliff until it reached the town. Happily, though, the cliffs inside the bay were not as high as those fronting the sea. The town clustered at the top of the cliffs with houses perching on rocks like birdnests. Boats bobbed at anchor near the dock.
“Not a word of the wind, d’you hear?” The three boys nodded their heads at Ronan and looked both obedient and guilty, as if they had already disobeyed him. “Jute, you be careful with what you say. No telling who’s around here.”
“Just so,” said the hawk.
“There. The others have made it through as well,” said Ablendan. He sighed. “At least that’s something salvaged from the day.”
Jute glanced back to see the last of the other boats sliding in through the gap in the cliff. He thought he heard the faint sound of cheering, but the bay was loud with the echoing boom of the waves and he could not be sure. His back ached horribly, but he paddled on. It would not do to slack off in view of the three boys. Or Ronan, for that matter. Sweat trickled into his eyes.
The hawk settled onto the railing next to him.
“Nothing like hard work to grow a man’s soul,” said the hawk.
“All right,” said Ronan. “Stop paddling.”
The boat bumped against the side of the dock. Ronan leapt onto the dock and tied them off. He then strode off to the end of the dock, where the three other boats were coasting in. Ablendan and Jute followed him. The boys from the school gathered around them.
“Not a word, d’you hear?” said Ronan. “If I catch any of you spouting off about wind lords or the Dark, I’ll be talking with you myself. That goes for ghosts as well.” Ronan tapped the hilt of his sword at this. The boys nodded and looked suitably impressed. The two ghosts looked less impressed.
“Upon my word,” said Ablendan. “A mouse!”
And there, perched on a boy’s shoulder and peeking out from behind his collar, was a gray mouse.
“Where’d you get that mouse, boy?”
“Er, found it skittering along the stairs back at school,” said the boy. He looked guilty as boys do when questioned, even when they have nothing to be worried of.
“Give it here.”
“But it's mine,” said the boy.
“Give it here,” said Ablendan. “Gently! For your sake, I sincerely hope you’ve treated this mouse well and haven’t been dangling it about by its tail. For, you see, this isn’t a mouse.”
With those words, the mouse vanished and there on the dock stood Severan. He looked furious.
“Severan,” said Ablendan, smiling for the first time all day. “I was hoping it was you.”
“Nitwit! Blockhead!”
Severan aimed a blow at the boy’s head, but the lad proved quicker than the old man. He ducked and vanished into the group of schoolboys. They all stared goggle-eyed at Severan.
“Do these lackwits learn nothing that we teach them? I spent half the trip doing sign language, humming Thulish folk songs, and dancing around like a fool! But did that get any attention? No. Did that prompt any of these idiots to wonder whether, perhaps, the mouse wasn’t a mouse? No!”
“At any rate,” said Ablendan cheerfully, “all’s well that ends well.”
“If I ever get my hands on that son of a louse.” Severan spat into the water. “Blast him to darkness!”
“Facen, eh?” said Ablendan.
“Of all things, a mouse. Before I had time to collect my thoughts, I had a cat after me. I can still smell the stench of the brute’s breath.”
“Probably old Perl. He’s always been fond of garlic.”
“At least you’re safe,” said Jute, smiling. “I’m very glad to see you again.”
“Sir, if we can’t return to school,” said one of the boys, “how shall we get home, and what shall we tell our families?”
“Mumble something about the flu,” said Severan. “I wouldn’t have you lie to your parents, but there’s a great thing at stake here. No, don't look like that. We'll figure something out. First, though, I think we all need a good, hot meal, but it had better not include cheese.”



 
 
CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
THE SORROW OF THE EARTH
 
A wind blew across the plain from the east. A strange half-light filled the sky. Dark clouds hurried across the face of the sun.
The wind bears an evil scent, Mistress, said the big wolf. The same scent we tracked into the mountains.
Aye.
Swallowfoot had been galloping for hours. His pace did not slacken. Levoreth felt the horse’s heart pounding beneath her. The wolves streamed out around them like a ragged drapery of shadow rushing in their wake.
The sceadu. They were riding in pursuit of the sceadu. A voice inside her mind whispered uneasily. What if the boy had not unleashed the wind in the regent’s castle? What would have happened then? Would she have been able to stand alone before the sceadu? She might very well have died. Doubt crept into her mind. She had not killed it in the regent’s castle, even with the boy’s help. What would happen here?
Somewhere far off on her left, a wolf howled.
The trail is struck, said the big wolf. It leads south across the plain. A company of men and a terrible evil. They smell of death.
Levoreth brought Swallowfoot to a halt with a touch of her mind. The horse shuddered beneath her, blowing and stamping on the grass. The wolves milled around them. Far away on the horizon, she thought she saw a smudge of smoke staining the sky. She could feel the sorrow in the earth. It sighed in the ground and the grass bent over in sadness. 
“I’m sorry,” Levoreth whispered. “I’m too late for you.”
Mistress?
We will follow, said Levoreth grimly. We will follow and many of your pack will die this day, for we hunt a sceadu.
The wolf bowed his head.
So be it.
The plain rushed away on either side of them. Before them were the scent and track of their quarry. Grass lay trampled by the passage of many horse hooves. The stench of the Dark lay heavy on the track.
They travel not overly fast. I think their horses are weary.
Aye, Drythen Wulf, said Levoreth. It will not be long now.
The wolf pack ran all through the morning and into midday. Even though the sun was surely overhead, the day was as gloomy as if it was already twilight. But the wolves and Swallowfoot were not disheartened, for Levoreth called aloud to them as they ran, naming them one by one so that they knew she held each of them close within her mind. They topped a rise and there, far below on the plain, was a dark and moving mass of horses and men. Levoreth could feel the drum of galloping hooves echoing and pounding within the earth. Even from such a distance she saw a white face turn back toward her from the middle of that company, and she saw the girl’s brown hair blowing in the wind. But by the girl’s side rode a dark figure.
“Giverny!”
The scream tore from Levoreth’s throat. It was unbidden and unchecked. The earth quaked at her cry. Below them, the company of horses was thrown into confusion. Riders were tossed from their saddle. The wolves around her stumbled and fell. Only Swallowfoot stood sure-footed beneath on the tremoring ground.
Mistress! Keep us in your care!
The great wolf lay flat on the ground. His son Ehtan sprawled beyond him. The wolves stared at her, their eyes flashing wide in panic.
I would split the earth! she raged. I would split the earth to save this youngling’s life! Get up! Get up and kill!
The pack rose and rushed howling down the rise and across the blowing grasses. The men struggled to regain their mounts. The dark figure in their midst called out in a dreadful voice. Thunder crashed overhead in answer to him. Lightning fell in the east, drawing closer. The horsemen wheeled around, cursing and whipping at their mounts. The wolves fell on them like a terrible wave, and at the crest of the wave rode Levoreth. The horsemen reeled back before them. They were pulled down by the jaws of the wolves. Swallowfoot lashed out with his hooves. Over the clash of weapons and the screaming of the horses, Levoreth’s voice keened in fury. A helmeted face dissolved into blood and ruin before her. An arrow hissed by her ear and she kicked free from Swallowfoot’s back to land beside the old wolf.
Mistress! he snarled, his jaws streaked with blood, and then he lunged forward to rip a horse down by its neck.
Levoreth stamped on the earth and it shook and split around her. The wolves leapt over the chasms, but horses and riders tumbled down into the depths. A man swung an axe at her, but she snapped her fingers and the weapon collapsed into a handful of withered flowers. The man cursed and she saw the Dark glaring from his eyes, and then that was gone in a blur of wolf fangs and Swallowfoot’s hooves. She ran forward. The wolves surged on either side. But the day’s gloom deepened, and out of the darkness emerged the figure of a man. He was cloaked in a deeper darkness that seethed and flowed about his body like living shadow. From one hand curved a sword. The other held a knife, and on its handle a stone shone in blood-red color.
Bicce wulf!
His voice rang inside Levoreth’s mind like stone on stone. She staggered under the blow.
Well met, once again, Mistress of Mistresses.
His teeth flashed in the gloom. They were sharper than his sword. Around him, the horsemen rose up. Spears flew in the darkness. Somewhere on her right, a wolf howled as it died.
I killed you!
Nay, Mistress. Blurred, like shadow fouled with the light. Unraveled like a rotten weave. But the wind is not with you this time.
Her fingers stabbed at the air. The earth shuddered. She called out, her voice hoarse. The grass thickened into brambles as gray and as hard as stone. They thrust their way up into the air. Iron thorns clutched and stabbed at the horsemen. But the sword flashed and fell amidst the brambles. The blade whistled through the air at her. A wolf flung itself into the blow and fell. She saw scarlet coursing over black fur. The knife in his other hand slid toward her.
Swallowfoot. The horse blotted out her sight, rearing up before her. Tall, magnificent, mane flying, and neighing in fury. But then he was gone. The dark figure stepped over the horse’s body. And then the sword fell again. Sunlight glanced through a rent in the clouds. The blade fell along the angle of the light. And the light slowed. The blade fell slower than a feather. Light gathered on its edge and flowed down, hanging forever from its point in one gleaming drop.
It will fall. The thought floated through Levoreth’s mind, slower than the light. All things fall. Someday.
The sunlight was gone.
And the blade kept falling.
     It lanced straight toward her chest. But her flesh was as hard as oak, her body wavered into branches and deep roots. The sceadu could not wrench his blade free. The sword was imprisoned within the heartwood of herself. The sceadu could not let go, and branches grew out around him. The sword shattered in a clear, bell-like tone. Levoreth felt the earth waiting beneath her, heavy and expectant. The knife in his other blurred toward her. The stone in its hilt burned red with malevolence. Her heart faltered, for her memory was caught by the stone, striving to remember. Despite this, the branches caught and held his wrist. He could not break free, though he twisted and thrashed. Shadows fluttered like rags before her. She heard a wailing cry that faded into nothingness. A mist wavered away across the ground. The horsemen fled with it, but one of the riders checked in flight and the mist rose to settle behind him on the saddle. And then they were all away with a thunder of galloping hooves and the snarls of the wolves in pursuit.
But as the riders fled, the misty form turned in the saddle. Something went whipping through the air, tumbling end over end. The red stone blazed in the heart of the darkness. She remembered now, while time slowed around her. On the slopes of the mountains of Ranuin. In the silent snows. Nokhoron Nozhan took his sword in hand and did cut his side. Three drops of blood fell to the ground. And there lay blood no longer, but three gems that did burn with scarlet fire. To the sceadus he gave each a stone. In the stones was the incandescence of Nokhoron Nozhan’s malice.
Levoreth blinked, and the knife slammed into her just below her breast. She could not breathe with the pain of it.
All things fall.
Even me.
Levoreth opened her eyes to find herself gazing up at a clear blue sky. The sunlight was warm on her face. The big wolf stared down at her. He whined. She tried to touch his muzzle but she could not lift her hand.
Where is the girl? Does she still live?
She is here, Mistress, said the wolf.
Two wolves gently urged Giverny forward, nudging her with their noses and their heavy shoulders. The girl stumbled to Levoreth’s side and knelt down. Her face was white and streaked with tears.
“Lady Callas,” said Giverny. Her cold fingers closed on Levoreth’s hand.
“Just Levoreth, girl. Help me sit up.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” The girl’s voice trembled.
“Help me, Giverny.”
Levoreth must have passed out then, for when she opened her eyes again, she was sitting up in Giverny’s arms. Her body felt numb. It felt as if she were slowly turning into stone. Before her, past the huddled forms of the dead, the plain stretched out green under the sunlight. A breeze blew by and the grass rippled along its path. Levoreth smiled.
“How beautiful it is here.”
Mistress of Mistresses.
Drythen Wulf. I thank you.
Your thanks are not needed, Mistress. Does the sun thank the candle for the radiance it sheds? 
But the wolf hung his great head and would not meet her eyes.
What troubles you, old friend?
My son.
On the ground, beside his sire, lay the body of the young wolf Ehtan. The black fur was matted with blood and the silver eyes were closed. Beyond him sprawled the larger bulk of Swallowfoot.
The old wolf raised his head.
Can you give him his life back, Mistress?
Levoreth looked away past the wolf, gazing past the grass and the horizon. Four days’ journey over the horizon would bring her to Dolan. To the river Ciele and the hills of the Mearh Dun. To the cemetery behind the church in Andolan filled with sunlight and the scent of roses and the bees buzzing at their work.
The wolf waited patiently.
I shall.
The wolf’s eyes flared in hope.
I shall, Drythen Wulf, but not a life such as yours. Not a life you would know. Your cub will never lead the pack. He shall never run with the pack again.
Is this a life? said the wolf dully. You do not speak of a wolf.
He shall run with the guardian of the earth. He shall wander the world for many long years, even after you and your cubs have gone to chase the sun. He shall pass into legend. He shall be the shadow of the Mistress of Mistresses.
The old wolf stared at her, and then he bowed his head.
“Pull me closer, Giverny. Pull me closer to the dead wolf.”
“Lady,” stammered Giverny.
“Do it.”
The pain of it made Levoreth almost lose consciousness. Her vision swam. She closed her eyes. Her fingers brushed the wolf’s fur. Her mind drifted. The wolf was gone. Only cooling flesh and bone and fur remained. Her mind pushed farther. Farther west, toward the edge of sea and sky. Farther and past. And there, across the blue, she saw two figures running fast toward the light. Side by side. A wolf and a horse.
Wait, she called.
The wolf paused and turned, but Swallowfoot galloped on until he diminished and faded into the light.
Wait. Your time here is not done.
Across the distance, the wolf gazed back at her.
A task awaits you. Return.
I go to chase the sun, Mistress, said the wolf. It is a better thing.
Aye, she said. But another time. Another place.
The wolf was silent.
Return.
Levoreth felt movement under her hand. She opened her eyes. The young wolf struggled to his feet. He nosed at her hand. Awareness sparked in his eyes. Around him, the other wolves backed away.
“Giverny.”
The sunlight was dimming. It was certainly only midday, but surely the light was dimming. Levoreth blinked. She struggled to keep her eyes open.
“Giverny. You must do a last thing for me.”
“What is it?” The girl’s voice trembled.
“Pull out the knife.”
“What?”
Giverny’s face hovered over her own, but it was lost in darkness and Levoreth could not distinguish her features.
“Pull out the knife.”
“Levoreth—I can’t!”
“You must,” said Levoreth gently. “It is a hard thing, child, but it must be done.”
Even though she spoke softly, all the weight of the earth was in her voice and Giverny could not deny her. The wolf Ehtan loomed behind Giverny, his silver eyes expressionless. He did not blink when the knife came free. The stone in the handle no longer shone vibrant red, but was dull and clouded, as if with age and sudden heat.
“Now,” gasped Levoreth. “Give me the knife.”
It was the last of her strength. She closed her fingers on Giverny’s hand. The blade sliced across the girl’s palm. She cried out.
“I’m sorry,” said Levoreth. “Don’t forget that, Giverny. I’m sorry, for I wouldn’t wish this on anyone, least of all you. We didn’t realize, when we chose so long ago.”
“What do you mean?” said Giverny.
But Levoreth did not hear her. The sun passed its zenith and fell toward the west. Giverny laid Levoreth back down on the grass. The older woman smiled.
“Ehtan shall watch over you until your time is full.”
“Who is Ehtan?” said the other, her face bewildered.
“Listen to him, for the memory of the earth is in him now. He shall guard your way from the Dark, for it shall be many days before you find your strength. He will be your shadow, your right hand, and your comforter. Do not be afraid.”
Levoreth smiled again, though her eyes no longer saw the sky overhead or the girl’s frightened face or the watchful eyes of the wolf Ehtan. Beneath her, the earth pressed up against her back.
“Now,” she said. “Let the memory of Levoreth Callas fade, for I have done what I was meant to do.”
She shivered within Giverny’s arms. Her features blurred. And then there was nothing at all in the girl’s grasp, only the dry earth crumbling down into the grass. Giverny stood, weeping. The wolf Ehtan brushed her hand with his nose.
Mistress of Mistresses.
The voice was soft inside her mind. It had a deep, rough quality to it, comforting and oddly familiar.
“Who said that?” said Giverny.
The wolf’s silver eyes gazed up into her own.
You are the Mistress of Mistresses.
And then other voices joined his.
Mistress of Mistresses.
The wolves around her bowed their heads. She walked through their midst, her steps slow and halting. Ehtan followed at her heels. A breeze blew by her, paused as if startled, and then whirled away. 
Next spring, poppies grew there that had never been seen before on the Scarpe or, for that matter, anywhere in Tormay. Their petals were red as blood. In the years afterward, the flowers bloomed further and further across the Scarpe and were later found flourishing throughout the hills of Dolan. It is said that the scent of those flowers brings healing and guards against the Dark, but that is only an old tale from long ago.



 
 
CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
JUTE’S CHOICE
 
The townsfolk of Ortran received them with no fanfare and little surprise. They did not seem interested at the sight of the hawk riding on Jute’s shoulder. They ignored the ghosts. They were a quiet, reserved people. They were mostly fishermen, with a few vintners who grew a hardy grape on straggling vines that clung to the rocky slopes beyond the town. The single inn of the town perched on top of the cliff. Its windows looked west, across the bay and over the cliffs that fronted the sea. The last light of the departed sun gleamed on the sea.
“Fish stew,” said the innkeeper. And then, inspired to further eloquence, he added, “Halibut.” But when he returned to their table, it was more than fish stew. It was loaves of fresh bread, butter, and a crock of pickled onions. The stew arrived in a pot that breathed out a steam of fish and potatoes.
“Ahh,” said Severan. “Thulish hospitality. Silent but ample.”
They were silent as well for a while as they did justice to the stew. Jute yawned over his bowl. The ghost drifted around the room, inspecting the whalebone carvings hanging on the walls. The hawk fidgeted on the back of Jute’s chair.
“We must leave early in the morning for Harlech,” said the hawk. “I’d prefer to leave now, but I think a night’s sleep would do you well. These are kindly folk in this town and I’d not want their misfortune on my conscience if we tarry. The Dark will come sniffing, sooner or later, and this is no place to defend, though the sea laps at their doorstep.”
“Is Harlech so safe, master hawk?” said Ronan. “They might be better with the sword and have some strange legends told of them, but there are fewer of them than in other duchies. Besides, what can men do against the Dark?”
“Strange,” said Jute’s ghost, seating itself in the empty chair next to the boy. “I seem to remember reading peculiar things about Harlech. All in one book. A very old book. For the life of me, perhaps I should say for the death of me, I can’t remember.”
The hawk chuckled.
“There’s more to Harlech than meets the eye, Ronan, though I daresay they themselves might have forgotten. But the Dark hasn’t forgotten. No, the men of Harlech are more than just ordinary men, just as you are more than a thief. They come of an old people.”
“A failed thief,” said Ronan lightly. “That’s what I am.”
“If I may say something,” said Severan. “This is excellent stew. Not that that was what I wanted to say. Ablendan and I have been discussing the schoolboys. I trust they’re all safe in their rooms and not out wandering the village.”
“What was the name of that book?” said the ghost.
“Doubtless, we’ll have to save the village before the night’s out,” said Ablendan. “And there’s no scullery duty or stair-scrubbing or attic-dusting to punish the scoundrels.”
“We’ve decided,” continued Severan, “it would be best if Ablendan and I saw to the schoolboys.” He frowned down at his stew. “I don’t know who survived at the Stone Tower, but I can’t assume any of the other professors are left. We must at least see to it that the boys return safely to their families. Though I fear Lano’s family won’t appreciate his return, as he’ll be bringing a ghost to lodge.”
“What’s that?” said Jute’s ghost, startled out of its pondering. 
“You won’t be going with us to Harlech?” said Jute.
“Oh, I shall,” said the ghost. “Never fear.”
“No,” said Severan. “I’m afraid not.”
“But what about your cottage? You were going to show me the ruins of the tower, you remember, the one the lords of Harlech destroyed. I wanted to see that.”
“Don’t scowl so, Jute,” said Severan. “You’ll see the ruins, and the haunted keep of Lannaslech and everything else. I’ll only be a month or so behind you.”
“A haunted keep?” said the ghost. “Brr. Sounds dreadful.”
“I don’t fancy shepherding the boys all over Tormay to their homes,” said Ablendan. “Why, there’s two that hail as far as Vomaro. A pox on duty.”
“We’ll leave in the morning,” said the hawk.
Severan nodded at Jute, but did not speak, and the boy did not trust his own voice to say anything in farewell. 
They left before first light. A heavy fog lay about the town and Jute heard water dripping from the eaves as he woke in his bed. Ronan sat on the other bed, packing his knapsack. A second knapsack, bought from the innkeeper’s wife for Jute, waited bulging and ready beside it. A mug of hot ale steamed on the table. The ghost eyed the ale mournfully.
“As you’re both awake,” said the hawk. “We might as well leave. I’ve never liked fog.”
“It’s only the breath of the sea,” said Ronan.
The fog hung in the streets. Their footsteps sounded muffled. Here and there, lights shone in windows. Jute hitched up his cloak, also bought from the innkeeper’s obliging wife, and wished he was still asleep in bed. The street became a carter’s track that headed out into the moors. The village vanished in the fog behind them.
“The coast road again,” said Ronan. “It’ll take us to Averlay, and then on to Harlech.”
“Harlech,” said the ghost. “Did I mention I once read something odd about Harlech?”
“Yes,” said Jute. “I’m sure you did.”
“Rest assured that I’ll tell you what it was in great detail. Once I remember what it was.”
“Is there no way, ghost,” said the hawk, “that I can convince you there are other things you could do rather than journeying with us? I’m grateful for what you’ve done for us. The advice about the sea and boats was timely, but, well—”
“I don’t need convincing on that account,” said the ghost. “I know full well there’re other things I could be doing. Rest assured that I choose not to do them. I like you. I like you all. Besides, it’s been about six hundred years since I’ve had a stroll in the country.”
“Is there no way to make you leave?” said the hawk mildly.
“Yes, of course there is. The fifth stricture of the causality of ghosts.”
“And what is that?”
“Oh, don’t worry,” said the ghost happily. “I won’t tell you.”
“Never mind,” said Ronan. “I’m sure he’ll keep his mouth shut when he needs to, won’t you?”
“Sir,” said the ghost. “I am the perfect painting of discretion.”
The fog burned away as the morning progressed. They were on a moor that, except for the sea far below on their left, stretched away on every side. The air smelled of the sea and of heather and it did more to clear one’s head than a mug of hot ale.
“We should leave the road,” said Ronan. “It meanders too much if we mean to make haste.”
“Aye,” said the hawk. “I was thinking the same myself.”
They headed straight off across the moor. Jute found the springy turf pleasant to walk on. The apparent flatness of the moor was deceptive, for there were deep ponds looking up at the sky with their clear, stony gazes and sudden gullies full of bulrushes and trickling streams. A covey of quail burst out of the grass at their feet and fled away. The hawk surged into the air and climbed high. Then, he dove.
“Quail’ll make a nice break from rabbit for him,” said Ronan. “I wouldn’t mind some myself for lunch.”
“Barbaric,” said the ghost. “I could never bring myself to eat a defenseless little bird.”
“Do you remember the last meal you ate?” asked Jute.
“What do you mean?” said the ghost. “Are you inferring I might’ve eaten something like that poor quail, which is, no doubt, being dismembered as we speak?”
“I meant no such thing,” said Jute, even though this was what he had meant. “I just wondered whether you remembered things like that.”
“I don’t remember things like that,” said the ghost. “I’ve so many more splendid and worthwhile things to remember that I don’t waste time on inconsequential memories.”
“I’d differ from you, ghost,” said Ronan. “It’s the little things that are worth remembering. A woman’s smile, the smell of porridge in the morning. The mane of a horse flying out in gallop.”
“I don’t remember porridge,” said the ghost. “I’m sure it’s nasty stuff.”
“My mother cooked porridge most every morning when I was a child. Porridge and honey.”
“I’d bet a great deal of gold, if I had any gold, that you don’t remember why there is a morning. You don’t, do you!” The ghost capered in triumph. “You see? You don’t know the important things. I know them, therefore I can remember them. I can even afford to forget them, if I want. Why, I’ve forgotten fabulous things. Dozens of things. Hundreds of things. We could start discussing them now and we wouldn’t be halfway through by the time we reached Harlech. Just think about that.”
This made no sense at all to Jute. If the ghost had forgotten all of these fascinating things, then how would it be able to discuss any of them? 
The moor gave way to low hills. Looking back from the top of the first one that they crested, the sea was visible in the distance as a strip of dark blue. 
“You’ll always be uncomfortable when the sea isn’t near,” said the hawk.
“What?” said Ronan. He turned red under his tan.
“What?” said the ghost. “What’s what?”
“I don’t recollect any human before you with the blood of the sea in his veins. Oh, don’t scowl like that, my friend. The mark of the sea is difficult to hide from anyone who has known her well, and I knew her well, many years ago.”
Ronan was silent as they walked along, though the ghost plied both him and the hawk with questions about the sea that they both ignored.
“Fair’s fair,” said the ghost indignantly. “I’ve generously shared my knowledge with you today. You appreciated my discussion of toads and their predators, didn’t you? So why won’t you share with me? If there was somewhere I could submit a formal complaint, I would.”
They descended into a little valley and the sea was no longer in sight. It was nearing time for lunch, and Jute’s stomach, along with the position of the sun in the sky overhead, confirmed this. They ate, sitting under the shade of an oak. The hawk tucked his head beneath his wing and dozed.
“Hmmph,” said the ghost, who had been maintaining a huffy silence for the last few minutes. “I don’t care if you’re all going to behave like selfish prigs. I probably know more about the sea than any of you, so there.”
“I fell into the sea once,” said Jute. 
This thought made him scowl, and he eyed Ronan, but the man was intent on his bread and cheese and paid Jute no attention.
“Very interesting, I’m sure,” said the ghost, “but I daresay you know nothing about things like velocity, buoyancy, and the fact that seaweed, if boiled and then piled on the head, is an excellent cure for pneumonia, shivers, and several forms of madness.”
“What’s shivers?” said Jute. “Is that when you get cold?”
“Ah, shivers,” said the ghost, delighted to be asked a question. “Shivers is brought about when one comes too near a creature of the Dark. And not just any old creature, but horrible creatures such as shadowhounds or dropsies. Of course, the question you’re probably asking yourself is: what’s too near?”
“What are dropsies?” asked Jute. He didn’t like the sound of them.
“A dropsy,” said the hawk, popping his head out from under his wing, “is something rather dreadful. I hope you never have the misfortune to meet a dropsy. I doubt you ever would, for there weren’t many dropsies and I think most of them were killed a long time ago.”
The discussion of dropsies went on for some time, with the hawk doing most of the talking. The ghost occasionally offered its own ideas, but it was apparent it did not know what it was talking about and gravely made ridiculous claims and assertions that had nothing whatsoever to do with dropsies and had everything to do with the fact that the ghost liked to hear the sound of its own voice.
Dropsies, explained the hawk, were one of the earliest servants of the Dark. Not as old and as powerful as the sceadus, but terrible enough. They were creations of the Dark. Though the important thing to understand was that the Dark could not create of its own power. It could not make something out of nothing. Rather, it could only remake and twist things that already existed into shapes of its own device.
“The Dark is only a warped reflection of what is good in this world,” said the hawk. “Think of it like this: you cast a shadow as you walk along this path; the shadow cannot cast you. However, if the Dark somehow gained control of you, then it would slowly work its will in you until you were only a reflection of who you once were—a dim, ugly reflection.”
The ghost disagreed with this, pointing out that no one knew what things looked like from a shadow’s point of view, and perhaps they viewed people as being their shadows. The hawk snorted and did not bother responding. The ghost took this as a sign of capitulation and launched into an incomprehensible discourse on light and darkness and whether or not they were merely substances such as water or socks or cheese.
“If they are,” said the ghost, “then we must figure out what sort of container can hold them. If we can do that, why, we can corner the market. A hundred gold pieces for a pound of light. Twenty silvers for a swallow of darkness. We’ll be rich.”
“I don’t think anyone,” said Jute, “will pay for a pound of light when you can go outside and have as much sunlight as you want.”
“Oh?” said the ghost. “I hadn’t thought of that. Sunlight, you say? It’s free? What a pity.”
The sunlight, free or otherwise, shone on them. Down in the defiles between the hills, there was not a breath of wind and the air was warm. On every hilltop that they reached, however, they could feel the breeze, and the scent of the sea was still borne on it.
“When are you going to teach me how to fly?” said Jute to the hawk.
“When we get to Harlech, and only then. I would’ve considered it sooner, but not with such an unpleasant creature as a wihht on our trail. The power let loose in teaching you to fly would be like waving a flag and yelling, ‘Here we are!’”
“If I knew how to fly then we needn’t be trudging through these hills,” said Jute.
“Ah,” said Ronan. “And then I’d be left here with our ghost.”
“I’m not enthused about the arrangement either,” huffed the ghost. “I’ve met monosyllabic mice more talkative than you, sir.”
“No one’s flying except me,” said the hawk.
They came to the border of Thule and Harlech late that afternoon. At least, Ronan said it was the border as far as he knew. It was not a specific line such as the fence a farmer might put around his lettuce patch to keep the deer out. The hills sloped down into a valley that, as it stretched west and north, opened into a wide bay. The sea sparkled in the late sunlight.
“The northern end of the Scarpe Plain,” said Ronan. “It ends here at Averlay. Can you see the town? There, on the furthest curve of the bay.”
Far away but just visible along the furthest edge of the shore, Jute could see a town. Smoke hazed in the air overhead. A wharf reached out into the water, crooked around itself, and boats rocked at anchor within the shelter of the breakwater.
“A town,” said Jute happily. “Hot dinner!”
“You can’t see them at this distance,” said Ronan, “but straight out from the bay are the islands. The Flessoray Islands. Only a few fisherfolk live on them.”
They made their way down the last hill. The grasses of the plain were golden with summer days and the long autumn that had followed afterward to burnish them brighter and sharper. The wind was in their face, blowing in off the sea. They could hear the sound of the waves, even though they were still far from the shore. It was because of this, because of the wind’s direction, that they did not hear the horses until the herd was nearly upon them.
“Watch out!” called the hawk. He launched himself from Jute’s shoulder into the air.
They heard the gallop of hooves. The ground trembled. Around the edge of the hills thundered a herd of horses. They were galloping fast.
“Get out of the way!” shouted Ronan. He ran for the hill they had just descended. Jute scrambled after him. The horses were upon them. Jute smelled the tang of horse sweat. There was dust in the air. He was suddenly aware of how small he was in comparison to the huge horses. Ronan grabbed him by the collar and yanked him off his feet, up onto a rock slab. The horses split around them, not slackening their speed.
“Where’d they come from?” gasped Jute.
Ronan did not answer at first. The man stared tensely at the horses. His face looked shocked.
“I know them,” he said. “I know these horses. There’s the old gray with the blaze on his forehead. Surely he would’ve been dead of old age years ago. And the dappled mare. I’d know her anywhere. Her colts were as sure-footed as cats, and the duke of Dolan always bought them whenever we came to his court.”
Ronan made as if to step forward, to plunge off the safety of the rock and right into the path of the horses, but he flinched at the sight of a tall black stallion galloping at the rear of the herd.
“That’s his horse,” he said, insensible now to Jute’s presence. “I rode it when I was a child. Wynlic! Wynlic, don’t you know me?”
But the stallion pounded by in a flurry of hooves and mane. The horses were gone now, past them and veering across the plain and toward the hills along the bay, rising higher and more cruelly broken than the hills to the south.
“What’s going on?” said the ghost, who, for once, looked startled and unsure of itself.
Ronan jumped down from the rock and stood staring after the horses. They were lost to sight in a cloud of dust that drifted across the plain. The hawk landed on Jute’s shoulder in a flutter of wings. Ronan turned around, his face blank.
“I must go,” he said. 
He walked away, stumbling at first but then moving more steadily as he went. He walked among the trampled grass and torn earth of the horses’ trail, heading south in the direction from where the horses had come from.
“He can’t just leave,” said Jute. “Wait! Ronan! Where are you going?”
Panic rose in him. The panic shocked him. It was not a reaction Jute could have foreseen. He despised Ronan. Despised and feared him. He could still see the square of moonlight at the top of chimney receding as he fell into the darkness. Still could smell soot and dust and spiderwebs. But watching him walk away sent panic choking at his throat. A whisper in the back of Jute’s mind reminded him he’d already be dead three times over if it weren’t for Ronan.
“Come back, you!” shouted the ghost. “Don’t worry, young Jute. That should do it. People always listen to me. It’s all in the voice.”
“Patience,” said the hawk. “He’ll be back.”
The hawk was right. Ronan did not walk more than fifty paces before he stopped. His shoulders hunched and he did not move. Then he turned and walked back, his steps slow and dragging.
“I can’t go,” he said desperately. “You must release me.”
“We didn’t bind you,” said the hawk. “She did.”
“Jute!”
The agony in the man’s voice made Jute flinch. He could not meet Ronan’s eyes.
“The boy can’t release you either,” said the hawk.
“Jute. I must go. I must.” Ronan’s voice halted as if he were choking on his words. He shuddered. “Those were my—my family’s horses. They’re part of my family. They would never leave, unless—unless. . . Something must have happened. I must go.”
“I never had a family,” said Jute. It was the only thing he could say. He did not know if he understood the anguish in Ronan’s face, but he wished he did. He wished he did with all his might.
“I ran away from my family fifteen years ago,” said Ronan, his voice shaking. “Fifteen years, and I’ve not seen them since.”
And Jute could not say no. He could not say no, even though he could still close his eyes and feel himself falling down the chimney. Even though the hawk’s claws bit into his shoulder so fiercely that he felt blood spring from his skin. The bird’s anger beat against his mind.
His family is not important. They are not important in comparison to your life.  Do you understand? We must keep you safe.
I never had a family.
Greater things are at stake here.
I never had a family.
At that, the hawk’s voice abruptly went silent. Ronan stood, frozen, waiting, his eyes on Jute’s face. The boy took a deep breath and then nodded. Ronan turned without a word. The way was easy to follow because of the scarred ground left by the flight of the horse herd. They traveled mostly in silence that was broken only occasionally by the ghost who, being a ghost, was not particularly sensitive to those who still lived.
“I once had the good fortune to see Min the Morn,” said the ghost. “Now, that was a horse. One blow from his hoof could split the earth in two. There was an old story that he shattered the northern ranges by galloping across the mountains. Of course, you might think a horse is only a horse, of course. Just because you think you have all the facts, and you might have them all, doesn’t mean you have the answers.”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
The hawk was growing more and more restive in his surliness on Jute’s shoulder. With a grunt of disgust, the bird launched into the air. It was then that he saw the smoke.
“Look!” The hawk’s voice came down clear and thin to them. “Look there!”
Smoke stained the horizon. It was difficult to discern against the dimming of the early evening sky. Ronan’s face turned pale.
“A campfire, I daresay,” said the ghost. “Perhaps they’ll have a hot supper for us?”
“You don’t eat,” said Jute. “Besides, they might not be friendly.”
“Nonsense. We’re in the duchy of Thule, aren’t we? Hospitable folk. No one ever goes hungry in Thule. I remember having had excellent meals in this duchy.”
With those words, the ghost started off toward the smoke. Ronan and Jute trailed after it. Above them, the hawk soared higher.
“Mutton,” continued the ghost. “Sizzling over the flames. Fresh bread. You haven’t tasted bread until you’ve had it baked hot in coals. Of course, the taste is improved by ravenous hunger. You’ll understand when you’re old, boy. There aren’t many pleasures left in life at my age. Oh, don’t get me wrong—scholarly work is my one true pleasure. There’s nothing like hunting down an ancient word and discovering its sound, its letters, its meaning, but a good meal’s a close second.”
Hurry. The hawk’s voice keened through Jute’s mind. One is still alive!
“We must hurry!” said Jute. “There’s someone still alive!”
He did not answer the ghost’s questions, for he could hear the urgency in the hawk’s voice and the sound of the wind. The wind knew. He could feel it blowing through his thoughts. The ghost hurried along at his side. Behind them, Ronan walked, but his face was set and white and his pace faltered as if he was reluctant to discover what lay ahead. Thunder rumbled overhead. Jute felt a drop of rain on his face, and then it began to rain in earnest. It was a dreary sort of rain that painted out the sky and plastered the grass onto the ground.
Jute could no longer see the smoke anymore, or the hawk, for that matter. But he could still feel the wind in his mind, blowing his thoughts forward. How odd. It almost felt like the wind was pushing his thoughts forward into the haze. Pushing them forward so that he could see with them. But not with his eyes. It was the strangest sensation. The wind inside his mind blew harder as if in agreement. Jute pushed with his own mind, pushing his thoughts forward to see past his eyes, to see past the obscurity of the rain. A picture formed in his mind. Flames hissing and dying in the rain. The blackened ruins of wagons.
Stop that.
The hawk’s voice was sharp.
Why? said Jute, bewildered. Every time I do something, you tell me to stop.
Seeing with one’s mind is a dangerous thing. Unless you are skilled at it, and you are not, then it is like lighting a fire in the darkness. It attracts unwanted attention. And right now we do not want any such attention.
The wind subsided to an apologetic murmur in Jute’s mind. He could smell smoke in the damp air. The ground fell away in a gentle slope, down past a trampled sweep of grass to a hollow. A spring lay in the middle, edged by bushes and cattails. Smoke guttered up from dying flames. The charred timbers of wagons stood gaunt in the rain, skeletons of what they once had been. And there were bodies. 
Jute swallowed hard. Beside him, the ghost gasped. They both paused at the top of the rise, but Ronan gave a hoarse cry and stumbled past them. He staggered like a drunken man. The rain hissed on the last of the flames. Ronan howled, his face raised to the sky like a dog. He swung around, looking this way and that, his eyes blank and his head shaking from side to side as if in confusion. Bodies sprawled everywhere: Men and women. Young and old. Here, a girl had been cut down at the water’s edge, a spilled armful of laundry around her trampled into the mud. There, an old man lay tangled in the shattered steps of a wagon. The wind gusted through and blew embers out onto the surface of the spring where they died, sputtering and snapping. The hawk swept down.
One is still alive.
“One’s still alive!” blurted out Jute.
There. By the cook-pot.
“Here!” said Jute. 
An older woman lay crumpled on the ground, her hands outstretched as if she was reaching for something that was gone. Ronan stumbled past Jute and fell to his knees at the woman’s side. Hands shaking, he brushed her hair back from her face. Her eyes opened. She stared up at the sky and then her gaze fell on Ronan’s face. A smile trembled on her mouth and then was gone.
“Declan,” she said.
He said nothing, could say nothing. Her hand crept out to grasp his.
“They took her.” Her fingers tightened on his, impossibly strong. Her knuckles whitened. “Find your sister.”
Still, he could not speak, though his tears fell on her face. She stared straight up at his face, but she saw him no longer. It was as if she gazed past him into some other sky that was not the gray, rainy sky of Tormay.
“Ever since I was a girl I’ve dreamt of it,” she said. But she did not speak of what she had dreamed, and then she was still.
They carried all of the bodies to a wagon that had not been burned as badly as the others. Jute had seen dead bodies before. Once, an old drunk had fallen out the second-story window of the Goose and Gold and broken his neck on the street below. The Juggler’s children had gathered around to gawk and giggle nervously, daring each other to touch the dead man’s hand. And then there had been the winter when a horrible bleeding cough had made its rounds of the city. It had restricted itself mainly to the poorer neighborhoods of the city, particularly Fishgate and south of it. Jute could still remember the carts rolling by, filled with corpses like cordwood. But he had been more fascinated than horrified. Now, however, his stomach turned over with nausea. He was only strong enough to carry the lighter bodies, and these were the children. His eyes blurred, and it was Lena’s head lolling against his arm.
They set the wagon alight and let it burn.
“Can’t let the scavengers get them,” said Ronan dully. 
Two of the bodies still lay by the spring: the woman and an older man found fallen nearby. Ronan began digging with his sword in the muddy earth. The other two tried to help him, but he turned on them, his face twisted in fury. 
“Come away, Jute,” said the hawk. “This isn’t our place.”
The boy climbed up to the top of the rise on the other side of the dell. The ghost drifted after him. Behind them, smoke billowed up as the flames rose higher. But the wind was in their face, blowing out of the northwest, and they could not smell the stench of burning flesh. The hawk settled on Jute’s shoulder and furled his wings.
“They were his family,” said Jute after a while.
“Yes,” said the hawk.
“I never knew my family. I don’t remember.” Jute paused, staring down at his fingers. They were filthy with dirt and soot and something that looked like blood. He ripped up a clump of grass and scrubbed at his hands.
“What sort of land is Harlech?” Jute said, looking up. He swallowed hard. His stomach felt empty and he found himself missing Lena and the other children. “I’ve heard Harlech’s a dreadful place, where everyone’s a wizard. That the land itself’s alive. No one from Harlech ever comes to Hearne.”
“On the contrary,” said the hawk, his voice gentle. “It’s a beautiful land. Moors and hills and deep valleys dark with forests. The sea there’s cold and the cliffs of Harlech are as sharp as knives, honed by the waves and the wind. As for wizards, I think there’re no more wizards in that land than could be found in any other duchy.”
“I’ve never met anyone from Harlech,” said Jute.
“Of course you have. The old man, Severan.”
“Severan? You’re right. I’d forgotten that's where he came from.”
“I think I’ve even seen the house he spoke of. Once, when I was flying along the coast. It’s more of a cottage. It perches on a cliff overlooking the sea, about as far from Hearne as a man can get.” 
“Hearne,” said the ghost thoughtfully. “I have some memories of that place. Now, where did I put them?”
The hawk’s claws suddenly tightened on Jute’s shoulder. His head swiveled this way and that.
“What is it?” said Jute.
“Nothing,” said the hawk. “I just thought I heard something strange for a moment. It was nothing. I must’ve been mistaken.”
Ronan trudged up the slope below them. His shoulders were bowed.
“I must leave you here,” said Ronan. “Please. Release me.”
“But I can’t,” said Jute helplessly. “I have nothing to do with what binds you.”
“He wasn’t the one who bound you,” said the hawk. “The sea doesn’t give her gifts lightly. There’s always a price. You know that.”
“Don’t you understand?” shouted Ronan, turning on them in fury. “That’s my family down there! Those bodies burning on the pyre. My father and my mother—” His voice broke. When he spoke again, his tone was quiet. “Only my sister’s left, and she’s been taken. The tracks lead away from here. I can follow them. I can find her. She’s all I have.”
“If that’s your family,” said Jute, “then who are you?”
“My name’s Declan Farrow,” said the man who had been Ronan. He said the words slowly. The name came reluctantly, as if he had not spoken it for many years. “My name’s Declan Farrow, though I haven’t been called that for more than fifteen years. Fifteen years I threw away. I can’t even remember my sister’s face. She was a tiny girl when I left.”
“Declan Farrow!” said the hawk. “I should’ve known.”
“Release me, Jute. You hold my life in your hand. Let me go.”
“I have nothing to do with this,” said Jute in great bewilderment.
Declan groaned out loud. “I’m bound fast. I can’t willingly desert you, for I’m compelled by a power that cares nothing about what happens to me. But you can help me. Come with me to find my sister.”
“No!” said the hawk, alarmed at these words. “I’m grieved by your misfortune, Farrow, but your sorrow and the death of your family truly mean little in light of what lies before us. I’d see all of Tormay dead to save this boy from the Dark. And you’re bound to this same purpose, are you not?”
“Yes,” said Declan, choking on the word. “I’m bound fast and my will isn’t my own. Jute, listen to me. I turned my back on my family years ago. I was a fool and gave them up for what I thought were better things. Fame and fortune won by my sword. But they’re worthless in comparison to what I once had. And now there’s only my sister. Would you have me turn my back on my family once again?”
“Er,” said Jute, thinking of Lena taking his place in the Silentman’s cell. 
“You chose to leave your family,” said the hawk angrily. "Would you have us pay for that choice?"
“I only want one last chance.”
“We all want one last chance,” said the ghost. “All of us have regrets. I can’t remember mine, but I’m sure I’ve got ‘em.”
Declan’s hand went to his throat. Something lay there—a length of wire or fine chain gleaming against his dark skin. Light shone on a smooth round stone. A pearl. He pulled at the wire as if it choked him, but when he saw Jute’s eye on him, he twitched his cloak closed to hide what lay around his neck.
“Just one more chance,” Declan said. He spoke more to himself than to anyone else.
“Well, boy?” said the hawk harshly.
The wind blew this way and that, as if saying it would be happy going anywhere. Anywhere that Jute went. 
“We aren’t far behind them, are we?” said the boy.
Declan looked up, hope in his eyes.
“No,” he said. “No, we aren’t.”
“This is a bad choice,” said the hawk. “The only thing that matters is preserving Jute’s life, the life of the anbeorun. If the Wind falls into the hands of the Dark, then Tormay will surely be lost.”
“What’s the difference between one or many?”
“If one falls, then so be it, if many shall be saved,” said the hawk.
The hawk spoke angrily and the words rang in the air and in Jute’s mind. But even as the boy considered this and the unpleasant thought of falling into the hands of the Dark, he felt the wind blow through his mind. It seemed pleased. Excited. And curious. As if it wished to see where the hunt would go.
The hawk snorted in annoyance. 
“We shouldn’t waste any time, should we?” said Jute.
The rain eased then, subsiding to a drizzle and then a mist. Oddly enough, the wind shifted until it was blowing out of the southeast. 
“Perfect,” said Declan. He tried to smile, but could not. “We’ll catch their scent and they’ll not have ours.”
“Hmmph,” said the hawk, and Jute could feel anger in the grip of the bird’s claws on his shoulders.
They headed southeast with the wind in their faces. Declan moved along with a fast loping stride and it was all Jute could do to keep up with him. His side ached and his lungs burned. He could hear the ghost nattering on about toads and other ingredients dictated by an ancient recipe for invisibility.
“Of course,” said the ghost, “with that combination of ingredients, if you get either the burdock or the toad juice out of ratio, you’re either dead or paralyzed.”
Jute, stop panting like that, said the hawk.
It was the first thing the bird had said in over two hours. 
I can’t help it.
Yes, you can.
I’m tired.
The shadow of the hawk slid across the ground in front of Jute, who looked up to see the bird sailing through the sky overhead.
Does the wind ever tire?
 



 
 
CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
THE VINDICTIVENESS OF CATS
 
Smede shivered in the alley across the street from his house. It was raining again and he was cold. His teeth chattered. Something rustled behind him in the alley and he shrank back in the shadows. He groped in his pocket for his knife, but then relaxed. It was only a cat. A bedraggled little cat hurrying by, dodging raindrops and downspouts. The cat gave him a cross look as if to say it had no regard for humans stupid enough to be out on such a night. The cat trotted around a corner and was gone.
Smede gnawed his lip and stared across the street at his house. With the rain and the general state of disarray he was in, he looked like a shapeless lump of shadow. He blinked and then squinted. There. A hint of movement in the window across the street. The third-story window. It had been the merest of movements. Smede whimpered, thinking there in the dark. All that gold. Locked away in his strongbox. So close and so far away. He dared not go up to his rooms. Surely a blade and death waited for him there. The Silentman had put the word out. The Guild was on the lookout. Death stalked him on the streets of Hearne. His master was gone. 
“Curse them all,” muttered Smede to himself. “Oh, what’ll I do? I’m all alone. Where shall I go?”
If he left the city, surely he could find safety in the south. Somewhere far away. Vomaro, perhaps. Harth. The Guild did hardly any business in Harth. But he couldn’t leave his gold. He couldn’t.
And then Smede’s thoughts turned to the house on Stalu Street. Where he had first met his master. His master was gone, but he could find solace there. Sanctuary from the Guild. The wards still held around that house, though the ancient spell was broken.
An idea sparked in his head.
Smede grinnned, his head bobbing up and down. A downspout trickled onto his head but he did not notice. He chuckled nastily to himself and then made his way down the alley, scurrying like an oversized rat. Behind him, the cat cautiously stuck its head around a corner and watched him go. It scrubbed at its nose with one paw as if it sought to rid itself of a bad odor. Then, with one last careful look around, the cat followed the little man.
There was a chill in the air that hinted of winter. The sleeting rain shivered as it fell, as if it were considering such matters as ice and snow. The inns were doing a roaring business. Light and laughter spilled out into the streets, escaping through quickly opened and shut doors and from behind windows steamed blind with the potent brew of conviviality, roaring fires, and hot ale. It was the perfect night in which not to be seen, particularly if one kept to dark alleys.
It was not long before Smede reached Stalu Street. He paused at a corner, hugging the wall. The one drawback of the house’s location was its proximity to the Goose and Gold tavern. Too many of the Thieves Guild in and out of that inn. But the drawback had always had a benefit as well. The Juggler’s children. There were always plenty of children in the vicinity.
Smede was about to cross the street when a sudden clamor made him shrink back. The noise grew louder, and then its source came into view. A group of men staggering up the street. Drunk, bellowing out a song about a goatherder from Vomaro. The men slipped and splashed through the puddles, oblivious to the cold rain. Smede recognized one of them. A dock enforcer. From memory, Smede summoned up a page from his accounting book. Cod Harston. Twenty coppers a month from the Guild. And, no doubt, whatever else Harston could skim from his work.
“One more!” bellowed Harston, interrupting the song. “One more. My throat ain’t up to all this singing. I’m dried out somethin’ terrible.”
“M’woman’ll be waiting up, see,” said another man.
“An’ a heavy hand she has.”
“Aye. S’another round t’ bolster you. Take yer medicine afore, that's what I say.”
“Aye. Back t’ the Goose!”
“Good ol’ Goose.”
Cheering this idea, the men turned and staggered back down the street. 
Smede sneered as he watched them go. Fools, all of them. Like every poor soul that lived in the city. From the regent on his throne down to the lowliest beggar in the gutters of Fishgate. All fools. None of them knew of the strings that trailed from their lives down into the darkness. Strings ready to be twitched. Or snapped in two.
Smede skulked along in the men’s wake. Behind him, unseen, crept the cat. The door of the Goose and Gold was flung open with a crash. Light and noise spilled out into the street. Smede froze, shrinking back against a wall. Something in him yearned toward the light and the warmth and the friendly cheer of that place, but then he scowled. He knew something even better. The group of men crowded through the door, which then slammed shut. The street was quiet again except for the rain and the wind moaning in the rooftops. Smede scurried past the inn. The house came awake at his approach. It knew him. Had known him for many years. The warding spells came to life, but they quieted at his whisper and coiled themselves back into sleep. The door eased open and closed behind him.
The little cat stopped on the threshold of the neighboring house. Its fur was plastered flat against its scrawny body by the rain. To all appearances, the cat should have been the most miserable cat in all of Hearne, particularly in view of all the wonderfully dry and warm cellars, basements, and attics that were accessible through drains, broken windows, and the kindness of people. But the cat’s eyes were bright with interest and it studied the house that Smede had entered. After a moment, it hurried away into the night.
Smede paused inside the entrance hall of the house to wring out his cloak. He sneezed and wiped his nose on his arm. Shadows, he was cold. But he’d show them, yes he would. He’d show them. He was an accountant. He remembered things. He remembered numbers and figures and letters. He wrote them down. And if he saw them, he could write them again. It might not be one of those things that was pleasant to remember. But sometimes a little unpleasantness was necessary.
Smede took a deep breath and hurried down the hall. And up the long stairs. So many stairs. He opened the door at the end of the long hall on the third story. There was only silence inside. The ancient spell was gone. Its voice was no more. The parchment that had sat on the table for so many hundreds of years was only dust now.
“But perhaps I can write you again,” Smede said out loud. “And then some fresh blood. That’ll do the trick.”
The table was covered with dust. He delved into one pocket and came up with a quill. A sharp, iron-nibbed quill. He brushed the dust off the table. He could almost see the words in his mind. There had not been many of them. But they had been perfect. The script had been an elegant scrawl. The writing of a learned man. Smede frowned, trying to concentrate. Surely he knew them. He had read them aloud countless times over the years.
“Darkness below,” he said. “Are my wits lost?”
And with that, the first word came to him.
Smede wrote it on the table. The next word appeared in his mind, and then the next. The iron nib bore down heavily and scored the wood. His writing was cramped and neat, not like the old elegant scrawl. But the words were the same. He wrote faster and faster. His eyes shone. The sentences formed on the table, one after the other. The old sounds of them formed in his mind. His lips shaped them silently. Four more words left. Three more. Only two more. He giggled out loud. The last word floated into his thoughts and he bent back to the table, his face triumphant. But then there was a sound behind him. It was a quiet sound, but even a quiet sound can be loud if heard in a silent house. Smede turned. There, within the doorway, stood a little cat. A gray cat with bright blue eyes. The cat did not move but regarded him steadily.
“Well now,” said Smede. “By the shadows above and below, I don’t know how you got in, but what a stroke of fortune. You’ll do nicely.”
He took a step forward to grab up the cat. But then he stopped, astonished. A second cat strolled into view and stood next to the little gray. They both stared at Smede.
“Upon my soul,” said Smede.
A third cat appeared. And then another. And another. In no time at all, the open hallway beyond the door was crowded with cats. They stood in silence and stared at Smede.
“Here now,” said Smede, clutching his pen and wishing he had a cudgel or a burning torch. “Shoo. Scat! Go on with you!”
He stamped on the floor to encourage the cats, but this had no effect. They continued staring at him. It was disconcerting. Smede tried another method. He bent down and stretched out his hand to the little gray cat.
“Here, kitty,” he said. “Here, kitty-kitty. Nice kitty.”
The cat hissed.
Smede snatched his hand back.
The cat snarled, revealing sharp teeth. The two cats on either side of it snarled as well. Other cats began snarling. Their eyes shone in the shadows.
“Nice kitty,” said Smede, beginning to tremble.
The cats leapt forward as one.
Outside, it was still raining. Across the street, muffled merriment could be heard from inside the Goose and Gold. Smoke drifted up from the inn’s chimney, gilded here and there by stray moonlight and riddled with rain. The moon, drifting overhead on her bed of clouds, peered down through the darkness.
Some time later, if a passerby had glanced to one side as he walked down Stalu Street, he might have noticed a strange thing. But there were no passersby, so what happened next was seen by no one except the moon and several foraging rats, who ran off as fast they could in the opposite direction. 
A little gray cat with brilliant blue eyes appeared in the open window at the ground floor of the old, three-story house just down the street from the Goose and Gold Inn. There seemed to be blood on the cat’s muzzle. It jumped down to the ground. Another cat appeared in the window and followed it. And then another and another. A whole stream of cats jumped out of the window and vanished away into the night. The little gray cat remained standing in the alley below the window until all the rest of the cats had disappeared. Then, the cat strolled away, tail held high. The rain washed away the blood from the cat’s muzzle. By the time it reached the end of the street, the cat was decidedly wet. Wet, but clean as well.



 
 
CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
ON THE TRAIL OF GIVERNY FARROW
 
They made camp that evening, long after the sun had set and the moon had risen to survey the dark plain with her mournful eye. Declan was all for pushing on into the night, but the hawk would have none of it.
“Jute’s about to fall asleep on his feet,” said the hawk. “We’ll make camp here. This spot is as good as any other on this blasted plain.” 
Declan reluctantly agreed, and the hawk, attempting to be fair despite being in a foul mood, pointed out that even a Farrow would have difficulty keeping to a trail in the dead of night.
“Might I add,” said the ghost, “that I’m feeling tired myself. These old bones aren’t what they used to be.”
“Ghosts don’t get tired,” said Declan.
“It’s a choice,” said the ghost primly. 
They ate a cold supper of stale bread and sausage. Then, wrapped in their cloaks, they lay down in the blowing grasses. The last thing Jute heard before he fell asleep was the ghost muttering about books and ogres.
The next day dawned with a chill, leaden light. The sun rose like a silver disk that had more in common with the night and the moon than daylight.
“Bah,” said the hawk. “This is no sky for flying. Even a butterfly would fall to earth today.” But despite these words, the hawk took to the air in slow strokes of his wings, as if he had to feel his way up through the currents and winds onto the safety of higher ground.
Halfway through the morning they found the bodies. The hawk fell out of the sky and Jute could hear the wind whistling through his wings. He settled onto the boy’s shoulder and stared ahead.
“What is it?” said Jute.
The hawk would not answer, but Jute could feel the bird’s claws trembling as they gripped his shoulder. Declan called out from far ahead. Jute ran to him and found himself looking down a slope. He caught his breath. On the plain below them lay dark shapes. The bodies of men and horses and beasts. And what looked like enormous dogs.
“Wolves,” said Declan. “Mountain wolves.”
“Nonsense,” said the ghost. “This is a plain. Do you see any mountains nearby?”
“Stay behind me, Jute,” said Declan. “Don’t step where I haven’t stepped.”
The ground was trampled, the grass torn, revealing the earth in dark brown gashes. Everywhere there were dark stains of blood. Flies buzzed in the grass and on the silent shapes of the dead.
“I don’t recognize this armor,” said Declan. He spoke softly, as if he thought his voice would wake the dead from their sleep. “Few fight with spears like these. The soldiers of Harth sometimes do, but these faces aren’t from the desert land.”
“There are more men and horses dead than wolves, aren’t there?” said Jute. He did not like the look of the wolves. They were nearly half the size of a full-grown horse, and their jaws looked large enough to engulf his head in one bite.
“I wish I’d been here.” Declan shook his head. “I’ll bless and curse these wolves all my days, for their fangs did my job. They killed well. But the dead men here are only soldiers and there’s surely more to this evil than them.”
“Aye,” said the hawk. “There’s much more to this place than dead men and wolves. The earth is full of sorrow here. Something very odd happened here. I think—” But the hawk abruptly shut his beak and would not finish whatever it was that he was about to say. Jute marveled at the hawk’s eyes. He was not sure, but it seemed as if there was fear in them.
“I can’t track sorrow, master hawk,” said Declan. He paced the ground slowly, his head down. “But I can track most anything else. Several men on horseback fled this place. Three at most. Three horses running weary. They’d been running long before the wolves attacked them. And here, look here. This is peculiar. The wolves weren’t alone. They had companions. This one horse, whose tracks I noted before and, I think, a young man or a woman. I’m not certain which. Whoever it was didn’t weigh much, for the prints are light and already the grass is springing back up. But this is strange. See here?”
“I find nothing strange about any of this except for one thing,” said the ghost. “Where are the ghosts? I died from choking on a bit of beef, or was it because of a spell gone wrong? I can't remember. At any rate, I ended up a ghost drifting about the Stone Tower for hundreds of years. It’s not fair.”
“You see?” Declan knelt down in the grass. “That one person stood here and fought for some time, for the bodies of the soldiers lie thickly around. They tried to overwhelm him but they couldn’t prevail. And here. . .” 
His voice trailed away into silence.
“What is it?” said the hawk.
“Here he fell,” said Declan slowly. “But his body is gone. Perhaps he was only wounded, or perhaps the wolves bore him away? That makes no sense.” His voice sharpened. “I’ve found her!”
To Jute’s eye, Declan had found nothing. The grass was trampled and bloodstained. Bodies lay like trees felled by a storm and around them were scattered their shattered branches: swords and spears and arrows. It was a horrible confusion, and he could see none of the tracks apparent to Declan. Jute picked up an arrow and frowned at it.
 “How do you know you’ve found her?” said Jute. “How can you tell from this? One footprint’s just as good as another.”
“Footprints are as different as faces,” said Declan. “This one’s small and narrow and barely indents the grass. A girl’s foot of slight weight, carrying no weapons or armor. The stride is about what I’d expect of someone roughly your height. Giverny would be not much older than you this year.” 
“I once knew a girl named Giverny,” said the ghost. 
Jute suspected the ghost said this more to have something to say, rather than because it was true. But, with ghosts, saying something is halfway to believing the thing to be true, and the ghost embarked on a story about a girl named Giverny whose father had a peach orchard in Vomaro.
“This can only end badly,” said the hawk.
“Nonsense,” said the ghost. “I haven’t gotten to the best parts yet. If you must know the end before we get there, she married the third son of a minor lord and lived happily ever after. They had five children.”
“Quiet! I wasn’t talking to you, you wisp of vapid vapor!”
“You needn’t be so rude,” said the ghost. And with that, it vanished.
“Aha,” said the hawk. “The pest is gone. An unanticipated but happy circumstance. At least there’s one bright spot in this wretched day.”
“I haven’t gone far,” came the ghost’s voice. “I’m merely taking a nap in Jute’s knapsack. Ha ha! Do you get it? I have an excellent sense of humor. By the way, this knapsack smells of cheese and something else that’s whiffy in a thought-provoking way. Dried fish?”
“Look at this!” said Jute. 
He had been wandering about, trying to find a sword small and light enough for him to carry. He was envious of Declan’s sword and thought it high time he had one of his own. After all, they might find themselves in a fight for their lives or some other dreadful situation. It wouldn’t do to be unprepared. The others came around and looked at what Jute had found. A dagger lay on the ground. It was a plain thing, with a sharp and serviceable blade. In the hilt, however, was a stone. A dull, cracked stone. Jute knelt down beside the dagger. The hawk alighted on the ground beside him. 
“The stone,” said Jute. “Look at that stone. It looks exactly like the one in the knife I stole. There’s blood on the blade. Do you think. . . ?” His voice trailed off into silence
“I think,” said the hawk, his voice oddly shaky, “that this is just a worthless old blade now.”
“Come, we should be on our way,” said Declan, frowning, looking at both of them and wondering.
They set off. Both Jute and the hawk were silent for a long time. Declan ranged far ahead of them. The wind blew the scent of grass and rain into their faces and Jute breathed deep. It was good to be away from the dead bodies. He quickened his pace to catch up with Declan, but the man had stopped about a hundred yards in front of them. When Jute came to him, he was staring down at the ground.
“This,” he said, “I don’t understand.”
“What don’t you understand?” said the hawk. “This is a bad day, doubly bad. That’s what I understand. Worse than you could ever imagine.” And the bird’s claws tensed again on Jute’s shoulder, clutching in agitation.
“She’s not alone.”
“What?” said the hawk.
“Giverny. My sister. She’s not alone.”
“What do you mean? Who’s with her?”
“A wolf. They’re walking side by side.”
They all thought about this in silence for a moment, though the ghost made noises in Jute’s knapsack as if it were clearing its throat in preparation for a long speech. But perhaps the ghost then thought better of this, for it said nothing.
“A wolf with the girl,” said the hawk. “A wolf? Now, why would that be? Why on earth?” The bird abruptly shut his beak with a click.
“What would she be doing with a wolf?” said Declan in bewilderment. 
“Wolves are strange beasts,” said the ghost. “There’s no telling for their tastes. I once heard a tale of a crofter family who lived high in the foothills of the Morn Mountains. Bandits murdered them all save a child of not even one year of age. The tale said that wolves found the child and raised him as their own.”
“I doubt this is a similar circumstance.”
“There’s no way to know for sure,” said the hawk, rousing from silence. “But we’re wasting time. The wolf isn’t harming your sister, no? They’re walking together. No need to bother wondering why for now. If we’re going to find your sister, then let’s do it, and do it quickly.”
Declan needed no more encouragement than this and did not question the hawk about his sudden enthusiasm, other than giving him one startled glance. He walked along at a loping stride that forced Jute to run along behind him.
I don’t understand, said Jute inside his mind to the hawk. One moment you’re growling about going to Harlech and the next moment you say we must hurry south to find this girl.
Precisely, said the hawk. Find the girl and then hurry off to Harlech as fast as we can.
Does this have something to do with that dagger I found?
Perhaps. The hawk’s voice was reluctant.
Jute stopped walking. “What do you mean?”
“What I mean,” said the hawk out loud, “is that you need to hurry and catch up with Declan. You’re far behind as it is.”
“Not until you tell me.”
“Tell you what?” said the ghost, popping out of Jute’s knapsack. “Whatever it is, I need to know.”
“What’s going on?” called Declan. He strode back to them. “Are you arguing about flying again? I’m sure there’ll be plenty of time for that later. Come on. I don’t want to lose a minute of daylight.”
“We’re not arguing about flying,” said Jute. “Hawk won’t explain about your sister and the dagger I found. He knows something and he won’t tell.”
“Very rude of him,” said the ghost.
“It’s not that I won’t explain,” said the hawk stiffly. “I’m just, well, I’m still thinking about it. I’m considering. It’s not always best to blurt out everything that crosses one’s mind. Like some people I know.” Here, the bird shot a dirty look at the ghost.
“At least I’m honest,” said the ghost.
“If it has something to do with my sister,” said Declan, “then I have a right to know.”
“She’s not just your sister anymore,” snapped the hawk.
There was a moment of silence at this. Even the ghost looked shocked by what the hawk had said. 
“What did you say?” said Declan quietly.
“I, uh, well. . . ” The hawk looked at the man and hunched his head down into his feathers. “I don’t even want to say it out loud. I thought something dreadful had happened yesterday, I thought I heard something in the wind, but I dismissed it. I didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t want to contemplate the possibility.”
“What do you mean?” said Jute “Stop talking in circles.”
The hawk heaved a sigh. He was silent for a moment, but then he spoke, slowly and reluctantly. “The earth died yesterday. At that battlefield we found. She died there.”
“You mean the lady who—the lady who rescued me in the regent’s castle?” An ache and a darkness seemed to open up in Jute’s stomach. He could still see her face. The way she had kissed his brow. “She’s dead?”
“It was in the scent of the grass and in the voice of the wind yesterday, but I was blind to it. The clouds were hurrying across the sky to conceal the sight. When we reached the battlefield, then I was forced to recognize what I had been willfully blind to. I’ve not known such sorrow since the day my old master the wind was murdered. But the earth didn’t die alone. Someone was by her side. Your sister, Farrow. Do you remember the dagger Jute found on that battlefield?”
“The one with the ugly stone in its handle?” said Jute. “For the life of me, I still can’t remember where I’ve seen something like that before.”
“But it was the life of you,” said the hawk. “Think back to the knife you stole from Nio’s house. A knife with a gemstone in its hilt.”
Jute’s eyes widened. “The same stone?”
“Rather, both pieces of the same stone. They are sister stones. You saw them as lifeless gems, cracked and worthless. But they were ancient things. Nokhoron Nozhan himself gave three stones to his three servants, the sceadus. Long ago. Centuries ago, high on the mountains of Ranuin. They were supposedly as large as a man’s fist. Sharp-edged and burning with fire. Three stones born from three drops of his own blood, full of his malice. Enough malice to take the life of the anbeorun themselves. Barely enough. And now, like the knife that Jute stole, whatever power was stolen by that stone is now gone. Gone with your sister, I think.”
The hawk looked at Declan. “I do not know what design Levoreth Callas had in this as she died, but I doubt it a mistake your sister was there at that moment. I’d wager everything I know, the earth waits to be born anew in your sister, just as the wind stirs within our Jute here. You’ve lost your sister, but Tormay will soon gain a powerful protector against the Dark. If, and only if, the girl can survive long enough for the winter inside her to turn to spring. I can do nothing but try to find her while keeping this fledgling safe as well, for the wind and the earth were brother and sister long ago, before the stars fell, before the ancient wars when the world was still young. Both must live or all shall die. And I gave my word to her, I did,” But these last few words the hawk spoke quietly, as if only to himself.
Declan’s hand clenched on the hilt of his sword. His face was white.
“I’ve lost all my family,” he said. “But now I must lose my sister as well? My loss for Tormay’s gain? I’ve lost enough already.”
The hawk did not answer. Declan turned without another word and strode away. The others followed him in silence, and all around them across the plain, the wind mourned as it blew through the grasses.
They hurried along through the day. The sun gleamed across the sky, silvering through the blowing clouds. The light felt chilled from the wind and the spattering rain. The cold of the day worked its way into Jute’s bones until he could not tell where the warmth of his body ended and the cold air surrounding him began.
Just so, said the hawk. That’s the first step if you would learn to fly.
I’d rather have some hot stew, said Jute. But then he thought better of it, for he did wish to fly. He imagined it would be a lot less tiring than stumbling across the ground, forever trying to keep up with Declan.
I know about flying, said the hawk, but I cannot cook stew.
What do you mean by the first step?
It took Jute a while to get the hawk back into a better mood. But after a great deal of flattery and declarations of admiration for birds in general and hawks specifically, the hawk relented. He explained that the first step in learning how to fly was to forget about one’s self and assume that one was part of the sky.
Which, of course, is not true, said the hawk. The sky is the sky, and you are you. But thinking otherwise helps, all the same.
Why should it?
Because it convinces you to forget about yourself. There’s nothing more disconcerting than remembering that you’re made of all too solid flesh, particularly when you’re high in the sky. Start thinking like that and you’ll convince yourself to drop like a stone.
Does that happen to birds?
Birds? The hawk snorted in amusement. Of course not. We have wings.
The second step in learning to fly was keeping hold of the wind. This, according to the hawk, was not unlike keeping hold of the yarn while knitting. The hawk confided that he had never done any knitting himself, as his claws were not suited for it, but he imagined the two were similar. 
“And then what?” panted Jute out loud. “Declan, slow down!”
“What, what?” said the ghost from inside his knapsack. “What do you mean bellowing like that while I’m asleep?”
“I wasn’t talking to you.”
“Immaterial, my dear boy. Immaterial, just as I am.” The ghost appeared and drifted along beside him. It examined him with interest. “You look wan. Pale and sweating. Do you suffer from fever? Your frequent gasping for breath might signify something serious. Consumption, perhaps? It could prove fatal.”
“What’s the third step?”
“The third step,” said the hawk, “is just that. A step. You step off the ground.”
“That’s ridiculous. I can’t step off the ground. What would I be stepping onto?”
“Take hold of the wind and step off the ground.”
“Ah,” said the ghost. “Learning how to fly, eh? Flying is for birds, not boys. You’re much too heavy. You’ll get up there and then fall like a stone. That’ll be the end of you. Just a smear on the ground. Interesting way to die, though. I suppose most people who die don’t perish due to attempting to fly. Well, carry on, then.”
“Oh, be quiet,” said Jute.
He made no progress as the afternoon wore on, but the one good side effect of the endeavor was that it diverted his mind from the fatiguing pace Declan set. The hawk coasted overhead on outstretched wings, calling down advice to Jute. The ghost drifted next to him and spent its time listing all the people it knew who had died of falling from heights. The list was long, and the ghost explained the deaths in gruesome detail. 
“I remember reading an interesting case,” said the ghost cheerfully. “A self-educated wizard who lived in a village in the Morn Mountains, east of Andolan. His name, as far as I recollect, was. . . er. . . hmm. Ah, yes. His name was Dillo. He owned two old books of magic his grandmother had traded off an illiterate peddler. He knew how to read and he had those books—a dangerous combination. He learned how to mend iron pots with just a word, and he learned how to grow the sweetest corn in all of Tormay. If Dillo had stuck to iron pots and growing corn, he would’ve had a peaceful life. Dull, yes, but peaceful.”
The hawk continued to encourage Jute and pretended to ignore the ghost’s ramblings. It must be pointed out, however, that the hawk had nothing more specific to say about learning to fly than what he had already said, except for one last bit of advice.
“What do you mean, it’ll just happen?” said Jute. “That’s no help.”
“It’ll happen. Trust me.”
“Besides all the trifling whatnot of corn-growing and pot-mending and weaving wards to fend off chilblains, gophers, root blight, and mothers-in-law, Dillo only managed to learn two legitimate spells of power,” said the ghost, eyeing Jute and the hawk sternly, for they did not seem to be paying proper attention to his story. 
“The first was a spell that divided time. An elegant idea, but difficult in execution. The essential idea is that any measure of time—whether it be an hour, a minute, or even a second—can be divided in half, and then one of those halves divided again, and so on. Take a second, for example. Divide it in half. Divide one of those halves in half. Divide one of those halves in half. You see what I mean, eh? It leaves you, of course, with the fact that there are an infinite number of halves to be traveled through before you get to the next second. Therefore, you’d never arrive at the next second. Brilliant, eh?”
No one bothered answering. Jute was concentrating on the wind. What did one do if the wind died away? His feet were still touching the ground and felt depressingly heavy. The hawk was muttering under his breath and gliding along beside Jute on motionless wings. Far ahead of them, Declan turned and frowned. He did not say anything, however, but slackened his pace.
“Stop concentrating so hard,” said the hawk.
“I can’t help it.”
“The second spell,” continued the ghost, “was, of course, a flying spell. Now, in my opinion, flying spells should never be attempted unless by those with an exceedingly superb education, such as myself, or any number of students I’ve taught over the years. Such spells always involve the wind and the wind’s a tricky, sly sort of thing. Oh, I don’t doubt Dillo managed to get a few feet above the ground—more than can be said for you, young Jute—to waver about like a weathervane and impress the chickens and his wife. I’m sure I could’ve done the same and better in my day. But one afternoon, Dillo got the idea into his head that what this flying thing needed was some stiff encouragement—the proverbial leap of faith. So he climbed up to the falls behind the village and leapt off the cliff there.”
The ghost paused here and looked at them expectantly. Jute took the bait. He could not help himself.
“What happened? Did he fly?”
“Ah, no,” said the ghost happily. “No, he didn’t. I’m sad to say he dropped like a rock. Plunged straight down. Dillo would’ve hit the bottom if it weren’t for the other spell. The spell that divided time. I daresay he must’ve been frantic, screaming and hollering and trying to figure any way out of his own foolishness. That was when he got the bright idea to divide time. If he could only slow time down, then he would have more time to start flying and not end up a smear on the rocks below. About ten feet short of those rocks, Dillo divided time. And time kept on dividing.”
“What do you mean?” said Jute. “What happened?”
“What I mean,” said the ghost, “is that Dillo cast his last spell a little too effectively. Sheer terror can do that for you. If you go to the falls above that town, you’ll see the skeleton of poor Dillo hanging in the air about ten feet above the rocks, for time’s still happily dividing away at that particular spot.”
“That’s absurd,” said the hawk, unable to keep his beak shut any longer. “Of all the ridiculous stories you’ve told, that’s the most ridiculous story yet. Time can’t be stopped.”
“I don’t tell ridiculous stories,” said the ghost. “I tell only serious stories that illustrate the wisdom gained from years as a professor.”
“Will you all pipe down?”
It was Declan. He stalked back toward them.
“Traveling with a herd of bleating sheep would be quieter than you lot.” He scowled and even the hawk looked abashed at his rebuke. “The light’s failing and there’s no telling what the night’ll bring. We don’t need your caterwauling catching the attention of whatever’s out there. By the way, Jute?”
“What?”
“You’re floating.”
Jute looked down and felt his stomach lurch. He was floating about a foot above the ground. His arms shot out in order to catch hold of something, anything. He overbalanced and fell flat on his face. He heard the ghost and Declan laughing and the chuckle of the hawk. And somewhere off in the distance, perhaps in his mind, he heard the airy laugh of the wind.



 
CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
ANOTHER USE FOR DEAD DEER
 
The duke of Mizra’s party camped that evening on the edge of the forest. The trees loomed in the twilight like an impenetrable swath of darkness. A hundred yards away, the Rennet River flowed west toward Hearne and the sea. The water shone with moonlight, and the liquid sound of its passage was the loudest thing to be heard, for the duke’s men set up camp in silence. Several fires soon were burning and the shapes of tents heaved themselves up from the ground. The duke of Mizra sat in a chair by the fire before his tent. He stared into the flames. They flickered before him, gaining color and definition as the evening grew darker. Fire needed the darkness in order for its true color to be revealed.
“My lord?”
It was one of the chamberlain’s assistants. A son of a minor lord. The duke could never remember their names. They all looked the same to him. Pale, blurred faces with short lives that guttered out like candles.
“My lord?”
“What is it?”
Brond made an effort to stretch his face into the semblance of a smile. A grimace.
“The hunters have brought back deer and geese, milord. Would you prefer one or the other for supper?”
“Both will do.”
The boy bowed and vanished back into the twilight. 
Not that he needed food. Once, he had once gone without food or water for a year and it had not affected him in any way. But eating was still one of several small pleasures that life afforded him. Particularly fresh meat.
Brond stared out at the forest. Not many people knew why it was called the Forest of Lome these days, but he did. He remembered. A dragon had lived there once. A dragon named Lome. The creature had lived in a cave in a spire of rock in the middle of the forest. The spire was still there, but the dragon had been dead for hundreds of years. Killed by a young man named Dolan Callas, who had later gone on to found the duchy of Dolan in the north. The forest had grown dark and thick since the death of the dragon. Brond scowled, remembering the heat of the dragon’s breath and the flames. The old trees in the forest remembered too, and he no longer went into the forest if he could help it.
He felt a shift in the air behind him. A sudden chill in the breeze. 
“You were unsuccessful,” he said, not bothering to turn.
“The bitch wolf intervened.”
The voice was quiet and thin, so quiet that Brond had to strain his ears to hear. He saw what looked like a disturbance in the air, a bending of the light. It drew closer.
“Again, she defeated you,” he said. “Despite the strength I lent you.”
“She’s dead.”
The duke stared at the fire and did not answer. “Dead,” he said to himself, almost in disbelief. After a while, he grimaced and then shook his head, as if clearing an unwanted thought from his mind. “But you didn’t secure the means of her death.”
“No. It was all I could do to keep myself alive. I was forced to kill the remainder of your soldiers and their horses. Even they were barely enough to sustain me.”
“Do you know where the girl is?”
“I don’t know. Wandering the plain. She was mute as stone when I took her. Even when I slaughtered her father and mother before her eyes, she did not cry out.”
“An old, proud line,” said the duke. “But she’ll bend, she will. The Dark has been dreaming of her. We need to find her.”
“I must go,” said the sceadu. “My death is upon me unless I can feed. There’s a village not far from here, on the banks of the river.”
“You’ll stay and tell your tale,” said the duke, and though the sceadu strove to evade him, he caught at the few thin strands of life left and bent the thing to his will. It told him its story, of the death and fire it had brought to the Farrows, of the silent, white-faced girl and the galloping ride back across the plain. It spoke of the onslaught of the wolves, of the death that they had brought to the duke’s men, and of the broken earth.
“Two shards of my jewel, set in two knives,” said the sceadu. “I’ve carried them for countless years. They were my heart. That’s how I slew the wind, and it did for the wolf as well. But my heart is diminished now. I have little left.”
“I would’ve given much to have that knife.” The duke’s voice was quiet, but it trembled with anger. “First the wind and now this. I’m not sure whether to praise or curse you.”
“I would’ve had it,” said the sceadu, “but my life was running through my fingers and now it’s nearly gone.”
“Then go,” said the duke.
He turned back to the fire, but his eyes did not see the flames. He saw her again, smiling and moving lightly across the ballroom floor in the regent’s castle. Had she known? He could still feel her beauty like an old wound in his memory. There had been an echo in her eyes of starfire and impossible distance and the silence of the house of dreams. With a snarl, he forced the memory from his mind. Finding the sceadu’s knife and the girl were the important things now. Just as important as finding that accursed thief boy. A thought came to him. He stood up and paced back and forth. The fire crackled and sent sparks up into the night.
Of course!
No wonder the Dark wanted the girl. No wonder his dreams had been troubled with her face. He had puzzled over that for days. But the Dark had known what the future held for her. Brond smiled, his teeth bared. There would be no need to find the sceadu’s knife now. Only the girl. And after her, if it was possible, the boy. With the two of them, he could rule the world.
“But how to catch her?” the duke said out loud. “My poor hounds are gone, and the sceadu will be no use to me for days. If I don’t act now, she might wander far away.”
He snapped his fingers and the fire roared up in response.
“Boy!” he shouted.
The chamberlain’s assistant came running out of the darkness, wiping his hands on his apron.
“My lord?”
“Has the deer been gutted and cleaned already?”
“Yes, my lord,” said the boy. “It’s roasting on the spit now with the geese. Your supper shall—”
“Never mind that,” said the duke. “Bring me the skeleton and hide.”
“B-but the offal’s been buried.”
“Dig it up.”
“Aye, my lord.”
In no time, the boy returned with his arms piled high with a dirty mess of hide and bones. The duke took it from him and the boy stood there, gaping, until Brond snarled at him. The duke strode away from the camp and the firelight. The darkness of the plain settled around him, waiting. The hide was already in tatters. He slashed it into three piles with his knife. He snapped the bones into pieces. The skull shattered under his boot. He scattered the bone shards on the three piles and stood back.
Brond did not speak, but frowned, concentrating. The darkness crept closer and, high overhead, the moon hid itself behind a cloud. The piles of bone and hide twitched and then, abruptly, heaved themselves up on slender, gangly legs. Darkness wove in and out of the gaps of hide and attached itself to bone, weaving sinew and flesh from shadow. Shards of bone flashed in their mouths like teeth and a red light glinted where their eyes should have been. 
“Listen well,” said the duke. “I’ve a task to be done.”



 
 
CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX
THE END OF THE HUNT
 
Giverny was not aware of the day passing by. She only knew a dull, heavy grief that blinded her senses. Her body worked on its own, without needing her thought. Her legs walked on, even while she saw nothing, and the sun neared its completion of the day. 
She could not see or smell or hear what was around her—the Scarpe plain at twilight—but the senses of her memory were sharp. Unbearably sharp. She could smell oatmeal steaming over a fire. She saw her mother’s face intent over the fire, sweat gleaming on her brow from the heat. From somewhere close by, she could hear her father whistling to himself. The tuneless whistle meant he was whittling or braiding a halter or polishing a weapon, any number of things he did with his callused hands. And then she saw Levoreth’s face smiling before it dissolved into earth.
There is another way to mourn the dead.
The voice was deep. Giverny had heard it before inside her mind. It had a strange but reassuring sound to it. A furry sound. That was it.
The wolf.
The shock of the thought caused her to truly see. Beside her, so close she could have stretched out her hand to touch his fur, paced a wolf. His fur was black and his eyes were silver. She shivered away from him.
I would never hurt you.
“How can you speak inside my mind?” she said. “What are you?”
A wolf.
“Can all wolves speak like this?”
The wolf chuckled. 
To you? Aye, all wolves can speak so.
The wolf opened his mouth and she glimpsed sharp white fangs.
“But if mindspeech troubles you,” he said, “I can speak out loud. And this, other wolves cannot do.”
Giverny was not sure what frightened her more—the sound of the wolf’s voice in her mind, or the sight of him speaking out loud. She could not answer the wolf for a while. She was shy of him. The wolf was content to pace in silence beside her. Far off on the horizon, the jagged line of mountains shone in the afternoon sun. The sun was dipping down in the west, and Giverny’s shadow wavered across the grass.
“What did you mean?” she said. “What did you mean about—about—”
“About mourning?” said the wolf, when Giverny could not finish her sentence. “When death comes to a wolf it is a gift, a good thing. The chance to chase the sun and join the great hunt which courses beyond the stars. Those who remain behind should not mourn such a thing. They should live joyously in honor of the departed.”
“I can’t live in joy,” faltered Giverny.
“Perhaps not now, but when time has passed? For now, the important thing is that you shall live. Only that. For if you die, then the Dark shall tighten its grasp upon this land.”
She did not understand what he meant. She was not sure if she wanted to understand. 
“Who are you?” she said.
“I am the companion of the Mistress of Mistresses, her paw and her fang. I am the memory of the Earth. I am he who stands at the side of Eorde against the Dark.”
“And who am I?” said Giverny, her voice shaking.
“You are the Mistress of Mistresses. The guardian of the Earth and bulwark against the Dark.”
“No! That can’t be true. I’m just a girl.”
The wolf did not say anything, but he regarded her with his silver eyes. Giverny fell to her knees on the grass. The grass was cool and reassuring against her hands. Tears sprang from her eyes. She lay on the ground and pressed her face against the grass. And the earth spoke. She could hear it murmuring to her. Wordless impressions of stone and silence and peace. It spoke of mountains and forests and the dry and thirsty desert of the south. It spoke of trees and hills and rocks. It spoke of the animals that found their home in and on the earth. And it spoke her name.
Giverny did not know how long she lay there. When she sat up, the sun had set and there was only a purpling radiance on the horizon in the west. Stars pricked their way into life in the eastern sky, one by one, in faint points of promised brilliance. The wolf sat by her.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I think I fell asleep. But I don’t think I’m tired anymore. I don’t think I’ll ever be tired again.”
“Once,” said the wolf, “I used to be an ordinary wolf.”
“I know,” said Giverny.
The wolf nodded in a satisfied fashion, as if he had remembered something he had almost forgotten.
“My name,” he said, “is Ehtan.”
They made their way quickly then, for Giverny found that she could run along with a loping pace that did not tire her. Every time her foot struck the earth, it seemed as if life flowed up into her from the ground. 
“We should journey east for now,” said Ehtan, running by her side. “We’re near the forest of Lome and that’s a friendly place for our kind. I do not want to be out on this plain at night, for I do not trust the sky. It’s for your safety. Consider that a seed needs careful nurture as it sprouts. It is only later, when it has become a tree, that it can withstand the storm. You are that seed and I fear that a storm draws near to Tormay, for the Dark is in this land. We must find safety for a while, and the forest shall give it.”
It was darker now. A cold wind rose out of the evening and brought with it the scent of rain and the smell of wood and leaves and the damp rot of the forest floor.
“We’re close,” said Ehtan. “Noses are better than eyes.”
And he was right. As they ran on into the night, Giverny felt her senses come alive, but none more so than her nose. A musky, peppery odor blew by, and with a thrill she realized she knew what it was. A fox. A fox intent on the hunt, and there was the scent of its prey—the sweet, warm smell of a frightened rabbit. She could smell the jona plant, stripped of its summer bloom by the weeks of cold weather. Grass and earth and stone and the faint whiffs of worms and beetles and grasshoppers. And beyond it all, the deep old damp of the forest.
The forest loomed up out of the dark. It was just in time, for the rain began to fall. The girl and the wolf paused under the cover of the trees at the forest’s edge and looked back. The leaves above them rustled and dripped with water. The light was failing and the darkness rolled across the plain toward them.
“What is it?” said Giverny. “I can feel unease in your mind. I can smell it.”
“I do not know yet. I might be imagining things.” The wolf’s teeth flashed in what looked like a smile. “You are my first and only charge and I am perhaps overly anxious of my duty. I wish the wind was blowing toward us.”
They made their way deeper into the forest. Besides the rain pattering on the leaves overhead, the place was silent to the ear. But Giverny was starting to discover there was another way to listen than with her ears. She turned to the wolf, delight on her face.
“Can all animals listen like this?”
“Listen like what?” said Ehtan.
“This murmuring in my thoughts! Oh, it’s not in my thoughts. Rather, it waits politely on the edge of my thoughts, waiting for me to turn to it, to choose to listen to it.”
“Most animals can, to a degree. But nothing such as what you are able to do.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because,” said the wolf, “you are the Mistress of Mistresses.”
The wonder of being able to listen to the speech of animals was so great that, without realizing it, Giverny’s grief fell away. She would have walked straight into tree trunks and stumbled over bushes, so intent was she on listening, were it not for Ehtan patiently nudging her this way and that as they walked deeper into the forest.
A badger chiding her son.
Eat your supper now, there’s a good boy.
But I don’t like grubs.
They’re good for you. Don’t you want to grow up nice and strong? Besides, grubs’ll make your fur shiny smooth. See, your pa eats his grubs right up.
A mouse telling a bedtime story to his six children.
Once upon a time, there lived a mouse named Cheesetwig. He lived in a hole beneath an old willow tree. One day—
Father?
Yes, son?
I know what a twig is, but I don’t know what a cheese is. What’s a cheese?
I don’t rightly know, son, but I’ve heard it is something wonderful. Now, don’t interrupt. As I was saying, one day, Cheesetwig packed a lunch and set out to see the world.
Father?
Yes, son?
What did he pack for lunch?
Two squirrels curled up in a hole in an oak tree.
Walnuts. Let’s see. One for you, one for me. One for you, one for me. One for you, one for—
You gave me the same walnut twice.
No, I didn’t.
Yes, you did.
All righty! All righty! We’ll start over. Walnuts. One for you, one for me. One for—
That’s an acorn.
No, it isn’t.
Yes, it is.
Giverny smiled. And then realized there were other voices besides the animals. Quieter, slower voices.
Sweet water. Sweet water deep down here. Deep down.
Aye, deep down. Beneath the rock. But your roots have already broken a way. I thank you, friend oak.
It is nothing. Nothing, little willow. You are still young.
“The trees,” said Giverny. “I can hear the trees.”
“Hush,” said Ehtan. “Something is not right.”
The wolf stopped in his tracks and turned his head from side to side. His lip curled in a snarl.
“Can’t you smell it? Something comes near. Something of the Dark.”
“What do you mean?”
Giverny only had the vaguest of notions of the Dark. Her father had told her tales when she had been a child, but they had been only that to her, just tales. Deliciously frightening stories that sent children to bed with the shivers. 
“I don’t think I’ve ever believed in the Dark.” But her voice was shaking, for she could now smell something strange in the air. It was the faintest of odors, a whiff of decay and blood and something even more dreadful than those.
“Believe, Mistress,” said the wolf. “The Dark believes in you.”
“What shall we do?”
Ehtan glanced around. He shook his heavy head.
“The old oak there, Mistress. Climb as high as you can. Find a place in the branches to wait in stillness and silence for my return. The oak will hide you in its quiet. I shall find the creature and slay it before it draws near to you.”
“Let me come with you!”
“No. Remember, climb high and then await me there in silence.”
With that last word, the wolf disappeared into the dark trees. Giverny scowled and stamped her foot, but then she shivered. She ran to the oak and began to climb. The branches were wet with rain, but it seemed as if the tree shifted ever so slightly beneath her so that her hands and feet always found a secure hold. She settled into the fork of a branch high within the foliage and listened. Other than the dripping of the rain, the forest was silent. The murmur of the animals within her mind had ceased. Instead, there was only a breathless expectancy, a stillness, and dread. Giverny strained her eyes, trying to see through the darkness to the forest floor below, but the night had grown so complete that she could see nothing save her own hands and the leaves in front of her. A thought formed in her mind.
Cats.
They see at night, don’t they? 
Giverny growled, deep in her throat, and then stopped, shocked. Where did that come from? She blinked. And then discovered that she could see much more clearly. How strange. Through a gap in the leaves, she could see the ground below. 
She heard Ehtan howl somewhere to the north. It was a sharp bay, the call of the hunter that means the prey has been sighted and the chase is on. The howl came again, but it was fainter and further away this time. Giverny thrilled with the sound of it. Her fingers flexed. Surely she was safe now. Ehtan had headed off the intruder and, no doubt, he would pull it down to the kill. But he had told her to stay in the tree until he returned. She frowned. And then climbed down several branches. The wolf’s howl wavered through the air a third time. It was so far away now that it was barely discernible. Giverny climbed down another branch and then froze.
The smell.
It was back.
Decay and death. The smell was so strong it made her eyes water. The skin on the back of her neck pricked uncomfortably. It felt as if someone was watching her. She peered down at the ground below. Nothing stirred. Rain dripped down her neck. And then the branch broke beneath her.
Giverny didn’t have time to scream. She fell, grabbing at branches and only getting handfuls of leaves. Something whipped past her face and she felt a burning line of pain on her cheek. The ground rushed up fast. It was far to fall. But she landed lightly on her feet like a cat. For several seconds she crouched there, her heart beating wildly. The forest was still silent. Nothing moved. But the stench was stronger now. Blood trickled down her cheek. Something rustled in the bushes next to the oak. It was the quietest of noises, but it was appallingly loud in the silence. Giverny backed away.
Something stepped out of the bushes. It was a creature straight from a nightmare. Moonlight gleamed on bare bones and dangling shreds of hide. Its breath steamed in the air, stinking with decay and death. The thing stared at her for a moment. And then it lurched forward.
Giverny screamed and ran. She blundered through bushes and tumbled down sudden embankments. Briers scratched and tried to hold her. Her heart pounded painfully in her breast. Her lungs could not gasp in enough air and she was drowning in the darkness. She did not dare look behind her, but she could hear the strange, staggering run of the creature, crunching across the leaves on the forest floor. 
She did not know where to run, only that she had to get away from that thing. Ehtan! If only she could get to him, then she would be safe. He had gone north. Something in her mind nudged at her. North was that way. She turned and stumbled down what seemed like a long avenue of trees leading away into the darkness. But a blot of shadow shambled out from the trees ahead of her. It was the creature. No—a second one, for the first one still followed in her wake.
With a sob, Giverny angled away from them both. Trees loomed up out of the darkness. Oaks and willows and ash. For a moment, she could hear voices—old, deep, and slow—murmuring anxiously on the edge of her mind. But the frantic beat of her heart drowned out the voices and she blundered on. She came to the edge of the forest. The trees thinned and the rain fell down in earnest. She tried to turn back, but she could not. The two things hemmed her in on every side except toward the plain. Whimpering, she ran on.
The stars were hidden and the plain stretched out into the night. The two creatures drew closer and Giverny could hear the harsh, greedy rasp of their breath. With a frantic gasp, she ran faster and, for a while, it seemed as if she were outstripping her attendant nightmares. It was then she saw the light in the distance. A tiny smudge of radiance in the darkness. She wiped rain from her eyes, uncertain whether she were only imagining the light. But no, it was there. She ran toward it.
The light grew brighter as she ran. It was a fire of some sort. A campfire. Giverny sobbed out loud with relief. People would be there. Behind her, she heard a hissing snarl and the two creatures increased their speed, stumbling along on their long, grotesque legs. It was a campfire. She could see the flames dancing up from the ground. The firelight gilded the outlines of several tents grouped near the fire. Figures were visible in the encampment.
“Help!” she screamed.
She was nearer now. Near enough to see faces turning toward her. The flames of the campfire roared up as if in response to her scream. But behind her, the creatures snarled and lunged forward.
“Help me, please!”
Several men ran toward her. The firelight glinted on the edges of swords. A tall man with hair as bright as polished gold charged past her. She heard a hideous shrieking noise. Giverny stumbled past the first tent and was in the warm wash of the campfire. Someone wrapped a blanket around her. Voices spoke but she heard nothing of what they said. Her body shook uncontrollably. Hands gripped her shoulders and she found herself looking up into the face of the man with golden hair. He was extremely tall. He said something, his face tight with concern, his eyes intent on hers. He spoke again, more slowly this time.
“They’re dead, girl,” he said.
“Th-thank you!” Giverny stammered.
“You need not fear them anymore, though such strange beasts as they were—I haven’t seen their like in Tormay.”
He led her to a chair set beside the fire. A young man hurried up with a mug of steaming broth. She was aware of other faces watching her from across the flames and in the edges of the shadows.
“Drink,” said the golden-haired man. “With some of that in you, you’ll feel better in no time.”
“Thank you,” she said again, clutching the blessedly hot mug in her hands and breathing in the steam.
“I bid you welcome to the camp of Brond Gifernes, the duke of Mizra,” he said. He bowed and smiled. “And, as I am he, be assured you’re safe here.”
Giverny drank deeply from the mug. The heat of the broth flooded through her. She could not keep her eyes open. The last thing she saw was the man watching her.
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