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Day One




There’s a
fine line between the perception of coincidence and intent when it
comes to a series of unfortunate events. Three dead fiancées, two
lost sweethearts, and a few mutilated flirts tended to slip from
the realms of coincidence and into that of deliberate misadventure,
thought King Markon. The fiancées, sweethearts and flirts were not
his: they belonged—or had belonged—to his
son, Prince Parrin.

King Markon sighed. It had been
easy to dismiss the first fiancée as dreadful happenstance. The
child had fallen from her horse, after all. And the second, a
younger princess from the neighbouring kingdom, had been attacked
by bandits in her own lands.

At first the danger had only
been to fiancées. Then, as Markon grew wise to the problem and
discouraged immediate thoughts of marriage, Parrin’s sweethearts
began to have unfortunate accidents as well. Parrin fell in love so
quickly, even for a boy of twenty, that it was hard to keep the
girls out of danger. It wasn’t until Parrin’s first sweetheart
vanished without a trace that the murmurs began. To Markon’s
astonishment, the murmurs only doubled the interest in his son. It
was spoken in whispers around the kingdom that any woman who freed
the prince from his curse, be she shepherdess or princess, would
marry the prince and be queen in the course of time.

The first
three girls could be blamed on the curse, if curse there was. The
others, thought Markon, with a surge of sudden distaste for
himself, could only be laid at his own door. He’d heard the
rumours; and instead of squashing them, he’d allowed them to run
their course, hoping that one of the girls would be able to
break the curse. There hadn’t been any shortage of them, and he’d
personally vetted the few determined young women who pretended to
be Parrin’s fiancées after the real ones died. Each of those young
ladies had died, disappeared, or been injured grievously within a
week of being affianced to Parrin.

King Markon pulled distractedly
at the silvering hair at his temples. There was a lot more of it
there lately, along with a suspicious thinning of hair at the top
of his head. Stress, Parrin told him. Markon was more inclined to
think that he was simply getting old. Still, the stress didn’t
help; and now his steward had come to him with the unwelcome news
that an enchantress had come to try her luck at the curse.

On one hand, thought Markon,
struggling to decide if he should allow the enchantress to do her
best or if he should send her safely on her way; an enchantress
really ought to be able to take care of herself. On the other, the
curse’s latest victim was a poor noble maiden who had merely
chanced to catch Parrin’s eye and exchange a flirtatious smile with
him. Markon wasn’t sure the unfortunate girl’s hair would ever
regrow. That was the sort of thing a woman took seriously,
enchantress or not.

The steward, who had been
waiting with commendable patience while his master thought the
matter through, ventured to say politely: “Sire, should I bid the
enchantress enter?”

“Why not?”
said Markon tiredly. The only other option was to lock Parrin in
his suite where unwary damsels wouldn’t catch his eye. “Send her
in.”

He was gazing out the window
when the steward announced: “Althea of Avernse, your majesty.”

Markon turned his head to meet
a dark blue pair of eyes that were quiet, shuttered, and
surprisingly sharp. The owner of those eyes curtseyed in a short,
precise manner, her gaze never leaving him, and then folded her
hands in front of her. She was less...enchantressy...than Markon
expected. Part of that, he was ruefully aware, was because he was
getting rather old, and Althea looked ridiculously young. The other
part of it was the sensible, well-cut frock of blue cotton that had
not a glitter of the kind of decorative magical furbelows that
enchantresses usually sported. Her back was as straight as a poker,
prim and no-nonsense, and her hair was braided to within an inch of
its life without so much as daring to curl at her temples, though
it was plainly aching to do so. Markon thought of the little
countess sprawled in the courtyard at her horse’s feet, the
weaver’s daughter and her horror at her severed hand, and the two
lost ladies.

He said instinctively: “I’m
sorry, but we’re no longer accepting applications.”

Her head jerked back, surprise
and—was that annoyance?—on her face. It was gone almost
immediately: Althea’s eyes narrowed on him in distinct interest.
“Is that so? I was under the impression that the curse was still
very much in effect.”

“It
is.”

“I see.”
Althea let the words hang in the air, turning over her own
thoughts; and Markon, who should have called back the steward and
had him show the child out, simply watched her think. She was too
old for Parrin, of course, by a good five years or so.

And far too
young for you, thought
Markon, startling himself with the direction his thoughts had taken
him. Besides, an older woman might be just the thing for the
boy.

“I’m
curious,” said Althea. While he had been thinking, she had come to
her own conclusions, and was now watching him. “Why not just have
another child?” Her eyes swept over him, absorbed and assessing,
and Markon felt a slight warmth creeping up his neck to the back of
his ears. “You’re young enough to marry again. Handsome, too: you
wouldn’t have any problem finding a wife.”

She took a lot upon herself,
this enchantress! thought Markon. But that was enchantresses for
you: they considered themselves equal with royalty– at the very
least. He said, with gentle sarcasm: “Being king helps with that,
too.”

Althea’s eyes grew deeper blue:
a sign of amusement, Markon thought. “So you did think of it.”

“Of course.
An heir who can’t fall in love and marry can’t produce an heir of
his or her own.”

“You thought
the same thing would happen to any other child you sired,” she said
accurately.

“Yes. We don’t know who cursed Parrin, or what the curse
entails– we don’t even know that it is a
curse.”

“What will
you do, then?”

Markon caught himself tugging
at his silver hairs again and folded his arms instead. “Lock Parrin
up. Choose another line of succession. Find someone to investigate
the curse from the outside. As a matter of fact, Wyndsor–”

“I can
investigate from the outside,” said Althea, as Markon’s inevitable
reflections on the subject of Wyndsor caused his sentence to trail
away. “I think it makes more sense to investigate from the inside,
but we couldn’t depend on his highness to fall in love with me,
after all. And if it makes you uncomfortable–”

“It’s not
about my comfort,” said Markon, unsure whether he was exasperated
at Althea or at the thought that it would be only too easy for
Parrin to fall in love with her. “Perhaps I should take you to the
infirmary. You might like to see the young ladies who have been
unfortunate enough to fall foul of the curse.”

Althea gazed at him in silence
for a few moments. Then she smiled; a brilliant, joyous smile that
transformed her serious face and took his breath away. “That would
be very useful,” she said.

Useful! thought
Markon, as he strolled the Long Gallery with Althea on his arm.
Stroll was perhaps a weak word for what they were doing: Althea
stepped purposefully, entirely without the sedate glide that
usually characterised the walk of an enchantress. She actually
seemed to bounce, her interest
palpable. Why would she find a viewing of the young ladies
afflicted by the curse to be useful?

She wouldn’t, Markon realised,
unless she was already investigating the curse. He sent a keen look
down at her, amused and slightly irritated, and when Althea glanced
up to meet his gaze he thought he saw a delicate flush of colour
come and go on the cheek closest to him.

“These young ladies in the infirmary,” she said, rather
hurriedly. “Why keep them here? I assume they have families.”

“They
do.”

“You feel
responsible.”

“I am
responsible.”

“I expect you
paid their families, too,” said Althea thoughtfully, with another
look up at him.

“Through
here,” Markon said, avoiding the question. The cheek of the child!
She was laughing at him! He thought he saw approval in her blue
eyes along with the amusement, and felt a little better. “Some of
them are rather badly hurt. Try not to disturb them more than you
must.”

That took the amusement out of
her eyes. She nodded, and followed him into the infirmary.

The infirmary wasn’t exactly an
infirmary, as such. Like the gallery that adjoined it, it was a
vast room that ran along the outside wall of the west wing: but
where the Long Gallery had a massive tapestry or oil painting every
couple of hundred yards, the infirmary had been divided into
smaller suites. Eight of the ten suites were occupied by various of
Parrin’s young ladies and a few of the enterprising women who had
sought to break the curse. Markon approached the fourth of these
and knocked politely on the door. He could have taken Althea to the
first room, which contained only the young lady with the lost hair,
but he felt that he would like to discourage her as strongly as
possible.

The door was opened by a tall,
neat nurse with a capable face and even more capable hands. She
curtseyed deeply to Markon, and nearly as deeply to Althea, who
looked her swiftly up and down, and said: “You studied at
Holbrooks, didn’t you?”

The nurse went very slightly
pink. “I did, lady. How did you know?”

“I’d know
that technique anywhere,” said Althea, rather to Markon’s
bemusement. She was looking at the nurse’s hands, but he had the
distinct impression that she was seeing a lot more than he did.
“You’re very talented.”

“Thank you,
lady. Will you come in?”

There was a furrow between
Althea’s brows, straight and deep. Once again, Markon wasn’t sure
what it was she was seeing, but it was evident that it surprised
her. She advanced on the bed carefully, and he would have thought
she was suffering from a weak stomach if it wasn’t for the fact
that her eyes frequently darted to things he couldn’t see. It
looked as though she was studying a vast, complicated whole instead
of one broken young girl. At last she said: “That’s a bit of a
mess, isn’t it?”

“I’ve never
seen anything like it,” said the nurse. “Every bone in her body was
broken: shattered to pieces. And as soon as I get one of them fixed
and go onto the next, the spell creeps back and undoes all my
work.”

“Is she
always unconscious?”

“It seemed
kinder,” said Markon, avoiding the sight of the girl’s bruised and
swollen body by keeping his eyes solely on Althea.

She laid one hand on the girl’s
rubber-like arm and asked: “Did she fall from some height?”

“A foot-high
dais.”

“I see.”
Althea didn’t look surprised. “It’s a nasty bit of magic: a spell I
haven’t seen before. I believe that if we could heal her fast
enough to beat the re-shattering, having her whole body reknit all
at once would break the loop.”

“I thought so, too,” said the nurse. “But I couldn’t equal
the rate of shattering or heal enough bones
at once.”

“If I slowed
the rate of shattering, do you think you could heal her
completely?”

Markon frowned. “I thought the
magic was unfamiliar to you.”

“Not the magic: the spell. I know the type of
magic very well.”

“I thought I
knew every variant of magic that there is,” said the nurse. “What
is it?”

“It’s not
something you would have come across,” said Althea. “I’ll come back
tomorrow to help.”

“I told you,”
said Markon. “We’re not accepting applications.”

“I know,” she
said, and then to the nurse: “I’ll come back tomorrow. We’ll need a
few hours at least.”

Althea left
the suite in an energetic bounce. At first, Markon thought she was
merely eager to see the other girls, but as they moved swiftly from
suite to suite he saw the storminess in those deep blue eyes. She
was angry. When they were back in the gallery proper, she
stood for a full minute in silence with her eyes on the carpeted
floor while Markon watched, smiling faintly.

Just as he was beginning to
think she wouldn’t speak again, Althea said: “This is not
acceptable.” Her mouth was pursed, her nostrils flaring. “It’s
ridiculous to allow this to continue: those poor little girls!”

“We’re no
longer accepting applications,” repeated Markon flatly. That eager
sense of justice needed to be protected from itself. It was a
wonder that Althea, young as she was, hadn’t yet dug herself in
over her head with some valiant cause or other.

“So you said. But what about those girls? And what
happens next
time something goes
wrong?”

“My dear
child, you’re barely older than my son! How could I live with
myself if the curse caught you too?”

Althea gazed at him for a very
long time, her mind almost visibly clicking and whirring. She was
trying to decide whether or not to tell him something, Markon
realised. At last, she said: “Will it help if I tell you that a
curse will have absolutely no effect upon me?”

“Yes,” said
Markon, after a brief, exasperated moment. “Why didn’t you tell me
immediately?”

“I like to
see how things fit together in order,” said Althea. “It’s a very
interesting curse. And there was always the possibility that
you–”

She caught herself, looking
slightly annoyed, and Markon found that he knew exactly what she
had been going to say. “You thought it was possible that it wasn’t
actually a curse, and that I was responsible for the
accidents.”

“You wouldn’t
have been the first homicidal monarch I’ve met,” said Althea
apologetically.

Markon tried and failed to
suppress a grin. “Are you immune to curses as a whole, or just this
one in particular?”

“As a whole,”
said Althea. She displayed one hand, fingers splayed, and on her
index finger Markon saw a vague shadow that could have been a ring
if a person squinted at it in the right light. “I have a handy
little bauble that blocks that sort of nastiness.”

“Do you show
it to everyone?” He couldn’t help feeling that as a safety measure,
a curse-repelling ring everyone knew about wouldn’t be particularly
effective.

Again, Althea’s head jerked up
slightly: Markon thought she was surprised.

“No,” she
said. “But you have nice lines by your eyes. You won’t tell
anyone.”

“Those came
with the silver hairs,” said Markon regretfully. “You’ve seen the
girls, lady. Ring or no, are you sure you want to attempt
this?”

“I’m sure,”
said Althea. “I’ve my own demands, of course.”

“Of course,”
echoed Markon. He hadn’t doubted it for a moment. The question was,
could he afford what she wanted? Enchantresses had a tendency to be
expensive.

“I don’t want
half your kingdom or anything like that,” said Althea. “I will need
to live in the castle for the duration, of course; and there’s the
small matter of being made queen at some point. I understand that
marriage is still part of the reward?”

“It is,”
agreed Markon. He would have felt disappointed, but he was almost
certain that if he waited long enough, Althea’s real motives would
slowly but surely surface. What exactly did she want? He didn’t
think it was Parrin.

However, all Althea said was:
“All right. I’ll draw up the contract myself. May I see the prince
now?”

Markon stiffened. “Of course,”
he said. He shouldn’t be surprised: Parrin was not only a very good
catch, he was a very handsome one. Of course Althea meant to marry
the boy. “He’ll be very glad to meet you.”

Still, when he introduced
Althea to Parrin, she didn’t seem particularly coy. She curtsied to
him with less depth than she had curtseyed to Markon, and said in
an offhand manner: “You’re rather prettier than I expected from the
portraits.”

Parrin bowed and smiled, but he
looked as though he was no more sure than Markon was that he’d been
given a compliment.

“I understand
that you have a rather difficult problem,” continued Althea. She
was remarkably business-like for a girl who had just been
discussing marriage. Not a maidenly smoothing of the hair or
sparkle of the eye. “I have a little bit of an idea about it. May I
ask questions?”

“Of course,”
said Parrin. He was cautiously admiring her, though Markon was
pleased to see that he didn’t go so far as to smile. The boy was
thoughtless, but Markon would like to think that he wasn’t so
careless as to potentially endanger Althea.

“The first
two girls, the fiancées–”

“Yes,
lady?”

“Both of
those were accounted to be accidents, weren’t they?”

“Yes, lady.
The countess was thrown from her horse in the courtyard and the
princess was attacked by bandits when she returned home from a
visit.”

“How long
between the betrothal and the death for the countess?”

“A few
weeks,” said Parrin, tugging at the cuffs of his jacket. He had
been very fond of the girl, thought Markon with a pang: he had also
been the one to find her.

“The
princess?”

“A few
months.”

Althea frowned, a quick,
reflexive action. “You weren’t immediately engaged again afterward,
were you?”

“No: I met
Jeannie at court and we stepped out a few times. She disappeared
before it even got about that we were thinking of each other. After
that it seemed to take less and less to activate the
curse.”

“What set it
off most recently?”

“I smiled at
a girl in one of the corridors,” said Parrin glumly. Markon
couldn’t blame him: he remembered what it was like to be Parrin’s
age, and the idea of being unable to so much as kiss a girl without
something unfortunate happening to her was horrible to
contemplate.

“And how long
was it before it took effect?”

“A few days,”
said Parrin.

“I see,” said
Althea. “Don’t move, please. You’re going to have to hold perfectly
still.” Parrin nodded, looking rather nonplussed. To Markon she
said: “Would you hold this? Thank you,” and pressed something
circular and metallic into his hand. He looked down at the ring,
somehow more real in his hand than it had looked on her finger, and
took far too long to realise what she was doing. When he finally
did understand, Markon started forward, his hand closing around the
ring convulsively. By then Althea was on tiptoes with her hands
cupping Parrin’s face, kissing the boy with some force and not a
little skill if his reaction was anything to judge by.

Markon felt a rush of molten
anger unlike anything he’d ever felt before. He didn’t think he
moved or even thought, caught up in the stunning heat of it, but
that was his hand gripping Althea’s arm with white fingers and
tearing her away from Parrin, and that was his other hand shoving
the ring back on her finger, his own slightly shaking.

Althea, her eyes rather big but
not at all frightened, said a thoughtful: “Ow,” up at him.

It was left to Parrin’s rather
frantic: “Dad! Dad, she didn’t mean any harm!” to bring him to the
realisation that he’d clutched Althea to his chest, and that he’d
not been gentle about it. Parrin was evidently of the persuasion
that his father objected to what could technically be called an
assault on a royal personage. Markon, breathing heavily through his
nose, released Althea. She hadn’t struggled at all and now merely
smoothed her dress and hair as though she hadn’t just put herself
wantonly in danger.

“You said you
were going to work from the outside!” Markon said
furiously.

“No, I didn’t,” said Althea, and there was a suggestion of
stubbornness to her mouth. “I said I could if me working
from the inside made you uncomfortable. I also said it would make
more sense to investigate from the inside. You didn’t
object.”

“I object!” said Markon in exasperation. “I object
very much!”

“Well, it’s
too late now,” Althea said reasonably. “And it’s proved remarkably
useful, too. For instance, I’m now quite sure that you’re not
dealing with a curse– well, not in any technical sense of the word,
anyway.”

“What?”
demanded Markon, in less than cordial tones.

“I was
already pretty certain it wasn’t,” she told him. “None of the girls
have anything clinging to them—well, apart from some rather nasty
magic that isn’t attached the prince—and neither does the prince.
As a matter of fact, they all seem to have– at any rate, I could
only be certain that there was no curse by taking off the
ring.”

“And putting
yourself in exactly the kind of danger I didn’t want you to be in!”
said Markon. “I’ve a good mind to send you packing!”

“No, you
don’t,” said Althea.

“Of course I
don’t!” groaned Markon. She’d achieved more in a couple of hours
than any of the girls (or in fact any of the enchanters he’d called
in) had achieved in the last couple of years.

“Parrin can’t
be expected to live his life locked away from women–”

“I should
think not!” said Parrin feelingly.

“–and it’s
not good for your kingdom, either. After a while you get people
making snide remarks about the crown sacrificing the people on the
altar of succession, and then–”

“Small
disturbances that become bigger ones,” finished Markon, meeting her
eyes. “Factions forming across the court and perhaps an accident or
two for myself and Parrin.”

Althea nodded. “Exactly. I’m
rather good at this sort of thing, actually. Try to trust me a
little.”

“You have a
fortnight,” said Markon.
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Day Two




Althea
brought the contract to him the next day. Markon, who had been
restlessly moving about his library all morning in the resolute
determination that he was not waiting for her,
tried to tell his steward that he would be available in a few hours
but instead found himself ordering the man to send her straight
in.

When she came in, Althea looked
decidedly weary. Her hair was braided more tightly than ever, and
today she wore a severe black dress that did nothing to soften the
fact that she had dark bruises below her eyes and that her skin was
decidedly pale.

“Good
heavens, what happened?” Markon demanded, surprised into taking a
step toward her.

“I don’t
sleep very well on my first night in a new bed,” said Althea, her
eyes slipping past him.

Hm. So she was lying to him.
No, not lying: withholding. Markon thought about it and came to the
conclusion that he knew exactly what she’d been up to before she
came to see him. “How did your experiment go?” he asked.

He was
rewarded by that brilliant, sudden smile. “Very well,” she
said. “Miss Augusta will make a full recovery, though she’ll be
bed-bound for a few days yet until her mind recognises that her
bones are healed. Mind doesn’t take to healing magic as well as
bones and flesh do.”

Markon, forgetting the contract
for the moment, asked: “Is there anything you can do for the
others?”

“Nothing that
Charlotte isn’t already doing,” said Althea briskly. She dug
briefly through a small satchel and brought out a neatly folded
piece of paper, which she passed to Markon. “Though if the sleeping
girl–”

“–Rosemary,”
said Markon, recognising his cue. He unfolded the paper and found a
neat, precise, and orderly set of terms. A neat, precise, and
orderly signature sat demurely below them.

“Thank you.
If Rosemary had a sweetheart before her head was turned by Prince
Parrin, it might be a good idea to send him up to kiss
her.”

Markon ran a jaded eye over the
contract and found it to be delightfully straightforward.
“Really?”

“Oh yes. They
love that sort of thing. They think it’s romantic.”

“They?” he asked vaguely, signing his own name beside hers.
It didn’t occur to him until he’d done so that Althea had been
watching him very closely. That made him pay attention properly.
“What do you mean, ‘they’?”

“The Fae,”
she said. “They like to play games. They like little puppet people
and little puppet romances.”

“This was an
attack by Faery?”

“I’m not
exactly sure yet,” said Althea. Her voice sounded troubled. “It’s
all Fae magic, but I’d swear it’s from different Fae each girl.
Some of it is horribly powerful, like Miss Augusta and the first
two fiancées, and some of it is more spiteful than
anything.”

“The girl
with the missing hair,” nodded Markon. He folded his arms and
leaned into his desk.

“You had me
sign that contract before you told me about the Fae.”

Althea flicked her eyes up at
him. “I thought you wanted to sign the contract.”

“I did
want to sign–” Markon stopped, and
ran his fingers through his hair. “What’s your
plan?”

“I’ll gather
a little information, and then I’ll try to find the Door that was
used.”

“A door? What
door?”

“A Door
through to Faery,” said Althea. “There are a few things I want to
know first, though; and if I’m fortunate I won’t need to go through
at all.”

“There aren’t
any Doors to Faery here in the castle,” objected Markon. “We’ve got
wards and such things on every wall and tower.”

“I don’t mean a Door from their side,” Althea
said. “I’m looking for a Door from our side.”

“Who would be
stupid enough—not mentioning the small matter of it being
treason—to open Doors into Faery?”

“Well, why
pick on Prince Parrin?” said Althea reasonably. “For that matter,
why magic away a girl’s hair? There’s a lot I don’t know, but what
I do know right now is that your subjects have been attacked by
several Fae. Your wards would prevent Doors being opened from the
other side; therefore, someone from this side must be opening
them.”

“Can you can
find one?”

“I think so,” said Althea. “I told you: I’m rather good at
this. What I’m more interested in knowing is who did
it.”

Markon said
bluntly: “I’m more interested in stopping the accidents than
knowing who’s opening Doors to Faery.”

“That’s
because you haven’t thought it through properly,” said Althea,
standing very straight and still. She was frowning, so deep in
thought that Markon knew it didn’t occur to her that she’d just
insulted him. “If we know who’s doing it, we can stop it from this
side. It’s always a good idea to avoid going into Faery if you
possibly can.”

“I take it
you’ve spent a great deal of time in Faery,” said Markon, with just
a feather edge of amusement to his tone. The air of ancient
knowledge sat whimsically on her youthful face.

“Oh yes,” she
said. “I was a changeling.”

She couldn’t have knocked the
smile from his face more thoroughly if she’d said she was
troll-stock. “Excuse me?” he said.

That made
Althea look up in surprise. She said hastily: “I was stolen, I
mean. I’m a human changeling, not Fae. I had to claw and trick my
way back here every step of the way.”

“And the
Fae?”

Althea went
rather blank and stiff. “She’d drowned my little sister in the pond
behind my mother’s house a few days earlier. She was waterfae, you
see. They do that quite a lot: even the little ones. I got rid of
her but she had my face and my voice as a glamour and I don’t think
my mother understood.”

“I see,” said
Markon, feeling sick. “What are the chances that you’ll have to go
back into Faery for this?”

“Middling to
high,” said Althea, her voice still carefully blank. “If the
Door-opener has been careless about where they open Doors it
shouldn’t be too hard to find out who did it. If they’ve been
careful I’ll have to go straight to Faery and ask questions
there.”

She gave him a short, regal nod
and turned briskly. She was halfway to the door before Markon
realised in some bemusement that she had excused herself and was in
fact leaving without his dismissal. Before he could stop himself,
Markon darted forward and caught her by the wrist. Althea turned on
her toes and looked enquiringly at him. “I want daily reports,” he
said, releasing her wrist with a faint warmth to his cheeks. “More,
if you discover anything of importance.”

“All right,”
said Althea. “Will you be available?”

“I’m always
available for this particular situation.”

Althea’s back was as stiff as
ever, and her face as serious as before, but he thought she was
pleased at his reply.

“One more
thing,” said Markon. “If it comes to going into Faery, I’m coming
with you.”

Althea opened her mouth,
paused, and seemed to reconsider. “All right,” she said. “But we’ll
have to go at night, when you won’t be missed. The last thing we
need is a panic because your staff think you’ve gone missing
too.”

“Oh, have you
misplaced the odd monarch or two?”

“Not
exactly,” said Althea. To his great amusement she gave him another
regal little nod and then swept from the room without answering
further.

Markon found
himself disagreeably busy after that. The neighbouring kingdom of
Wyndsor had kindly (or was it cleverly? he wondered) sent their
most respected practitioner of magic, accompanied by an excessively
large-nostriled emissary who used those unusually large nostrils to
look down on everything he could conceivably look down on. The
practitioner of magic had been housed with him in the guest wing of
the castle for the past three weeks without any more sign of
solving Parrin’s problem than the girl with missing hair had shown
of the hair growing back. This fact didn’t prevent both Doctor and
Emissary from eating the best Montalier had to offer, making a
nuisance of themselves around the castle generally,
or popping up in inconvenient and highly suspect
places.

Unfortunately, it also didn’t
prevent Doctor Romalier from bursting into Markon’s library a bare
half hour after Althea had left it, quivering with indignation from
the curled up toes of his pointy shoes to the curled up point of
his tiny white beard. Markon looked up at the rattle of the
doorknob, his attention snatched away from contemplation of several
proposed export and trade contracts.

“Your
majesty!” uttered Doctor Romalier.

“I’m
beginning to wonder,” said Markon, somewhat coldly. He was prepared
to allow Althea to be less than formal because he liked her. He was
not prepared to extend the same liberty to the doctor, who already
seemed to be taking enough liberties of his own. “Did you lose your
way, doctor, and find yourself in my private library through some
mistake?”

Doctor Romalier had the
presence of mind to bow at once, apologising stiffly and formally,
and somehow managed not to say exactly how he’d managed to bypass
Markon’s steward– or the guard on the only set of stairs that led
to the library. Markon as stiffly accepted the apology, regretfully
aware from the gleam of righteous indignation in the doctor’s eye
that the interview was far from over. He would have liked to call
his steward and throw the man out, but Wyndsor/Montalier relations
were already strained enough without the sort of scandal that would
bring.

Instead, he said: “You seem
disturbed, Doctor.”

Doctor Romalier immediately
swelled. “I have just learned, your majesty, that you have engaged
a female magic user to break the curse on Prince Parrin!”

“I have,”
said Markon.

“Well, your
majesty!”

Markon let his eyes fall
conspicuously to the trade agreements in his hand and flicked them
back up at the doctor. “You seem disturbed, Romalier. Are your
concerns for the fact that I hired another practitioner, or that
she’s female?”

“I’m certainly not threatened by the investigations of
an enchantress,” said
Doctor Romalier stiffly. “If your majesty chooses to hire a woman
to do the work of a doctor, that is of course your right. I was
merely concerned about the young woman’s safety. She is young and
fragile.”

“She’s
certainly very young,” agreed Markon. “I think you’ll find that
she’s reasonably resilient, however.”

“I see,” said
the doctor coldly. “I’m sorry your majesty felt such a lack of
confidence in my abilities, and in Wyndsor’s willingness to
assist.”

“I’ve never doubted Wyndsor’s willingness,” said Markon.
“However, in Montalier we have a saying, doctor:
One man may eat a pie, but two men
can eat three.”

“How—er,
pithy—your majesty.”

“Yes, isn’t
it?” said Markon, and for the first time during this interview, his
smile was a real one. “The enchantress is conducting a rather
different kind of investigation. I’m sure your two styles can
coexist.”

“I will not
be responsible for any danger the Young Person may find herself
in,” said the doctor, more stiffly than ever.

“Then I suppose it’s just as well I haven’t asked you to be
responsible for her, isn’t it?” said Markon gently. He didn’t add
that he was quite capable of looking after the young women of the
castle because it occurred to him just in time that the trail of
bodies and mutilated young women would prove an embarrassing veto.
“Wyndsor has been very...attentive...in this
matter, but I do expect cooperation with anyone else I choose to
hire for the job. Thank you for your concern,
Doctor.”

“I will of course cooperate to the best of
my ability,” said Doctor Romalier, an angry light to his eyes.
And then, since he couldn’t do anything but accept the dismissal, he bowed short and sharp,
and said: “My apologies for interrupting you, your majesty. I shall
remove myself.”

Oh, if
only! thought Markon wearily,
and went back to his trade papers.

By evening there were two trays
of cold food on the occasional table beside Markon’s desk, and he
had managed to lose the important part of the Avernse/Montalier
export proposal. He was engaged in sifting through the mess on his
desk when Althea’s voice said: “You should try a new filing
system.”

Markon looked up rather wildly
through the sea of paper. “You know, I’m beginning to wonder why I
employ a guard for that staircase.”

“Oh, don’t
worry about that,” said Althea. “I noticed your Doctor Romalier
slipping past him earlier, so I showed the guard how to look at
things from the corners of his eyes. You shouldn’t have any more
unexpected visitors.”

“Yes, but you’re here,”
protested Markon. It was obvious that the Avernse/Montalier trade
agreement was not going to be finalised today.

“Well, yes. I didn’t show him how to stop
me getting past.”

“Of course
not!” said Markon. “How can I help you, lady?”

“You should
eat more,” Althea said. She was looking over the two trays of
untouched food. “You’re too thin.”

“You said I
was handsome yesterday,” said Markon, forgetting about the trade
agreement in pursuance of more interesting topics.

“You are,”
Althea told him. She tossed him a peach from one of the trays, and
took another for herself. Markon found himself eating it because it
was there, and discovered that he was really very hungry. “But you
need to take care of yourself.”

“In Montalier
we have a saying,” said Markon, enjoying himself.

Althea looked unimpressed.
“Does it have anything to do with pies?”

“The baker of the pies is the last to taste their
sweetness,” Markon continued,
ignoring her. He picked through the rest of the cold food and found
an apple tart. Fortunately that was meant to be
cold.

“I thought it
might have something to do with pies,” Althea said. “Your forebears
seem to have had a hearty appetite for them. Not to mention a
fascination with dark and dreary tapestries up and down the
galleries.”

“Speaking of
dark and dreary, have you actually met Doctor Romalier?”

“Not in so many words,” said Althea, her eyes deepening blue
in amusement. “He seemed a bit upset when we er, bumped into each
other. I gather he doesn’t like sharing his toys. Or maybe he minds
who he shares them with. That’s not important. What
is important is that I’ve found someone for us to talk
to.”

“Us?”

“I thought
you’d like the chance to observe things first hand.”

“Yes,” said Markon, realising that that was
exactly what he wanted. He wanted to be away from trade
agreements and stuffy international intrigue, and he wanted to tag
along with Althea and see exactly what she was up to. “Yes, that’s
a good idea. How did you find this someone?”

“I took a meal in the upper kitchen,” said Althea. “They
would have called me out right away in the lower kitchen– that or
gone very formal and m’lady this
and m’lady
that. But in the upper kitchen they
were all very relaxed and easy to talk to. I may have given them
the impression that I was a visiting lady’s
maid.”

“Given the
impression?”

Althea looked
slightly conscious. “Well, I never actually said that,
but I may have talked about my lady liking her breakfast late, and
being impatient with her dressing taking too long. Of course, the
talk all came around to the prince’s predicament, and one of the
girls almost
said something before she caught
herself.”

“That’s not a
lot to go on,” said Markon. He’d been hoping for something more
certain.

“Nonsense,”
Althea said. “There’s a world of meaning in the almost-saids of the
worlds. It’s just a matter of making sure you don’t take away the
wrong almost-said. Besides, she looked frightened of whatever it
was she didn’t say.”

“Who is
she?”

“One of your
upper housemaids. I understand that she and another girl are in
charge of the curtains.”

“The curt–
what curtains?”

“All of them.
Well, all of them except yours and the prince’s, of
course.”

“Do you mean
to say that she goes around the castle all day opening and closing
curtains?”

Althea nodded. “Apparently
there’s a rotation. It follows the sun around the castle and makes
sure that all the rooms get enough to light them but not enough to
ruin the furniture. If a room has guests, the curtains stay open
all day. There’s a knack to it, Annerlee says.”

“Who is
Annerlee?”

“She’s the
girl we’re going to see,” said Althea, placing her peach pit on
Markon’s tray. He watched in fascination as she licked her fingers
with great solemnity. “You can bring your pie.”

“I may have misunderstood the idea of your investigation,”
said Markon, rising and following her instinctively. “But won’t my
presence make her less
likely to talk?”

“It would if
you looked like you,” Althea said.

“Yes, but I do
look like me,” Markon said, trailing
after her as she stepped purposefully from the library and down the
hall.

Althea shot him a quick,
cautious look that had him wondering what she’d done. “You don’t,
actually.”

She gestured at one of the
windows as they passed it, and Markon caught their reflection.
Rather to his shock the reflection showed Althea and a stranger
dressed in a footman’s livery, his long face at the same time
familiar and alien. Markon stopped short and took a step toward
that traitorous reflection. He wasn’t sure he liked the idea of
someone being able to do this to him without his knowing.

“I can take
it off if you like,” said Althea, a troubled line between her
brows. “It’s just a glamour affecting perception of your face and
figure. It’s not really changed you.”

“No,” said
Markon thoughtfully, turning his head this way and that to observe
the effect. “I didn’t expect it, that’s all. Perhaps you could warn
me first, next time.”

“Of course,”
said Althea. She made a short, sharp turn on the pad of her foot
and started energetically down the stairs. Markon thought that she
was annoyed with herself.

Annerlee, it turned out, took
supper by herself in one of the smaller, sectioned-off courtyards
between the north and south wings, a dour figure with unusually
long arms and legs and a lapful of small, round rolls that she was
methodically spreading with butter from a small handkerchief. She
didn’t notice them at first, intent upon her rolls, but when she
did notice them she looked distinctly worried. Markon got the
impression that if she hadn’t had a lapful of rolls, she would have
tried to skulk away into the shadows that were drawing coolly
across the courtyard.

Althea, not one whit dismayed,
greeted the other girl with a cheery: “Good evening!”

“’Evening,”
said Annerlee cautiously. “You’re out late, Thea.”

“The Lady’s
having an early night.”

“Who’s
that?”

One of Althea’s small hands
slipped around Markon’s, her fingers threading between his. “This
is Mark. He’s a footman in the Lady’s service. We’re, well–”

“Stepping
out, eh?” said Annerlee. She looked slightly less
nervous.

Markon, jolted out of his
surprise by a pinch from Althea’s fingers, said: “Since last
month,” and hoped he looked sufficiently bashful.

“I brought
him out to meet you,” Althea said chummily.

“Me?”
Annerlee looked surprised and not particularly
gratified.

“He’s awfully
interested in the prince’s curse, and I told him you were the one
to ask about it.”

There was no mistaking the
rigidity of Annerlee’s shoulders. “What do you mean?”

“We heard
about the prince’s curse in Avernse,” said Althea, very carefully
oblivious to the other girl’s discomfort. “But no one knows very
much about it and you said this afternoon that–”

“I’m sorry,
you’ve misunderstood.”

“Oh,
but–”

“I didn’t say
anything,” said Annerlee, leaping to her feet. Tiny buttered rolls
scattered over the flagstones. “I don’t know anything! It’s none of
my business and– I’m late– I–”

She fairly ran away, pushing
between them to hurry back to the castle. Althea watched her go
with thoughtful eyes, and said: “Now that was interesting.”

“And not
particularly useful,” added Markon.

“Oh no, it’s
useful,” said Althea. “Not as useful as I would have liked, but she
obviously knows something about the situation and from what she
said yesterday, she knows it’s not a curse. I think she knows who’s
opening Doors into Faery.”

“Then how do
we get her to talk?”

“That’s the easy part,” said Althea, turning decidedly back
in the direction of the castle. “Let her stew tonight. She’s
afraid. Tomorrow we’ll give her something else to be afraid of,
something that scares her so much she has to
talk.”

“What’s going
to scare her more than she is now?” said Markon sceptically. He’d
seen that kind of wide-eyed fear before: it was an unreasoning,
unthinking, and above all, self-serving fear.

Althea said: “You are, of
course.”
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Day Three




“I’m not sure
how I feel about this,” said Markon. Actually, he was feeling
distinctly obstinate. A little of his obstinacy came from the fact
that Althea had breezed into his library in a businesslike and
wholly impersonal manner to demand his help. She hadn’t even said
good morning. Adding to that feeling was his dislike of being used
as a mallet to force information out of one of his own
servants.

“I can try
to do it myself,” said Althea
doubtfully. “I’m sure I could come up with something, but I do
think it would be better if you did it yourself.”

“Better for
whom?” demanded Markon.

“Everyone, I
suppose,” Althea said, taking the question seriously. Her spine
was, as usual, entirely straight, and there was an unflinching
judgement in her eyes. “Annerlee knows something about the person
who killed and mutilated several of your subjects. They deserve
your concern first.”

“Yes, Nanny,”
said Markon, which made Althea’s eyes widen slightly and then
crinkle just as slightly at the corners.

However, all she said was: “If
you’re ready, your majesty, we can get started.”

Unable to resist trying for
another sight of those crinkles, Markon said: “All right, but I
expect sweeties.”

Fifteen minutes later, he was
wishing he had never thought of sweeties. Annerlee was lying on the
floor of her room with her eyes open and sightless to the ceiling,
a whitening of frost coating them and crystal droplets of sweat
frozen on her forehead. Blood must at some stage have poured from
her ears, eyes, and mouth, but as it came out it had frozen as
well, marbles of blood lining the cracks between floorboards and
reminding Markon of nothing so much as boiled lollies.

He wished he hadn’t thought of
sweeties.

“More Fae
magic,” said Althea. There was a tightness to her mouth and Markon
made an instinctive movement to usher her from the room again, but
she said: “No. We should find out as much as we can before we
go.”

“What is
there to find out?” Markon was pleased to find that his voice
sounded merely curious. He’d seen dead people before, of
course—killed his share in battle, if it came to that—but this was
something different. “She’s dead. There’s nothing we can do for
her.”

“I won’t be
long,” said Althea. The crease was back between her brows, deep and
sad. Markon wondered if she was thinking of her little sister and
the waterfae. He left her to her study of Annerlee and surveyed the
room instead. There wasn’t much to see: it was about the size of
the ablutions chamber in his suite and sparse to the point of being
non-descript. It held a bed, a tattered old wardrobe, a
curtained-off washing space, and one spindly chair that was coated
in enough dust to indicate that it was purely decorative. The only
personal thing in the room, in fact, was the lovingly quilted and
tatted bedspread that had been half-pulled from the bed, the corner
of it still clenched in Annerlee’s stiff fingers.

Markon, sick at the futility of
the gesture, turned away and took a few restive steps toward the
door. Footsteps echoed his, confusing him, and by the time he
opened his mouth to say: “I think someone’s coming,” Althea had
already grabbed his hand and was shoving him into the wardrobe.

Markon tried to say: “Why am I
hiding from my own subjects?” but all that came out was

“What?” and
even that made Althea clap one hand over his mouth in the
darkness.

“Quiet,” she
said in his ear. “I’ve made us harder to see but if he hears us my
little look-away spell won’t be much good.”

“Why not use
a proper hiding spell?” whispered Markon around her
hand.

“Big magic is more noticeable than little magic,” hissed
Althea. “Shush!” Which of course still left the
question of why he was hiding in a very narrow wardrobe from one of
his own people, who by rights should be feeling more awkward about
the situation than he.

But when Annerlee’s door
creaked open and was carefully shut again, it wasn’t one of
Markon’s subjects that he saw through the crack in the wardrobe
doors. It was Pilburn, the Wyndsor emissary, his large nostrils
quivering and his clever fingers tapping lightly on each surface
that he passed.

Markon must
have made a soft sound of disbelief, because Althea pressed close
to catch a sight of the man through the crack as well. He put his
arms around her to prevent them accidentally alighting anywhere
that would embarrass both of them, and found himself rethinking his
recent dislike of narrow wardrobes. Althea was very still, which
might have made him think she was made shy by their proximity if
she hadn’t already curled her arm around his waist for support, her
eye glued to the crack and one small finger, highlighted in the
light from the crack, silently tap-tap-tapping in a
steady, thoughtful rhythm. She was thinking.

When Markon finally turned his
thoughts back to Annerlee’s room, it was to notice that Pilburn was
methodically making his way around the room. He could see the man
over Althea’s head, gently wiggling stones in the walls to see if
they would shift, rapping ceiling beams, and occasionally shifting
his weight on the floorboards to tap one foot lightly against them.
What was he looking for? Whatever it was, his search would bring
him into proximity with the wardrobe before much longer, and Markon
began to wonder if Althea’s misdirection spell would stand up
against this kind of systematic search. Apparently she was
wondering the same thing, because as Pilburn drew closer to the
wardrobe, Althea’s fingers began to trace a complicated pattern on
the wardrobe doors.

Markon said, very softly:
“Won’t he notice?”

Althea finished her tracery
before she tiptoed to whisper in his ear: “He’s searching
physically. He hasn’t even got enough magic to light a candle. I
thought it would be someone else.”

The
Doctor, thought
Markon. She thought it would
be Doctor Romalier. I wonder why?

She probably thought, as did
Markon himself, that it was exceedingly likely Wyndsor was involved
in the whole situation. If it proved to be true, Wyndsor could look
elsewhere for trade agreements– and think themselves lucky to
escape war, if it came to that.

By the time Pilburn, looking
confused and a little bit angry, had finished his search of the
room, Markon was feeling surprisingly relaxed. Althea, despite her
straight spine and general air of businesslike efficiency, was very
comfortable to cuddle with and smelled improbably of strawberry
shortcake. He found himself irrationally disappointed when Pilburn,
with one last, angry look around the room, showed himself out,
prompting Althea to disengage herself and softly open the wardrobe
door again.

Markon, somewhat slower to
remove himself from the wardrobe, murmured: “What do you think he
was looking for?”

“That’s what
I’d like very much to know,” said Althea. She was frowning down at
the floorboards, deep in thought. “I’d also like to know how he
knew Annerlee was dead. He didn’t murder her– or at least, not
personally. This is High Fae magic; Unseelie, I think. He did come
looking for something in particular, though, and that’s rather
curious.”

“Perhaps I
should call Pilburn and Doctor Romalier in for an interview,” said
Markon.

“Oh no!” said Althea, looking up at once. “Please don’t!
Doctor Romalier is making things difficult at the moment, and I’m
interested in what
he makes difficult. At the moment
I’m not sure if he’s deliberately trying to keep something from me,
or if he simply doesn’t want me getting into his investigation.
I’ll be certain in a day or two.”

“What,
then?”

“May
I?”

Markon looked at her
uncomprehendingly: blinked. “Oh! Of course! Where are we going this
time?”

“The kitchen,
first. I’ll use the same glamour for you as yesterday. Then it
might be a good idea to announce my er, candidacy to the
court.”

“Are we still
walking out together?”

Althea appeared to give this
some serious thought. “No; on the whole, I think it’d be better for
you to go in first. You can still be my lady’s footman, though.
Find somewhere nice and shadowy to sit: somewhere you can see
everyone but not everyone can see you.”

“You want me
to watch for reactions,” said Markon approvingly.

Althea gave him a
conspiratorial nod. “Someone knew that Annerlee knew too much. I’d
guess they saw us talking to her as well, and that’s why they took
fright. It’s more likely to be someone from the kitchens, but I
think it’s time we stirred things up around court, too.”

Markon, refusing to commit
himself to stirring things up in a manner that was likely to see
Althea murdered, said: “What about the poor girl’s body?”

“I think it
might be best if someone else discovers it,” said
Althea.

 


It was
ridiculous to feel so nervous about an excursion into the upper
kitchens. All of these people were his subjects, after all. But
between entering the room as His Royal Majesty King Markon of
Montalier and Attached Islands, and entering the room as a visiting
lady’s footman, was a vast and uncomfortable difference. Much to
his relief, he was barely given a glance when he entered. The cook
gave him a fat, absent smile and a full bowl of hearty stew, and
one of the castle footmen said a pleasant: “Afternoon! New, eh?” as
he slipped into a greasy seat by the coal scuttle; but otherwise he
was paid very little attention. With his back to the chimney, its
front facade shielding him from both its direct heat and light, he
was really very easy to overlook. Markon was grateful for that: he
hadn’t felt this out of place since his coronation, the only other
time he’d expected people to stand up and point accusing fingers at
him while howling: “Imposter!”

The chatter that went on around
the kitchen tables was vaguely cyclic and while it was interesting
it wasn’t exactly helpful. Every so often one group would finish up
and leave, only for another to take its place with conversational
variations upon the same themes of the prince, the curse, which
footman was stepping out with which maid, and speculations upon the
visiting enchantress– of whom, Markon was amused to notice, they
had not seen a hair, but were buzzing with information
regardless.

Althea herself didn’t make an
appearance for some time. In fact, Markon was beginning to wonder
if she’d found something else to occupy her by the time she
arrived. Her arrival caused significantly more notice than his own
had done: several of the kitchen staff hailed her with cheerfully
impolite remarks, and the cook paused from her pots and spits for
long enough to beam at her. Even some of the upper maids were
pleased to smile at her from their lofty height of superiority.
Althea took a place not too high and not too low along the table
and accepted the bowl that she was given, surprising Markon by the
ease with which she fit into the group. His experience of
enchantresses had made him very aware of the importance they
attached to themselves, and their certainty of being equal with the
highest in the land, royalty notwithstanding. Althea evidently
applied the same approach to other levels of society: she certainly
didn’t seem to find herself anything but equal with the upper
kitchen staff. They, on their part, were soon chattering away again
as if they’d never stopped, and Markon sat back against the chimney
with his empty bowl clasped comfortably in his hands, watching and
listening.

They had moved on to discussing
the guests at the castle before Althea did anything but eat and
listen. Then, she said: “That doctor’s a pushy one, isn’t he?”

There were several knowing
smirks and one contemptuous snort from an upper maid who should
have been above such a noise.

“Investigating the prince’s curse, he is,” said one of the
footmen. “Important old buzzard, ain’t he?”

“Self-important, more like,” said the upper maid who had
snorted.

“Nan’s in the
right,” said one of the kitchen maids. “I heard him say as how it
had to be a woman that put the curse on him. Said they were all
spiteful-like, the accidents, and it must have been a woman that
done ‘em.”

Althea looked rather amused.
“Is that so? I suppose that accounts for the questions he flung at
the scullery maid this morning.”

One of the footmen said
wrathfully: “If he’s been upsetting Betsy again, I’ll have a few
words to say to the steward about it!”

“Oh well, at
least it’s not another girl,” said a kitchen maid. “It’s a cryin’
shame, all those dead girls. The curse ain’t gonna harm him, now is
it?”

“We can only
hope!” said the footman.

Althea sipped tea thoughtfully.
“So no one else is willing to try and break the curse?”

“Such a
shame!” said one of the upper maids. “It’s so romantic! Imagine
being married to the prince!”

“Imagine breaking every bone in your body or being boiled on
the inside while being frozen from the outside,” retorted the maid
called Nan. “You imagine that,
Cinna! Anyway, it’s not romantic,
it’s disgusting. One little floozy after another trying to force
her way into the royal family.”

“Jumped up
little trollops,” agreed another voice. “Why should they think
themselves good enough for the prince, I’d like to know! Who are
they? Who are their families?”

“I still think it’s romantic,” said Cinna. “None of this
hoity-toity them and
us: it’s a chance for any
girl to make a name for herself.” Again there was that snort of
derision, but the little maid pressed on, undeterred: “What’s more,
Nan, if I wasn’t such a coward I’d try for myself, so I would! Just
think! To be queen!”

“What about
the enchantress that’s visiting?” said a kitchen maid, setting a
fresh plate of bread on the table. “Do you think she’s trying for
the prince? She’d have a good chance, that one.”

One or two curious pairs of
eyes turned toward Althea, who was still sipping tea, and the upper
maid called Nan said: “You’re maid to one of the guests, aren’t
you? Is the enchantress your mistress? You didn’t say.”

“Oh no!” said
Althea, in a friendly fashion. “I’m the enchantress. I’m here to
break the curse.”
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Day Four




That girl!
thought Markon; that headstrong, careless little imp of trouble and
worry, should be thoroughly shaken! He’d gone to bed with his
annoyance and woken with it still fresh in his mind. He hadn’t
intended to tell the whole court that Althea was there to break
Parrin’s ‘curse’, but once she’d told the staff in the upper
kitchen, it didn’t really matter what he’d meant to
do. The story would be around the castle faster than the smell in a
slaughterhouse on a hot day. What was worse was that he’d not heard
from Althea all morning. He hadn’t been able to get to his library,
either, since midweek was always set aside for Hearings until at
least noon. Anyone suing for justice or appealing for a pardon
could apply to the castle and be seen on midweek day: a task which
Markon usually found interesting if not particularly heartening.
Today it seemed long, tortuous, and particularly
galling.

His annoyance
simmered all through the midweek hearings and flared again when
Althea didn’t show up in the library to report at noon either.
Annerlee’s body had just been discovered when he left the midweek
hearings, and though Markon had already known about it, the
reminder was unpleasant– lying to his seneschal about it more so.
When that interview was at last finished he hurried to the library
again, only to find it still empty of Althea. What was she up
to now?

Markon had just sat down in
some irritation to eat a light, late lunch when his steward knocked
on the door to announce that Doctor Romalier would like to see him
on a matter of some urgency.

Anticipating Markon’s curt
denial of any wish to see the doctor, his steward added: “I
understand it has something to do with the curse, your majesty. I
believe it may be important.”

Markon checked the impatient
retort that rose to his lips and after a moment’s fed-up silence,
said with a faint smile: “All right. Show him in.”

But when
Doctor Romalier entered, he was not alone. Markon, who wouldn’t
have been surprised to see Pilburn the emissary with him,
was surprised to see one of his own court magicians with the
Doctor. Doctor Fenke, his venerable old beard jutting with as much
importance as Doctor Romalier’s, nevertheless looked unusually
worried.

Both men bowed and discreetly
waited for Markon’s steward to close the door. Then Fenke said
solemnly: “Your majesty, Doctor Romalier has apprised me of a
serious situation. A very serious situation indeed.”

“That’s very
kind of him,” said Markon, looking from Fenke’s important, serious
face to Romalier’s important, smug one. “Was it something he felt
uncomfortable discussing with me?”

“Not
uncomfortable, your majesty,” said Doctor Romalier smoothly; “But
as a guest here I felt that your majesty would prefer to have a
Montalieran opinion as well.”

“A Montalieran opinion on what, exactly?”
Markon demanded. He felt that the day would have been less
irritating had he simply stayed in bed, where he could have had the
felicity of brooding over Althea’s wrongdoing in
peace.

“During my
investigations this morning, I chanced to come across some rather
clever monitoring magic,” said Romalier. Incredibly, he seemed to
be getting smugger by the minute. “It’s a style I often see used in
espionage work, your majesty: a listening spell placed somewhere of
interest and trailing back somewhere that the magic user can hide
away and listen at will.”

“I see,” said
Markon slowly. He was beginning to have a very bad feeling about
this, and it wasn’t because of the espionage magic. This smelled
for all the world like a setup. “Where was the listening spell
placed?”

“We’ve just now traced it here to your library,” said Doctor
Fenke apologetically. “As a matter of fact, I can see it
over there, your majesty. It’s webbed up behind your
desk.”

Markon threw an instinctive
glance over his shoulder, but didn’t really expect to see anything.
Nor did he. “Can you dismantle it?” he asked.

“Of course,”
said Doctor Fenke.

Doctor Romalier, smoother than
ever, suggested: “Surely it’s best to follow it to its source
first, your majesty?”

Markon looked at the Doctor for
a long thoughtful minute before he said: “Lead the way. I’ll come
with you.”

He wasn’t at all surprised when
the two Doctors led him directly to Althea’s suite. If it had been
anyone but Doctor Fenke—old, set in his ways and entirely
honourable, if slightly stick-in-the-mud-ish—Markon would have
suspected that Doctor Romalier had paid for his second opinion. As
it was, he could do nothing but tell his steward, whom he had also
brought along with the distinct suspicion that he would be needed,
to fetch Althea from whichever part of the castle she was presently
occupying.

“Bring her
courteously,” he added. His steward, with the gleam of intelligence
in his eye that had caused Markon to appoint him in the first
place, nodded.

“Your
majesty, what if she escapes?” said Doctor Romalier in dismay.
“Surely a squad of guards in magic-resistant armour would be more
appropriate!”

“Appropriate
for what, exactly?” enquired Markon gently. “Starting a war with
Avernse? Dishonouring a lady who has had nothing proved against her
as yet?”

Doctor Romalier huffed a
little, and at last said: “Will you not enter the room, your
majesty? What are we waiting for?”

“We’re
waiting for the enchantress,” said Markon, more gently still.
“We’re showing ourselves to be gentlemen and not boors. When the
lady hears the charges she’ll let us in without
reservation.”

Both doctors looked dubious,
but neither dared to say any more. This happy state of silence
continued until Markon’s steward appeared once again, Althea a step
behind him and walking swiftly. There was a gleam of interest in
her eyes that turned to wariness when she saw the two doctors
beside Markon, and he fancied he saw them narrow slightly.

“I understand
you wish to speak with me, your majesty,” she said formally,
curtseying.

Markon saw Doctor Romalier open
his mouth to speak, and said quickly: “Doctors Romalier and Fenke
have discovered an espionage spell in my library that leads back to
your rooms. I told them that you’d be happy to open your suite to
us in order to clear yourself.”

“And so I
am,” said Althea, though he thought she looked rather shocked. Her
eyes weren’t on the floor, but he was certain that she was thinking
very quickly indeed. She opened the doors for them, her eyes
following the same line of sight as the two doctors, and all three
of them gazed in silence at the dressing table across the room,
where Althea’s combs were set out.

“You see?”
said Doctor Romalier in triumph. “The spell is grounded in that
comb! What have you to say for yourself, enchantress?”

Althea studied the comb in
silence, and Markon wondered if it was just his imagination, or if
she really had grown paler.

“Well?”
demanded Doctor Romalier. “Well, enchantress?”

“Steady on,
Romalier,” protested Doctor Fenke uncomfortably. “Give the
enchantress a chance to breathe.”

Markon, with a sour edge of
dismay beginning to curl in his stomach, said: “Can you explain
this spell, lady?”

“Certainly,”
said Althea. There was a lightness to her blue eyes that Markon
wasn’t familiar with, and he wasn’t quite sure what it meant. “This
isn’t human magic, Doctors. It’s Fae magic. But don’t take my word
for it: see for yourselves.”

Doctor Romalier’s eyes bulged.
“What? That’s impossible!”

Doctor Fenke, fumbling eagerly
with a pair of circular, ground-glass spectacles, said excitedly:
“I never would have thought to check! Egads! She’s right, Romalier!
Look at this!”

“I can see
perfectly well from here, thank you!” snapped Doctor Romalier,
fending off the comb as Doctor Fenke thrust it under his
nose.

“Fancy that!
Fae magic! Who would have thought, eh? Well, this certainly clears
the enchantress of any wrongdoing, I’m glad to say.”

“Thank you,
Doctor,” said Althea primly.

“On the other
hand, it opens up a rather more dangerous proposition,” remarked
Doctor Fenke. He didn’t look as though the prospect was unpleasant:
Markon got the distinct impression that he was still immensely
excited. “It seems that you’ve got a Fae running around your court,
your majesty.”

“Come now,
it’s a little previous to be making that sort of judgement!”
protested Doctor Romalier. “A Fae in the Montalieran
Court?”

“Doctor
Romalier,” interrupted Markon; “I assume that you’ve also absolved
the lady of all wrong-doing?”

“Well, in a manner of speaking– it does seem that– and if it
really is Fae magic–”

“It is!” said
Doctor Fenke in surprise. “You can see it as well as I can, man!
Can’t think why we didn’t check in the first place.”

“Well, I don’t really see how the enchantress
can be responsible,” said Doctor Romalier
reluctantly.

“Thank you so
much,” said Althea. “Would you all
mind if I dismantle it now? I’m rather uncomfortable with it being
here in my room.”

“Go ahead, go
ahead,” Doctor Fenke said affably. “I’d very much like to see you
work, lady.” But Althea’s eyes had flicked up to meet Markon’s, and
it wasn’t until he nodded that she took the comb from a sulky
Doctor Romalier, whose assent was also grudgingly given.

Doctor Romalier may have been
grudging, and he may have been outspoken in his dismissal of
enchantresses in general and Althea in particular, but Markon
noticed that he watched her with narrowed eyes for the entire
operation. To Markon it seemed as though all Althea did was scrape
the back of her thumbnail against the tines of the comb, back and
forth, back and forth: but the two Doctors were spell-bound.

When Althea said: “There we
go,” and tossed the comb back onto her dressing-table, all three of
them jumped, each of them to some extent mesmerised.

Doctor Fenke was the first to
recover himself. He said: “Well, if that’s all, I think we’ve
trespassed on your good nature long enough. That was a first-class
unworking, madam! First class!”

“Not at all
inferior,” said Doctor Romalier coldly. “I’ll walk with you,
Fenke.”

They withdrew together, leaving
Markon and his steward to hear Althea’s sudden: “Well, that’s
interesting! You’d probably better stay.”

“What’s
interesting?” asked Markon, indicating to his very surprised
steward that he could leave. The man did so, his face struggling
between proper reserve and faint approval.

“The
espionage magic isn’t the only Fae magic in the room.”

“What?”

“Someone—some
Fae—has dropped a very nasty bit of magic on my bedside rug,” said
Althea.

“No, don’t
come closer, for all I know it could be a sticky one. Throw me an
apple, will you?”

“Hungry, are
you?” said Markon dryly, but he threw her one of the apples from
the fruit bowl by the window. “What are you– oh.”

Althea tossed the apple into
the centre of the rug from a careful distance, a flash of red
against blue that changed to a flash of cream against blue and then
shattered in a cascade of porcelain apple shards.

“Not very
nice,” said Althea, observing the mess. “Still, that seems to have
gotten rid of it, so it can’t have been a very high level
Fae.”

“I’ll have
you changed into a different suite,” said Markon tightly. “If you
hadn’t–”

“If I hadn’t
stirred things up, I wouldn’t have to change suites?”

Exasperatedly, Markon said:
“You wouldn’t be in danger!”

“Yes, but just think! There were two different kinds of
nasty magic in my suite. Two. Unless we’re
dealing with a very disturbed person, it seems obvious that
in this situation at least–”

“–there are
two people involved.”

“Exactly,”
said Althea, smiling at him. “One of them wants to implicate me in
espionage; another wants to make it look like I’ve been taken by
the curse as well.”

“What else
did you get up to today?” asked Markon, sitting down absentmindedly
on Althea’s plump couch. Rather to his disappointment she didn’t
join him: she sat on the bed instead, her back as straight as ever
but her arms folded comfortably on the footboard.

“I was
looking for Doors,” she said. “Nothing to make anyone try to
discredit me via espionage. And honestly, I don’t think it was
Doctor Romalier, either.”

“Don’t you?”
said Markon. “I’m not so sure.”

“Well,
neither am I, if it comes to that. And he was awfully angry when he
found out it was Fae magic instead of human.”

“But that could just be Romalier being the pleasant human
being he is,” nodded Markon, following the thought that Althea had
left unsaid. A blaze of what
if flashed across his mind,
and he added slowly: “Or it could be that someone
told him what to expect, and he felt that he’d been made a fool
of. He was certain that the magic would be
yours.”

“He was,
wasn’t he?” said Althea, after the barest possible pause. “That’s
an interesting possibility. Oh! How odd: one of my combs is
missing.”

“The one that
was used in the espionage magic?”

“No. It’s a
set of three. One is still missing: my favourite.”

Markon, unsure if he should be
commiserating or grasping a point, said: “Who took it?”

“Well, that’s
the question,” she said. “Things like combs are usually taken
because of what they have more than because of what they
are.”

“You think
they wanted your hair,” said Markon, after far too long in
thought.

Althea gave
him a pleased little nod that made him feel he’d been particularly
clever. “Exactly. I think that’s how the victims are being
targeted. Which brings me to the issue of Doors between here and
Faery.”

“Did you find
any useful ones?”

“Not useful
so much as interesting,” said Althea thoughtfully. “You won’t like
it, I’m afraid.”

“Won’t like
what?”

“There are
quite a few Doors through to Faery around the castle. At least one
for every girl that was injured or killed or taken. Someone has
been opening them quite regularly. The ones I found are mostly
dormant or dead by now, but a few are still active, and even the
dead and dormant ones weaken the barriers between here and
there.”

Markon’s
breath hissed between his teeth. “You mean eventually Fae could
come through uninvited?”

“Yes. Whoever
is bringing Fae through and attacking these girls doesn’t
understand the danger of what they’re doing.”

“Where were the Doors?” asked Markon. It occurred to him
that very few people in the court had access to all of the
castle; similarly, the servants were contained in their paths of
back stairs and serviced rooms, each set occupying its own orbit.
The position of the Doors might prove useful in determining to
which particular set of people the perpetrator
belonged.

Althea gave him a sharp,
considering look. “That’s a very good question,” she said. “I’ll
look more particularly this afternoon to be sure. Most of them seem
to be in the middle of the castle: guest rooms and unused galleries
in the courtiers’ apartments. Some of them are on back stairways
that are mostly for the servants, and there are even two in the
courtyards. None outside the castle as far as I’ve been able to
tell.”

“Then it’s
almost certainly a daily occupant of the castle itself,” said
Markon, a little bitterly. Oddly enough, he would rather have
thought that Wyndsor was responsible.

Althea nodded. “Perhaps I can
narrow it down to servant or courtier by this afternoon.
Regardless–”

“You’re going
into Faery.”

“I think it’s
best. I can only narrow it down so far from this side. Courtier or
servant, there are hundreds to choose between.”

“Don’t
forget–”

“I won’t
leave you behind,” said Althea in a friendly fashion. “But I’ll
have to find a viable Door first: I’d rather not open another if I
can avoid it, and we’ll be taking Fae magic through with us as it
is. No need to complicate matters more than we have to. Simple is
best when it comes to Fae magic.”

“Why will we
be taking Fae magic through with us?”

“I’d like to
find the Fae that the different spells belong to. If I can scrape
together enough from one of the girls, I should be able to take us
exactly where we need to go.”

“Do we really want to find the sort
of Fae who can simultaneously burn someone from the inside and
freeze them from the outside?”

“That’s what
I’m for,” said Althea, a rather formidable look sitting oddly on
her pointed little face. “I’m as dangerous as most of the Fae over
there.”

 


Markon was dragged from deep,
restful slumber some time after midnight. Someone was prodding his
shoulder with irritating regularity, and their persistence was
quickly driving away his ability to sleep. Snarling, Markon sat up
in bed to find that Althea was sitting beside him.

“How did you
get in here?” he groaned.

“I am very
good at what I do,” Althea said
primly. “Are you ready?”

“Ready for
what?”

“I’ve found
us a live Door into Faery.”
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Day Five




“We’re going
now?”

“Of course.
I’ll wait outside.”

Markon almost flopped back onto
his pillows and went to sleep again. Fortunately, it occurred to
him just in time that Althea would only go without him if he did
so, and with further mutterings he dragged himself out of bed and
into yesterday’s clothes again.

By the time
he was dressed Markon’s sluggish thoughts had begun to work a
little less sluggishly, and once outside his suite he was able to
ask quite intelligently if Althea had managed to collect the Fae
magic she needed.

“More than
enough,” said Althea. Unlike Markon, who was looking rather
wrinkled but carelessly opulent, she was dressed in rich autumn
colours that were not only expensive but beautiful. An air of
distant nobility sat on her face, and he thought that she carried
herself differently tonight than she had earlier. He was certain of
it when she turned and glided down the hall ahead of him. Where was
her bouncing, energetic walk? Tonight she looked unapproachable and
regal and not quite human. How long exactly had Althea spent in
Faery, alone and lost in an alien land?

Althea said: “Are you coming?”
and Markon, realising that he’d been staring after her, spurred
himself into motion again.

Markon couldn’t see the Door:
but then, he hadn’t expected to see it. According to Althea, it was
directly opposite them in one dark corner of a quiet library in the
west wing of the castle. She was doing small, invisible things in
preparation, her eyes shadowed and impossible to read in the
darkness. Markon heard the sound of the internal clock striking the
quarter past twelve in delicate bells before she seemed to be
finished. He still couldn’t see the Door. He had begun to wonder if
Althea had done something wrong when she made a decided motion with
one hand, as though opening an invisible door, and Markon found
that he could see it very clearly indeed. It was a rectangle of
bright, warm sunshine that should have lit and warmed the midnight
library but didn’t seem to quite touch it. A vibrantly green summer
leaf wafted through the Door, floating on a warm breeze that
faintly touched Markon’s face, and once his eyes adjusted to the
light he could see the green and gold forest from which it came,
ruffled lightly in the wind and too beautiful to be real.

“Are you
ready?” asked Althea, her face white and expressionless in the
oddly cold sunlight.

“No,” said
Markon, but Althea had him by the hand and was already pulling him
irresistibly into the untouchable beauty of Faery. Markon couldn’t
resist looking over his shoulder, quick and fearful. Behind them
was more of the same beautiful forest, as gold and green and
untouchably gorgeous as that around them, and in it there was a
slight crack.

“It’s still
open,” Althea said. Here in Faery her eyes seemed bluer, her face
even paler; and when she moved, her skirts rippling like the leaves
in the trees above them, she looked almost Fae. Beside her, Markon
felt heavy and earthy and very, very human. “I left a kind of
doorstopper in it,” she added. “It won’t close until we go back
through.”

“What if
something else gets through?”

“Nothing will
get through,” said Althea firmly.

“It doesn’t
feel real here,” Markon said. His neck crawled with the feeling of
being watched, and the too-perfect forest around them seemed to
shift and move in his periphery. “And it’s daylight. Why is it
daylight?”

“We’ve come
in to a Seelie piece of Faery. It’s always daylight here: a forever
of sun and summer with just tiny bits of autumn and spring at the
edges. If we’d come into an Unseelie piece it would be all sable
and moonlight and starlight. Do you feel like you’re being
watched?” she added suddenly.

“Yes!” said
Markon gratefully.

“It’s your mind trying to come to grips with all of this,”
said Althea, making an unconsciously graceful gesture at the
grandeur around them. “Our bodies are different to
theirs. The sunshine never seems to sink in further than
skin-deep with us, and sometimes you can be convinced for years at
a time that it’s all a dream and nothing is real. They don’t like
coming through to our world much, either. They like the games, but
they’re always trying to change the world to suit themselves and
not all of them have the power to keep trying. That’s why they make
quick little dashes out to steal children and play pranks. You’ll
feel more comfortable after a while, but it never quite goes
away.”

“How long
were you here?” asked Markon, eyeing the resplendent trees in some
dislike.

“Oh, about
eighteen years,” said Althea. She was looking away through the
trees, as if trying to get her bearings. “The trace on our Fae
magic leads this way. We should be as quick as we can.”

“Eighteen
years!” Markon hurried to catch up with her, his heavy feet sinking
into the forest floor of moss and fallen leaves. He couldn’t
imagine living with this creeping feeling of not-quite-reality for
eighteen years.

“Eighteen
that I remember,” Althea said shortly. “It’s probably best if you
don’t let them know you’re royalty. Royalty is very useful to them,
and some Fae like to collect kings.”

“That’s
appalling,” said Markon, abandoning the attempt to draw more
information from her. Her time in Faery was obviously not something
that she wanted to talk about.

“Don’t
worry,” said Althea, with the ghost of a smile on her lips; “I
won’t let them keep you.”

The forest
began to thin out soon after they started walking, grand, aged
trees giving way to slender young saplings that were more sparsely
spaced. A clearing, or an end to the forest? Markon wondered,
looking up to catch a glimpse of the sky. It was high and
delightfully blue, with perfect, pearly clouds scattered across it
in the most aesthetically pleasing manner. Like the rest of Faery,
it had the effect of making him feel heavy, human, and vaguely
grubby. He couldn’t help feeling that it was just a little
bit too bright: a little bit too beautiful.

Althea, lightly touching his
arm, said: “It’s best not to look at it for too long,” and Markon
found to his surprise that he’d stopped walking. “In our world
there’s the idea of moon-madness,” she said, curling her fingers
through the crook of his arm as if they were merely out for a
stroll. “Here it doesn’t matter whether it’s the moon or the
clouds, if you look up at the sky for too long you start to see
strange things.”

“I’m
beginning to think that this is a rather bad idea,” said Markon,
but he was amused and a little interested to see that Althea with
her hand tucked in his arm was closer to the bouncing, energetic
Althea of the human world than she had been just a little while
ago. It made him feel less worried, which brought him to the
realisation that he’d been worrying about her in the first
place.

“Well, yes,”
said Althea. “But it was the best idea out of a slew of worse ones.
Is that a cottage, do you think?”

It
was a cottage: the sight of which, much to Markon’s
disappointment, caused Althea to withdraw her hand and become
distant and Fae-like once again. She consulted a vague webbing
of something
that glittered between her fingers
and gave a decisive nod. “This is it,” she said. “Don’t be goaded
into insulting the Fae, and try to avoid making anything that could
be construed as a promise.”

“You mean try not to talk if I can help it,” said Markon,
and was rewarded by the brief crinkling of Althea’s eyes. She
knocked at the door with one firm little fist, eschewing the iron
knocker– which, now that Markon thought about it, was a very odd
thing for a Fae to have on their front door. Althea’s eyes met his
over her shoulder and the faint amusement in them told him all he
needed to know: the iron knocker was there to announce a particular
type of caller. A Fae would never use an iron
knocker—couldn’t
use one—which meant that the Fae
inside would know the moment a human caller appeared at his or her
door. Which begged the question, thought Markon, growing cold: just
how many human visitors had this particular Fae encountered before
it seemed expedient to mount an iron knocker on the
door?

The door
opened while he was still wondering about it. The elderly Fae who
had opened it stared at them with piercing golden eyes, two rather
cruel lines appearing by the sides of a smile that would otherwise
have been quite pleasant. She said: “You’re an interesting
pair.”

“I found
something that belongs to you,” said Althea, just as
abruptly.

The Fae
turned her head curiously, and the lines by her mouth deepened in a
sharper curl of the lips. “Kind of you to bring it all this way.
You must come in.”

“Thank you,” said Althea, following her into the house.
Markon followed them both, wondering why it was that the Fae’s
hospitality made him feel more nervous instead
of less.

“Your human
doesn’t talk much,” the Fae said, bringing them into a tiny sitting
room. A dedicated sitting room seemed out of place in such a small
cottage, but Markon got the feeling that the Fae liked to think
herself very fine. That feeling helped him to meet her golden eyes
and stare wordlessly at her until she looked away first,
cackling.

“He learns
slowly, but he learns well,” said Althea, curling the hairs on the
back of Markon’s neck with the coldness of her voice.

The Fae
grinned sharply. “I see that. You’ve bought me something that I’ll
be glad to have back, but I’m curious to know how you got it: I
left it in a place that is hard to find.”

“The human
world,” nodded Althea. “I know.”

“What led you
to bring it back to me?”

“I’m in need
of information,” said Althea. “Someone is interfering with a matter
that concerns me, and I’d like to know who.”

The Fae’s
sharp old eyes became watchful. “Didn’t seek to cross you, lady.
There was a debt to be paid. I paid it in service and was let in
once the spell was prepared.” There was an undercurrent of
bitterness in her harsh voice, Markon was certain. Whatever the
‘debt’ was that she had paid, she had not paid it
happily.

“To whom did
you owe this debt?”

“Human scum,”
said the Fae, and this time the bitterness was stronger. “No name
given, merely a few hairs and a way through. Simple matter of a
debt to be paid. I’ll be glad to have the magic back,
however.”

“Male or
female?”

“Never saw a
face,” she said shortly. “And the voice wasn’t distinctive. I’m one
that knows how to pay my debts. I keep my head down and do what’s
needed.”

Althea let
the silence draw out until the Fae’s eyes dropped again. Then she
said: “I see.”

Markon didn’t
see anything physical pass between the two of them: perhaps a
glitter in the air, nothing more. But the Fae said: “Thanks, lady,”
and Althea nodded.

“My thanks
for your information,” she said formally. To Markon, she said:
“Come, human. Our business is done here.”

“How did you
come by my cottage?” asked the Fae, her eyes suddenly sly again.
“Did you come from the world of men?”

“I came from
my home,” Althea said. “We’ll not trespass upon your hospitality
any longer.”

“Can’t blame
an old Fae for being curious,” said the Fae, with a not very
convincing chuckle.

The Fae saw
them to the door and no further, but Markon wasn’t surprised when
Althea set out in an entirely different direction to the one they’d
come.

“My skin is
still crawling,” he said softly. “Is she following us?”

“Almost
certainly,” said Althea, and he was relieved to hear the warmth of
her voice. “I’m sorry I had to talk to you like that back there,
but most Fae don’t understand anything except a slave and master
relationship between Fae and human.”

“I didn’t
take offense,” said Markon. He kept his voice low, fearful of being
overheard, but couldn’t resist adding: “She thought you’re a Fae.
Why?”

Althea’s eyes, dark blue as she
glided through the shadows of the forest, said: “I told you. I’m
very good at what I do.”

“I’m
beginning to understand that,” Markon said. “What will we do
next?”

“Harvest more
magic to trace, I think,” said Althea. “She was holding back
something important. It might help to compare her story with the
stories of other Fae.”

Markon found himself smiling at
her single-mindedness. “I meant what will we do now? If she’s
following us, we can’t go back to the Door.”

“Oh, that. So
long as we get there first and shut it behind us, she can’t follow
us. Still, we’ll lead her about for a bit and hope she becomes
weary of following us.”

Althea walked
them through the forest until Markon no longer cared if the Fae was
following or not. His legs were hurting, his lower back was wet
with sweat, and the only thing he could think about apart from his
bed was a refreshing wash in his ablutions chamber. He might have
broken and complained like a travel-weary child if he hadn’t at
last recognised a few familiar formations of trees and realised
that they were very close to where they’d stepped into
Faery.

Althea said: “Wait here,
please,” and took a few steps forward. By now used to obeying her,
Markon stayed where he was and watched the swift, economical
motions she made with her hands. He wished he could see what it was
she was really doing.

He was so
caught up in those delicate movements that it wasn’t until Althea
said: “Markon,” that he recalled his surroundings. It was the
deliberate, careful usage of his name that made him really pay
attention. Althea’s back was still to him, but she said crisply:
“Duck now, please.”

Markon
dropped to his haunches while she was still speaking, and felt the
swish of something rather hefty sweep over his head. Then Althea
wasn’t in front of him anymore, and a brief, violent struggle was
taking place directly behind him. It was all over in the miniscule
amount of time that it took him to turn, still crouched. To his
vast amusement, Althea was sitting on the old Fae, twisting up one
scrawny arm behind the Fae’s back without deference to her age.
Beside them in the fallen leaves was a good sturdy walking stick
that had just whistled over his head in an attempt to knock Markon
out, if he wasn’t mistaken.

He heard Althea say, very
softly: “If you try to hurt my human again, I will flay the skin
from your body and use it as a rain duster.”

“Mercy!”
squealed the Fae, her skinny legs wriggling. “Mercy, lady! Wouldn’t
have killed him, I just wanted to come through!”

“A stick!”
said Althea, her voice thick with scorn. “You really did need that
magic, didn’t you?”

“Wouldn’t
really have hurt him! Just quieted him and sold him on.”

“Oh, be
quiet!” Althea said, with a pinching motion. The Fae abruptly
stopped talking, though Markon would have been willing to bet that
she did so only because Althea had laid a spell on her. “And be
still! You will not be free to move until we are gone from Faery.
Be silent. Be still.”

“Are you
going to leave her like that?” said Markon, his eyes
dancing.

Althea stood up, smoothing her
hair and tugging her bodice straight again. “Yes, and serve her
right if a passing will’o’the’whisp decides to dance on her nose
until she can move again! She won’t bother us now. If I’d known how
little magic she really had left to her I would have left her
locked in the cottage.”

“That would
have been a pity,” Markon said, despite aching legs, sweaty clothes
and general tiredness. “I wouldn’t have missed that little scuffle
for the world! Who taught you how to twist an arm like
that?”

For a brief moment Althea
looked taken aback, and Markon was afraid that he’d accidentally
stirred more unpleasant memories. Then she laughed; a real, amused
chuckle of mirth that warmed him from head to toe, and said: “They
taught me that at Holbrooks when I was studying to become an
enchantress. The Head said that magic isn’t always reliable and
that sometimes a well-placed punch can do more than a spell.”

“I’m inclined
to think the Head was right,” said Markon, with a last, amused look
at the prone fey. She gave him a glare with her golden eyes that
made him step rather more quickly to Althea’s side, grateful that
the Door now seemed to be well and truly open. It was achingly good
to see the darkened interior of the castle.

 


Markon slept
only a little later than usual that morning despite the fact that
he didn’t get back to his room until it was already early morning.
He might have slept in longer if he hadn’t gone to bed in his
sticky, leafy clothes and woken just as sticky and uncomfortable a
little after his normal rising time. Markon stripped himself
hastily before he rang for his valet, disposing of the worst of the
Faery leaves out the window, where they danced away in a rather
curious manner. They seemed to chase the wind, joyfully tumbling in
the early morning sunlight.

Markon left them to flit away
any way they would and then rang for his valet, who brought with
him a fresh set of underclothes, outerclothes, and the intelligence
that Doctor Romalier wished to complain about the enchantress.

“He can
complain to my steward,” said Markon firmly, rubbing his hair dry
with his facecloth much to the valet’s dismay. “What is it this
time?”

“He claims
that she’s been encouraging the female staff to, well, make snide
remarks when he questions them,” said the valet, trying not to
laugh.

Markon
grinned. “Has
she, now?”

“He also
claims that she’s been interfering with the surveillance magic he
set up with your permission. He says that the recorded data has
been tampered with.”

“I suppose
it’s too much to expect that he has any proof?”

“No, your
majesty,” said the valet cheerfully. “Just hot air!”

“That settles it,” said Markon. “He can complain to
my steward. I’ll be in my library, working on trade agreements and
not to be disturbed.”

When Markon
got to the library Althea was already there. Much to his amusement,
she was fast asleep on his fattest armchair, her cheek resting on
the plump red armrest and her head cradled in one arm. The other
arm had dropped over the side of the chair, lost in the folds of
her skirt, and her feet were curled up beside her. The russet-red
of the armchair showed up the paleness of her face and the smudges
beneath her eyes, so Markon left her to sleep instead of waking her
to mendaciously demand if she was leaving Faery dirt on his chairs
from her shoes. It would have been a more pleasant past-time, but
Althea needed the sleep and the trade agreements wouldn’t revise
themselves, after all. He resolutely sat down at his desk and
forced himself to concentrate on the papers, and when lunch came
and went without Althea doing more than stirring vaguely and
muttering in her sleep, he shook off the languor that always came
with a morning spent hunched over papers, and went to fetch his own
lunch. He could have had it brought into the library, but his legs
needed the stretching and Althea looked as though she was likely to
sleep for a while longer anyway.

There were voices issuing from
the library when Markon returned. He’d brought a tray with him,
dismissing the footman who would have carried it for him, with the
unformed idea that the smell of it might waken Althea– and that
waking, she would be bound to be hungry. To hear voices, therefore,
was something of a surprise. Markon halted and listened: that was
Parrin’s voice, of course, readily recognisable. After it came
Althea’s, friendly and pleasant. The library door was already ajar,
so he shouldered it open and trod softly into the room with his
tray.

Althea was no longer on the fat
little armchair she’d been sleeping in: instead, she was sitting
close to Parrin on the love-seat by the window, both of them
leaning forward slightly, both of them engrossed in their
conversation. When they saw Markon, the conversation stopped
abruptly and each of them sat back a little. Parrin’s face looked
distinctly conscious, and even Althea looked slightly taken pink:
they were the very picture of lovers interrupted.

And let that
be a salutary lesson to you,
thought Markon bitterly to himself. She’s at least fifteen years younger than you and she’s
promised to Parrin. Keep your mind on breaking the
curse.

Aloud, he said: “Hungry,
children?”

“I should
think so!” said Parrin eagerly. Markon couldn’t help feeling
somewhat sardonic. The boy was fond of food, it was true, but his
powers of misdirection and concealment hadn’t improved since
childhood and it was far too easy to see that he was merely trying
to divert his father’s attention from the somewhat intimate setting
in which he and Althea had been found.

Althea, it
seemed, was rather more sincere in her acceptance of the food
Markon had brought. Not only did she eat more of it than Parrin
did, she also failed entirely to notice that he’d left the library
while she was solemnly engaged in choosing comfits from the
silver-and-pearl box of sweetmeats. When she did
notice that he’d gone, all she said
was: “We may as well get on with it, then.”

Markon, filching the box of
sweetmeats before she could eat all of them, said: “Get on with
what?”

“Planning, of
course,” said Althea seriously. “Didn’t I tell you? No, I fell
asleep before you got here. I pulled more Fae magic from
the

infirmary:
it’s led me to another usable Door into Faery.”
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Day Six




There was someone sitting next
to him on the bed. Markon’s breath hissed between his teeth, one
hand on its way to grasp his assailant’s throat before he realised
that it was only Althea. Markon’s hand dropped back to the bed and
then dug through his rumpled hair as he huffed his relief into the
darkness of the room.

“I’m
beginning to think Doctor Romalier is right,” he told
her.

Althea, who hadn’t so much as
flinched at his instinctive lunge to attack, tilted her head and
said: “Really? I wouldn’t have thought it was very likely.”

“He says that
you’re a disrupting influence and a drain on the monarch’s
resources.”

Althea gave her low, delighted
chuckle. “I suppose it’s true, really! A case of the cherry tart
calling the raspberry red, though, isn’t it?”

“I thought
you didn’t like pie rhetoric,” countered Markon, pushing aside the
bed covers. He’d been better prepared last night: he’d worn a pair
of loose trousers and one of his old fencing shirts to bed. Neither
of them were particularly fine (the shirt in particular had more
than a few darning scars, hence his mother’s insistence upon shirts
specifically for fencing) but they were loose and comfortable, and
had the benefit of not creasing easily.

“I don’t,”
said Althea, watching him tuck in the shirt and grope blindly for
the light shoes he’d set aside. “It makes me hungry. I think I
might have caught some of your Montalieran ways.”

“Just as
well,” Markon said, carefully light-hearted. “If you’re going to
marry into the family you’d best start practising now.”

Althea was difficult to see in
the shadows, but Markon thought he caught a small, private, and
entirely delightful smile as it flitted across her face. It was
still in her voice as she said: “I had, hadn’t I? Your shoes are
over here.”

They went through the back
passages, following a thin, winding way through narrow halls and
steep staircases that stirred in Markon’s mind as vaguely familiar.
It wasn’t until Althea stopped at a meeting of corridors and
counted three sconces from the left as they walked that he
remembered why it was so familiar.

“Third to the
left, warp and weft,” he said. He reached past Althea and found the
hidden catch in the sconce, which clicked beneath his fingertips
and set off a dusty scraping of bricks in front of them.

“Oh,” said
Althea. She sounded disappointed. “How did you know which one it
was?”

“I went
searching for these passages when I was a boy,” said Markon. “I
never found this one, but Parrin did. It was one summer while he
was recovering from a lingering chest infection. He was wrapped up
in shawls and scarves, waddling around the castle with one of the
younger upper maids and trying to find all the passages. He was so
proud of himself for finding it. We made the rhyme so we’d
remember.”

“Warp and
weft?” Althea said quizzically.

“Maker’s
mark,” Markon told her. “This part of the castle was restored about
thirty years ago after a bit of a nasty incident with a dragon–
secret passage and all. The iron sconces were sourced from a local
consortium of blacksmiths here in the capital known as The Metal
Loom. All of their work was stamped with the sign of the Metal
Loom.”

“Now, that’s
interesting,” said Althea thoughtfully.

“I asked them
about it when Parrin found the passage and I recognised the maker’s
mark. They said the passage had been caved in before the dragon
incident, filled with half a century’s rubble, but my father had
them clear it out and make it new. He was a great one for
tradition, my father. Why do you suppose the Door was opened here?
I didn’t think anyone else knew about it.”

“That’s what
so interesting,” said Althea, and opened the Door.

The first impression Markon had
was one of brilliant moonshine. It gleamed along marble flagstones
and marble colonnades, sparkled in the depths of decorative pools,
and glided gently on wafting leaves through the high arches of a
foreign courtyard. The breeze was soft, intimate, and delicately
scented.

“Unseelie,”
said Althea. “This bit of magic is particularly strong, so we can’t
count on an easy excursion this time.”

Markon, who
hadn’t thought their last venture into Faery had gone particularly
well, nodded and tried not to look as wary as he felt. “Is that
music I hear?”

“Most
likely,” Althea said, drawing him through the Door and into Faery
once again.

Markon
stumbled slightly on the threshold, suspended for a brief moment
between Here and There, and then the suspicion of music jumped in
intensity as he found himself in the moonlit courtyard. It was a
high, mad skirling of pipes and violins that tugged at his feet and
made him smile instinctively. He looked at Althea and saw a gleam
of sable in her eyes that suddenly made her seem Fae again. Already
she was floating rather than walking; and Markon, feeling that she
might possibly float away into the wild revels he could hear
through the colonnades, instinctively held onto her hand though
they were safely through the Door.

“It must be a
feast night,” said Althea. She wafted over to the arches at the end
of the courtyard, trailing Markon behind her. Much to Markon’s
surprise, the courtyard wasn’t really a courtyard: it was more of a
vast balcony, left open to the stars and overlooking another
courtyard below. The lower courtyard was paved in black and white
marble like the upper was, but only small, shifting bits of it
could be seen through the whirling throng. The music was louder
here, too: it felt as though it was making its way, living and
wild, into his very blood.

“We’re not fine enough to go down there,” Althea said
regretfully. “If I’d known...never mind,
we’ll just have to steal some clothes.”

“Steal clothes?”
Markon repeated numbly. He found himself being led by the hand back
across the courtyard without being able to summon up the words to
express how little he wanted to steal clothes from the
Fae.

With an air of reason, Althea
said: “We’ll give them back, of course.”

“Of course!”
echoed Markon. He let Althea drag him through another of the
interminable arches and halfway down a silvery hall before it
occurred to him to ask: “Where are we going to get
clothes?”

“The
laundry.”

“Fae have
laundries?”

“Everybody has a
laundry,” said Althea. “Even the Fae. Someone has to do the
washing, after all. And on a feast night there are bound to be some
Fae who’ve sent down multiple ensembles just in case they change
their minds. They think it’s amusing to create more work for the
servants. Ah! This way!”

Half an hour later Althea had
calmly breezed into the laundry to appropriate two matching
ensembles and Markon had found them a suitably shadowed alcove in
which to change. He went first, eschewing his comfortable trousers
and loose-fitting fencing shirt for a carelessly laced and
ridiculously fine black one, with matching black trousers that held
a hint of moonlight in silver thread. While Althea changed he went
in search of boots to match, his stockinged feet padding lightly
against marble flagstones, and finally managed to pilfer a newly
polished pair that were sitting outside one of the doors upstairs.
They were slightly tight, but nothing a few hours of wear wouldn’t
stretch out.

When he returned to fetch
Althea she was far from her usual tightly laced and upright self.
Fortunately Markon saw her before she saw him. That gave him a
chance to stifle the surprised hiss of breath that slipped from him
and wipe the stunned expression from his face. Where Markon was
wearing black threaded with silver, Althea had chosen to wear
silver beaded with jet, darkly glinting in a soft and shimmering
dress that caught every curve on its sweep to the ground. As
alluring as that was, it was her unbraided hair that caught his
gaze, falling in great, full curls well past her waist.

Markon took in another
mesmerized breath through his teeth and went forward to meet
her.

“There you are,” said
Althea when she saw him, her eyes bright and glad. “I thought you’d
gotten lost.”

“I had to go
a bit further afield for the boots,” Markon said, displaying them
for her inspection.

“Very nice,”
Althea said approvingly. “We’d better get on, I think. The drums
are getting faster, which means the stronger drink will soon be
circulating.”

Markon
offered her his arm with alacrity: the thought of Althea in
that dress among heavily drinking Fae was not something he
wanted to contemplate. Moreover, if he wasn’t very much mistaken,
both he and Althea were moving much more swiftly now as the music
lightened their feet towards its source. It was an intoxicant in
and of itself: it curled around them as they moved back across the
upper courtyard and then became almost breathable as they descended
the stairs toward the lower courtyard of shifting blue, black, and
silver.

The babble of conversation and
laughter rose around them, almost as loud as the music, and when
Markon asked Althea: “Do you still have the trace?” he had to bend
his head and almost shout it in her ear.

“Oh yes,”
said Althea in his ear, her voice clear and carrying. “I saw her as
soon as we looked over the balcony before.”

“If you knew
who it was, why did we engage in this episode of dress-up?”
demanded Markon, slightly annoyed.

“Because it’s her,” Althea said
calmly, with a tiny jerk of her chin. “The Lady of the
Revels.”

The Lady of
the Revels was a tall, graceful Fae somewhere near the centre of
the swirling throng, dancing swift and free amidst the laughing
dancers, her silver hair flying. Some of the energy of the dance
came directly from her, Markon was sure: it seemed to coil around
her and whorl outward, sparking a wild circle all around her that
was clear to him despite the fact that he was no magic
practitioner. On the face of it, it seemed as though it should be
very easy to get to her: she was alone and vulnerable in the centre
of the dance. But that was only, thought Markon, used to looking
for guards in a crowd, if you didn’t happen to notice the
three very
large Fae who were part of the inner
circle but also danced alone. Or the dozen that dotted the crowd
all around, their eyes constantly moving, shifting and slipping
through the dancers around them. Or even, he realised, his eyes
slipping further afield, the slender young Fae who was ostensibly
drunk and well supplied with edible goodies, sitting in a tree just
out of the dancers. That was certainly a quiver tucked behind him
in the boughs—Markon could see the fletching of the arrows against
the moonlight—and he was almost certain that he could see the curve
of the bow as it blended in with the other branches.

“We wouldn’t get as far as the inner circle before her
guards stopped us,” Althea said, unconsciously echoing Markon’s
thoughts. “This way, at least we look the part. And if we play our
cards right, she’ll
come to us.”

“Which way is
the right way to play our cards?”

“She’s
female,” said Althea. Unnecessarily, as he thought, until she
added: “Fae women are good leaders, but they have their weak
points. For instance, in a Fae Lady’s court, whether Unseelie or
Seelie, the unconscious bias will always be against men and for
women.”

“For
example?” prompted Markon, aware that Althea was leading up to an
already decided plan.

“For
example,” said Althea, giving him a prim, approving smile; “If a
Fae Lady were to see a boorish human—or even a boorish Fae—trying
to foist his attentions upon a Fae woman, she would intervene
immediately and most likely personally.”

“Most
likely?”

“There’s a
chance she could order her archer over there to shoot you instead,”
said Althea. “But only a very slight one, and if we move out of his
eye-line you’ll be safe. She’s powerful enough to feel confident
intervening by herself.”

“What do you mean by foisting attentions,
exactly?” asked Markon, with deep foreboding.

“You’ll have
to pretend to back me up against something and try to kiss
me.”

“Oh.” There
didn’t seem to be much to say to that, apart from: “What do you
mean, try?”

“I’ll be
resisting, of course,” said Althea.

“But–”

“I won’t slap you very hard,” she
promised.

“Althea,” said Markon,
somewhat exasperatedly. Heavens knew it wasn’t that he didn’t want
to kiss her. The problem was that he did, and he was
certain that he shouldn’t.

“It’s either that or you’ll have to pretend to be about to
drive a dagger into me,” pointed out Althea. “It’s far harder to
play that convincingly, and if you did it’s far more likely she’d
send her guards to deal with you. You’ve– oh!”

Markon had the pleasure of
seeing her for once utterly surprised, blue eyes wide and startled
as he pinned her arms to her sides and kissed her. She put up an
impressive struggle, but Markon had the advantage and it wasn’t
until he let her go that she could slap him. He thought he might
have been grinning when her palm connected with his cheek, and
though he gasped he wasn’t sure it quite did away with the smile in
his eyes.

“I believe
the lady is requesting your absence,” said a cold, silvery voice at
his ear. Markon jerked away from the sound much as he would have
torn himself away from a poisonous snake, and the Lady twined
herself around him until she was between him and Althea, the edge
of one cool, pale cheek toward him and her gaze resting on Althea.
“Are you well, little one?” she asked.

“Yes,” said
Althea, but her voice was slightly breathless, which pleased Markon
greatly. He couldn’t see her for the Lady’s willowy, black-edged
form, but what he had seen before she intervened was a deep, warm
flush in Althea’s cheeks. “Thank you for your assistance,
Lady.”

The Lady’s eyes flicked from
Althea and back to Markon. She said: “Perhaps I’ve mistaken the
situation. Do you require my assistance, little one?”

“No,” said
Althea, bringing one hand out from the folds of her borrowed skirt.
“I believe you need mine.”

Again there was a flicking of
the Lady’s eyes from one to the other. “We will speak privately,”
she said.

They were courteously escorted
to what Markon thought might have been the Lady’s private quarters:
an enormous suite of rooms that numbered among them a pleasant,
leafy apartment with grass for carpet and a waterfall leaping from
the ceiling in one corner. It was to this leafy space that they
were escorted, and though their escort was perfectly polite and
well-mannered, Markon had the distinct impression that if either he
or Althea took one step outside the prescribed course, they would
be stabbed through the heart without a word or a second
thought.

For all their
solicitude, when the guards had walked them to the door they left
them alone with the Lady. It should have made Markon feel more
comfortable, but instead it made him feel disagreeably that the
Lady didn’t consider them to be a significant threat– and worse,
that they just might not be. Althea had
said that this magic was much stronger than the first lot they’d
trailed, and he remembered too that she’d said this wouldn’t be an
easy trip like that one had been.

Still, when the Lady closed the
door on them she seemed perfectly cool: relaxed even. Markon
wondered if he’d imagined the momentary freezing of her face when
she’d seen what Althea held.

Her voice as languorous as her
eyes were watchful, the Lady said: “How did you happen to come by
that little bauble?”

“Bauble?” said Althea seriously. “No. I don’t think so. I
think this little
bauble cost you rather a
lot.”

“In bitter
pride and anger, quite significantly,” agreed the Lady. “What do
you know, little one?”

“I know there
was a Door drawn and open. I know you were in the human world and
that you laid at least one spell while you were there.”

“And you wish
to know more?”

“I do,” said
Althea.

“Something to
do with your strong, silent human, hm?”

“It concerns
my son,” said Markon.

“You: silence,” said the Lady, utterly indifferent. “I care
nothing for humans and their get, nor do I appreciate being a pawn
in the games of your snivelling kind. That I should be summoned
like a common demon and forced to do the bidding of a puny,
magicless stripling! I, who rule three
cantons in the Unseelie! And to know that it could happen
again!”

“If you
answer our questions we’ll do our best to make sure it doesn’t
happen again,” said Althea, a warning in her eyes for Markon.
“That’s why we’re here. There’s a rogue human opening Doors to
Faery and harming young ladies in the court. Yesterday we met an
old Fae who said she was paying a debt to the Opener.”

“Debt!” said
the Lady scornfully. “Oh well, I suppose in the strictest sense of
things she was telling the truth. The spell laid a burden on me
that I couldn’t shake off: it felt for all the world that I’d
struck a bargain and entered into a debt of honour. I dispensed
with some of my ire on the human girl whose bones I shattered, but
I would fain see that human stripling again!”

“Would you
know the human again?”

The lady
laughed derisively. “One human is much the same as another, and the
knave wore a hooded cloak. I couldn’t so much as tell whether it
was male or female. The spell, though: I’d know it again. One thing
is certain, little one: that spell was not
such as belonged with that human.”

“I see,” said
Althea thoughtfully.

“I went away
without seeking vengeance this time,” said the Lady, and there was
a chill in her voice that cut right to Markon’s bones. “Next time I
will not be so lenient.”

“Lenient!” he
said, with a slow-burning anger that overtook the chill from the
Lady’s voice. “Lenient! The child’s bones were shattered so that
they couldn’t be healed before they began to shatter
again!”

“Oh, I can see why you keep him!” purred the Lady. “Such
passion! And yet, my little one, if your human does not mind his
manners I’ll not find it necessary to mind mine.”

“Be silent,”
Althea tossed at Markon, offhand and imperious. He shut his mouth,
his anger enough in check to read the tension in her
shoulders.

The Lady smiled at his
acquiescence and turned her gaze on Althea again. “I would fain
have my magic back, little one.”

“It’s yours,”
said Althea, shaking out her hand as if to rid it of a gaudy
bracelet no longer in favour. “Do you have any other recollections
that may be of help to us?”

“Only one,”
said the Lady, and Markon very much misliked the cruel curve of her
lips. “The magic you carry will bring you nothing but trouble if
you travel overlong in Faery. Be cautious, little one, and good
fortune!”
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Day Seven




It was an odd
way to put it, thought Markon. Yesterday in Faery the Lady of the Revels had said:
The magic you carry will bring you
nothing but trouble. Not your
magic, but
the magic you carry.
And although Althea gave a very good
impression of being Fae, Markon had the feeling that it wasn’t so
easy to hoodwink the Lady of the Revels. He did try to find out
from Althea exactly what the Fae had meant, but Althea had been
distant and uncommunicative on the way back to the castle. Whether
that was because she was hiding something or because she was
unsettled from the kiss, Markon wasn’t quite sure.

He found himself smiling
absently at the window and hastily pushed away that particular
memory. Far too many of his thoughts revolved around Althea as it
was: there was no need to encourage dangerous and ultimately
ineligible thoughts. Althea belonged to Parrin.

He therefore
did not think about her as he finished the final draft
of the Montalier/Avernse trade agreement. He didn’t think about her
in her moonlight dress with her hair curling down her back. He
didn’t think about her strawberry shortcake scent or her bouncing,
energetic walk. He didn’t think about her single-minded
determination or her habit of forgetting that she was talking to
the Reigning Monarch of Montalier. He was so intent upon not
thinking about Althea, in fact, that when she and Parrin entered
the library together, he wasn’t entirely sure that he hadn’t
conjured her up.

“What
mischief are you up to?”

They both had a troubled look,
and before Parrin answered, they exchanged a look.

“Doctor
Romalier is dead.”

Markon’s
first thought was one of galling frustration that even dead, Doctor
Romalier was going to cause him immense annoyance. A Wyndsor
doctor, dead on Montalieran soil: what Wyndsor couldn’t do with this as their incitement!

“What
happened?”

“I’m not
entirely sure,” said Althea. “He’s in his room, throat cut, but
there isn’t a lot of blood.”

“There was
heaps,” said Parrin, who looked slightly green.

“Not enough,”
Althea said firmly. “When you cut someone’s throat–”

“Althea!” groaned
Parrin. “You told me before, and it was just as awful then! You’re
trying to make me throw up again.”

“You took
Parrin to see the body?” demanded Markon.

“Of course!”
said Althea, evidently surprised. “He was with me, and it’s his
affair, too. Besides, I couldn’t find you.”

“I’ve been in the library all morning,” Markon said, and
caught the way her eyes slid past him. Oho! So it
was the kiss!

“When you cut
someone’s throat,” she reiterated; “There is spatter. And spurting.
And huge puddles of blood.”

Parrin grew slightly greener.
“Althea–”

“And there
was none of that,” continued Althea, ignoring him.

“Perhaps
someone used magic on him,” Markon suggested. Plain, personal
murder was in short supply at the moment. It would be almost
refreshing to know that someone had merely slit the doctor’s
throat.

“No magic at
all,” said Althea. “It had me at a bit of a loss, actually. I’m so
prepared for your murders to be magical ones that it took me quite
a while to understand that his throat really was slit.”

“They’re not my
murders,” Markon
protested.

“But the
point I was trying to make,” continued Althea, with a disapproving
look at Parrin: “Was that he wasn’t killed in his room. Someone
killed him elsewhere and then moved the body.”

Markon frowned. “Why?”

“I suppose he
was killed somewhere that would implicate the murderer,” said
Althea. “And that really does make me wonder if perhaps we’re
looking for a man. Throat-slitting is such a messy way of killing
someone.”

“It doesn’t
need much strength, though,” pointed out Markon.

Althea looked dissatisfied.
“Yes. I suppose you’ll be quite busy this afternoon contacting
Wyndsor and making official statements?”

“Yes,” said
Markon, rather sourly. “Which begs the question of why I’ve not
seen my seneschal yet.”

“I’m sure
he’ll come just as soon as he knows.”

Markon
narrowed his eyes first at Althea, then Parrin. “And when
will he know?”

“Possibly
when the upper maid who discovered Doctor Romalier regains
consciousness,” said Althea. “I think her name is Nan. She must
have come to draw his curtains.”

“Did you
leave the poor girl on the floor?”

“I thought it
would be easier than explaining why we were prying into Doctor
Romalier’s room,” Althea said, a little guiltily. “Besides, it gave
us a chance to come and tell you.”

“If it comes
to that, why were you prying into Doctor Romalier’s room?” asked
Markon. “For that matter, how did you get in?”

“Althea can
pick locks,” said Parrin, radiating awe. “She said she’ll teach me
how to do it.”

Althea’s eyes
met Markon’s. She said hastily: “I said I might teach you.
We wanted to see if there was anything interesting in Doctor
Romalier’s rooms. After that listening spell he was certain would
be in my suite, I thought a little poking around in
his suite might prove helpful.”

“Only we
didn’t get a chance to look because Doctor Romalier was dead on the
floor and the maid was unconscious by the door,” said
Parrin.

“Really?”
Markon found himself surprised. Althea’s eagerness for
investigation hadn’t been stopped by a mere dead body last
time.

“Well, I
might have pinched some of Doctor Romalier’s notes,” confessed
Althea. “As galling as it is to think, he must have been very close
to discovering who’s opening the doors: why kill him otherwise? I
thought the notes might be enlightening. We didn’t dare stay too
long in case the maid came around. Besides, Parrin was just about
to throw up.”

“And were the
notes helpful?”

“Not particularly,” said Althea. “Doctor Romalier was
working under the theory that these attacks
were—ahem—‘spiteful womanish crimes’ and that it was
likely they were committed by one of the female servants in the
lower castle.”

“Why the
servants in the lower castle?” asked Markon wearily, certain that
he was about to be sorry that he’d asked.

“Apparently
‘the lower class are prone to envying their betters’,” said Althea
distastefully. “Oh dear, I think this must be your seneschal coming
now. Perhaps I’ll go and talk to Nan.”

Markon would
have protested that he wanted to come along as well, but it would
have sounded perilously like whining. If it was his
seneschal he would be far too busy being Informed and writing
tiresome letters to Wyndsor to sneak about the castle with Althea.
And now that he came to think of Wyndsor, thought Markon bleakly,
he was bound to have to talk to Pilburn again. Doctor Romalier and
the emissary had both been irritating and potentially dangerous
thorns in his side, but the murder of either of them in his castle
was more than slightly embarrassing. And if he wasn’t careful, it
could also be more than slightly damaging.

The best
thing, thought Markon, nodding a distracted goodbye to Althea and
Parrin as they slipped from the library, would be to let it get
about that Doctor Romalier had fallen a victim to the curse. After
all, he’d been sent from Wyndsor—that all-too-interested and
solicitous country—specifically for the purpose of assisting with
the curse. It was by no means certain that he hadn’t been murdered in pursuance of breaking the
curse.

Althea and
Parrin were scarcely gone when there was a knock at the library
door; firm, business-like, and short. That settled it: it must be
his seneschal. No one else could make a simple knock at the door
sound both authoritative and vaguely menacing.

“Enter!” he
called.

The door opened and closed with
precise movements; and having entered the room, Markon’s seneschal
bowed in equally precise movements.

“Good
afternoon, Sal.”

“Sire.”

“I suppose
you’ve come to tell me about Doctor Romalier’s murder?”

His seneschal’s face became
slightly more granite than usual. “Is this something I should not
know about, sire?”

“I don’t see
why,” said Markon. “If I’m to be annoyed by it you may as well be
annoyed, too.”

A grin broke out across Sal’s
usually impassive face. “I’m glad to hear it, sire. You had me
worried. I’m no lover of hush work.”

“Not hush
work,” Markon said, sighing faintly. “But it may well be
tricky.”

“If you don’t
mind my asking, sire: if it’s not hush work, how did you
know?”

“The
enchantress and Doctor Romalier were both working on the
curse.”

“Ay, a rarely
knowing woman, that one,” said Sal approvingly. “Found the body,
did she?”

“She did.
Perhaps you could be careful about where you mention the
fact.”

“Ay, sire.
You’re certain she didn’t do it?”

“I am. She
had Parrin with her at the time.”

His seneschal nodded. “Good
fortune, that. One of the upper maids found the body first and
brought in the steward. He brought her to me, of course. She was in
a bit of a state: couldn’t say anything but that he’d been murdered
just like her best friend, and that it wouldn’t stop until they
were all dead. I had to have her looked after by one of the
nurses.”

“Her best
friend murdered, too?”

“Ay, sire.
Happens that the young girl murdered four nights ago was her dear
friend. They worked together and were by all accounts very close.
I’m told that Nan took prodigious care of the girl: they quilted
rugs together in their spare time and gossiped about the other
upper maids.”

“Poor child,”
said Markon. “Unfortunate that she was the one to find the
doctor.”

“Do you have
instructions for me?”

“Not many.
I’m about to start on the express to Wyndsor, so I’ll need your
preliminary report before dinner. And I’d appreciate it if you sent
the Wyndsor Emissary in to me: he’ll need to be told.”

“I could go
so far as to tell him myself, sire,” suggested Sal. “No need for
you to be bothered, I dare say.”

It was very tempting. Markon
would much rather not converse with Pilburn if he didn’t have to do
so. At last, he shook his head ruefully and said: “On the whole, I
think not. I wouldn’t like Wyndsor to feel itself slighted, and if
there’s anything Pilburn is adroit at doing, it’s taking offense.
Send him up to me when you’re able.”

“As you say
sire,” said Sal, bowing once again. “I’ll have the report to you in
time for the night express.”

 


That night
before bed Markon slipped an etched iron band onto each of his
wrists. He’d become rather tired of relying upon Althea for his
protection while in Faery, and after some frustrated thought on the
matter it had seemed likely that his armoury would have something
helpful in it.

It did: a pair of etched iron
bands that were locked away in a beautiful rowan-wood box bearing a
card with the somewhat gloomy message:

 


Markel,

 


To you and
your bride I give this gift in the hope that you may never need to
use it. Knowing something of this world and that, and
knowing something of the Broken Sword itself, I feel certain that
those who are prepared will better weather the storm I foresee
drawing near. Should I live to see you bear children, I will do
them the same kindness.

 


Yours in hope,

 


Simel

 


Markon,
having seen Faery for
himself, had a good idea of what that world was; and
he distantly remembered that his father had once had an older
brother, Simel. No one would talk of him, but the impression that
had grown in the young Markon from things that were said
was of a deeply troubled and perhaps slightly mad man. Still, when
Markon showed the iron bands to Doctor Fenke, the man stared at him
and asked forthrightly: “What would your majesty be needing with
Dispelling Bands?”

“I’m not sure
I do need them,” said Markon. “I’m rather curious to know what they
are, however. I found them in my father’s things.”

“They protect
the wearer against malicious Faery magic,” said Doctor Fenke, his
suspicions not entirely allayed. He’d gone on to say a great deal
more, but Markon had already come to the conclusion that it would
behove him well to wear them on the next excursion into Faery.
Perhaps tomorrow he would ask Althea about them.


 


 


[image: ]

Day Eight




“Unseelie
again,” said Markon, peering into the soft darkness of the Door.
“I’m beginning to sense a pattern.”

“There’s not
too much difference between Seelie and Unseelie when it comes to
humans,” Althea said matter-of-factly. “To them we’re more like
talking dogs than anything. The Seelie are just as happy to murder
us as the Unseelie: the only difference is that they’ll do it with
a smile instead of a wink.”

“I see,” said
Markon, grateful for the twin iron bands around his wrists.
“Speaking of murder, which particular bit of magic do we have to
thank for bringing us to this piece of Faery?”

“Sal was
showing me some of the sights yesterday afternoon,” said Althea. “I
found a few remnants of magic where Parrin’s first sweetheart and
one of the women who tried to break the curse were last seen. It’s–
well, it seems familiar, but I can’t place it.”

“Does the
room look familiar?”

“I can’t even tell it is a room,” said
Althea, reaching for Markon’s hand. “Familiar or otherwise. Are you
ready?”

Markon wrapped his fingers
tightly around Althea hand, said: “Oh, about as much as usual,” and
stepped through the Door with her. At first there was only
confusion and soft darkness, while they stood hand in hand to get
their bearings.

Then a male voice said: “What a
delicious surprise!” from somewhere in the velvet darkness. It was
soft, smooth, and entirely seductive.

Althea said: “Bother!”

“Sweetness,
that’s not very kind of you,” said the voice
reproachfully.

Markon, his
teeth set on edge, flexed the fingers of his free hand in an
instinctive desire to wrap them around the throat of the speaker.
He couldn’t make out anything in the darkness, but as he frowned
into the shadows a flare of silver burst into being and swiftly
formed a swirling ball that lit the entire room. In its light, a
rather annoyed Althea could be seen, her gaze directed toward the
rumpled bed where a half-naked male Fae was lounging. He yawned and
stretched sinuously for Althea’s benefit, then rolled lightly
across the wine-coloured bedspread and to his feet.

“I thought I
recognised the magic,” said Althea. “I should have picked another
sample.”

“You cut me
to the quick,” sighed the Fae. His eyes flicked over her in a way
that immediately doubled Markon’s desire strangle him, but it
wasn’t until the Fae strolled over and curled one arm around
Althea’s waist that he said curtly: “I take it you know each
other?”

“Oh yes,”
said the Fae, lowering his head in what Markon had no doubt was an
attempt to kiss her.

Althea, putting one hand on his
bare chest to push him away firmly, said: “Not particularly.
Carmine, if you try to kiss me again, I’ll–”

Through his teeth, Markon said:
“Again?”

“Sweetness,
the company you keep is slipping decidedly,” said Carmine. He
released Althea but still stood by far too close.

“This isn’t a
social call!” said Althea. She sounded harried. “Markon, this is
Carmine. He tried to buy me some years ago. Carmine, this is
Markon. He’s my human, and if you even think about–”

“I’m not your
human,” said Markon grimly.

Carmine said: “I wanted to
marry you, sweetness. There’s a difference.”

Althea looked
rather helplessly from Markon to Carmine; and Markon, in spite of
his annoyance, began to grin. “We’re here for information,” he told
the Fae. “You saw us come through the Door, I take it? Well, Fae
are being pulled through to the human world and forced to attack
human women.”

“Believe me,
I know,” said Carmine, his teeth showing in a half-snarl. “And
could I catch the little wench, I’d show her a thing or
two!”

Markon’s eyes
snapped to the Fae’s face. “Wench? It was a woman?”

At the same
time, Althea said: “Are you sure?”

“My darling sweetness, I trust I may know a female figure
through something so flimsy as a cloak, no matter
how well her face is hid. What’s more, she was playing with a
spell not of her own making.”

“So we were
led to believe,” said Althea. “You were called through more than
once, weren’t you? I found pieces of your magic where at least two
of the girls disappeared.”

“You know my
kind heart,” said Carmine, winking at her. “The burden was to kill,
injure, or steal. I chose to steal: to damage a human maiden was
more than I could bear.”

“Well, you’ve
got to give them back now,” said Althea. Markon was unpleasantly
aware that she wasn’t keeping up the act of being Fae with this
particular Fae. Apparently she didn’t feel the need to pretend with
him.

“I’ve always
loved your optimism, my sweetness,” said Carmine, sliding his arm
around her waist again to pull her close. He looked down at her
through his eyelashes and murmured: “Whatever makes you think I’ll
give up my new subjects to you?”

Althea said: “I wish you’d put
on a shirt, Carmine. You know you can’t win me over with your
tricks, and I honestly don’t know why you still try.”

“I hold a
cherished hope that one day they might work,” said Carmine, with a
crooked smile; but he let her go and threw himself on the bed
again. “The older lady you may not have. She’s sworn fealty to me
and I’d be sorry to lose her. The younger you may have in exchange
for a certain promise.”

Althea
narrowed her eyes at him. “What promise?”

“Certainly
not any that you’re thinking of,” Carmine said piously. “For shame!
Perhaps I’d give her up freely if I could, but as it happens I am
not free to give her up under the burden laid on me. But if I were
to have another burden laid on me—a bargain struck that named her
as payment of my side of the bargain—well, who knows what bargains
humans will make, after all?”

“What is it
you want?” asked Markon. He, like Althea, was highly suspicious of
the Fae’s motives.

“I’m glad you
asked that, human,” said Carmine affably. “There’s a certain curio
owned by a...ah, friend...of mine. He’s decidedly set on keeping
it, too, the cur!”

“Fancy that,”
said Althea. “I suppose you want us to steal it.”

“The thought
did cross my mind, sweetness. You’ve such a talent for it, after
all.”

“Contract, or
handshake?” asked Althea, and to Markon’s mind it looked as though
she was blushing faintly.

“Oh, a
handshake between friends, of course,” said Carmine; and then, more
formally: “I will turn the girl over to you.”

“We will
steal your curio,” said Althea, as formally. She shook the hand
that Carmine offered, a quick, precise gesture. “Where is
it?”

“Why don’t we
sit down with something to drink,” said Carmine, his teeth gleaming
silver. “This could take a little time to explain. I’m so glad you
called, sweetness! And to think that I was bored today!”

“How are we
going to get in there?” said Markon despairingly. “It’s glass! It’s
a mountain of glass!”

“It is, isn’t
it?” said Althea. Her blue eyes were dark with amusement, her
cheeks whipped pink from the snowy breeze that tugged at her braid.
“I’d forgotten how lovely it looks under the full moon. They do
love their beautiful, impossibly geography, the
Unseelie.”

“I suppose
that explains the snow as well.”

“No, it
usually snows around here,” said Althea. “It’s at a higher altitude
than the rest of the cantons. Whenever I came here–”

She stopped. Markon, who was
conscious of a grinding jealousy, said in a carefully colourless
voice: “You spent a lot of time here, I gather?”

“The only
happy moments I had in Faery were spent here,” Althea said. “I was
generally kept in a much
more...oppressive...atmosphere.”

“He made your
life happier?”

Althea laughed. “He made it
more interesting. There’s always a game afoot with Carmine.”

“So I see,”
said Markon, with a significant look at the glass mountain that
rose before them, high and sparkling in the moonlight. “I wonder
what he wants with this sword.”

“Shard,”
Althea corrected absently. “And so do I. A broken sword isn’t
generally held to be a useful thing. Even as a magical artefact a
single shard of it doesn’t seem likely to be particularly
helpful.”

“More importantly, how are we supposed to get
in there? It’s a pity Carmine couldn’t tell us
more.”

“I’ve got a
few ideas about that,” said Althea.

“I thought
you might,” Markon murmured. “Do any of them involve me kissing
you?”

There was a brief pause before
Althea said: “Not this time.”

“What a
shame,” said Markon, enjoying himself all the more when he saw the
deepening of colour in her cheeks.

Althea put her chin up slightly
and said: “In the legends it’s all eagles and apples, but that’s to
climb the mountain.”

“And we want to get in,” he agreed,
allowing the refocus of subject.

“On the other
hand, what the knights and princes wanted was on top of the
mountain in the stories.”

“Yes, but
those are only stories, aren’t they?”

“Stories in
Faery are never just stories,” Althea said seriously, kicking up
tiny flurries of snow as she started energetically toward the
mountain.

Markon belatedly started after
her, kicking up his own miniature snow-storms. “What do eagles and
apples have to do with it all?”

“Something to
do with an apple tree that produces golden apples, growing on the
top of the glass mountain.”

“It seems
unlikely,” said Markon. “But I suppose if we’re not sniffing at a
tree that grows golden apples we can’t be too worried about how it
grows on a mountain of glass, after all. I suppose the apples were
greatly sought after.”

“Oh yes,”
said Althea, placing one hand on the great glass base of the
mountain. “If a man could get a golden apple from the top of the
glass mountain and bring it to the king of the canton, he’d give
the man his daughter in marriage.”

“I wonder
what he wanted with the apple,” said Markon curiously. “A
bride-price for a princess is worth a lot more than a golden apple,
no matter how odd it may be.”

“It makes you
wonder what was wrong with the princess,” nodded Althea. “But there
were a lot of suitors regardless: including, in the end, a young
schoolboy who cut the paws off a lynx and clawed halfway up the
glass mountain. The eagle, which was there to fight off all comers,
thought he was carrion and swooped for him. The schoolboy seized it
by the feet and held on tightly even when the eagle rose in the air
to shake him off, and the eagle carried him the rest of the way to
the top of the mountain.”

Markon, who was staring at her
in patent amazement, said: “That poor princess! Did she have to
marry the schoolboy, I wonder?”

“More than
likely,” said Althea absently. She was studying the glass
monstrosity with a frown. “The Fae are horribly fair when it comes
to honouring promises. There has to be a door here
somewhere.”

“Maybe we can
find a handy lynx to slaughter,” said Markon, grinning.

“Claws!” said
Althea. “Of course! Well, why not?”

“Why not
indeed?” Markon said, completely out of his depth.

Althea tipped
her head at a section of mountain slightly to their right, and he
saw what she meant. There were parallel scorings in the glass that
ran from just under shoulder height to the snow: two sets of them.
If he looked at them the right way, he could almost imagine that
they were claw marks. If a lynx’s claws were capable of
scoring glass, that is.

“No lintel,
though.”

“I don’t expect we’ll have to actually kill a
lynx,” said Althea doubtfully. “See if your nails can make a
cross-section, Markon. Fingers and thumb, I
think.”

“Your nails
are longer,” said Markon, but he did as he was told. There was a
painful shriek of nails against glass, and when he pulled his hand
away a fresh set of scratches marred the glass from one set of
vertical scratches to the other.

“Yes,” Althea
said; “But I have a feeling that the mountain likes to challenge
men particularly.”

Markon put his palms flat
against the rectangle of glass and pushed. Much to his
satisfaction, it sank inward with barely a sliver of sound, and
disappeared into the dark blue interior of the glass mountain. “I
think you may be right,” he said. He was deeply reluctant to
venture into that yawning rectangle of dark blue shadow, but Althea
was already ducking beneath his nail-marked lintel and into the
mountain, and he found that he was even more reluctant to let her
out of his sight. Markon followed her into the mountain.

The passage was at first quite
rough, with dull cuttings of glass crunching ominously beneath
their feet, but before long it grew sleeker and wider, and they
began to see the smooth edges where it joined another passage up
ahead. Behind them, Markon heard the glass doorway snick back into
place and closed his eyes briefly in resignation. He could only
hope that they would be able to get back out when the time
came.

Althea, who had eagerly pressed
ahead, called to him from the joining of the passages. “Come and
see, Markon!”

He did, and found that the
passage theirs joined had a small cutting that gave access to a
view of what was to come. He was entirely unsurprised to note that
they were looking down on a crawling, sprawling mess of glass
walls, ways, and tunnels.

“What a
warren!” he said, with a sigh.

“Not a
warren!” Althea said, her eyes sparkling: “A maze! I wonder why
Carmine didn’t tell us.”

“I suppose it’s possible that Carmine doesn’t know quite
everything,” Markon said dryly. Carmine, he privately considered,
hadn’t known anything like enough about
this venture.

“Left or
right?”

“Eagles,”
said Markon, and pointed at the glass corner to his left. His eyes
met Althea’s, as bright as hers were, and then flicked back to the
tiny etching of an eagle that decorated it.

Althea
clapped her hands. “Wonderful! How clever of you to–
oh!–”

Markon, who
hadn’t quite caught the soft swoosh of something
glassy as it slipped through the blue shadows, saw a flower of dark
red blossom on the shoulder of Althea’s green dress and flung both
himself and her around the corner before the second sliver
shattered against the wall.

“Oh!” said
Althea again, panting. “That hurts...rather a lot, actually. What
was that?”

“Hold still,”
said Markon, his fingers digging into her shoulder. The shaft of
glass still protruded from her shoulder, needle thin and horribly
delicate. He drew it from her flesh little by little, slick with
blood, while Althea gripped her lip with her teeth and tried to
breath very carefully, then cast it aside to shatter on the floor
and pulled aside the shoulder of her gown with bloody
fingers.

“I didn’t see
it coming,” Althea said, pressing a hand to the open wound in spite
of Markon’s ministrations. “It’s only a small hole,
Markon.”

“Small, but
deep and bleeding freely,” Markon said grimly. “We’d best keep
moving, I think.”

Althea conjured a small,
flowing ribbon of light to ripple along the passage floor in front
of them, pushing back the shadows briefly. As reassurance went it
was a double-edged sword: it certainly made their way easier to see
in the cold blue light, but the flickering shadows it formed had
Markon’s eyes darting at every fluctuation.

“Did you see
where the glass shard came from?” asked Althea. Her eyes were also
searching the shadows, and the patch of blood on her shoulder was
rapidly spreading.

“No. Whatever
it was, it was behind us.”

“I know,”
said Althea. “But there was only the door behind us.”

“Is there
anything about glass shards in the stories?”

“Not a word.
Oh. Markon, look to the left.”

To their left was a dead end.
The rippling light of Althea’s magical ambiance played on the wall;
which, at a variance to all the other walls around them, was oddly
lumpy. Markon tried to tell himself that the lumps only seemed to
bulge and grow because of the shifting of the light, but when the
suggestion of a head and torso thrust themselves free from the
wall, quickly followed by a second glass head and torso, it was
impossible to lie to himself any longer.

“We should
walk a little faster,” said Althea decidedly, but Markon was
already hurrying her away from the dead end.

“Do you think
it was one of them that did it?”

“They’re the
only other things that are moving in here,” Althea said. “Bother!
There are more of them!”

Markon, who had already seen
them—had seen, moreover, the ominous way in which two spike-laden
appendages were brought to bear on himself and Althea—seized Althea
around the waist and whirled them both down the next passage,
regardless of its inscription. Shards of glass spat and splintered
at the corner, stinging the back of his neck and biting into his
side. Althea, caught close to his chest and shielded from the worst
of it by Markon’s body, said in his ear: “Was it an eagle?”

“Don’t know,”
Markon said tersely. “Keep going: they’re following.”

“I’ll lead,”
Althea said, snatching at his hand. “You watch for the glass
men.”

It could have been a nightmare,
Markon thought, except for the warmth of Althea’s fingers. They
left a trail of blood drops that would have distracted him if he
hadn’t been so focused on watching out for more of the glass men.
Althea guided him through it, quietly frustrated whenever Markon
swept her implacably down the wrong passage to escape another pair
of glass men, and unable to use her ripple of light to read
inscriptions for fear of drawing more of them. Fortunately the
tangle of passages and covered walkways seemed to be more of a
puzzle than a maze, and for every wrong way that they were forced
to take Althea managed to get them back on the right track like a
small, perfectly poised hound.

As they ran, blood trickled
down Markon’s collar from the cuts on the back of his neck. It
occurred to him that there was more blood than there should be, and
when he looked down at Althea in the dark blue light of a covered
walkway, he thought she was paler than she had been, the whole left
side of her bodice stained dark red.

“Althea?”

“It’s fine,”
she said, with something of a gasp. “I’ll see if I can heal it once
we have a moment to rest. Now that we’re not lighting up the
walkways or making too much noise we should be able to sneak about
the passages more easily. Do you have a handkerchief?”

Markon did. He pulled the
ironed and scented square from his pocket, annoyed at himself for
not having thought of it himself, and hastily tied it around
Althea’s shoulder and under her arm.

“Make it
tight,” she said, chafing her left hand with her right. And then,
in a rather different voice: “Did any of the spikes hit you? You’re
bleeding.”

“Only
splinters,” Markon said, tugging his knot tight. “They shattered on
the wall. Why?”

“Never mind,”
said Althea, curling her left hand into her skirts. “I’ll fix that
when we get out, too. Let’s keep going.”

They crept through the passages
like blue ghosts themselves, stealing past rapidly forming glass
men and dashing through intersections that held men from earlier
skirmishes. It seemed that once the glass men formed and separated
from the walls, they remained in the passages.

They were both panting by the
time they stumbled into a high, arched rotunda from which myriad
passages spiralled into the navy darkness.

“Found it!”
said Althea, her laugh low and weary. Markon put his arm around her
waist, staining his own shirt with blood, and drew her toward the
low, glassy table that stood in the centre of the rotunda. On it
was a small glass case with a small glass door that was shut by a
complicated glasswork mechanism. Inside the glass case, innocuous
and slightly dirty, was a sizeable shard of metal that looked like
it had once been part of a great broadsword.

“What is it?”
asked Markon, his breath fogging the glass. “You can’t tell me he
wants a simple scrap from an old sword.”

Althea hung
over the display, her hand gripping a fistful of Markon’s shirt for
support. “I don’t know. It’s horribly powerful, but it’s
benevolent– and oh! it’s connected to so many things! But
it’s...shielded
from me. Why would it be shielded
from me? It’s human-made...”

Althea’s voice trailed away,
and Markon heard her say a soft, sorrowful: “Oh.”

“What is
it?”

“It’s
nothing,” said Althea, but there was a pinch of sorrow to the
corners of her eyes. “We can’t leave this with Carmine. It’s not
the sort of thing that should be in Faery.”

Markon threw
a wary look around at the passages that surrounded them. “We should
take it and keep going. Will it attract them when we
open the case?”

“Probably,”
Althea said, and opened the case. She snatched the shard from its
bed of velvet and said to him: “We’d better start running now. It
set off every magical alarm in the mountain.”

Markon grabbed her by the hand
with an exasperated look, but when he tried to pull her back the
way they’d come, she said swiftly: “Not eagles this time! Apples!”
and dragged him toward one of the other passages instead.

“Why are we
going back by a different way?” he said, catching sight of the tiny
trio of apples that was carved into the wall.

“Because it’s claws, then eagles, then apples!”
said Althea. “Duck,
Markon!”

Three glass spikes zipped over
his head and shattered at the end of the passage. Markon, bent
almost double and close to stumbling, hauled Althea around the next
corner and headlong into four of the glass men.

“No!” said
Althea, in a small, panting voice. Markon ruthlessly seized her
despite her struggles, wrapping his arms around her and turning his
back to the men. Then he ran, lifting her bodily from the ground,
her head shielded in his shoulder, bypassing the intersection from
which they’d come.

He didn’t even feel the spikes
when they entered his flesh. He knew they were there, because as he
ran with Althea clasped tightly to his chest and the shard of the
sword between them, blunt and heavy, he saw them in the wall
reflections that flanked him. “Apples,” he said, when his heavy
legs felt like they couldn’t go any faster. “Apples and then we’re
out.” And he hoped with all his heart that it was so.

Markon would
never remember exactly how he got out of the glass mountain. There
were myriad etchings of apples and even more appearances of the
glass men, who despite the lack of Althea’s magic light, seemed to
hone in on them with deadly accuracy. He ran further than it seemed
possible for them to have journeyed already, and at last he was
running in snow, under the ridiculously beautiful Faery sky with
its high, full moon.

He put Althea down rather less
gently than he’d meant to, feeling a stiffness in his arms that was
far from natural. She gave a little sob, the shard dropping to the
snow, and Markon opened his mouth to apologise but found that it,
too, was stiff.

“Sit down,”
said Althea shakily, one hand bearing him down into the snow. The
pinky and middle fingers of that hand were hard and glossy
and...glasslike. Markon tried to tell her so but his mouth wouldn’t
move. Neither did the snow feel cold beneath him, and the cuts on
his neck no longer hurt. In fact, nothing seemed to
hurt.

And then
Althea began to remove the glass spikes one by one: ten or so of
them. That did
hurt, a hopeful, agonising promise
that perhaps he could be stopped from turning to glass after all.
She worked quickly, drawing and discarding in one motion, but it
was a long time after she finished drawing out the spikes that
Markon became aware that he could feel her hands on his back, and
that he could move again. He turned to pull Althea into his lap
despite the aching of his muscles, holding her close in relief that
she was still there, still alive, still flesh. Althea suffered it
for a moment that was far too short, then disengaged herself and
set snow flurrying as she rose.

Markon also climbed stiffly to
his feet, while Althea picked up the shard again and slipped it
into her pocket. She said: “Is that better?”

He flexed his shoulders,
relieved to find that the muscles stretched and bowed as they
normally did.

“Yes,” he
said. “That is– yes, I think so.”

Althea boxed his ears. It was
quick, violent, and entirely unexpected; and it sprawled him back
into the snow from which he’d risen.

Entirely shocked, Markon said:
“What?”

“I was already poisoned,” Althea said. The words came out
slowly, and it was borne in on him that she was so angry that she
was finding it hard to speak. “I was holding it back enough to
last. A few more spikes wouldn’t have stopped that.
Don’t ever do that again.”

“I was
protecting you!” said Markon, scrambling to his feet once
more.

“I know,”
snapped Althea. “Don’t do it again!” She hugged him fiercely,
bloodying the front of his shirt as well, but before Markon could
respond in kind she pushed him away and turned her back on him to
ascend the hill. Markon stared after her straight, angry spine for
a perplexed moment, then hurried after her.

“I’m not
going to stop protecting you,” he told her severe profile, when he
caught up with her.

Then, because she was as white
and weary as death, he put his arm around her waist again. When he
felt her arm go around his waist again, gripping a handful of shirt
as it had done in the glass mountain, he couldn’t help the smile
that spread over his face.

 


“What’s this,
sweetness?”

Carmine’s
voice was light, but Markon saw the swift step forward that the Fae
took, and was undeceived.

“We had some
trouble,” Althea said, her voice as light as his. “I take it you
didn’t know about the glass men?”

“Not a
suspicion,” said Carmine, his fingers running over Althea’s damaged
shoulder and then sliding down to her half-glass hand. “I would
have stolen it myself if it wasn’t for Fae law. It’s horribly
restrictive in some ways. The human?”

“I healed his
wounds,” said Althea. “They were worse than mine. I almost lost him
in the snow.”

Carmine cocked an eyebrow at
Markon and said to Althea: “Shall I fix this for you,
sweetness?”

“Oh, why
not?” Althea said tiredly. “Where’s the girl?”

“The next room,” Carmine told her. He inspected her hand
first palm down and then palm up; and at last placed a long,
lingering kiss in the centre of it. “That should do it, I think.
It’s the door on the right, if you absolutely must leave
straight away.”

Althea nodded and left the room
with her hand curled once more in the folds of her dress,
abandoning Markon to Carmine’s curious gaze. Carmine looked at him
for a very long time before he said: “Well done, human.”

“You don’t call Althea human,” said Markon,
rather tired of Faery in general and this Fae in
particular.

“Ah yes, but Althea is special,” Carmine said. His
heavy-lidded eyes surveyed Markon for some moments longer before he
added: “I don’t normally go in for this line of things, but I’m
making an exception in this case. Treat her very well,
human: and if I ever hear that you’ve given her one day’s sadness
I’ll rip your innards through your throat and hang you with
them.”

“I think
you’ve misunderstood the situation,” said Markon.

Carmine gave him that crooked
smile again. “Have I? I think not.”

“Misunderstood what, exactly?” said Althea’s voice. She was in
the doorway with a thin young girl that Markon only just recognised
as Parrin’s first sweetheart, and she was looking distinctly
suspicious.

“Nothing,”
said Carmine and Markon together.

That only made Althea look more
suspicious, but all she said was: “We should go now, Markon. Lady
Milee would like to get back to her parents as soon as
possible.”

“Tch, tch,”
chided Carmine. “Aren’t you forgetting a little something? I
believe you have a bauble of mine.”

Althea said: “I don’t think
so.”

“I distinctly
recall it. I stood right here, and you stood right there.
Handshakes, promises...does it begin to sound familiar to you,
sweetness?”

“I said we’d
steal it,” said Althea. “I didn’t say we’d give it to
you.”

“Now then,
neither you did,” said Carmine, with an odd smile that went all the
way to his eyes. “Perhaps you’re more Fae than you
thought.”

“Perhaps,”
said Althea, and there was a touch of sadness to her eyes.
“Goodbye, Carmine.”

“Keep it for
me, then. Until next time, sweetness. Until next time.”
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Day Nine




“What do we know– absolutely know?” asked Markon
wearily. His back had troubled him all of yesterday and through the
night with ice-cold pain that was only now slowly passing away, and
he had not slept well.

“Our attacker
is a woman,” said Althea, offering him a mug of hot chocolate. It
was already too warm in the library but Markon accepted it anyway,
and Althea sat briskly down beside him, her back very straight and
prim. “She’s not a magic user, so she either bought the spell or
someone gave it to her. Annerlee knew who she was, and the Doors
have all been in the castle or the courtyards, so she has to be an
inhabitant of the castle.”

“What about
the princess? She was attacked by bandits in her own
lands.”

“She was at
the castle before that, though. All a Fae would have needed is a
cutting of hair or nails. They’d have followed that scent across
the worlds if necessary.”

“It’s a pity Lady Milee couldn’t tell us anything,” Markon
said; though he did wonder if it was a case of couldn’t or wouldn’t. The girl
had been terrified, hysterical, and determined only in one thing:
to be sent back to her parents in the grasslands of central
Montalier.

Althea’s
little mouth grimaced slightly above the rim of her mug. “I’m not
sure we could have trusted anything she told us: she’s in a
rather delicate
state of mind. Some humans can’t
bear Faery.”

Markon, his
thoughts skipping ahead, said: “You said the other day that Doctor
Romalier was moved after he was murdered. Is there any way to find
out where he was murdered?”

“I asked Sal
about that last night while you were sleeping,” said
Althea.

“Oh you did,
did you?”

“I couldn’t
sleep,” she said, and Markon saw the unconscious flexing of her
left hand on the seat, the fingers that had been glass. “Besides, I
met him while we were both prowling the halls and he said he’d
answer my questions if I answered his.”

Clever Sal! thought Markon, in
some amusement. He’d straight away picked on the best way to deal
with Althea.

“What did he
say?”

“Amazingly
little,” Althea told him. “I’ve gotten more out of
clams.”

Markon couldn’t help grinning.
“Sal has a talent for saying very little. What did you do?”

“I repaid the
compliment,” said Althea, but her eyes were amused. “He did tell me
that there were scraps of combed wool all over Doctor Romalier’s
body.”

“He was
wrapped in a sheepskin rug to be moved,” said Markon, pleased to
find that he understood. “All the guest rooms in the castle that
are away from the furnaces have them on the floors.”

Althea nodded. “Yes, that’s
what I found out as well. We had a lovely little walk around the
guest quarters checking empty rooms and knocking on guest
doors.”

“Did you tell
the guests what you were looking for?” asked Markon apprehensively.
He could only imagine how furiously offended the Count and Countess
of Doute would be if told that his seneschal was looking for a
murder scene in their rooms. Not to mention Pilburn of Wyndsor, who
was also quartered in the guest wing and whose nostrils would
undoubtedly quiver with outrage at the slightest breath of
suspicion.

“No: Sal
thought it would be best to tell them that some of the rugs had
been contaminated with the sheep rot, and to take them with
us.”

“Did they
believe you?”

“The Count
and Countess did,” said Althea. “They couldn’t get rid of them fast
enough. They had the full amount.”

“Pilburn?”

“He had the
full amount too, but I don’t think he believed us. He wouldn’t let
us take them, at any rate.”

“Was one of the rooms
missing a rug?”

“The guest
room across from Pilburn was missing one of its rugs,” nodded
Althea. “I thought that was very interesting, don’t
you?”

“Interesting
but not very helpful,” said Markon regretfully. “Was Pilburn aware
that you were checking the other rooms?”

“He watched us from his doorway the whole time with his nose
twitching,” affirmed Althea. She chuckled suddenly. “Sal was
very...dour...about
it.”

“Dour enough
to offend?”

“Yes, but all
under his breath.”

“Well, I
suppose we can rejoice in small mercies for that,” said
Markon.

“Pilburn did
ask a lot of questions,” Althea added ruminatively. “He was very
intent upon knowing what I knew– what Sal knew, too, for that
matter. Oh, he was also keen to know when he’d be able to meet with
you: apparently he’s asked to see you twice in the last few days
and been turned aside each time.”

“I’m living
the day at the expense of the morrow,” Markon said, somewhat
ruefully. “I don’t particularly want to see him. He’s been
especially prickly since Doctor Romalier was murdered.”

Althea looked
rather thoughtful at that. “Perhaps he thinks he’s next. That might
explain why he’s so interested in what I’m up to as
well as what Sal’s up to. Maybe I should frame him for the Doctor’s
murder just to keep him out of the way. He’s by far too inclined to
poke his nose where it isn’t wanted. After all, it was Doctor
Romalier who was supposed to be investigating the curse, not
Pilburn.”

“Honestly, if
it wasn’t for the fact that we know we’re looking for a woman, I’d
be tempted to think he did it. And if it wasn’t for the fact that
it must have been someone with a talent for magic who made the
spell for our mystery woman, I’d think he did that,
too.”

Markon sank
into the brocaded seatback and met Althea’s amused eyes. “There’s
no real foundation for it, of course,” he added. “Except that
Wyndsor was so
determined to send him here
with Doctor Romalier. And if our records are accurate, he was also
here as an envoy in the first Wyndsor/Montalier meet and greet half
a year before the curse began.”

“The meet and
greet was to signal the start of real peace for you, wasn’t
it?”

“We hadn’t
had more than a few skirmishes for years before that, but it was
the official treaty, yes.”

“Well, if it
comes to that, I don’t see why someone else couldn’t have given him
the spell to carry with him. It’s just a matter of how high you
think it could go, and of how knowledgeable you hold Wyndsor to
be.”

“Pilburn
could have sniffed out a malcontent while he was here first,” said
Markon slowly, beginning to sense a thread of real possibility in
what had started out as an unreasoned suspicion. “His trunks were
clear of magic when he arrived the first time, but a month or so
after the team from Wyndsor arrived a few of them were taken on a
tour of Montalier’s inner cities. None of them were subjected to
security measures when they got back.”

“Our mystery
woman, then,” said Althea: “Do you think he found her by chance, or
was he sent to find her?”

“If we’re
dealing in hypotheticals, I’d say that he found her by chance,”
Markon said. He discovered that he’d finished his mug of hot
chocolate, and since that didn’t seem to be an ideal state of
affairs, he poured himself another. “We all but forced Wyndsor into
the agreements: they were very bitter about it all. I don’t
particularly like my borders being routinely raided and it seemed
expedient to do something about it.”

“I read about
the campaign,” Althea said. Her eyes were distinctly amused. “I
thought it was exceedingly clever.”

“We were
lucky that it rained when it did,” said Markon carelessly, but her
appreciative amusement was sweet to him. “Things could have gone
harder with us if it hadn’t.”

“You went out
with your men for the run, didn’t you?”

“It didn’t
seem fair to ask them to risk making fools of themselves without
doing the same,” Markon said. Willing to change the subject, he
added: “I don’t think Wyndsor were so well prepared as to have a
sleeper in my court, but I do think that they would have taken
advantage of whatever unrest they could. If Parrin were to live and
die childless, it would be much easier for them to subsume us: some
Montalierans would even consider it better to be ruled by a foreign
royalty than by a king who wasn’t born to the throne.”

Althea looked impatient. “How
ridiculous! When it comes to the point, even your line wasn’t
always royalty, as ancient as it is.”

“Treason!” said Markon, laughing. “Ah well, speculation
bakes no pies, after all. We said we were going to talk about what
we did know. Has there been any Fae magic in your new
suite?”

“No,” said
Althea. “But then, I’ve taken care to ward my room rather strongly
now. I’ve still got the shard, by the bye. May I keep
it?”

“I don’t see
why not,” said Markon. “I doubt there’s anything Montalier could do
with it that Avernse won’t do twice as well.”

Althea, looking troubled,
failed to acknowledge the compliment. “I’d like to know why Carmine
gave it to us.”

Markon looked at her curiously.
“He didn’t. You tricked him out of it and the girl.”

“Yes, I think
that’s what he’d like us to believe.”

Markon thought it over, and
found that he agreed. He opened his mouth to ask what she thought
Carmine meant by it, but found himself asking instead: “Did he
really try to buy you?”

“A few
times,” said Althea, with a small smile that worried Markon
slightly. “Not all the Fae are the same, you see: they don’t reason
like us and I don’t think any of them quite see us as equals, but
they’re not all monsters. At first I thought it was only kindness
in him, trying to rescue me. Then I realised that he was actually
interested in me.”

“Wouldn’t
your mistress sell you?”

“Master. No.
He was trying to drive the price up and he didn’t like Carmine
much. I think he enjoyed watching him get rebuffed.”

“Did he get
rebuffed?”

Althea’s cheeks went slightly
pink, and she sipped her hot chocolate with great attention. “I may
have let him kiss me once or twice.”

“Really?” said Markon
with great affability. To his great amusement, this made Althea’s
colour deepen.

“Well, he was
a very good kisser, and I was only eighteen! I knew exactly what
kind of Fae he was and the sort of fun he liked to have with Fae or
human women. I had no idea that it was marriage that he was after.
If I had–” Althea stopped and considered this, frowning.

Markon, his amusement suddenly
and utterly deserting him, said: “Would you have married him if
you’d known?”

“Perhaps,”
said Althea. She looked up at Markon and the frown cleared away as
suddenly as it had come. “I’m glad I didn’t know. I made my own
escape on my own terms. Carmine is rather delightful but he’s also
rather exhausting.”

She curled her fingers around
the dwindling mug of hot chocolate and fell into an appreciative
silence, which Markon was happy enough not to break. He had his own
thoughts to think, and if they weren’t exactly pleasant, they
weren’t unpleasant either.

It was only after he’d disposed
of his mug on the occasional table beside the armrest that a weight
nudged itself into his shoulder, and he realised Althea’s silence
was because she’d fallen asleep. It seemed a pity to wake her, so
Markon gently removed the chocolate mug from her fingers and placed
it beside his own. Then he manoeuvred himself into a more
comfortable position, put his feet up on the footstool, and went to
sleep as well.
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Day Ten




Markon woke with a feeling of
deep satisfaction quite some time after midnight. He was confused
to find himself sitting in the library, his back sore and his neck
stiff, one weight across his stomach and another against his
shoulder. Althea muttered in her sleep and shifted beside him,
bringing Markon to the pleasant realisation that it was her arm
curled around his waist and her cheek resting against his shoulder.
Someone had also tossed a rug over them, which brought another
memory with it: his steward entering the library to discover if he
required anything. Markon, warm and comfortable, had said sleepily:
“Just a blanket,” and gone back to sleep. He grinned at the
darkened library. Apparently his steward had done just as he was
asked.

Althea muttered again and tried
to shift her legs, but since she’d curled them up beneath her on
the couch some time during the night, the action almost sent her
tumbling from the couch. Markon caught her before she fell and
said: “Careful, darling,” without thinking.

“Ow,” said
Althea thickly. “Can’t feel toes. Where am I?”

“The
library,” said Markon, propping her against the seatback before she
could wake properly. “You fell asleep again.”

“Oh,” she said, half-heartedly swiping a hand across her
face. Then, eyes snapping open, she said: “Oh! What time is
it, Markon? Is it much past midnight?”

“A little,”
he said. The chimes had sounded for a quarter to four just a few
moments ago. “Are we visiting Faery today?”

“Yes, I think
so,” Althea said, lifting the rug and looking around her
doubtfully. “Where are my shoes, Markon?”

“Under the
cushion,” said Markon, unable to repress a grin. “Can you feel your
toes now?”

To his delight, Althea sat down
and wiggled them quite seriously. “Now I can. Was I talking in my
sleep again?”

“You were. Do
you often talk in your sleep?”

“Quite
often,” she said, slipping her feet back into her shoes. “Hopefully
we can be in and out quickly today: I took a piece of magic from
the hairless girl that I’m fairly certain is Seelie, so at least we
won’t run into any old friends this time.”

“Well, that’s
something to be thankful for, at any rate,” said Markon, happy to
be spared another Carmine. After all, Althea was all but engaged to
Parrin– an argument, he was well aware, that bore less weight in
the light of his own behaviour toward her. He would have to be more
careful.

Althea looked
more amused than insulted. “Honestly, Carmine is about the sum of
it when it comes to friends in Faery. It isn’t a place that
encourages friendliness.”

Markon thought of the glass
spikes that had all but ended his life and said: “It’s not, is
it?”

The Door let
in a blinding light that almost felt warm. It was so bright that it
took several minutes for Markon’s eyes to adjust, and when they did
there was still such a moving glitter of light on water that it was
hard to tell what they were looking at. He hadn’t expected to see
water, and the instinctive step he took forward had Markon stepping
into Faery just a little before Althea, who only just seized his
hand in time.

“You’re
getting awfully casual about walking into Faery,” she said,
releasing him.

“It’s beautiful!” Markon said. For the first time when
entering Faery, it felt as though the sunlight was actually
touching him. He found himself on a rock ledge that was being
lapped at by the sparkling sea, a vista of sun, sea, and island
stretching out before him. He walked on ahead of Althea eagerly,
making his way over the rocky ledge until he could look straight
down into the water, and found to his delight that he could see
right to the bottom. It looked shallow enough to wade in. Behind
him, Althea was frowning, her eyes darting from island to island
and scanning the gentle waves. Markon wasn’t sure if she was
looking for something or if she recognised the place. If so, lucky
Althea! He hadn’t seen anything so alien or exotic in his life: the
very air was heavy with heat, the waves turquoise and inviting.
They looked cool, sparkling and clear– or almost clear.
Was that something curving through the water?

Behind him, Althea said slowly:
“Oh. Markon?”

“Mm?” There was
something in the water. A flash of
something pale, and ripples of golden...was that
hair?

“Do you
remember me saying that we shouldn’t run into any old friends in
Seelie cantons?”

A radiant face broke through
the water, followed by a woman’s shoulders and torso that were
almost indecently free of clothing. She smiled at him, as beautiful
and inviting as the waves.

Markon said: “Yes, I
remember.”

“I think we
may have run into some old enemies instead. We’d better go back and
try another piece of magic.”

He thought he was safe. He
wasn’t close enough for the lady in the water to reach him, he was
certain. The sandy bottom seemed so clear that he was assured that
it couldn’t be too deep. And yet, when Markon turned to say: “I
think you should see this, Althea,” he only had time to feel
something icily cold grip his ankle before he was hauled backwards
with incredible strength into the sea. He heard Althea scream for
the brief second before his ears were plunged below the water. Then
he was swallowed by salt waves that curled around his arms and legs
until he could barely move, the world a riot of sand and sea and
sky.

Markon’s
first thought was, ridiculously, that the water was far,
far deeper than it had appeared from his rock ledge. The
clarity with which he could see the sandy bottom had deceived him,
and no matter how often it flashed past in his spiralling descent,
it didn’t grow any closer, though it remained just as clear. His
second thought was that the water was neither as restrictive nor as
cold as he had at first thought: the reason he couldn’t move his
arms and legs was because the golden-haired Fae had wound herself
around them, and her skin was icily cold to the touch. Cold, smooth
arms wrapped around his torso, stronger than seemed possible for so
delicately formed a creature. Below that an eel-like tail encircled
his legs, effortlessly crushing. After that it was hard to
concentrate on any thought but his desperate need for air. As the
last of it left his lungs and bubbled upwards in its eagerness to
see the sky, Markon convulsed within the waterfae’s embrace, salt
water engulfing his nostrils and flooding his mouth.

There was an
explosion of bubbles in a fierce arrowhead somewhere nearby.
Markon, certain that he was to be drowned, found that the waterfae
had put her mouth over his, breathing salt and fish and most
importantly, air. Impossibly and
unpleasantly, he was breathing again, though the water still closed
around him suffocatingly.

“Better?” asked a bell-like voice. That was impossible, too,
and Markon was fairly certain that he wasn’t actually
hearing it. There was too much salt water in his ears to hear
anything. Cautiously, he nodded.

There was a tinkling laugh,
like wind-chimes. “I forgot your kind can’t talk here. Never mind,
soon we’ll be somewhere you can talk and eat without taking in the
sea. I’m going to let your legs free now, pretty thing: we need to
keep going. She’ll catch us if we wait any longer, and that’s a bit
too soon for my liking.”

She, who?
wondered Markon. He could no longer tell what was up and what was
down: the water was significantly darker where they were now. And
then, as the waterfae loosed his legs and used that powerful tail
to propel them, he saw Althea over her shoulder, dark in shadow
with a face so pale as to be almost glowing. She was in her shift
and swimming after them with powerful, practised strokes that
seemed to be helped on by magic, so swiftly did she move through
the water. Her eyes were fixed on Markon, and she didn’t appear to
have any problems breathing. She, Markon realised
coldly, and fought to be free of the waterfae.

“Don’t be
nasty, pretty thing,” said the Fae, readjusting her terrifyingly
strong grip. “I don’t want to have to break your darling
legs.”

Markon was
still struggling gamely when the waterfae darted around a formation
of what he was reasonably certain was coral, and wrapped herself
around him again. “Just you wait, pretty thing,” she said, her hair
settling around her head in an aureole. “Now the fun begins! No
need to worry your pretty head about it: I’ll make sure nothing
hurts you.”

There was a
white blur in the darkness of the water and then Althea was there,
still swimming determinedly after them. This time the Fae let her
get close, which worried Markon in a vague kind of way, and said:
“You can’t have him. He’s mine.”

“No he’s
not,” said Althea, her voice odd and familiar all at once. It had
something of the bell-like quality that the waterfae’s had. “He
belongs to himself. I suggest you let him go.”

“You have such a lot of magic,” said the waterfae, her eyes
calculating. “Clouding out like ink behind you and hiding things,
but I know who you
are.”

“What
nonsense,” said Althea, but there was a tension to her shoulders
that Markon could see even underwater. “You’re a silly little water
sprite. What do you know?”

“I know about the changeling human who killed the king and
stole his magic,” said the waterfae. “And I know that the Queen
wants to see you so very
much.”

“Well, I
don’t particularly want to see her,” Althea said. “Thanks all the
same.”

“I know,”
said the waterfae. “That’s why I had to make you chase me. Oooh,
she’s going to be pleased with me!”

Althea’s smile was a fearsome
thing. “Only if you can catch me.”

“I don’t have
to,” the waterfae said.

To Markon,
unfamiliar with his watery surroundings, it seemed as though a
shadow grew around them. That wasn’t likely, leading to his next
thought, that they were encompassed by a vast school of fish. A few
moments later it was obvious that it was neither shadow nor fish–
in the strictest sense of the word. No, an army of waterfae had
segued from the dark waters around them, myriad and multi-coloured
tails undulating gently against the current, their silver armour
palely gleaming in the small light that penetrated the
depths.

“Let him go,”
Althea said. Her chin was set, as were her shoulders: she looked as
though she was preparing to fight to the death. Perhaps she was.
“If I have to fight my way out of this, a lot of you are going to
be hurt.”

“Yes, but if
I see even the tiniest spark of magic from you, I’ll break his
pretty neck,” said the waterfae who held Markon. Her slick fingers
slid up and around his neck, twisting together until Markon’s face
felt tight and hot and ready to burst at the seams. He opened and
closed his mouth, desperate to tell Althea to go, to leave him to
the results of his own folly; but the constriction around his neck
and the water in his mouth didn’t permit him to do anything but
gulp.

And Althea said simply: “I
yield.”

They were
escorted with triumphant speed through the dark and oppressive
waters until Markon began to see light softly disseminating through
the current. At first, too disoriented to know up from down, he
took it to be the sun, and hoped soon to break free of the water.
As the light grew closer, however, he saw that it beamed from a
domed source on what he soon recognised to be the rocky,
sand-teased bottom of the sea. They approached it at great speed,
Althea in her own little circle of waterfae and Markon still held
hostage by the female waterfae. The dome increased in size so
rapidly that it actually seemed to be growing. By the time they
were near enough for Markon to see the vague suggestion of a city
through the dome, the dome itself towered over them. When they were
only a few feet away he could no longer see around it and the top
seemed as far out of sight as the surface above.

“Here we go, pretty thing,” said the waterfae, and pressed
them both into the dome. Something cool and slightly resistant met
Markon’s face; then they were through, and there was actual
air. Air, and freedom from the constant touch of water on his
skin. Oddly enough, the sense of pressure only increased, bringing
with it a heavy feeling of oppression. It didn’t occur to Markon
that the waterfae couldn’t possibly move through this habitat with
their long, supple tails until Althea was thrust through the dome
after him, the Fae who escorted her emerging face first, their
tails shortening and separating until they stood on two legs. His
own Fae had done the same: and like the others, was now the
possessor of a pair of muscular, finely-haired legs that were
covered only to the knee by armour or—in his captor’s case—a
graceful fall of light fabric that dried immediately upon entering
the dome. Althea’s shift had not done so. She looked so small,
defenceless and bedraggled that Markon could only wonder exactly
what it was she’d done to be gripped so savagely on either side by
two of the biggest Fae he’d seen yet.

“Don’t
dawdle, pretty thing,” said his captor. She forced Markon forward
on a slick, shell-encrusted road that wound its piebald way through
rows of equally shell-encrusted houses. Some of them were much the
same as the houses back in Montalier, high and balconied and
graceful, while others were more fanciful in design. Markon lost
count after the first five conch-shaped houses, and didn’t bother
to try and number the houses that were formed in the shape of a
sea-snail’s shell: they appeared with a frequency that could only
be ascribed to a current fad. And high above them, filtering a dark
green light on the city below, the dome itself arched: untouchable,
vast, and impossibly crushing.

The ground
began to incline beneath their feet before very much longer. The
houses were blurring around him, but it wasn’t until the
sea-shelled road also began to blur beneath his feet that Markon
realised someone must be shortening the road ahead of them. He
journeyed by magic quite often in Montalier and had never quite
managed to get over his dislike for travelling under someone else’s
power, despite his Doctors’ assurances of the safety of it. Here
under the dome in Faery, it felt even more perilous.

There was a subtle sense of
stomach-churning halt, and a doorway solidified ahead of the group:
huge, double-doored and intricately carved.

We’ve
arrived, thought Markon, his
breath coming just a little too fast. Whoever it is we came to see, we’ve
arrived. He looked for Althea
between the muscled arms and scaled armour, but all he could see
was the edge of one powder-white cheek and one glittering blue eye.
Then the double-doors ahead of them were opened in a heavy sweep of
stale air, and Markon lost sight of her in the forward torrent of
waterfae that forced him into the foyer and up the cold marble
stairs.

They were
expected: the first set of double-doors on the landing was wide
open, and when the guard of waterfae jostled Markon and Althea into
the room, a woman in blood-red robes of lightly wafting silk was
waiting elegantly on a dais at the end of the room. The guard
stopped a respectful distance away, propelling both Markon and
Althea to the forefront of the group, and waited at salute until
the elegant woman nodded careless at them.

She had dark,
brilliant eyes that pierced the room above a mouth painted
exquisitely red, and when her eyes lighted upon Althea those
scarlet lips curved in a thin, deadly smile. “My dear, it’s
wonderful to see you again,” she said. Her voice wasn’t loud, but
it somehow carried throughout the entire room. “I have to admit, I
wasn’t expecting to see you! I did think that with
the little accident that occurred when you left...”

She let the
sentence trail off suggestively, and even Markon, who very much
wanted to know how this tale fit together—had Althea
killed a Fae? Or was his understanding of the situation
confused?—felt chilled.

Althea said quite calmly: “It
wasn’t an accident, Moriwen.”

Those sharp black eyes
narrowed, then a laugh rippled out. “You always were a truthful
one, weren’t you? Really, I should be rewarding you: thanks to you,
my situation is very...pleasing. But I do think that regicide ought
to be discouraged, after all; it really wouldn’t do if my subjects
felt they could dispose of me at a moment’s notice and with no
reprisals.”

“That would
be dreadful,” agreed Althea.

“I didn’t
actually think I’d have to do it, you know. I thought you’d be too
sensible to come back here again.”

Althea shrugged one shoulder.
“Yes, so did I. Accidents will happen.”

“Oddly enough,” pursued Moriwen; “I would have sworn that
you’d fight to the death rather than be brought back here. Which
brings me to the question of who is this delightful
human? Never tell me he was used as leverage? My dear!
How...touching!”

“Very human
of me, wasn’t it?” said Althea.

“The human side of you is not what worries me,
my dear,” said Moriwen. “It’s unfortunate that you decided to
return to my canton. I really rather admired what you did. However,
it’s no use mourning over what can’t be changed. Your execution
will take place tomorrow. Take them both to the Hold and make sure
you put the human to sleep.”

Execution!
thought Markon, stunned by the rapidity of it all. And tomorrow!
Around him the Fae guard were murmuring their Yes Majestys. In his ear, the female Fae whispered: “Sorry, pretty
thing! If you’re lucky, they’ll let me keep you. But the changeling
human has a way of turning luck.” She hauled him after the rest of
the guard while Althea was pushed ahead, the white of her shift
visible through the moving Fae.

Moriwen’s voice, amused,
distant and cool, said as they left the room: “I know it’s dull, my
dear, but I won’t feel quite comfortable until you’re safely in the
Hold. Even your significant magic will find it difficult to escape
banded iron.”

Iron made no
sense, thought Markon, force-marched down flight after flight of
corkscrewing stairs. The Hold was apparently far below the
sea-shelled roads and cut deep into the rocky sea-bed: all
reasonable enough for a waterfae. Iron, though? How could the Fae
imprison anyone
in iron if they couldn’t even touch
the stuff? But when they arrived at the bottom of the stairs, it
was iron just the same. A dome reminiscent of the larger dome
outside, the Hold was formed from band upon band of metal bolted
together and overlapping each other, a great messy pile of menace
to which none of the guards seemed to want to get too
close.

One of the
Fae opened the curved door with a pair of manipulating sticks and a
degree of skill that suggested he had done it many times before,
and to Markon’s outrage Althea was bodily tossed into it without
regard to either her dignity or her limbs.

“She said to
put the human to sleep,” said one of the guards, his disinterested
eyes lighting on Markon.

“I’ll do it,” said the female Fae who still held Markon.
“Go to
sleep, pretty thing. Things
will be nicer when you wake.”

There was a
frozen sliver of time between the moment Markon realised she’d laid
a spell on him and the moment he realised that it hadn’t worked.
The Fae’s eyes narrowed as he remembered his iron bands in a shock
of relief, and Markon slumped immediately, hot and cold with
hope.

One of the
Fae chuckled. “Resistant little thing, isn’t he? Oh well, he’s gone
now. Throw him in.”

They were no gentler with
Markon than they had been with Althea. It was nearly impossible not
to try to break his fall; but it was over so quickly, the door
slammed shut again with such dispatch, that any movement that might
have betrayed him was lost in the shutting of the door.

Soft, cold hands cupped
Markon’s face before he could gather his shaken limbs together
enough to rise or even open his eyes to check for damage. “Markon!
Oh, Markon, I’m so sorry!”

“So am I,”
croaked Markon, discovering the discomfort of a cut lip and
wondering if his eye was as swollen as it felt. He opened his eyes
and found Althea staring down at him with her mouth open, a halo of
glow bugs clinging to the iron above her head.

“You’re awake! How are you awake? I heard her say the spell–
I saw the magic go out!”

Markon
grinned, pulling painfully at the cut on his lip. “Maybe I’m immune
to Fae magic.”

She went for his wrists at
once. “Why didn’t you tell me you had dispelling bands?”

“I forgot I
had them,” said Markon, fending her off and tugging at his
wrist-laces until his cuffs were over the bands again. “I’m rather
glad I did have them, aren’t you?”

“Yes: for all
the good they’ll do you,” she said. The glad light was already
fading from her eyes, shadowed by the iron frame around
them.

“I’m awake.
We’ll work it out from here.”

“There’s no
working it out. I can’t use magic to get us out of here because of
the iron, and you can’t open locked doors.”

“We’ll work
something out,” said Markon again. “We stole a Fae relic from a
glass mountain and escaped being made glass ourselves. We can
escape an iron–”

Althea’s bitter laugh cut him
off. “We can’t, you know. This place is– well, I grew up here. It’s
not...it’s not a nice place.”

“Althea–”

“Not now,
Markon,” she said wearily. The soft light from the glow bugs seemed
to smudge her face: she looked physically sick. Her back was still
as straight as ever, but there was a terrible rigidity to
it.

“Now,” he said firmly.
“Did you kill someone?”

“Yes.”

“Did you kill their king?”

“Yes.”

“How? Why?”

“He was my master. He was the one Carmine tried to buy me
from. By then I was so crazy from the...the horrible pressure of
here that I would have been glad for it. Glad to be bought and sold
like a pair of shoes. I can’t bear to be squeezed like
this.”

“This king
you killed: was he the one that stole you?”

“Yes. They
like to do their own work sometimes,” said Althea, coiling his
wrist laces around her fingers. “Do you know, he kept me on a leash
until I was fifteen. He said that I needed to be broken to
heel.”

“He did what?”

“He’d take me with him when he left the dome and give me
just a little
bit of air. Then he’d let me off my
leash.”

“How much
air?”

“Never enough
to run away. Only enough so that it seemed possible.”

There was a
slow, cold rage coiling around his stomach. “Did he give you air in
the same way that Fae gave me–”

Instead of
answering that, Althea said: “I knew there was a day coming when
he’d either sell me to Carmine or give me an...official place in his retinue. It might have happened that way if I
hadn’t developed a talent for magic. He saw it and decided it was
too dangerous to let me keep it.”

Markon
frowned. “To let
you keep it? It was yours. How could
he prevent that?”

“He tried to
steal it. He often took me to other cantons—I was never sure if it
was to bait me or them—and so it didn’t seem odd when he took me
across to one of the Unseelie cantons. Seelie don’t do spells that
steal magic or life, you see. They’re above all that nastiness. But
they will pay the Unseelie to do it for them.”

“I see,” said
Markon, chaffing her hands. They were far too cold and his wrist
laces had knotted around her fingers. “How did you manage to turn
the tables on him?”

“You learn a lot about magic, living with the Seelie,” said
Althea. “Almost by accident, but more if you pay attention. The
spell he put me in was a big sprawl of parts and chalk over a
wooden floor, and I could tell enough of what it was to know what
he was trying to do. I thought– I thought there was no hope for me,
and I knew I’d live and die underwater with this horrible
pressure always hovering over me. Then I saw that the only
thing regulating the direction in which the spell worked was a
little rod of wood. It was so tiny and light, and it turned without
moving a hair of the rest of the spell.”

Markon realised that he’d
stopped chaffing her hands and began again.

“I was sure the Unseelie Fae had seen me do it,” Althea
said. The straight line was between her brows again. “I was
sure he had. But he went ahead with it anyway: started up the
spell, then winked at me and left. When– when my master stopped
screaming and withered into a ball in his section of the spell I
thought I’d only stolen his magic. I didn’t know—I
should have known—that it would kill him.”

“How could
you possibly have known?” murmured Markon.

“Fae are all
magic, especially their nobles,” Althea said, matter-of-factly.
“Snuff that, and they’re gone altogether. It should have been
obvious to me. I still wonder if I’d have done it if I’d
realised.”

“He would
have done the same thing to you.”

“Yes, but I
wouldn’t have died of it.”

“No, you’d
have died of old age in Faery, still under your master’s
control.”

“Yes,” said
Althea. “I think that’s why I couldn’t be sorry. Not really. At the
time I was just so sick and glad and horrified that all I could do
was run.”

“Where did
you go?”

“Nowhere in
particular. It was hard to get used to his magic, the way it moved
and reacted, and I spent a lot of time just learning how to use it.
So long as I kept moving I was safe enough, and after a while I
began to hear rumours of a Door between here and there.”

She was a little brighter,
Markon thought. Perhaps a little more hopeful. It seemed good to
foster distraction, so he said: “A Door like the ones in my
castle?”

“Yes, except
this one was open from the Faery side,” said Althea, sitting up
straighter. There was a touch of colour to her cheeks again. “There
aren’t a lot of them: they take immense power to open, and I wasn’t
sure enough of my new magic to try one myself.”

Markon felt a
dawning of cold realisation. “That espionage magic in your suite,
the spell you said was made of Fae magic–”

Althea looked
slightly apologetic. “It really was Fae magic. It’s just that it was my Fae magic. I
didn’t expect anyone to make a move against me in that way, you
see. I felt a drain during the morning but I’d just been in the
Infirmary and a slight drain is normal when I finish off a healing
spell, so I didn’t pay any attention. It was very cleverly done.
Someone formed the espionage spell from my own magic, and then told
Doctor Romalier what to expect.”

Markon began to laugh. “And you
simply told them the truth!”

“Yes,” said
Althea, catching a little of his mirth. “Honestly, I was
half-afraid I wouldn’t get away with it. It was a bit of a nasty
moment.”

They sat without speaking for a
few moments, Markon’s silence appreciative, Althea’s thoughtful.
Then she said: “I may have an idea of how we can get out of
here.”

“They won’t
come for us for a while yet,” said Althea. “They’ll unlock us
tomorrow, but they’ll send us a meal first. They like their
ceremony, and it’ll give them time to gather a crowd. The important
thing is that they’ll only send one Fae with breakfast– or two at
the most.”

“That sounds
reasonable,” said Markon, beginning to understand. “They’ll know
I’m asleep, after all.”

“And I
can’t use my magic in here,” said
Althea. “That’ll put them off their guard enough to bring the meal
right into the Hold. How are you at hand-to-hand
fighting?”

“I make do,”
said Markon, who was still an enthusiastic and well-practised part
of the Montalieran Weaponless Unit. Something about the quality of
his smile as he said it must have satisfied her, because she nodded
decisively.

“You’ll have
to be on the floor when they come in,” she said. “Somewhere near
the door, I think. They won’t come in if they don’t think you’re
under the influence of the spell.”

“Wouldn’t the
iron from the cage stop the sleeping spell anyway?”

“No. If I’d
put the dispelling bands on you after the Fae put you to sleep it
wouldn’t stop the spell, either: the iron only prevents any new
magic from sparking. They’ll be convinced that you’re asleep. Use
that advantage, because it won’t buy you much time once you get
up.”

“What
then?”

“Up the
stairs and out of the dome,” said Althea. “They’ll have the keys to
get out. We’ll only have half an hour, maybe less, and if they have
to chase us they won’t try to capture us again. They’ll just kill
us.”

Markon hadn’t expected anything
else. He said, lightly: “That sounds fair. What now?”

“Now we wait
until tomorrow.”

“I thought
they didn’t have day and night here.”

“They don’t.
Not exactly,” Althea said. “They decided by consensus how long a
day ought to be and then made it law. It may be the only law that
both Unseelie and Seelie abide by. Unseelie put out their lanterns
for night and Seelie like to sleep under the sun in their
disgustingly picturesque bowers anyway, but neither of them need
more than four or five hours of sleep. When they say tomorrow, it
means after their sleep cycle. We’ve got quite a few hours to wait
yet. You should try to sleep.”

“Only if you
do,” said Markon.

He did intend to sleep. There
were a few somewhat smelly but really very comfortable seal-skins
in the iron cage, and it was surprisingly pleasant to stretch out
below the glow-worms with his arm supporting Althea’s head. Much to
his relief, she went off to sleep straight away, and though it
didn’t quite take the tension from her face it did ease the crease
in her forehead. Markon, settling himself to sleep, found that his
mind was moving too fast and with too many thoughts to be able to
relax.

Foremost of these thoughts, was
the rapidly growing and excessively inconvenient one that it was
impossible that Althea should marry Parrin. If it was only the
dismaying, delightful fact that he’d fallen in love with her, he
would have made more of an effort to fight the feeling, but it had
occurred to him at some stage in the last few days that perhaps
Althea wasn’t completely indifferent to him. For a moment or two it
had even seemed as though she might– but what was the use of that?
thought Markon wearily. There was the contract they’d signed. It
seemed to hang before him when he closed his eyes, Althea’s neat,
precise writing spelling out the terms of their agreement, their
signatures side by side. He’d looked at it often enough. Althea, in
recompense for having broken the curse, was to be wed to–

Markon’s eyes flicked open and
he grinned joyously up at the glow-worms. There was no curse. There
never had been a curse. It would be enough to break the contract,
at any rate. And later there would be time to persuade Althea that
marriage to him was, after all, more appealing than marriage to
Parrin.

Markon closed
his eyes and waited for the Fae who would bring their meal, his
lips curving in the darkness.

 


There were
two of them. Markon heard their footsteps on the stairs and quietly
woke Althea, then took his position by the door. Althea stood
straight and poised at the other side of the cage, her eyes
glittering in the shadows, and Markon closed his eyes as the Fae
manipulated the door open once again.

He couldn’t
see them, but he felt draft of the first Fae as it stepped over
him.

“You might as
well both come in,” said Althea dryly. “I’m not likely to overpower
you without my magic, now am I? Nor am I likely to eat all of this,
so help yourselves.”

Another
draught swept overhead. Markon’s eyes snapped open and he rolled
silently to his feet behind the Fae who had just entered, hoping
with all his heart that Fae had much the same physical weaknesses
as humans.

He punched
the first Fae by his temple. The Fae dropped to his knees with a
surprised grunt that made the second Fae turn, dropping the tray of
food to draw his dagger. Markon kicked the first Fae out of the way
and stepped lightly forward to meet the second just as Althea
smashed the tray over his head. If the tray had been heavier it
might have worked: as it was, it merely seemed to anger the Fae,
who said through his teeth: “I’ll deal with you next, changeling
human!”

Markon
sidestepped a lightning fast sweep of the dagger and closed with
the Fae quickly, gripping his wrist and twisting it as he spun away
again. The Fae broke free with a punch to Markon’s stomach, but the
dagger clattered to the rocky floor and was immediately pounced on
by Althea. To Markon’s relief she didn’t try to interfere again:
she stood by in perfectly composed silence as the Fae faced up to
him and said: “You’ll live to regret that, human. Not for long, but
you will.”

“We don’t
have much time,” said Markon, smiling grimly at him. “So if you
wouldn’t mind fighting instead of talking, I’d appreciate
it.”

He went in
for the punch while he was still talking: a quick, twisting
uppercut that would have landed beautifully if the Fae hadn’t also
twisted at the last moment. It knocked him sideways despite that,
and Markon closed again swiftly, following it with two quick
punches to the Fae’s stomach. He didn’t duck quite quickly enough,
and took a hit to the temple that made his ears ring and his knees
buckle slightly. The Fae, sensing weakness, took two swift steps
forward and was met by a double-fisted uppercut from Markon. This
time it connected with a force that snapped the Fae’s head back and
sent him straight to the ground with a sickening crack of head
meeting rock.

“It’s a good
thing I hit him on the head first,” said Althea into the silence.
Her eyes were the lightest Markon had seen them since entering the
waterfae’s dome.

Markon burst out laughing and
grabbed her hand. “I can’t thank you enough! I couldn’t have
managed without you! Shall we leave?”

“As quickly
as possible,” said Althea, and threw the Fae dagger down beside its
owner.

They took the
Hold keys and left the Fae locked together in the cage. Markon was
reasonably certain that at least the bigger Fae was dead, but he
didn’t want to take any chances; and as Althea said, any time
bought for them while the Fae unlocked the door to the cage was
time gained.

At the top of
the rocky stairs they had to wait while a laughing, merry group of
Fae swept down the street, their eyes bright.

“They’re
going to the execution,” said Althea in Markon’s ear. “They’re
already pretty high and happy, so it won’t be long before the other
guards come after us. The Queen likes to make sure the crowd’s at
fever pitch before she starts an execution.”

“How
civilised,” said Markon, and cautiously cracked the door open
again. Althea slipped through first and he followed close behind,
trusting to her sense of direction when it came to the dome. Behind
them the noisy group of Fae danced its way up the streets and
merged with another, larger group that was also sweeping through
the houses.

“This way,”
said Althea, and hurried down a narrow walkway that opened into the
next street. When they stepped into the street he thought it was
familiar, but it wasn’t until Markon followed the direction of
Althea’s eyes that he recognised where they were.

They had come back to the house
in which they’d met the Queen.

“Wait here,”
said Althea. She was pale but determined. “There’s something I have
to get first.”

“Althea–”

“I know,” she
said, and ran for the great double-doors. Markon followed her at a
carefully casual walk, his eyes darting up and down the street, but
it was empty. Even the faint sound of the distant mob of Fae ceased
when he stepped into the foyer and hurried up the stairs after
Althea. She met him at the top of the stairs in a flutter of white
cotton, something small and metallic clasped in her left hand, and
dragged him back down the stairs.

“Back the way
we came!” she gasped, leaping the last few steps to the first
floor.

They tumbled
out onto the street at a run, Althea leading the way, and when it
blurred around them Markon was for once not at all uneasy about
travelling under speed of magic. He’d heard the ominous babble of
Fae voices rising again, and even as they moved along the streets
at impossible speed, the back of his neck crawled with the
awareness of the Fae weaponry behind them. Then there were shouts
and the drumming of feet, and he was too busy running to have any
attention to spare for the shivery feeling that tried to tell him
he was about to die very quickly.

They hit the
edge of the dome before Markon was ready for it, plunging into the
icy, pressing embrace of the sea while he was still gasping for
breath. Salt water flooded his nose, but Althea was already forcing
air into his mouth just as the Fae had done earlier, albeit more
pleasantly and with less of a fishy aftertaste. While he was still
coughing on the seawater that had seeped in through his nose, she
gripped him under the arms and bore him upward through the tugging
current in a swift and disorienting spiral. Markon wasn’t sure if
it was his imagination or if there really was a spreading cloud of
waterfae polluting the water below them, just too far out of sight
to be discernible as such.

He was sick with relief when he
saw the ripple of light playing across the surface above them, and
when they burst from the surf and into blessed, dizzyingly light
freedom he hauled Althea from the waves without taking a moment to
enjoy the delight of it. She was shivering in the warm air but
Markon didn’t mention it because he had discovered that he was
shaking too, and that it had nothing to do with the
temperature.

Althea’s dress was still on the
sand, a puddled mass of blue brocade that scattered sand and
several tiny crabs when she picked it up and shook it out. Markon
expected her to pull it back on but she hung it over her arm
instead and said through her shivers: “We’d better get back through
the Door before they find us again.”

“You can’t
walk around the castle in your shift,” he protested, ridiculously
shocked.

“Rather that
than be caught again,” said Althea, with perfect good sense, and
led the way back into the human world. She struggled rather damply
into her dress again once they were back in the castle.
Fortunately, despite what a dismayed Markon realised to be the noon
sunlight outside, the hallway wasn’t busy in the slightest, and she
was able to do so unmolested.

Watching her pull her laces
tight one-handed, Markon said: “That’d be easier if you passed me
the shard.”

Althea laughed and tossed it to
him: blunt, broken and not particularly shiny. She wasn’t shaking
now that she was back in the human world, and Markon was glad to
find that he wasn’t, either.

“Is it part
of the same sword as the other piece? And how did you know it was
there?”

“I saw it when we were dragged in front of the Queen,” said
Althea. “Even if I hadn’t seen it, I would have felt it.
I’d rather give both shards to Carmine than let something like that
stay with her.”

“Your next
puzzle,” Markon said lightly; and when Althea was finished dressing
he gave it back to her.

His guards, excellent fellows
that they were, didn’t so much as turn their heads when Markon
strolled past them, trailing sand and dripping seawater, and
vanished into his suite. Parrin must have given orders, however:
Markon was in the process of stripping his wet clothes and
towelling himself dry when his son entered his suite at a decidedly
quick walk.

“I told Sal
you’d be back before nightfall,” he said. Despite the lightness of
his voice there was a touch of relief to his smile.

Markon left his changing to hug
Parrin briefly and roughly. “I couldn’t leave word. I’m sorry.”

“It’s all
right. Sal told me you were with Althea, so I knew you’d come back
safely. I hope you don’t mind: I told everyone that you were sick
and took all your audiences today.”

“Good lad!”
said Markon, smiling at him. Parrin had been trained to run the
court by himself, but he’d never been thrown into it without notice
before.

Parrin flushed slightly and
tried not to look too pleased. “You’ve got bruises on your
stomach,” he said. “And one next to your eye. What were you up
to?”

“That,” said
Markon, sighing with relief to be dry again; “Is a very long story.
You’d better sit down.”
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Day Eleven

 


Why was it, thought Markon in
irritation, that whenever he wanted to talk to Althea, she was
nowhere in sight? He’d slept later than he meant to, but he’d still
been up and awake in time to allay the concerns of both his steward
and Parrin, who seemed to be of the opinion that Markon was as
feeble as a new-born calf.

“Thank you!”
Markon had said acerbically, resisting Parrin’s solicitous attempts
to help him into a dressing gown and shrugging a light jerkin over
his shirt instead. “Parrin, I realise I won’t see forty again, but
it’s really not necessary to treat me like a senile old
man.”

“Not senile,”
said Parrin soothingly. “Just a bit tottery!”

“Where’s
Althea?”

“You couldn’t
expect her to be here while you’re getting dressed!”

“I didn’t
expect you to be here while I’m getting dressed, if it comes to
that!” retorted Markon.

“Why are
you here? It’s not that I don’t love
you, but I’d rather not be bundled into my dressing gown and
slippers.”

“Althea said
you might still be weary. She said to let you sleep.”

“That’s very
kind of her,” Markon had said, and he’d gone in search of Althea
despite Parrin’s protests. The amount of information that they’d
gained from Faery was seeming increasingly less worth the risk of
entering it, and he thought that he’d like to catch her before she
gathered any more magic and made her plans for the forthcoming
night.

Unfortunately for his plans,
the day was a busy one. Even after the midweek hearings were done
with, small, petty problems sprouted from every conceivable task,
stretching out the time he was obliged to spend on them; and when
in frustration he at last sent for Althea, not even his steward
could find her.

And that, thought Markon as he
went down to dinner, was exactly like her! She was probably using a
look-away type spell to wander the halls unmolested. His annoyance
was only compounded by the fact that every person he met seemed to
find it necessary to ask about his health, and after dinner he
stole away to his library to get some peace and quiet. There was
more work to do in the library, of course, but it was possible to
ignore the paper-strewn desk if he wandered through shelves of
books instead. The windows were a nice distraction, too. They
looked out over the gardens, which at night were festooned with
tiny pinpricks of light that managed to illuminate an improbably
large area of greenery. Markon, smiling indulgently at the few
pairs of lovers who were making use of the softly-lit walks, caught
sight of a familiar couple and felt his stomach drop.

Althea and Parrin were in the
garden, talking. Just like the day he’d interrupted them in the
library, they were sitting very close together on the garden bench
and leaning intimately toward each other.

I was
wrong, thought Markon, as
Althea put her hand on Parrin’s shoulder and smiled at him.
I was very, very wrong. There was a
leaden weight around his neck that seemed to be slowly choking him
as he turned blindly from the window. The contract...well, at least
the contract wouldn’t need to be broken. Markon sat down at his
desk, tidying a pile of papers and gathering his pens back into
their holder. The ink bottle was missing, and that suddenly seemed
important enough to merit a complete clean of his desk in order to
find it. Slowly and methodically, Markon began to clean his
desk.

The clock system had already
signalled the half past eleven when Althea burst into the library,
her blue eyes glittering. Markon looked up from his spotlessly
clean desk, wishing that his heart wouldn’t leap so betrayingly
every time she appeared.

He said: “You’ve been busy, I
take it?”

“I know who
did it!” Althea said. “Come along, Markon, I have to show you
something!”

“Where are we
going?” demanded Markon, but she’d already darted from the library
again, her feet quick and light. He gave chase but Althea flew down
the corridor ahead of him, just out of reach, her laugh floating
back to mock him.

There was a Door down the
stairs and around the corner, though Markon’s guard was nowhere in
sight. More worrying than that was the fact that Althea had
obviously left the Door open while she came to fetch him. Had his
man gone through?

Althea smiled
at him from the cusp of the Door and stepped through without
waiting for him to join her. Markon, unwilling either to be left
behind or let her go by herself into Faery, stepped from the
corridor and into a typically Seelie forest, the sun filtering
through the trees above with a gentle glow. It looked familiar.
Markon threw an uneasy look over his shoulder at the door and saw
with that it had closed completely, the forest an unmarred expanse
of green and gold behind him. He drew in a long breath through his
teeth: let it out slowly through his nose.

“You’re not
Althea, are you?”

Althea
rippled slightly in the soft air of Faery, and was quite suddenly
no longer Althea. Markon took in the aged face with its golden eyes
and cruel mouth, and recognised the first Fae he and Althea had
encountered in Faery. “You’d best come along to the cottage,
human,” she said. “I’d rather not cross your lady, myself, but I’m
Burdened to do so.”

“I’m not
going anywhere with you,” said Markon. He had his iron bands; and
more importantly, proof positive that they worked. He was rather
weary of being told what to do by the Fae.

The Fae made
a sharp motion at him—a spell of some kind, Markon thought, with a
faint smile—and her eyes grew as hard as chipped amber when it
became evident it wasn’t working.

“Got you
under protection, has she? Well, come or stay as you will. You’ll
not get back to the human world now.”

In the end,
Markon went with her. She couldn’t harm him with magic, and it was
unlikely that such an elderly Fae could do him physical harm so
long as he didn’t let her get behind him with a weight in her hand
again. Besides, he had a feeling that someone awaited them in her
cottage, and since it was most likely to be the woman who had
summoned the Fae, Markon thought it expedient to find out who she
was.

The elderly
Fae didn’t speak to him as they walked, she merely muttered to
herself and wheezed a little. Markon helped her over a shallow
stream at one point, somewhat ironically amused to find himself
helping the Fae who had been sent to kidnap him, and though the Fae
didn’t thank him she did stop her muttering. She also stopped
glaring at him every time he walked a little too quickly for her,
and when they reached the cottage she stopped him at the door with
one claw-like hand.

“Not much I
can do to you now,” she said, and Markon was surprised to hear so
little bitterness in her voice. Now she only sounded tired. “That
glamour I worked on you was almost the last of my power. But that
girl– she’s the kind that’ll dig out your heart with a spoon if
she’s not got a knife. Don’t show her your back, human.”

There was a
hooded figure by the fire-place when the Fae showed Markon into her
sitting room. As far as he could tell with her hood drawn, she
seemed to be gazing into the ashes. One hand was propped against
the mantelpiece, causing her cuff to fall back from her wrist where
a plaited bracelet of faded red thread clung. A memory turned,
whirred, and clicked in Markon’s mind: Parrin as a little boy, sick
and bundled up so much he could scarcely move, plaiting bracelets
with an upper maid.

“Nan!” he
said. “It’s Nan, isn’t it?”

She turned to face him,
shrugging off her hood. He remembered her from the upper kitchen as
well, where she’d looked resentfully at Althea and made remarks
about the kind of opportunistic women who tried to break Parrin’s
curse. Today she merely looked satisfied.

“Now you remember me,” she said. “Of course. Now that I’ve been forced to bring you
here.”

“I’ll put the
tea on,” said the Fae, rolling her eyes. Markon felt a strong
desire to laugh. She’d evidently had bear Nan company for some time
now.

“You’re the
one who’s been opening Doors to Faery,” he said.

“I shouldn’t
have had to,” said Nan, with a look of cold dislike. “We were
promised to each other, Parrin and I. But there’s always someone
trying to take what belongs to me, so I did something about
it.”

“Why did you
send someone to get me? I’m no use to you.”

“I don’t care about you. But she’d go
through all the cantons of Seelie and Unseelie just to find you,
and I want her
very much. She knows who I
am.”

“Who are you
talking about? Who is it you want to trap?”

“Me,” said
Althea from the door. “It’s me you’re talking about, isn’t it,
Nan?”

Nan’s face gained some
animation in triumph. “I knew it! I recognised you because I’m just
the same, and I knew you’d come.”

“Well, here I
am. What do you want with me?”

“Kill her,”
Nan said to the Fae woman. “She knows it’s me.”

“So do I,”
Markon said, as the elderly Fae drew herself together wearily for a
fight he was certain both she and Althea knew she couldn’t win.
“Are you going to kill me, too?”

The girl’s eyes focused on him,
and she said: “Yes, you’ll have to kill him too.”

“If she tries
to harm either myself or Markon, it will kill her,” said Althea
warningly. “Look at her! She’s got so little magic left that she
can’t even regenerate it. She’s dying.”

“I don’t care,” Nan said sulkily. “The fairy godmother gave
me the spell, and she has to
obey me.”

Althea
sighed. “All right, then. Fae, I bind you!”

The Fae
woman, white as chalk, stopped in her tracks with fear written
across every line of her face.

“Good,” said
Althea. “Now sit down and for pity’s sake drink some of that tea
before you collapse! I’ll deal with you later.”

The Fae said:
“Ooof!” and sat down thankfully. “Don’t mind if I do.”

Markon passed her a cup and
saucer because it seemed only polite, and poured out for her with
the same faint feeling of hilarity that he’d had before.

“You’re a
good human,” she said to him.

“Don’t feed the Fae,”
said Nan. “She’s meant to be doing her job. Why is everyone always
against me?”

Althea, who
had been watching Markon pour out with some amusement, said: “I
can’t think why. I left you a little something at the door, Fae.
Markon, we should go now.”

Markon looked up just in time
to catch the flat, poisonous look that Nan directed at Althea.

“I won’t go
with you,” she said sullenly.

“You’ll have to,” Althea told her. “That poor Fae is at the
end of her magic: there’s not a thing she could do to stop us going
back to the human world and taking you with us, even if I
hadn’t bound her.”

“And there’s
the little matter of facing trial for murder, conspiracy, and
treason,” said Markon grimly.

“Well, I
won’t,” Nan said again, but when Althea prodded her forward in the
small of her back, the girl trotted along ahead of them
resentfully. Markon wasn’t entirely sure that she had any idea of
the kind of trouble she was in: she seemed content to mutter of
their perfidy as she was slowly but surely edged back outside the
cottage.

“We’ll all go through together,” Althea said, when they were
in sight of the Door again. No, not the Door.
A Door. It wasn’t the one by which Markon and the Fae entered
Faery. “This Door opens in Nan’s room, and I don’t want her darting
away either here or
there.”

“I won’t run
away,” said Nan. “I didn’t do anything wrong. People are always
trying to take away the things that are mine, and it’s not
fair.”

“Did Annerlee
try to take away what was yours?”

“She was
talking to you. She shouldn’t have done that.”

“She didn’t
tell us anything,” Althea told her, propping the Door open. “She
was too afraid of you. You didn’t have to kill her.”

“I’ll take
her arm,” said Markon, sick to his stomach at the girl’s utter
indifference. He reached for Althea’s hand with his spare
one.

“All right,”
said Althea, as Markon stepped through the Door. “But we’ll have to
watch out for–”

Markon
arrived in Nan’s room while Althea was still speaking, and found
that he wasn’t alone. There was something box-like sitting on Nan’s
bed, and at the foot of the bed was Pilburn. As Althea segued from
Faery with Nan, Pilburn said: “Please don’t move. The spell is
poised to start at the least quiver of my
finger, and I assure you that the Fae it summons has more power in
her little finger than is in the entirety of this puny
kingdom.”
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Day Twelve



“That’s what
I was trying to tell you,” said Althea regretfully, while Nan
scuttled away behind Pilburn. She closed the door to Faery with a
casual sweep of one hand and added: “He’s the one who gave Nan the
summoning spell, aren’t you, Pilburn?”

“Amongst
other things,” said Pilburn, with a sharp, toothy smile. “You
should take better care of your subjects, your majesty.
Dissatisfaction in the court can get very messy, can’t
it?”

“So can spells,” said Althea. “I really wouldn’t
start up that spell if I were you, Pilburn.”

Nan said disgustedly: “Don’t
listen to her, she’s just trying to frighten you.”

“It’s
unfortunate,” Pilburn said. “I didn’t want to kill you, your
majesty. Not yet, anyway. But at least Parrin is poised to take the
throne, even if the poor boy will never be married.”

“Why kill the
Doctor?” asked Markon. It was clear that Pilburn was on the point
of starting up the spell, and it was possibly best for all
concerned that he didn’t manage to do so. “You’re both on the same
side.”

Pilburn gave a short, impatient
shrug. “That man! He actually thought he could stop the curse! I
had to come along to make sure that he didn’t interfere with Nan;
which was unfortunate, since it put me back in a position to be
discovered.”

“He came into
your room that night without knocking, didn’t he?” Althea said. “He
was pompous like that, sailing in and out of apartments without
notice. I’d say he walked in to find you and Nan with the spell in
front of you.”

“Close
enough,” said Pilburn. “He would have recognised what it was
immediately. The fool thought we were really trying for peace with
Montalier! He thought he was helping! At least he was easy to kill:
I called him over to look at the spell and slit his throat before
he even saw the dagger.”

Nan, fidgeting with her
fingers, said: “He shouldn’t have bled all over the rug. There was
blood underneath and it wouldn’t all scrub away.”

“You took the
sheepskin rug from the opposite room to cover up the stains,”
nodded Markon.

“Did you
carry the Doctor to his room by yourself?”

“He was too heavy,” said Nan. “Pilburn helped me and then he
went away with the rug. He should have stayed and slit
her, too.” There was that flat, venomous look again, thought
Markon, chilled.

“Nan was
arranging Doctor Romalier’s body when Parrin and I walked in,” said
Althea, unaffected. “It was a clever idea to pretend to faint: it
hid the blood on your apron. It was only this morning when I
thought about it that I realised you were a recurring thread in the
tapestry. You were there when the doctor was murdered. You were
Annerlee’s closest friend—did you know she was holding the quilt
you tatted together when she died?—and when I asked Parrin last
night about the upper maid who played with him when he was sick, he
remembered you very well.”

“He was supposed to be mine,” said Nan. “You
don’t understand. We loved each other. We would have been married
but the king arranged for an advantageous marriage instead. What
was that to our love?”

“Parrin chose
his own bride,” Markon told her gently. She looked at him without
recognition, and he wondered if she remembered he was the king.
“There was no arrangement, just love.”

“Liar,” she
said. “I know he loved me. We were promised to each
other.”

“All those
girls, Nan! The ones that died, or were injured, or
stolen!”

“It’s no use
talking to her,” said Pilburn, with a rude laugh. “She’s as bent as
a cornerstone.”

“So that’s
why you were in Annerlee’s room,” said Markon. “You thought she’d
hidden the spell there and you were afraid she was getting too
unstable.”

“I did the
right thing,” Nan said serenely. “I know, because my fairy
godmother gave me the spell, and she wouldn’t have done it if I
wasn’t in the right.”

Pilburn
muttered in disgust: “Fairy
godmother! You addled little
wench, I gave you the spell!”

There was a
malevolent gleam to Nan’s usually dull eyes. “You’re a liar, too,”
she said. “Open, open, open! You’re
summoned!”

They seemed
like nonsense words until Markon realised that a Door to Faery was
once again opening right there in Nan’s room. His stomach dropped
in dismay and he looked instinctively down at Althea, who smiled
calmly at him and threaded her fingers through his. She wasn’t
afraid. But why–? No, who?

The door
opened fully, and when the Fae stepped through Markon recognised
the Lady of the Revels. “Here I am again!” she sighed. “Heigh-ho!
Did I not warn you of the consequences of summoning me again,
humans?”

“You’ll do as
you’re told,” said Pilburn. “You’re Summoned and Burdened. You’ll
take your instructions from me.”

“No she
won’t,” Nan said, with an angry light in her eyes. “She’ll take
them from me!”

Althea said: “I don’t think
she’ll take them from anyone, actually.”

“What have we
here?” said the Lady of the Revels. She was looking at the spell
intently, her eyes avaricious and cruel. “Little one, did you do
this?”

“Yes,” said
Althea. “They’re all yours. If you want them.”

“Oh yes, I think so!” the lady said, her voice coldly
amused. “You, come
here. You:
pick up the spell and come with
me.”

Pilburn, who had been watching
them bemusedly, picked up the spell with stiff hands and marched
toward her on legs that were just as stiff, his face draining of
colour. Nan was there before him, her face very red and puffy, her
eyes dark with anger.

“You can’t
have me!” she squealed. “My fairy godmother–”

“Be silent,”
said the Lady of the Revels; and Nan, her eyes bulging, was
silent.

Althea said: “It’s no use
taking the spell. I’ve already ruined it and it wouldn’t work from
your side, anyway.”

The Lady sighed. “I feared as
much. Heigh-ho, one must take the day with its successes, after
all! Farewell, little one: I appreciate your troubles. Humans: with
me!”

She opened
the Door again and vanished through it, dragging Pilburn and Nan
behind her. The last Markon saw of Faery before Althea shut the
Door behind them was Pilburn’s despairing face and Nan’s furious
one, lit by the silver light of the Unseelie moon.

“That’s that,
then,” she said, with the smallest huff of a sigh.

“You sabotaged
their spell,” Markon said, grasping
for understanding. “You knew it wasn’t going to work the whole
time.”

“Exactly.”

“But I was
trying to distract him from starting it up!”

“It was very
clever of you,” said Althea apologetically. “And you did a
wonderful job, but I must admit the whole affair stretched out a
lot longer than I was hoping for.”

“When did you sabotage
it?”

“When I
finally realised that it had to be Nan,” Althea told him. She
looked rather annoyed. “I could kick myself, Markon! Imagine being
taken in by a pretend faint! By the time it fell into place for me
and I’d thought to ask Parrin about Nan, she’d already gone into
Faery. She left the spell here in her room, and it seemed obvious
that if we got back either she or her benefactor would try to use
the spell again to deal with us. So I tweaked it a little bit to
make things fairer and came right after you.”

“And Pilburn?
How did you know it was him?”

“It wasn’t
very exciting,” Althea said. “I went back to his suite late
yesterday because it seemed ridiculously unhelpful of him not to
give up his rugs to Sal and I, considering he likes to be thought
of as helpful. One of the rugs had quite a bit of watered down and
dried out blood beneath it. I don’t think Nan knows much about
scrubbing.”

Markon found himself smiling.
“Possibly not. Nor does Pilburn, if it comes to that.”

“Will you
wake Parrin to tell him the good news?”

“Oh, let the
lad sleep,” said Markon. He felt suddenly tired and very, very old.
“I’d best start on the interminable paperwork if I want to find a
tactful way to let Wyndsor know that we found the spy they planted
in our court, and that he was the one who murdered Doctor
Romalier.”

“Shall I come
with you?” asked Althea. She was looking rather thoughtful, and her
blue eyes rested on him with a questioning air he didn’t
understand. “I think it may be time we discussed our
contract.”

“No!” said
Markon, more harshly than he’d meant to. More carefully, he said:
“You should get some sleep, too. Bring Parrin to the library at ten
o’clock this morning and we’ll discuss anything you want to
discuss.”

 


The morning sped by in a series
of bells from the internal clock system until Markon, who was still
doggedly working on an official report for Wyndsor’s edification,
realised that it had just sounded ten bells.

With the last bell the library
door opened and Althea entered in a decisive kind of way, trailing
Parrin behind her. She was too pale again, with deep purple
crescents beneath her eyes. That, coupled with the fact that she
was still wearing the same unassuming frock she had been wearing
earlier in the morning, told Markon that she hadn’t been to bed at
all. What had kept her awake? It occurred to him that his
brusqueness earlier in the day might have led her to think that he
wasn’t going to honour the contract, and a searing sense of remorse
burned through him. Was that what she’d spent the morning fretting
about?

Willing to atone for his
mistakes, he said with a smile: “Ah, the affianced couple! Shall we
make the announcement tonight, or are there to be special
arrangements for a celebration?”

“Ah,” said Althea, exchanging a look with Parrin. “So
that’s– I don’t think you quite understand.”

Parrin, meeting her gaze with
what seemed to Markon to be distinct horror, said: “Good grief, no!
I’m not marrying Althea!”

“There was a
promise made,” said Markon sharply. “You won’t refuse to honour
your obligations!”

“Actually,”
said Althea, her eyes light and bright; “You might want to look
over the contract again. You can go, Parrin. I don’t think we’ll
need you after all.”

Parrin left swiftly: too
swiftly, in fact, for Markon to either call him back or dismiss him
as well.

While Markon was still staring
perplexedly after his son, Althea wandered away to the window and
gazed out at the view with her back very straight. Without looking
at him, she repeated: “You might want to look over the contract
again, Markon.”

He looked at her back with
narrow eyes and strode over to his desk. The contract was at the
top of the first drawer where he would catch a sight of Althea’s
neat handwriting every time he opened it: one of those things that
he’d not consciously done and now regretted.

“Read the
last section,” Althea said.

“I’ve already read it,” said Markon, but he read it again
nevertheless. “‘In the event
that the aforementioned Althea of Avernse shall break the
aforementioned curse and succour His Royal Highness Parrin of
Montalier, she shall be recompensed as follows: at a time of her
own choosing, to be made Queen of Montalier by marriage to
the–” Markon stopped
abruptly, his mind spinning.

Althea said: “Keep going.”

“‘–by marriage to the king.’ But this is nonsense: Parrin is to be king. You
are to be queen.”

“That’s not what the contract says,” said Althea, to the
window. “It says at a time of
my own choosing. I choose
now.”

Markon, his breath coming a
little faster than he was used to, said: “Why me?”

“In Avernse
there’s word of a coming trouble,” Althea said, still to the
window. “Something so vast that it would reach even to the corners
of the wild lands. Avernse and Montalier have always been good
friends and the Queen thought it would be helpful to have one of us
here when the trouble comes. She suggested that Parrin and I might
do well together. Then I met you and you were rather nice, and I’ve
never much cared for boys so I decided I’d rather marry
you.”

Markon felt a
dull pain at the back of his throat. He said flatly: “You decided
that you’d...rather...marry
me?”

“I didn’t
expect you to be so lovely,” said Althea, and Markon thought he saw
the smallest trace of a smile in the reflection she cast in the
window. “I thought we’d suit very well. And then I thought that
maybe you were a little bit fond of me and that was nice and a
little bit odd.”

“Fond,” repeated Markon slowly. “You thought I was
fond of you.”

“Well, I hoped so,” said Althea’s voice, through the
pounding in his ears. “I got rather fond of you, you see, and that
made it harder to tell. I did draw some redundancies into the
contract, just in case you’d rather not marry me. The– the
contract– well, it mentions the curse, and since
there never was a curse as such–”

“You thought I was fond of
you?”

Althea, her shoulders very
stiff, said: “The Queen will be happy enough just to keep an
Avernseian in your court. You needn’t feel that you have to marry
me if you’d rather not.”

“I would rather,” said Markon, slightly incoherently. “I
would very much rather
marry you.”

That made Althea turn around at
last, a flush of pink in her cheeks. “Are you sure? You don’t have
to feel obliged–”

“I don’t feel
obliged,” Markon said, moving closer. There was a ridiculous
gladness surging through him.

“And you shouldn’t feel that you have to–”

He took another step forward.
“I don’t.”

“Are
you–”

“I’m sure,”
said Markon, taking advantage of the fact that he was now close
enough to embrace Althea by wrapping his arms around her. He kissed
her once, soft and glad, delighting in the way that her arms
immediately curled around his neck, and said: “I’m very
sure.”

The second kiss was longer and
decidedly more forceful, broken only to allow Markon seat them both
on the couch and murmur: “In fact, I’ve never been surer of
anything in my life.”

And since he didn’t like Althea
to feel uncertain it seemed expedient to take the next few minutes
to continue showing her exactly how sure he was.
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Prelude




 


By and large,
slavery to Crown Prince Akish was actually quite boring. It was
true, thought Rafiq, observing the prince from high overhead, that
Prince Akish was vicious, overeager for a fight, and inclined to
treat every life but his own with a careless abandon. In spite of
that, he was the best swordsman the Kingdom of Illisr (and most
likely the surrounding kingdoms) had ever seen, he had a serpent’s
cunning for his campaigns, and he very rarely called on Rafiq to
assist him in any but his most dangerous ventures. Thus it was that
Rafiq, after fifteen years of slavery, had only ever contributed to
a handful of the Prince’s more dangerous operations. He had been
young when the prince’s father captured him: young but already
formidably strong, with his first battle scars beginning to whiten
on him. And although in time he began to forget what it was like to
be free, he never forgot that he had once been free.
Prince Akish, while he didn’t choose to enlist Rafiq’s superior
strength for most of his campaigns, liked to have Rafiq accompany
him everywhere– a sign both of his power and his
nobility.

And Rafiq, doing what dragons
do best, allowed his anger to simmer beneath the surface like
dragonfire; molten, deadly, and ready to be called upon at the
right time.

There was always a false kind
of freedom to flying. Rafiq, wheeling left to keep Akish in sight
and ease the burden of the incorporeal thread that bound him to the
prince, bared his teeth to the wind. The prince had only tried to
ride Rafiq once, when Rafiq’s sudden desire to display his skill
with barrel-rolls, needlessly sharp turns and sudden plunges for
the ground had the prince simultaneously throwing up and tumbling
to the grass in an undignified heap. That had ended the appalling
humiliation of having a human rider, but it did make things
unpleasant when it came to keeping in range of the prince. By dint
of painful experimentation, he’d since discovered that the bond
would allow him a distance of roughly three miles in any direction
before it clawed at him to return. There was also the added
advantage that if the prince forgot to attach his communication
spell to Rafiq’s ear, Rafiq wasn’t able to hear any Commands. The
spell that bound him to the prince only bound him to obey spoken
Commands, and if Rafiq took to the air without the communications
magic, he was able to fly in the constrained freedom of his three
miles for as long as he chose while Prince Akish danced in helpless
rage below. He paid for it afterward, of course, but every tiny
rebellion was worth it.

“Come down,
Rafiq,” said the prince in his ear. “We’re getting
close.”

Rafiq flipped lazily in the air
and descended in a loose spiral. He glided close by the prince’s
horse, maliciously spooking the gelding, then met the ground with
practised ease, his callused pads battering the grass flat and his
claws tearing out chunks of turf as he went.

Prince Akish’s nostrils were
flaring when Rafiq loped back to him. “Heel, you son of a lizard!”
he said through his teeth. Rafiq came to heel, the spikes of his
wingblades slapping the horse’s flanks and prompting further panic
from the poor beast. The prince viciously hauled on the reins but
didn’t repeat his insult. Those were the rules. If Prince Akish
wasn’t clear enough in his Commands, he was well aware of who he
had to blame.

“Don’t spook
my horse,” he said instead. “And prepare yourself: I have need of
you.”

-Am I polishing your armour or
acting as a herald to your arrival?-

“Neither,”
said the prince. “There’s a dragon I need you to kill.”

Through a
curl of smoke and flame, Rafiq said: -What dragon? There are no dragons of note in Shinpo. Or is
it a purge of the lesser beasts?-

“No purge,”
Prince Akish said. There was a sharp smile on his face: bespeaking
acquisition and not humour, if Rafiq wasn’t mistaken. “But you’re
wrong about Shinpoan dragons of note. Even a lizard like you must
have heard of the Enchanted Keep.”

Rafiq let a delicate stream of
fire purr against the setting sun. He’d seen the vague suggestion
of a tower from his position in the air, but he’d never heard of
the Enchanted Keep. It was possible that the prince and his cronies
had mentioned it, but since Rafiq tried to block out their
back-slapping and shouts of laughter whenever he could, it was also
possible that he’d ignored that too.

Against
Rafiq’s silence, the prince said irritably: “The third Shinpoan
princess was taken captive by the dragon of the Enchanted Keep five
years ago. Her family already had their heir and their spare, so it
wasn’t advertised, but I’ve recently had reports that the family
aren’t as ruthless with their children as they’d like us to think.
It could prove useful to have the girl as a bargaining chip. And if
nothing comes of that
it’s always useful to rescue a
princess. People like it.”

Anyone who wasn’t the princess
or her unfortunate family, thought Rafiq. Prince Akish was already
trying to oust his own father from the throne of Illisr: it didn’t
bear thinking about what he could do to the neighbouring Shinpo if
he had a princess as hostage.

-That’s
all?- he said.
-We travelled to Shinpo to kill a
single dragon?-

“No, we came
to kill an Enchanted Keep,” said the prince. “It’s said that the
Keep has the dragon in thrall. Whether or not that’s true, the
dragon is only one challenge: there are seven circles of challenge
to defeat before the princess can be rescued. She’s in the highest
room of the tallest tower, sleeping an enchanted sleep until her
rescuer braves all seven circles and overcomes them.”

Rafiq gave a
fiery cough of laughter. How very human and complicated.
-What are the circles?-

“No one
knows,” said the prince, with a satisfied smile. “No one has yet
made it past the dragon.”
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 The First
Circle

 


There was no dragon in sight
when the prince and Rafiq cautiously approached the Enchanted Keep.
Rafiq, bearing in mind the prince’s information that the princess
was kept captive in the highest room of the tallest tower, was
sourly amused to see that the Keep only boasted one tower. It was
built on a jagged outcrop of stone and dark green grass, rising
white and slim against the blue sky from a white, paved courtyard;
and it didn’t seem big enough to obscure a dragon from their sight.
Or, if it came to that, hide the approach of one.

Rafiq began to feel slightly
uneasy. He could sense the magic of the Keep spreading through the
surrounding air like heat shimmer, warping and changing everything
it touched. The very air around the tower was thick with magic, the
breaching of which was like plunging into a thick fog.

“You’re
Burdened,” Prince Akish said, thickening the air still
further.

Rafiq snarled
at the added weight. -What
are your instructions?-

“Kill the
dragon. Preserve my life. Complete the First Circle of
Challenge.”

Short and sweet. Rafiq savoured
a laughing curl of fire in his throat. Prince Akish had learned
that it was safer to give Rafiq clear, simple commands without any
other possible interpretation than the obvious one. In this case,
the prince was being even more careful than usual.

Formally, he
said: -I hear and
obey- and took to the sky in
a swirl of wing-spikes and grass blades.

The first few strokes of his
wings were heavy and laborious, but once he was properly in the air
there was a fresh, strong updraft that wouldn’t have been out of
place by the sea. That made him uneasy, too. None of the
surrounding countryside had led him to expect strong breezes here.
Still, it made his ascent much easier. As he rose, the tower of the
Enchanted Keep kept pace with him, a slender cylindrical edifice in
pale bricks that turned out to be both much higher than it seemed,
and much larger than it seemed. The closer he got, the clearer it
was to Rafiq that the tower was not in fact built of a pale
sandstone brick, but massive slabs of white marble that sat gravely
one upon the other. From a distance the marble had looked like
regularly sized bricks: closer to, Rafiq could see that each of the
marble slabs was at least as big as he was.

There was still no sign of the
other dragon. Rafiq, bound to ensure Prince Akish’s safety as well
as slay the other dragon, kept to his lazy, spiralling ascent, his
gaze alternating between the prince and the scenery. The courtyard
of the Keep made a small square beneath him, drawing in the velvet
green countryside around it until the grass seemed to pucker by the
force with which it was pulled. Rafiq found himself thinking that
perhaps this time, Crown Prince Akish had bitten off more than he
could chew.

The roof of the tower was light
blue and gently conical, shingled in circular layers. Rafiq was
inclined to admire the scale-like structure of it until it seemed
to untwine itself dizzyingly from the top of the tower, and it
occurred to him that the roof was moving. Only it wasn’t the roof,
it was a dragon that had been coiled around the pale blue roof, now
uncoiling itself.

No:
herself. This lithe, blue and silver beauty sweeping her tail
around the spire of the tower was a she-dragon. Rafiq thought that
he hung in the air without moving, even to flap his wings; but the
hot and steady thump in his ears was certainly his wings beating
against the updraft as they held him aloft. He purred deep in his
throat and arched his wings before he knew what he was doing,
but—perhaps fortunately—the she-dragon didn’t respond in kind.
Instead, her underscales irradiated with a rippling tide of burnt
orange, bespeaking caution, and a slight edging of magenta that
said she was curious. The growing rise of orange through her scales
bought Rafiq forcibly to mind of his Burden, and the fire in his
belly seemed to turn to ice. He tried to pull away and circle back
to Prince Akish but the Burden clawed tight into his soul and sent
him headlong at the she-dragon; a blunt, battering pass that she
avoided with consummate ease.

His own unwilling clumsiness
brought Rafiq to the unpleasant realisation that whether or not he
wanted to, he would be forced to murder an innocent she-dragon. The
only question was whether he would allow the Burden to do it for
him in slow, clumsy, battering strokes, or whether he would do it
himself in the quickest, most painless way possible.

The
she-dragon danced on the updraft across the tower roof, light and
quick, her scales now utterly black. Rafiq, with bitterness in his
heart, clipped his wings tight to his sides and dove for her. The
she-dragon fought like a shard of quicksilver, sharp and fast. She
was faster, but Rafiq was stronger and his reach was longer: he was
certain that once they came to grips the battle would be done. The
problem, he discovered, as he twisted once more out of reach of her
claws, was getting
to grips with her. She was in and
out with her slender claws before he had the chance to meet and
close with her, leaving thin tears on his underscales. Fortunately
his underscales were tougher than most and her claws didn’t
penetrate deeply enough to do more than draw blood. The slight
pulling discomfort was enough to distract him slightly, however,
and having to watch out for the prince didn’t help his
concentration.

Rafiq pulled himself tighter,
protecting his underside, and the she-dragon went for his wings
instead. He rumbled a fiery laugh and twisted, slicing hard and
fast with his wing-spikes. She dodged, but he saw the spurt of red
from one of her wings and the way she staggered in the air, and
dove after her immediately. This time she wasn’t quick enough, and
Rafiq, with a surge of mingled regret and exultation, closed with
her at last. He bound her tail with his, her wings pinned to her
sides by his claws, and with a clean slice of his wing-spikes he
slit her throat from one side of her jaw to the other shoulder.
Then he held her close, warming her last moments with the fire that
burned high and hot along his underside, and carried her gently to
the courtyard below, blood bubbling over her scales and his.

 


***

 


In the smallest room of the
Enchanted Keep a young woman in serving garb lay sleeping on a
narrow cot. A scar, lit from within, spread on her neck from one
ear to the other shoulder. As a dark, complicated shadow sank past
the window her eyes flew open and she sat up, gasping.

“Oh no!” she
said, scattering pillows in her haste to scramble from the bed. “Oh
no, no, no!” She leapt for the door without stopping to find her
shoes and sprinted down the hall, her bare feet slapping against
cool marble. A shadow passed the window again as she ran, huge and
rising fast; but she ignored it.

As she approached the grand
stairs that swept down into the receiving hall, a booming gong
sounded through the Keep. The girl took the stairs three at a time
with the practised ease of one who has done so many times before,
fairly flying across the red-marbled hall below until at last she
was by the grand doors, her breath quick and short. There she took
a moment to straighten her head-dress and neck-scarf, unwrapping it
completely only to wrap it again more carefully around the new
scar. At last she took a slow, careful breath in, released it just
as carefully, and hauled open one of the massive front doors.

 


The First Circle is ended
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 The Second
Circle

 


Rafiq flew high and sank again.
It was no use trying to run, but the furious energy in him demanded
to be spent, and it wasn’t until he’d expended it that he returned
to Prince Akish in the courtyard below.

The prince threw him an
impatient look when he landed. “Are you finished sulking?”

Rafiq spat a
molten piece of fire and said: -Yes-

“Good. I’ll
have need of you once I’m in the Keep.”

-I won’t fit-

“You’re
Burdened,” said the prince. “Be a man.”

Rafiq snarled an even bigger
ball of fire but there was nothing he could do. Burdened he had
been, and Burdened he was to Change. His wings dwindled and
disappeared into his shoulder blades, sparking the faint sense of
panic that changing to human always induced in him, and the
courtyard around him seemed to spring up, growing at ridiculous
speed. When it was done he found himself crouched on the
flagstones, chilled and small, with one stupidly delicate human
hand flat against marble where it made a brown blot against the
white. Somehow, whether from familiarity with Prince Akish’s
physiognomy or because of his own dusky scales, Rafiq always found
himself as a vaguely earth-coloured human when he changed. It made
him fit in with the general Illisran population, and if he’d
assumed anything so specific, Rafiq would have assumed that he
would take on the lighter caramel skin tone of the Shinpoan people
when Changing in Shinpo.

He climbed rather unsteadily to
his feet, aware that Prince Akish was waiting by the Keep’s massive
front doors with impatient black eyes, his fingers tapping an
irregular tattoo on the grand marble balustrade beside him. There
was a similarly large and ornate bell pull within easy reach of the
prince– not that he’d bestir himself to pull it, thought Rafiq,
with an unfamiliar human grin tugging at the corners of his
mouth.

He managed to climb the stairs
on his second attempt, precariously off-balance by the loss of his
two forward legs, and set a resounding gong bellowing on the other
side of the doors by a vigorous pull at the bell-chain. Beside
Rafiq, the prince straightened his chain-mail and adjusted his
sword to a more convenient angle: preparing for either female
welcome or male attack.

Someone must have been watching
for them, because the ringing tone of the gong had scarcely faded
when one of the heavy double-doors groaned inward, spilling bloody
light on the red marbled floor of the Keep’s grand hall. Rafiq saw
bare feet first, one of them white-scarred in a line that vanished
beneath a fluttering hem of light pink. It was a girl– a serving
girl, if Prince Akish’s: “You there! Where is the princess?” was to
be trusted.

The serving girl gave them a
Shinpoan bow with her bare arms outstretched gracefully, displaying
the top of her beaded head-dress for a respectful moment. She drew
herself upright again in a single, liquid movement, and said in
careful Illisran: “Your mightinesses are well-come and apologies
are offered.”

“Never mind
that,” said the Prince, in impatient and effortlessly colloquial
Shinpoan: “I don’t want your apologies, I want the princess. Bring
her to me.”

“Well, that’s what I was trying to apologise about,” said
the serving girl. Rafiq thought she looked relieved to be speaking
her native tongue. “You can’t get to the princess. You’ve passed
one Circle of Challenge, but there are six more to go. In fact, as
soon as you step across the threshold the second Circle will begin,
so you really
might like to think about it before
you– oh...”

Her voice trailed away as
Prince Akish said to Rafiq: “Remove her,” and Rafiq seized her by
the elbows, lifting her bodily out of the way. He’d always thought
his human form was ridiculously small, but it occurred to him for
the first time that it was only so in relation to his dragon self.
The serving girl’s head only came to his shoulder, and now that he
came to think of it, Rafiq found that he could see over Prince
Akish’s head without rising on the pads of his feet.

“You’ll
refrain from getting in our way,” said the prince, crossing the
threshold in Rafiq’s wake.

The serving girl, flicking a
look from Prince Akish to Rafiq, said: “I’m sure you’re right.
There’s a Door Out if you need it, your highnesses. Don’t hesitate
to call if you should require me: I’ll be in the next room.”

She left them in a flutter of
pink silk, the long end of her neck-scarf wafting lightly behind
her. To Rafiq, it seemed as though she was decidedly cross. That
was intriguing, because he’d always found female humans
particularly hard to read. The moods and features of the prince and
other Illisran males he had come to read tolerably well, but he
hadn’t had much of an opportunity to study the female of the
species.

“Leave the
serving girl alone,” said Prince Akish, following Rafiq’s eyes. “We
don’t need her. The princess is said to be in the highest room of
this accursed tower: we’ll ascend the main stairs and find our way
from there. Be alert. Take the lead.”

They weren’t styled as
Commands, but Rafiq felt the burden settle on him nevertheless. He
crossed the hall in swift steps, his eyes darting into the bloody
shadows that flanked it. It was hard to tell exactly how big the
hall was, though it was clear that it was vast: the smudging of
shadows far away were akin to an old oil painting. In fact, it
didn’t seem as though the hall ended so much as became two
dimensional. Rafiq felt his eyes slide away from the far end in
discomfort and started up the stairs. His human legs were beginning
to feel more able, and he took the stairs two at a time with one
ear to the prince’s footfalls behind him. The curving balustrade
framed the hall below, cool white against red, and rounded into a
smooth bowl at the upper landing, from whence the front doors could
be seen in the same kind of flat reality as the distant hall below.
Rafiq grunted at that, missing the familiar heat of fire in the
back of his throat, and passed ahead of the prince into the grand
room that led on from the landing.

It was paved in the same red
marble as the hall below. Rafiq grimaced in distaste, but the
expression froze on his face as his eyes met the grand staircase at
the end of the chamber– no, hall! He took several swift steps into
the room and turned in a slow circle, his chin oscillating up and
down in his study of the hall.

“It’s the same as the one below,” said Prince Akish. “It’s
exactly the same as the hall
below.”

Rafiq, who
had been systematically scanning the hall, said: “It
is the hall below. We’re back where we started.”

The prince said flatly: “That’s
impossible.”

“Yes,” agreed
Rafiq, but he saw the prince’s eyes flickering wildly around the
hall.

“Confusing,
isn’t it?” said the serving girl’s voice. She was in the doorway of
the next room: the same one that she had entered in the hall
below.

“How did you
get there?” demanded Prince Akish.

Rafiq managed to restrain
himself from sighing, though one of his brows rose, and when he
chanced to meet the serving girl’s eyes she was looking distinctly
amused.

“I was here
all along,” she said. “I told you: there are another six Circles of
Challenge. This is the second. It’s a circular paradigm of two
rooms and a staircase from which there are no exits except the way
forward and the Door Out.”

“She must
have sneaked up the staircase behind us,” said Prince Akish stiffly
to Rafiq.

“She didn’t,”
said the serving girl. “But don’t take my word for it. Climb the
stairs again. I’ll wait for you.”

“Climb the
stairs again,” said Prince Akish to Rafiq.

Rafiq’s instinct was to bare
his teeth in a snarl but his human face didn’t know how to make the
right shapes, so he grimly ascended the stairs without speaking.
Trust Akish to do anything he could do to avoid being made a fool
of! This time he kept Prince Akish and the serving girl in sight as
he climbed, guiding himself by the balustrade. As it curved out
into the familiar bowl shape of the landing once again, Rafiq took
one last look at the others and strode into the room. The serving
girl and the prince stood there before him.

“Here we are
again,” said the serving girl pleasantly. Rafiq gazed at her
silently, then wheeled back to the stairs behind him. When he leant
over the balustrade of the landing, the serving girl’s eyes were on
him from her place in the hall below. She gave him an elegant
half-shrug.

“Come back
in,” said Prince Akish curtly, and when Rafiq crossed the landing
once again, he added: “Close the doors. The other staircase is
harping upon my nerves.”

Rafiq did so,
glancing up at the double doors at the top of the grand stairs
in this room. He couldn’t see them properly, but through
the spokes of the balustrade he thought he saw wooden panelling.
The top doors were now also closed.

Prince Akish turned on the
serving girl. “What is this sorcery?”

“Just what I
told you,” she said. “This is the second Circle. Unless you take
the Door Out, these are the only two rooms you’ll see until you
find the way forward.”

“Give me the
room,” said Prince Akish, after a frowning moment of thought. “I
need quiet.”

The serving girl looked
indignant, but she didn’t resist when Rafiq took her by the elbow
and ushered her into the attached room. Incongruously, it was a
small library, the entrance to which was rounded and had carved
into its lintel some form of text. There were four large windows on
the outer facing wall, between which bookcases were built,
stretching high into the ceiling and packed with books large and
small. The serving girl twitched her elbow away once they were
across the threshold and threw herself onto one of the low, wide
settees that decorated the room.

“I thought
you were a prince at first,” she said. “You’re not, are
you?”

Rafiq was surprised into a
small, coughing laugh that would have sent sparks flying in his
dragon form. “I’m not a prince.”

“No, you’re
some type of human construct.” The serving girl crossed her legs,
planted her elbows on her knees, and gazed at him with her chin in
her palms. “Not Fae, so that’s a relief. What are you?”

Rafiq stared back at her
impassively, his arms folded.

She narrowed her eyes, but
said: “All right, then. Something easier. What’s your name?”

“Rafiq,” he
said.

“I’m Kako.
I’m the princess’ maid. Are you the prince’s squire? And are you
always so obedient?”

There was an expectant silence
which Rafiq declined to break. It was none of this pert little
serving girl’s business what he was to the prince or anyone else,
and his own servitude he absolutely refused to discuss.

“You don’t
have to answer that,” said Kako, when Rafiq had made it very
obvious that he wasn’t going to answer. “It was a trick question
anyway. I can see the link from you to him: he has you in
Thrall.”

Rafiq broke his silence to say:
“You’re a very pert maid.”

“Yes,” said
Kako, with the air of one acknowledging a universal truth. She
thought about it for a moment and added: “It’s not polite to
notice.”

“Doesn’t the
princess beat you?”

“No,” Kako
told him. “But she’s not your average sort of princess. What’s your
prince doing out there?”

“Thinking,”
said Rafiq. “He’s trying to figure out all of this.”

“Different from the usual type of prince, then,” said Kako
thoughtfully. “Does he usually oust everyone at his pleasure? No,
don’t strain yourself, of course he
does.”

A step at the door saved Rafiq
from having to respond. Prince Akish, striding into the room, said:
“Rafiq, climb out the window.”

“Which
window?” Rafiq asked wearily.

Kako said: “It won’t do you any
good.”

To Rafiq’s surprise, this time
the prince appeared to listen to her. “Why not?”

Kako’s eyes flicked toward
Rafiq: he saw mischief there. “Oh well,” she said: “It’s easier to
show you than to tell you, after all. Climb out the window,
Rafiq!”

Rafiq sent her a smouldering
look but since Akish didn’t repeal his order, he had no other
choice than to try the window. The one he chose opened easily, but
upon climbing out he was somehow not at all surprised to find
himself climbing back into the library via another window with no
sensation of missed time. Prince Akish looked sourly crestfallen:
Kako, if Rafiq read her aright, was trying not to laugh.

“You,” said
the prince suddenly, pointing at Kako. Her face sobered
immediately: she looked distinctly cautious. “What function do you
perform here?”

“Personal
maid to the princess,” said Kako immediately. “Your
highness.”

“Do you
wander at will?”

“That
depends, your highness. If there are no challengers in the Keep,
yes. If the Circles are begun, no.”

“But you know
the ways through the challenges.”

“Only the
princess and the dragon know the way through the Circles,” said
Kako. “At least, they know the way through the first six Circles:
no one but the Enchanted Keep itself knows the way through the
Seventh Circle. I know where they are and what they look
like.”

“Does not the
princess wander at will through the Keep?”

Kako gave that little
half-shrug again. “She’s under enchanted sleep most of the time,
actually. When the dragon is out and about she’s asleep all the
time.”

“To prevent
her escape,” nodded Prince Akish.

“How did you
guess, your highness?”

“It’s a
clever ruse,” said Akish, his chest expanding slightly. Obviously,
thought Rafiq, he hadn’t noticed the sarcasm in Kako’s
congratulatory tones. “But fairly obvious when one thinks about
it.”

“Oh yes,”
murmured Kako. “Very obvious!”

“The Keep,
it’s sentient?”

Kako
hesitated. “No one really knows. We think it may be
sentient, but it’s only responded to three of the experiments we’ve
performed over the years. We still don’t know if it’s playing with
us or if the magic that made it is simply so good that it presents
as sentient.”

“But it’s
familiar with you? It recognises you?”

“As much as a
building can recognise anything, your highness: yes.”

The prince nodded. “Very well.
We’ll take you with us.”

“That’s very
kind of you,” said Kako, with a light frosting of sarcasm. And yet,
Rafiq was almost certain that the prince’s declaration had pleased
her.

“Bivouac for
the night,” said Prince Akish. “We shall proceed in the
morning.”

Sunlight was
streaming through the windows when Rafiq awoke the next morning. He
rose, stretching, and prowled closer to the golden warmth of it, a
purr beginning deep in his chest but unable to roll properly in his
human throat. Kako was curled up on a settee in the skewed square
of light from one window, a twist of pink silk against the dark
green of her chosen bed. A faint marking of lines on the marble
floor showed where she’d dragged the couch in order to catch the
light. Rafiq frowned down at her, his thoughts troubling him. There
was still something so familiar about her.
Yet, as far as it went, there was no reason why she should be
familiar. A human, a female, a Shinpoan; he had certainly never met
her before. He would have remembered her, he was sure, for in the
bright sunlight he could see what he hadn’t seen yesterday: Kako
was covered in myriad mismatching scars and scrapes. There was
quite a large one along her right arm that showed soft, newly
stretchy skin almost an inch wide at its widest. It made a long,
tapering ‘v’ from her rounded shoulder to the inside of her elbow.
There were a multitude of tiny cross-hatched scars across her
knuckles and fingers, and the one scar that Rafiq
had noticed yesterday was not the simple thing that it seemed.
It ran across one foot, and with Kako curled as she was on the
settee he could see the pad of her foot, where it made a darkened
divot in the skin. Had someone tortured the girl?

Rafiq’s eyes went to her face,
and saw that even Kako’s slightly lop-sided smile was due to a
small scar that pulled at her upper lip. He thought he saw the
pinkening of new scar toward the edge of Kako’s neck scarf and
reached out curiously to pull the scarf away.

“Marred
little thing, isn’t she?” said Prince Akish’s voice. “Careful! Take
her scarf and you’ll find yourself wedded to the chit: Shinpoans
are very traditional when it comes to the neck-scarf.”

Rafiq’s hand
dropped. “Wedded?”

“Only a
bridegroom can uncover his bride’s neck,” said the prince.
“Shinpoan ladies are only permitted to cease wearing the scarf
after they’re married.”

To Rafiq, this seemed
nonsensical: he could see the girl’s navel, after all! Her bodice,
such as it was, covered what Illisrans would consider only to be
the bare essentials, and no Illisran woman would wander her house
or grounds with her midriff bare. Nor would they be seen in a pair
of trousers, no matter how light and graceful they were. Dragons,
now: things were much simpler with dragons. No fuss about scarves
or midriffs or lengthy wedding settlements. No even lengthier
schism settlements. There was a drake and his she-dragon, and they
wedded for life.

Rafiq settled back onto his rug
cross-legged, where he could see both the sleeping Kako and Prince
Akish, who had gone into the hall to begin his morning stretches.
Akish always looked distinctly peeled of a morning: stripped of his
chainmail and leg armour, his bulk was considerably lessened. This
morning he was stretching in preparation for his sword drill, his
shadow rippling smoothly over the blood-red floor. Before long the
prince would be lunging and setting, practising his strokes: a
routine as familiar as it was unvarying.

Rafiq turned his attention back
to the sleeping Kako. Here was an uneasiness that was tugging
uncomfortably at the back of his mind– what was it about her that
was so instinctively familiar? Human women were even harder to read
than human men, perhaps because he saw so few of them. What was it
about Kako that made her so easy to read? He was still frowningly
observing Kako when her eyes opened and met his, sleepy and then
sharp. She looked cautious and a little bit speculative.

Rafiq said: “You sleep very
late for a serving maid.”

“You’re a
strange little construct,” she said, yawning and stretching. “It’s
not polite to watch people while they sleep: didn’t your prince
tell you that? It borders on disturbing, actually.”

Rafiq was
goaded into retorting: “My usual form isn’t this
little.”

“Speaking of
your usual form, what is it? More importantly, why do you have fire
running through the magic around you–” Kako’s mouth remained open,
but her words died away. She leaped from her settee and crouched in
front of Rafiq, who submitted without blinking to a wide-eyed and
animated scrutiny that lasted for many minutes. When at last she
was done, Kako looked at him with slightly dazed eyes and said:
“Rafiq, where did your dragon go?”

Rafiq crossed his arms.

“That dragon,
the one who killed the Keep’s dragon. Where is it?”

“It went
away.” It didn’t sound convincing even to his own ears.

“You’re the
dragon!”

“I’m a man,”
said Rafiq. His voice sounded even less convincing.

Kako, her
eyes shining, said: “You’re the dragon! You’re a
dragon-human construct! How are you doing that?”

“He told me
to be man,” said Rafiq, with bitterness in his soul. “I became
man.”

“Yes, you’re
under Thrall: I understand that. But even a dragon in Thrall can’t
change into a man at will.”

Rafiq, who knew of several
ancient draconian lines whose descendants could and did change to
man (or woman) at will, shrugged. When it came to consciousness,
humans and dragons were not so far apart. That fact more than
magical talent made the change between species possible.

Kako drew in a deep breath,
questions blossoming in her eyes, but before she could speak even
one of them Prince Akish strode into the room in all his sweat and
said: “Up, lizard! The day has well begun. We shall seek food, and
then the way forward.”

“There is no
food,” said Kako, accepting Rafiq’s offered hand to rise from the
rug. “It’s not part of the paradigm. Unless you’d like to eat
books, of course.”

Of course, thought Rafiq
sourly, Prince Akish still had his rations pack: a small,
half-empty skin of water and two days’ worth of marching rations.
Those rations, he was well aware, wouldn’t be offered to him. He
could go for longer than Akish without food—or water, if it came to
that—but it wouldn’t be pleasant.

“Water, then?
How will I wash?”

“You won’t.
Your highness. Water isn’t part of the paradigm either.”

“Rafiq, seize
the serving maid. Menace her with your dagger or some such
thing.”

Rafiq obeyed with murder in his
thoughts. Kako squeaked when he folded one arm around her swiftly,
pinning her arms to her sides and her back to his chest, but though
she was startled she didn’t seem to be frightened. She didn’t even
wriggle when Rafiq’s dagger caught in the folds of her neck
scarf.

He said, through his teeth: “I
object to menacing females.”

“Your
objection is heard and disregarded,” said Akish. “Now, maiden:
inform the Keep that if it doesn’t co-operate, I will slaughter you
where you stand.”

“You can tell
it yourself, if you like,” said Kako, but she nevertheless called
out: “The prince says he’ll kill me if you don’t
co-operate.”

There was the kind of awkward
silence that suggested everybody knew somebody had been made a fool
of, but nobody quite liked to say so. Prince Akish clicked his
tongue impatiently. “Ho there! Open the third Circle to us or your
serving maid dies!”

Rafiq felt Kako sigh slightly.
“It’s not a person, your highness. It doesn’t understand death. The
Circles can’t be cheated: threatening me will only waste time we
could be using to find the way ourselves.”

“Let her feel
the point of the dagger,” said Akish softly.

Rafiq didn’t try to resist the
order: his hands were less controlled when he was resisting, and he
would much rather prick Kako’s neck on purpose than cut her throat
by accident. He heard a small, sudden intake of breath from Kako,
then something liquid and hot burned his thumb and forefinger.
Rafiq stiffened and looked down to find that the blade of his knife
was gone. No, not gone: melted, the steel of it dripping on his
fingers and burning the flesh. He took in a silent breath through
his teeth and quickly wiped the burning liquid away on the shoulder
of Kako’s bodice, prompting the scent of scorched silk to rise
faintly in the air. Her head turned as he looked down, and her eyes
met his, faintly challenging.

Fortunately,
Prince Akish hadn’t noticed the melted blade. He was glaring around
the room as if expecting attackers to leap from behind the curtains
and under the books, and by the time his gaze fell on Rafiq and
Kako again, Rafiq had angled the handle of the dagger so that the
prince wouldn’t have been able to see the blade if it
was there.

“There’s no one to save me,” Kako said. Once again, her
words had the ring of universally known truth. Was that, Rafiq
wondered privately, because she really had no one to look after
her, or because she didn’t need anyone to look
after her?

“Enough of
this foolery,” said Prince Akish impatiently, interrupting his
thoughts. “Let the wench go, Rafiq. We’ve wasted enough time on
this trial.”

Rafiq released Kako in relief.
It was bad enough that he’d killed a she-dragon. To kill a human
female as well would have been a hard thing to live with, as
impossible as it would have been for him to do anything about it.
Kako adjusted her neck scarf with a great dignity that was only
slightly ruined by the tiny, still-smoking holes Rafiq’s melted
blade made in the light fabric and the smell of burnt silk that
still permeated the air.

“What are
your instructions?” Rafiq asked the prince. In general he made it a
rule not to ask for Commands: he far preferred misinterpreting
those orders given him and dodging the ones that he could
conveniently not hear. In this case, however, it seemed safer to
direct Prince Akish’s thoughts toward anything but threatening the
female servants of the Keep.

“We shall
search for secret passages,” said Prince Akish. “A keep as big as
this one must surely be bristling with hidden nooks and crannies.
I’ll search in the main hall: you can have the library. Don’t leave
any corner of the room unsearched.”

As far as it went, thought
Rafiq as the prince removed himself to the hall; the command was
both comfortable and easy to follow. He very precisely searched the
corners of the room first, while Kako watched with narrowed eyes,
then investigated the corners where book-cases met walls for good
measure. That did away with his Burden and left him to search in
comfort and with just as much vigour as he chose to exert.

He was carelessly tipping books
on their spines with the rather nebulous idea that any secret
passage in the Keep would likely be activated by a bookish lever
when it occurred to him to ask: “Why a library?”

“Why not?”
said Kako, with her elegant half-shrug.

“I’m a
dragon.”

“Yes, we
established that.”

“Libraries
don’t adjoin grand halls. Or foyers.”

“I see.
You’re saying that on your authority as a dragon.” Her voice was so
reasonable. Rafiq was certain she was laughing at him.

By way of explanation, he said:
“If even a dragon knows it, everybody must. Why a library?”

“Well, the foyer out there isn’t always the foyer,
if you know what I mean. Sometimes the Keep likes to put another
hall or foyer there instead.”

“Mm,”
murmured Rafiq, to give himself time to think. She was only telling
half of the truth. “What’s written on the lintel?”

“That? It’s Shinpoan. Books are the door, but Knowledge is the key.
It’s an old saying that means a
well-informed mind will learn more from a book than an ignorant
one.”

“Mm.”

Kako’s almond eyes flicked over
to him and away again. “You’re unusually talkative today.”

Rafiq only grunted at her this
time. He wasn’t exactly talkative at the best of times, but he
distinctly disliked being lied to, and he was certain that Kako’s
entire conversation with him had consisted of half-truths and
misdirection. As little as Prince Akish liked being made a fool of
did Rafiq like it.

Prince Akish called for a halt
when the natural light faded. Neither he nor Rafiq had found a
single secret passage or hidden door: just the same grand flight of
stairs and the same two rooms, hall and library. Rafiq, supposedly
searching the library with Kako, heard the enraged stomping of feet
on the stairs as Akish’s temper got the best of him and he sought
determinedly to climb through as many iterations of the hall and
stairs as it took for the scenery to change. It hadn’t changed, of
course, and the prince had eventually tired himself out enough to
declare an end to the day’s struggles. None of them were in a
particularly good mood by then: Akish was tired and hungry, Rafiq
was hungry and puzzled, and Kako’s pinched face said that she was
hungry too. It was rather a relief when they each turned to their
own favoured sleeping spots and ignored the others in favour of
sleep.

Rafiq woke in the sable dark,
unsure of what it was that had roused him. He could hear the
prince’s heavy breathing, and to his left was the soft in and out
of Kako’s breath. There was nothing irregular or threatening about
it. The rest of the room was silent: a heavy silence from the
book-lined walls and five cold points of empty silence where the
windows and connecting door made a hole in the books. Then, while
Kako’s breath remained soft and steady, Rafiq heard the slither as
she uncurled from her settee and set her bare feet silently on the
marble floor. Not asleep, then. Rafiq cracked his eyelids open just
enough to see a blurred slit of the room as Kako looked, listened,
and stole away softly across the swiftly cooling tiles. Where was
she going? It came to his mind that she had slept late yesterday
morning: had she been wandering last night as well? And if so,
where? Two rooms and a staircase didn’t leave a lot of leeway.

He briefly considered following
her, but by the time he sat up Kako’s almost indiscernible
footsteps had died away altogether and Rafiq had the distinct
impression that she was no longer in the two-room paradigm with
himself and Akish. Besides, if he knew where she’d gone and Prince
Akish asked about it later, Rafiq would have to tell him. Rafiq
preferred to tell the prince as little as possible, and if he
didn’t know anything he couldn’t tell anything.

By the time Kako returned,
waking him, the pre-dawn cool was already seeping across the marble
floor, causing Rafiq to burrow deeper into his rug in an attempt to
escape its lingering touch. Through his eyelashes he could see that
Kako was weary but well content, a glow of satisfaction about her.
She fell asleep almost immediately and this time Rafiq could hear
the difference in her breathing. She must have stayed awake for
hours waiting for himself and Akish to fall asleep.

What exactly did she want with
himself and Akish? She certainly had no need to stay with them. And
when Prince Akish had declared his intention of taking her with
them yesterday, Rafiq was certain that Kako had been pleased. Was
she a part of the Keep’s enchantments? Was she only there to
obfuscate the path and hamper them in the Circles of Challenge?

 


It wasn’t until quite late in
the day that Prince Akish sent a bellow of triumph echoing through
the two-room paradigm. Rafiq, who had been prowling the great
hall—ostensibly in search of a way forward but actually in search
of some form of food—betook himself to the next room slowly enough
to please himself while not being slow enough to force Akish to
call him in.

Kako was already there,
reclining on a settee with a book and not looking very interested.
Akish was standing in front of one of the emptier bookcases, his
face alight with triumph, and when he drew nearer Rafiq understood
why. It was curious that he and Kako hadn’t seen it: those two
stacks of books supporting the old shelving made a doorway.

“The
writing,” he said, nodding.

Prince Akish’s eyes flamed.
“Books are the door!”

“And
knowledge is the key,” agreed Kako. “It’s a Shinpoan
saying.”

“It’s a
sign,” Akish said impatiently. “You wouldn’t understand. Those
piles of books are the doorway to the next Circle.”

Kako’s eyes became particularly
flat. “How interesting. How does that work?”

“I suppose
one simply walks through it.”

“I see. You
don’t seem to be getting very far.”

Prince Akish, who had tried to
walk through one rather sturdy wall, pounded his fist on the blocks
that showed between book stacks. “Why isn’t it working?”

“Maybe the
door’s shut,” said Kako helpfully.

“There must be a key phrase to unlock it.” Prince Akish
crossed his arms tightly across his chest, scowling.
“Knowledge is the key! Books
are the door!”

“It’s not working,” Rafiq said, when it was obvious that
it wasn’t.

“It must
work!” Prince Akish said furiously.
“The words are a sign! My conclusions are correct!” He made a
violent gesture at the wall, spewing potent magic from his fingers,
and both piles of books exploded in a fluttering of leaves and
covers, knocking several other books from the shelves and starting
a domino effect of several massive tomes that had been leaning
against the back of one of the settees. The last of these, a
monstrously large and improbably thin atlas with biscuit-coloured
borders that was nearly as tall as Kako, tilted ponderously and
slapped against the marble floor with a soft, dusty
paf!

All three of them stared at it
speechlessly, aware of Prince Akish’s magic reacting with something
distinctly magical in the book before it fizzled away.

“It’s
certainly big enough,” Kako said.

Prince Akish, recovering both
his temper and his breath, ordered: “Open the book, lizard.”

This time it was obvious that
they’d chosen the right way. When Rafiq propped the atlas back up
against a bookshelf and opened it, the internal magics lit the
dusty twilight of the room. He opened it to the page that it most
naturally opened at, and instead of a map they found themselves
looking at a highly detailed rendering of what seemed to be another
room in the Keep. It was about the size of a large ballroom, the
marble tiles on the floor of myriad colours, and was rather
incongruously dotted with a series of articles that looked
distinctly out of place. Even to Rafiq the profusion of chairs,
desks, random ottomans, and chaise lounges seemed unusual. If he
wasn’t mistaken, there was also the odd wardrobe or two about the
room, and that was certainly a massively canopied bed over in one
corner.

Prince Akish gazed at the room
in mingled triumph and dissatisfaction. “Why are there articles of
furniture strewn through your ballroom?”

“It’s only one ballroom of many,” Kako said. “I suppose it
needed to keep the spare furniture somewhere.”

Rafiq, certain that Kako was
again only telling half of the truth and rather annoyed with her in
consequence, said abruptly: “Who goes first?”

“The serving
girl,” said Akish at once, as Rafiq had been certain he would. “I
will follow her and you will immediately follow me. Do you
understand?”

“I hear and
obey.”

“Very well.
Lead the way, wench.”

Kako’s one-shouldered shrug as
she turned away from the prince was as eloquent as an eye roll. In
turning, she slipped sideways and into the room in one
unconsciously familiar movement that had Rafiq wondering just how
well she knew the magic of the Keep.

The prince waited only until a
rather flat representation of Kako appeared on the page before he
followed her through without a ripple of the sorcerous page,
leaving Rafiq to bring up the rear with the rather grim question of
what the third Circle would present in the way of challenge.

 


***

 


The book glowed briefly as the
last of the challengers stepped through, and when the glow faded a
certain swirling of unformed words remained. Slowly, slowly, word
by word, two lines formed in soft sepia on the creamy page.

Herein is entry to the Perilous
Room

Seek the Changeable Path or
find here your Doom.

 


The Second Circle is ended
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 The Third
Circle

 


The first thing Rafiq heard
after a fuzz of soft edges and round, fluffy noises was the sound
of Prince Akish swearing. That was neither soft nor fluffy. At
first Rafiq thought that the tiles beneath his feet were soft and
fluffy too, but once his consciousness adjusted to the abrupt fact
that he was now in the ballroom he’d seen from the book, he came to
the rather unpleasant realisation that the tiles were in fact some
sort of quicksand, and that he had sunk in it to his knees. Prince
Akish had also sunk into the floor some way ahead of him and was
making all possible speed to clamber onto a nearby table that was
squat, long, and above all unsinking.

“Chair,” said Kako significantly. She alone was standing on
a tile that seemed to be solid, and if Rafiq read her aright, she
was very much amused. Still, there was a chair in easy
reach, and when he carefully levered himself out of the miry tiles
and onto it, he found that quite a decent area around the chair
seemed to be quite solid as well. It was hard to be annoyed with
Kako when the floor beneath him was so blessedly
normal.

Prince Akish scowled around at
the ballroom. “What enchantment have we walked into?”

“I think,” said Kako, with a laugh trembling in her voice;
“I think the floor is quicksand.”

“Don’t be
pert, girl. I could ascertain so much for myself.”

“No, you
don’t understand,” Kako said. The laugh was gone from her voice but
to Rafiq’s eyes she fairly irradiated laughter. “Look at all the
furniture: it’s just close enough to clamber on or jump to. It’s a
giant game of The Floor Is Quicksand. I used to play it with my
brother and sisters.”

Prince Akish’s brows snapped
together. “Is this accursed place making light of our quest?”

Rafiq cast his eyes up and
began feeling carefully around the base of his chair with his feet.
Once Prince Akish began to be annoyed about real or perceived
slights, everything took lesser place to his ire. Still, when he
finished being annoyed he was bound to tell Rafiq to find them a
way forward, and since Rafiq was now hungry with the kind of dull,
continuous ache that preyed upon the mind, it seemed sensible to
begin finding a way through the quicksand.

“Not light,
exactly,” Kako said, as Rafiq’s questing feet met slightly firmer
tile where he was certain he had only met treacherous quicksand
before. “It does seem to have a fascination with games,
though.”

“Rafiq–”
began Prince Akish.

“Never mind
Rafiq; he’s stuck over there,” said Kako. “I’ll find a path for
us.”

Was
he stuck, though? wondered Rafiq.
The tiles that he had mired through seemed to be solidifying quite
quickly.

“Stay there,”
Kako said warningly as Rafiq brought his feet beneath him to rise.
“The quicksand is beginning to firm.”

“That’s a
good reason to move,” he said.

“Yes, if it
were going to stay like that. I’ve got a feeling that it’s only
gone away to make room for something more nasty.”

“What about
you?”

“I think I’ve
found a pattern,” said Kako. “I’m sure I’ll be fine. Three to the
left, then blue, then yellow. One step back, repeat. I tested it
with the quicksand tiles before you both got here. There was a bit
of a lag.”

And
there, thought Rafiq. There it was again! The strange, absolute
certainty that Kako was lying to them. Still, lying or no, when she
made her way across the floor toward him in an inching, crab-like
manner that followed her prescription, she didn’t sink so much as
an inch through the tiles.

She was quite
close to him when Rafiq heard the faint whirring of something
magical stirring. It was deep in the floor, crawling along the
underside of the tiles. Rafiq was still trying to pinpoint the
source of it when Kako said a frantic: “Aiee!” and leapt
for his lap. He caught her by reflex, wincing very slightly: for
all her diminutive size, Kako was surprisingly heavy. She was also
surprisingly warm for a human. Where a bare section of her back
touched the inside of his arm Rafiq felt the contact like a ray of
the hottest summer sun. Without meaning to, he found himself
tightening his arms around Kako, delighting in the sunlight warmth
of her.

She wriggled indignantly, and
when Rafiq remembered himself enough to release her, she
immediately curled one foot up to examine it. There was blood
seeping from the underside of it. Rafiq automatically reached for
the foot to inspect the damage but Kako elbowed him and hunched
away, swiping the trickle of blood away on the silken fabric that
clothed her other leg.

“It’s fine.
The wound will close by itself.”

“What is it?”
called the prince.

“Spikes,”
said Kako, observing the floor with disfavour. “Small and very
sharp. Lucky I was mostly on the right path. They took me by
surprise.”

Surprise?
wondered Rafiq. No, that was annoyance he’d seen on her face.
Annoyance at herself. At her own carelessness, perhaps? And
why could he smell burning silk once again? That was the
important question, decided Rafiq. Another was the question of why
Kako was so very warm? His eyes snapped to Kako’s face, which was
at present looking decidedly wary, a light suffusion of dark orange
permeating the air around her. It was very, very faint: had been
faint from the first moment he’d seen her. Those tiny, tell-tale
colours in aura around her had been so close to indiscernible that
Rafiq hadn’t consciously seen them. He’d only reacted to them as he
would have reacted to any other she-dragon.

Remembering his melted blade
and the scent of burning silk then, he grimly bent to examine
Kako’s trouser leg in spite of her physical and verbal protests.
There where her blood had smeared across the silk were burnt
patches; tight, crumpled little sections that had blackened,
hardened, and in some cases burnt right through.

“Happy?” said
Kako when he straightened. “When I melted your stupid dagger it
ruined the only set of clothes I have access to.”

Rafiq looked down into those
clever, wary, almond eyes and said in quiet certainty: “You have
fire in your blood.”

Kako startled so badly that she
almost fell off his lap and into the intermittent spikes that
surrounded them. She caught herself with one clutching hand at
Rafiq’s collar and said: “Excuse me?” Her voice was very carefully
calculated between anger and annoyance, but Rafiq could see
reddening in her faint aura. She was very frightened indeed. If he
hadn’t been sure of it before, he was now.

“Sorry,” he
said, and tore away the whispy loops of Kako’s scarf from her
neck.

She made a stifled sound,
snatching the scarf back to her neck, but it was too late. Rafiq
had already seen the new, pink scar that ran below her left ear and
across her throat to the opposite shoulder. It was a very familiar
slash: he had used the exact slice on the Dragon of the Keep.

Kako was the Dragon of the
Keep.

“Don’t
assault the serving maid!” called the prince irritably. “I informed
you of neck scarfs earlier, Rafiq. I won’t be held responsible if
she wants to marry you.”

“We’ll talk
later,” said Rafiq softly, as Kako rewound her scarf.

Kako, with her fingers
trembling slightly, said to the prince in a careless voice: “Oh no!
My mother expects me to marry much higher. At least a steward, I
should think.”

The prince, who didn’t care
about the matrimonial aspirations of a serving girl, said: “Is the
path found, or must we begin again?”

“It’s found,” said Kako, slipping from Rafiq’s lap. She
favoured her left foot slightly but didn’t seem to have too much
trouble standing. “I just had to stop for a bit to fix my foot.
Follow me, Rafiq. Three steps to the left, then blue, then yellow.
One step back, repeat. Follow me exactly. And make sure your
whole foot is inside the tile. The spikes are rather
painful.”

Kako and Rafiq made their way
slowly across the floor, followed closely and then overtaken by the
evening shadows. By and large their path bore them left, and it
wasn’t long before Prince Akish was cautiously able to lower
himself to the floor behind them. Kako was entirely silent, and
though Rafiq had found her chatter both bothersome and cheeky, he
now found that he felt very badly about her muteness. It seemed, he
thought uncomfortably, that he’d behaved more like Prince Akish
than a dragon, and he didn’t like the feeling. He didn’t miss the
occasional look that Kako flicked his way, her sloe eyes shuttered
and watchful.

Akish, while not so
self-absorbed as to be oblivious to the tension, was fortunately
too busy counting tiles under his breath to notice, and it wasn’t
until they found themselves between a wardrobe and the grand bed
they’d seen from the other Circle that he seemed to notice how
little light remained of the day. He muttered something beneath his
breath, producing a flare of sorcerous light, and at once the tiles
beneath their feet blanched to white, all hope of identification
gone.

“That’s torn
it,” said Kako, gazing around. They were the first words she’d
spoken in quite some time, and it was something of a relief to hear
her voice again. Rafiq realised that he’d been waiting for her to
disappear through the Door Out and leave himself and Akish to their
own machinations.

Prince Akish said something
rather rude and banished the light, but it was too late. In the
last of the fleeting sun the tiles remained white, useless as a
guide. “What happened?” he demanded.

“I think your
magic reacted with the Keep’s magical mechanics. It thinks you’re
trying to cheat with magic, so it’s taken away your
privileges.”

The prince looked annoyed with
himself. “I didn’t consider the possibility. Will the patterns come
back, wench?”

“I’d imagine
so,” Kako said. “Probably not until morning, though. We may as well
stop for the night.”

“What a
plaguey nuisance! Very well, we’ll stop for the night. Find
somewhere to sleep and we’ll start again in the
morning.”

Prince Akish of course took the
bed. It was a massive, canopied thing that could have held the
three of them with ease and very little embarrassment, but in spite
of that Kako made herself a nest in the wardrobe with some
conveniently hanging furs and Rafiq threw himself onto a nearby
chaise lounge that was much less comfortable than it looked. From
there he could see the diminishing flame of the sunset as it
flickered and died, while listening to Kako’s tiny rustles as she
settled in her wardrobe and Prince Akish’s various rasps, rattles
and thumps as he divested himself of the more cumbersome pieces of
his armour.

After the fidgets and rustles
came the quiet, and it was slowly borne in on Rafiq that Kako was
working small, quiet magic. He rolled over to watch her work, the
soft, fiery heat of her magic overshadowing the peaceful
iridescence of lavender that fluctuated in her aura. It looked as
though the working was calming her.

When Prince Akish’ irregular in
and out of breath had settled down to a rhythmic snore, Kako’s
voice, low and muted, said: “Are you going to tell him?”

“No,” said
Rafiq. “But if he asks me–”

“You’ll have
to tell him. All right. I can work with that.”

Rafiq, struggling to find a way
to put his regret into words, rolled over onto his back once again
and said to the ceiling: “I didn’t mean to tear your scarf. I’ll
get you a new one.”

Kako’s dragon aura had almost
faded now, but he saw the faint edging of forgiving gold from the
depths of the wardrobe and relaxed.

“That’s all
right,” said Kako. “I have others. Good night, Rafiq.”

Kako was gone again. Rafiq,
waking late in the night to the solitary snoring of Prince Akish,
saw the empty, shadowed inside of the wardrobe in which she’d been
sleeping. He was conscious of a feeling of relief mingled with
disappointment: it was safer if she stayed away from Akish, but
he’d really thought she meant it when she said she’d stay. He found
himself regretful that he wouldn’t have the chance to ask Kako
about her dragon form. He would have liked to know more about the
construct– not to mention the small matter of why she wasn’t dead.
He’d never heard of a human with fire in the blood surviving when
they died in dragon form.

Rafiq was still pondering the
question when he heard slight scuffling sounds from across the
room. It was Kako; carefully clambering across furniture piece by
piece to make her way back to the wardrobe, and she appeared to be
carrying a small bundle. It seemed good to Rafiq to close his eyes
once again and feign sleep. He was surprised to discover himself
smiling.

He felt Kako hovering over him
a little later. What was she about? Then there was a slight
fumbling somewhere in the region of his right arm, and Rafiq heard
the slight creak of the wardrobe as Kako climbed back in and made
herself comfortable. He sat up and saw in the grey light of early
morning that she had tucked a carefully folded handkerchief of food
into the crook of his arm, along with a small flask of water. The
food was simple fare—bread and some species of preserves that were
tangy and a little bit sweet—but there was quite a lot of it. It
was the sort of thing he would have expected of a hungry youth
raiding the larder late at night. It was immensely satisfying;
filling and delightfully piquant.

When he had finished eating
Rafiq folded the handkerchief neatly, took a long, refreshing
draught of water, and lay back to gaze up at the silvery ceiling
with his hands laced behind his head. It was very pretty, of
course, but the silver did throw some strange reflections. The blue
in the floor, for example, was nothing like the blue that the
silver reflected back at him. It was more of a robin’s egg blue.
And come to think of it, the yellow tiles reflected in the ceiling
looked closer to robin’s egg blue than yellow, too.

Rafiq blinked. Ah. They’d been
looking for patterns in the wrong place. His eyes followed the
pattern of blue across the ceiling and found that it led very
precisely and easily to a window across the ballroom. Rafiq briefly
considered pointing it out to Akish, but after the food and drink
Kako had brought he wasn’t distractingly hungry or thirsty– or
particularly inclined to assist the prince, if it came to that.

Rafiq threw a look over at Kako
and saw that she was watching him, her eyes glittering in the
shadows. She had realised the same thing that he had; and like
himself, was declining to tell the prince. Interesting. He closed
his eyes and drifted back into a pleasant sleep.

 


The day was one of annoyance
and frustration. Prince Akish was frustrated, which meant that
everyone around him was annoyed. It didn’t help, thought Rafiq
tiredly, that by the time Kako had led them another few feet across
the tiled floor, the pattern suddenly and explicably changed. The
first indication they had of any such thing was the tiles heating
painfully beneath their feet. By the time they’d scrambled for
somewhere safe, Prince Akish’s boots were smoking gently and the
soles of Kako’s feet were burnt into red, angry blisters.

Kako looked more resigned than
tearful, though her face had a carefully blank look that suggested
she wasn’t giving in to her pain. Akish, on the other hand, was
loud and vituperative in his distress both of burnt shoe-leather
and lost path, and spent the next few hours eating his rations in
an angry sort of way before climbing over some of the closer
furniture to get a better look at the room. When Rafiq asked
somewhat sarcastically for Commands, Akish only said: “Be silent,
lizard. I am attempting to find the pattern again.”

True to his
word, he did
find the pattern again. By that time
Kako had managed to heal the burns on her feet, and though the scar
was still on the bottom of her foot, the rest of the skin looked
smooth and new.

“How did you
find it?” she asked Akish, accepting Rafiq’s hand to rise from the
footstool upon which she had taken refuge.

“The pattern
was clear from above,” said Akish grandly, and led the
way.

Rafiq exchanged a look with
Kako, brows raised. Akish was obviously in one of his more childish
moods today. Rafiq had known him to go into terrifyingly infantile
rages at the least pretext when he was in such a state, the
prince’s vaunted prowess and battle cunning notwithstanding. Kako
looked distinctly wary and Rafiq got the impression that she was
used to dealing with such anger. He wondered if her princess often
went into the same kind of paroxysms.

Before long it was obvious to
Rafiq that the pattern was not taking them in the direction he had
discovered last night. That was unfortunate, given Akish’s current
mood, but he saw no reason to enlighten the prince. He was
beginning to think that Kako was by no means eager for them to get
through the Circles of challenge, and since it was no part of
Rafiq’s design to make things easy for Prince Akish, he continued
to follow behind silently. The pattern ended at a small side-door
at the other end of the ballroom from whence they had entered.
Prince Akish, with a grunt of triumph, wrenched the door open, and
an incongruous flood of late afternoon sunlight streamed into the
room.

“Oh well
done,” said Kako. “You’ve found the Door Out.”

Rafiq craned his neck to see
around the seething Prince Akish, and found himself looking at the
wide stairs and open courtyard by which he and Akish had entered
the Keep.

“This,” said
Akish through his teeth, “Is insupportable! Wench, what is the
meaning of this?”

“It’s the
Door Out,” Kako repeated. “I told you: there’s one for every
Circle. We’ve been following the wrong pattern.”

Much to Rafiq’s surprise, the
prince didn’t immediately explode. Instead, he said: “You did
inform me. This challenge is more irritating than I’d supposed. Can
we go back to the entrance of this Circle?”

“We can go
back to the point at which we entered, but the door is closed to
us. We can only go forward or out.”

“You know a
great deal, wench,” said Akish, closing the door again. He turned
his back to it and looked very narrowly at Kako. “I’m beginning to
believe I went too lightly on you in the last Circle.”

“Oh, is Rafiq
going to hold a knife to my throat again?”

Prince Akish put one hand
around her throat almost casually. “You’re remarkably forward for a
maid.”

“Yes,” said
Kako. Her voice was strained, but she was otherwise unaffected.
“The princess finds it very useful.”

Rafiq made a restless move,
powerless by Thrall to do anything to help; and Prince Akish,
jerking Kako closer, shot him a smouldering look. “Keep back,
lizard! I don’t need your help. How do we proceed to the next
circle, wench?”

“I’m sure we
have to find the right pattern to follow,” said Kako chokingly. Her
face was suffused with crimson, but when Rafiq opened his mouth to
tell the Prince he’d found the way himself he saw Kako’s hand rise,
the index finger slightly uplifted. “I don’t know anything
else.”

“I don’t
believe you. You know entirely too much of this accursed
place.”

Kako rasped:
“Live here. Know how it
thinks.”

“You’ll kill
her,” Rafiq said shortly. Kako’s finger was still raised, but she
was beginning to droop. He opened his mouth to tell the prince the
way out in spite of her wishes but Kako lost consciousness as he
did so, dragging the prince forward with the unexpectedness of her
weight. Akish gave vent to a series of unpleasant remarks regarding
her parentage and said to Rafiq: “Plague take the wench, she knows
nothing after all! Pick her up and carry her back with us. It’s
possible she may yet prove useful.”

They spent the afternoon back
at the bed, where Kako took far longer than she should have to
regain consciousness and the prince did a piece of magic that made
a fat slab of architect’s paper appear, along with a winding
fountain pen. It also made the colours in the floor disappear once
again, which irritated the prince greatly.

Rafiq deposited Kako on the
chaise-lounge and removed himself to a nearby chair, worried by the
amount of time that she spent unconscious until he saw her eyes
open a slit to watch Prince Akish’s busily moving pen as it
scrawled characters and numbers on the paper slab.

He found himself grinning. How
much of her faint had been real? None of it, he was inclined to
think. He was also inclined to think that she’d deliberately
needled the prince. There was no excuse for the prince’s behaviour,
of course, but Kako had seen his mood and deliberately provoked
him, Rafiq was certain. What did she have to gain from being
physically attacked?

When Kako finally deigned to
wake from her self-imposed ‘faint’, the prince was still at his
scribblings and Rafiq was amusedly watching her. She caught his eye
and winked, then produced an entirely convincing, throbbing
cough.

“Not dead,
then, I see,” said the prince, without looking up. “If I were you,
I would begin to think of ways in which to be very useful. Your
unhelpfulness is starting to pall.”

“Oh,” said
Kako, her voice slightly raspy. “How awful. Did you know that the
colours in the floor have disappeared again?”

“Yes,” the
prince said sourly. “I worked some magic again and the Keep took
exception to it.”

“I see. Just
trying to be helpful.”

Akish violently scribbled out a
section of his figures and barked at Rafiq: “Instead of smirking,
lizard, why don’t you clamber over the furniture to see how far you
can get?”

“Of course,”
said Rafiq, his grin just a little wider.

“The Floor Is
Quicksand!” sang Kako at him, and leapt from the chaise lounge to a
nearby desk with surprising lightness of foot. Rafiq followed her,
enjoying the feel of his muscles coiling and uncoiling. There was
less exercise to be had as a human, and the fact that his arms were
more useable as a human never quite made up for the fact that he
was always flexing his shoulders in expectation of being able to
use his wings.

They enjoyed an afternoon of
childish fun while the prince worked at his figures. Rafiq, chasing
Kako over couch-back and under chandelier, saw Akish frequently
flopping on his back on the bed and wondered that the prince didn’t
see the same patterns on the ceiling that he had seen.

Kako, noticing the direction of
his gaze, stopped for a brief moment atop a dressing table and
said: “It’s the canopy. It’s not just a curtained bed, it’s a fully
canopied one. All he can see is drapes.”

Rafiq gave a hiss of laughter.
“Akish was never one for sleeping with his troops.”

“Exactly,”
said Kako. “Serves him right for taking the most comfortable
bed.”

“So you do
know the way through this
Circle!”

“Oh yes,”
Kako said, dropping lightly to the next piece of furniture by way
of the chandelier. “I told you: I know the way this place thinks. I
didn’t think you’d figure it out, actually.”

“He will,
too,” Rafiq warned her. “Eventually.”

“Yes, but
will he do it before he runs out of food?”

It was a good question, Rafiq
thought. The prince was clever, but he was used to commanding
battles and planning raids, not solving puzzles that seemed
ridiculously complicated while being actually quite simple. The
Keep’s puzzles so far had been children’s games– right down to the
dragon that guarded it; a child’s story if ever there was one. What
chiefly interested him now, though, was whether Kako was a part of
the Keep’s magic, or whether she was an actual person.

That night when Kako carefully
sneaked away, Rafiq was awake to follow her. She took a perilous
route across a spaced-out series of armchairs that made a wandering
line around furniture and finally came to a halt beside a knight
that was guarding a shallow, curtained alcove. Rafiq, following
her, discovered that the alcove became somewhat less shallow the
closer one grew. By the time he was leaping from the second-last
armchair to the last he could see down the alcove’s gloomy length
as if it was a hall. A flutter of pink silk was just disappearing
around a corner at the end of it. Rafiq made short work of the last
armchair, springing lightly and silently into the alcove, and
hurried after Kako. Now that he had been human for a few days his
native lightness of foot was growing, just as Kako’s she-dragon
aura faded further with each day that she didn’t turn dragon.

The hall made an abrupt end in
heavy curtains that were just barely parted. Rafiq had already felt
the fiery magic that formed it, and if he had a guess, he would
have said that Kako had joined the Keep to a room quite far away
from it by the simple expedient of matching drapes.

Carefully twitching the
curtains back a little more, he took a cautious look around the
room. It wasn’t a small one, but it looked distinctly crowded. Part
of that impression was created by the sheer amount of books that
had been crammed into the bookcases, corners, spare chairs and
tables; but the fact that every chair not occupied by piles of
books was occupied by a human of varying size, age, and sex didn’t
help the room to look any less crowded. There was a boy sitting
solemnly on a footstool with a book that was bigger than he was
lying open on his crossed legs. On the top shelf of one of the
bookcases was a very tiny girl alternately turning pages and
tucking strands of hair behind her ear, from whence they
immediately escaped again; and the fattest two-seater couch that
Rafiq had ever seen was occupied by an older girl who evidently had
no idea of the way that couches worked. She was sprawled on the
seat with a book resting on her stomach, her hair hanging over the
side and her legs resting comfortably against the back of it,
crossed at the ankles. She was showing off a good deal more light
brown skin than even Shinpoans would consider to be suitable.

Across from her, as if in
direct reproof, sat an elegant young woman with a gracefully
straight back and correctly covered legs, reading something
decorative and most likely poetical.

When Kako walked into the room,
each one of them looked up, smiles—and in the case of the tiny girl
in the bookcase, squealing excitement—immediately in evidence. Even
the girl sitting upside down on the couch, with her clever,
sarcastic face, grinned briefly.

“I see you’ve
all sneaked out of bed again,” said Kako, in a congratulatory kind
of way.

“Did you make
it to the third Circle?” asked the boy, his eyes bright and
interested. “We’ve been tracking your progress on the map Dai’s
drawing.”

“We did,”
Kako said. “Where’s mum?”

“Probably
restocking the pantry after you raided it last night,” said the
boy. He looked vaguely reproachful. “Why didn’t you wake
us?”

“I wanted to
speak to mum,” said Kako. “Besides, I saw you all two nights ago.
And mum was the one who gave me the sandwiches, so
there.”

“You’ve tracked something nasty in,” suddenly said the girl
with her legs propped against the back of the couch. She nodded
toward Rafiq, who had
thought that he was sufficiently
well hidden, and he found himself under the gaze of five pairs of
eyes. “How unfortunate. It’ll probably get stuck in the carpet,
too.”

Kako said:
“Bother! What are you
doing here?”

“I followed
you.”

“Well, yes;
that’s pretty obvious. I suppose you’d better come in. It’s not a
good idea to spend too much time in the corridor: it doesn’t really
exist.”

“Dai!” hissed
the older, elegant girl. “Cover your legs!”

The girl called Dai looked
Rafiq over once boredly and said: “It doesn’t matter. He’s only a
human-form thing. What does he care about legs?”

“Legs are
full of flavour and wonderfully chewy,” said Rafiq. “Also humans
can’t run away if you bite them off.”

There was a
soft plop as Dai’s legs hit the couch and a slight scuffle
as they folded beneath her. Rafiq took a certain amount of
satisfaction in the fact that her eyes were now very wide and
suddenly no longer bored.

“This is
Rafiq,” Kako said, her eyes dancing. “He’s the Contender’s
um...servant. He’s a dragon-human construct.”

“Sort of the
opposite of you,” said the boy. His eyes weren’t quite as obviously
Shinpoan as the others’: not only were they bright blue, there was
only a slight suggestion of slanting to them. “Do you eat,
construct?”

Rafiq’s eyes met Kako’s
briefly. He said: “Yes. Not as much as a human-born, but I do
require some sustenance.”

“Now that’s
interesting!” the boy said excitedly. “Kako doesn’t, you see. Where
do you keep your dragon form?”

“Keep
it?”

He nodded expectantly. “Yes,
while you’re in a Constructed human body. Kako hides in wardrobes
and under beds.”

Rafiq looked
from one to the other, frowning. “I don’t...I change. There’s no other body. First I’m dragon, then I’m
man.”

There was an immediate
explosion of excited interest all over the room.

“But Kako
says–”

“Kako
has–”

“How do
you–”

Kako, above the general hubbub,
said sharply: “Enough! Rafiq isn’t interested in how I change from
human to dragon–”

“I am,”
objected Rafiq, but she ignored him.

“–he’s
interested in eating. Zen, why don’t you get him something to
eat?”

“All right,
but Akira’s used all of the preserves for that–”

“–for our
cousin?” said Kako swiftly.

There was a brief pause while
Zen pushed up his glasses and Dai chuckled.

“Yes. Our
cousin ate all the preserves. I hope they give him stomach cramps.
But there’s a nice pie in the cooler if Rafiq would like
that.”

“Pie!” said a
small voice immediately. Rafiq looked up and found that the
diminutive girl in the bookcase was watching him intently. She’d
gone back to her book when the conversation had turned to Rafiq,
but the mention of pie had once more awoken her interest in the
conversation. “Pie for me!” she crowed.

“Pie for
Rafiq,” corrected Zen, obediently closing his book and leaving the
room.

“Pie for me!” insisted the
child irritably. She abandoned her book to climb out of the
bookcase backwards, and Rafiq, who instinctively moved closer when
her tiny legs flailed for the next shelf, was just in time to catch
her before she fell.

“It’s all
right, she bounces,” said Dai languidly.

“Dragon!”
said the child happily, wrapping her arms around Rafiq’s neck.
“Dragon for me!”

Kako grinned. “I thought you
wanted pie?”

“Pie for me,
too!”

“This is
Miyoko,” Kako said, by way of introduction. “Oh, and that’s Suki.
Akira isn’t here at the moment. Zen is the one fetching the pie,
and Dai is the one on the couch.”

A pair of big brown eyes lit
with excitement. “Fire!”

“No fire!”
said Kako immediately. “Dai, did you give Mee matches
again?”

“Suki took
them off her days ago and I’ve been locking the door to my
workroom.”

“Don’t need matches,” Miyoko explained. “Dragons go
whoof!” She puffed her cheeks out and huffed a short, slightly
damp breath into Rafiq’s face, by which he understood that she
wished him to breathe fire. An interesting idea—could he transform
enough to be able to breathe fire without needing to change all the
way?—but since Zen was just staggering into the room with a tray
piled high with food while Kako peeled Miyoko’s arms from his neck,
he didn’t attempt it.

“Help
yourself,” Kako told him, nodding at the tray. “And quickly, too,
or there’ll be none left for you.”

Rafiq did so hungrily; but he
wasn’t so eager for food that he didn’t notice her pulling Dai
aside to murmur in her ear. He accepted the pie Zen offered him
before Miyoko could snatch it away with her tiny, grubby fingers,
and watched them both out of the corner of his eye. Did something
change hands? He thought so. So Kako wasn’t here merely to see her
family: she’d come with a purpose. Was that purpose behind why she
still wandered the Enchanted Keep with himself and the prince? It
was useless to attempt to hear what Kako and Dai were saying: Zen
was determined to know about Rafiq’s dragon form and how he
changed, and Miyoko was just as determined to have Rafiq’s
attention all to herself. Suki tried to keep them both in some
semblance of politeness, and in so doing added another layer of
noise to the babble. By the time both children had been more or
less quieted by their elder sister, Kako and Dai were descending
upon the supper tray to snatch up the remaining crumbs that hadn’t
already been consumed with great dispatch by the younger two and
even the lady-like Suki.

Rafiq continued to watch them
thoughtfully as he ate, prompting Dai to wink at him
salaciously.

Kako didn’t react to his steady
regard, but when he’d finished eating she said: “We’d best be going
back now, Rafiq.”

There was a general chorus of
protest.

“But you just got here!”

“Pies and
fruit nectar, that’s all we are to you!”

“Kakooooo!”

“But Akira
will be here soon, Kako!”

“I know,”
said Kako, answering the most comprehensible of the wails. “But I
got to see Akira last night. And why else would I come to see you
all but for the food and drink?”

To Rafiq’s surprise, her
siblings seemed to take this in good part. Zen and Miyoko crowded
close to hug her around the waist and the leg respectively, and
Suki sighingly kissed her cheek.

Dai gave her a sideways smile
and threw herself onto a couch, blowing Kako a kiss. “Will you be
back tomorrow?”

“I think so,”
said Kako. She and Dai exchanged a glance, and she added: “I’ll
want to see how you and Zen are going with that
project.”

Zen looked startled. “We’ve got
a project?”

Dai roused herself enough to
clip his ear with one hand. “Of course we do, you stupid
squib!”

“Oh, that
project,” Zen said, his eyes sliding
away from Rafiq. “All right: ‘night Kako.”

Kako ushered Rafiq on ahead of
her, stopping only to detach Miyoko from her leg, and they walked
the passage that wasn’t really there in silence, all the way back
to the Enchanted Keep.

 


The next morning the colour was
still gone from the tiles. Rafiq, who woke with a smile on his lips
and many questions bubbling in his mind, cast his eye over the
tiles and snuffed a small laugh.

“Oh, are the
tiles still white?” said Kako sympathetically, from her
wardrobe.

“Plague take
it!” Akish said angrily. “Why aren’t the colours back?”

“I expect the
Keep is trying a bit of negative reinforcement,” Kako said, her
eyes bright. She uncurled from the wardrobe with the unconscious
grace of a she-dragon and stretched on the tips of her toes. “It
really doesn’t like having to repeat itself. I wouldn’t use any
more magic while you’re here, if I were you.”

That was moderately
interesting, thought Rafiq, edging slightly sideways to make room
for Kako to sit down beside him. He could have sat up, but it
looked like Akish was settling to have a temper tantrum, and Rafiq
didn’t feel that a tantrum merited his full attention when he could
recline comfortably for the duration.

“There’s
always the Door Out,” said Kako, with the sighing weariness of one
who knows she will not be attended to. Rafiq smiled up at the
ceiling.

“We will not
abandon the quest!” Prince Akish said immediately. “Rafiq, what do
you see?”

The Burden of his Thrall fell
immediately, suffocatingly vicelike. Rafiq said, as casually as he
could manage: “I see the silver ceiling and the reflected patterns
from the floor.”

“The patterns?” Prince
Akish stared at him, then up at the ceiling with fierce exultation.
“Rafiq, find me a mirror!”

Rafiq rolled languidly to his
feet, conscious of a galling annoyance at himself. He had hoped to
be able to keep his own counsel better. He brought back one of the
side mirrors from the dressing-table a few tiles away and passed it
to Akish, meeting Kako’s eyes as he did so. She did her
one-shouldered shrug and smiled slightly, which made him feel
better.

“Now we progress!”
said Prince Akish exultantly, and led the way across the tiles. It
was astonishingly quick once they knew the way: a bare twenty
yards, and straight as an arrow to that one window. The prince
hauled at the window himself, for once too eager to order Rafiq to
do it, and leaned out into the open air to scout out the next
Circle.

“It’s a
garden,” he said. “Not much to be seen from here, I’m afraid.
Proceed, lizard.”

 


***

 


Somewhere far away from the
Enchanted Keep, Dai, sister of Kako, turned a shard of sword
between her fingers.

“What is it?”
asked Zen. He was gazing at it with intense attention, as if he
could force it to give up its secrets by the force of his will
alone.

“It’s part of
a sword.”

“I know that. I meant, what’s
it for?”

“Then you
should have asked that,” said Dai. “I don’t know what it’s for.
Neither does Kako, but she must be trying to find out, because she
wants a passable copy to replace the original. Can you do
it?”

“Probably,”
said Zen. “Think it belongs to the prince, or Rafiq?”

“Weeeeeeell–”

“What, Kako
didn’t tell you?”

“Oh, she told me. Says she picked the prince’s pocket. But
this magic– it’s good
magic. I mean, really good: lovely, benevolent stuff, and is it ever
strong! What’s Akish of Illisr doing with something this
nice?”

“Something
nasty, belike,” said Zen. “Oh! Dai! Why’s your necklace doing
that?”

“What?
Oh!”

“That’s your
Fae necklace, isn’t it? What’s it doing, trying to get away from
the shard?”

“I think so,” said Dai, feeling for the pendant doubtfully.
It had pulled itself as far away from the shard as it could get,
and now it tugged at the chain around her neck from somewhere over
her shoulder. “Do you know, I’m almost certain we have a book about
this. Wait here. Don’t
touch it.”

Zen waited after she left the
room, his hands shoved into his pockets and jiggling on his feet.
It looked as though he was physically restraining himself from
touching the shard. Dai returned moments later and shot him a
suspicious look, but his impatience convincing her that he’d done
as he was told, she wiggled the book at him.

“I was right. We do have a book about
it. Here, hold the shard.”

“All right!”
He held it while Dai grew a spiky, tight-knit spell in the palm of
one hand, and stood without flinching as she hurled it at the shard
between his fingers. Magic hit shard, and the room lit with a flash
of searing white light as the spell exploded into
extinction.

“Oooooh,”
said Zen, his eyes bright and dazzled.

Dai grinned:
a brilliant, triumphant grin. “Ah,” she said. “So
that’s what it does! I think Kako is going to like
this.”

 


The Third Circle is ended
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 The Fourth
Circle

 


Rafiq dropped into the
courtyard below. There were flagstones beneath his feet, cracked
and ancient with weeds, and the garden in the centre of the
courtyard was encroaching upon the stone border. Where once there
must have been a full three yards between garden and courtyard
wall, the trees now brushed against the wall. Rafiq turned to help
Kako through the window and set her down gently on the flagstones,
considerably puzzled. The view from the other windows had shown
them to be several stories high in the Keep, and there had
certainly been no sign of a courtyard garden from any of them.

Prince Akish dropped from the
window behind them and looked around critically. “At least we can
see the sky again! I began to fear we’d never get out of that
accursed place.”

Kako, looking very wary,
lightly touched the courtyard wall. “I wouldn’t relax just yet,
your highness. This feels more perilous than the proper inside of
the Keep.”

“That’s
because it’s Faery,” said Prince Akish dismissively.

Kako’s
eyebrows twitched together. “You’ve been in Faery
before?”

“Of course.
We’re allied with Faery.”

“You allied
with them? Why would you ally
yourself with them?”

“Watch your
impertinent mouth, wench,” said Prince Akish. “The Fae are
providing us with arms and spells in return for temporary land
grants and safe passage for their exiles through our
lands.”

Kako muttered
something that sounded like “Exiles!” with a
bitter kind of mockery. “Yes, the Fae approached Shinpo about
accepting some of their exiles as well. We began to allow a few
through a tear between here and there because it seemed they were
under attack by another group of Fae known as the Guardians.
Unfortunately, those exiles turned out to
be High Fae who took control of the towns in which they were
settled and subjugated the local population into slaves. We still
haven’t managed to rescue all of our people, and I hear that
Llassar is almost entirely over-run with Fae. A human there is no
more than a dog.”

“Shinpo, like
Llassar, is weakly and prone to invasion,” said the prince. “Illisr
has not agreed to house exiles out of the goodness of its heart, it
has accepted exchange for exchange. We’ve not weakened ourselves,
we’ve taken advantage of the situation. Faery is indebted to
us.”

Rafiq, who
knew something of how Faery paid its debts, exchanged a look with
Kako. She was breathing fast and short, her eyes dark, and it
occurred to him that this was the most openly genuine feeling he’d
ever seen from her except when in the presence of her family.
Almost every other word, smile or response had been carefully
calculated to draw the desired reaction from Prince Akish or Rafiq
himself. To what end, Rafiq still hadn’t determined.

“Take to the
air, Rafiq,” said Prince Akish. “I’d like to know what we’re
working with.”

“Coming?”
Rafiq asked Kako. He had the distinct pleasure of seeing her
completely taken aback, her eyes fearful of what he was about to
say, before he added: “I can take passengers if you’re not afraid
to fall off.”

Kako gave a tiny choke of
laughter and said: “All right, then.”

“You’d better
get on my back now,” said Rafiq. “It’s going to get a bit crowded
when my wings come out.”

From the air the walled garden
below looked distinctly small. Rafiq, circling lazily in the bright
summer sun with the tiny weight that was Kako on his back, felt
chilled despite the sun. There was no sign of the Enchanted Keep at
all: the garden made its own solitary square against an unending
plain of rolling green. The sky itself felt alien, the breeze
shifting in an infinitesimally different manner than Rafiq was used
to.

“It is
Faery,” said Kako in his ear, her
voice stifled with unease. It was unusually easy to hear her: the
rush of wind that should have been sweeping past Rafiq’s ears at
the speed of his flight didn’t make a sound here. The unnerving
silence made his scales ache in unease. To take his mind off his
disquiet, he said: -You’re
familiar with Faery?-

“Not
exactly,” said Kako. “But the princess likes me to stay current
with my studies in magic, and a knowledge of Fae magic and Faery is
useful.”

-Do your brother and sisters
practise?-

“You’ve been
with Prince Akish a long time, haven’t you?” asked Kako, after a
small pause. That was interesting. She was willing to put her own
secrets in his keeping, but not those of her family. Rafiq was
inclined to think that her reticence meant at least one of her
siblings practised magic.

-Almost as
long as I remember- he said,
willing to humour her. After all, it was due to him that they were
now in the Fourth Circle. -Why?-

“Well, you’re
inured, aren’t you? You’ve given up.”

Rafiq was
conscious of an unpleasant twisting in his stomach.
-I haven’t given up!-

“Of course
you have,” said Kako. “You wriggle around things and make as much
of a nuisance of yourself as possible because you know you’ll never
escape. It’s the only way you have of fighting back.”

It wasn’t
true, thought Rafiq, dipping into the wind. It wasn’t true. He still thought of escape and freedom sometimes. But
when the old king had handed him over to Akish, the very first set
of Commands the young prince gave Rafiq were ones that his father
the king had passed on to him. Rafiq wasn’t to injure or bring
about the injury of Prince Akish. He was never to murder, or bring
about the murder of Prince Akish. He was never to collude with
those conspiring to bring about the murder or injury of Prince
Akish.

The list of Commands was both
extensive and comprehensive, and Rafiq had never found a loophole
in them.

He
said: -I haven’t given
up- again, and circled lower
for landing.

“Well?”
demanded Prince Akish when they landed and Rafiq was once again
human.

“We’re
stranded,” said Rafiq shortly. “Nothing around us but walls and
grass.”

“It’s
definitely Faery,” Kako said. “Not this bit we’re in, but out
there. It’s like a little mushroom of the human world has sprouted
up in Faery.”

“What
happened to the Keep?”

“I think we’re still technically in it,” said
Kako. “This room is just a bit leafier than a regular
one.”

Prince Akish said: “I found a
door in the wall further on, but it’s the Door Out. The rest is
merely garden– and not so much of it, either. It’s barely fifty
yards across.”

“Anything
edible?” asked Kako casually.

Rafiq found
it hard not to grin. Was she trying to get Akish to eat potentially
dangerous Faery food?

“Some fruit:
a few nuts. Nothing that doesn’t look human. Better yet, there’s a
spring in the centre of the garden: we won’t lack for food or drink
while we’re here.”

“That’s all
right,” said Kako; “But if there’s only one door, how do we get
on?”

“Over the
wall, I suspect,” said Prince Akish.

“The wall?” Rafiq
repeated, startled. “You’re going to go into
Faery?”

“We’re going to go
into Faery,” corrected Akish. “You don’t think I’m going to leave
you safe and warm here in the garden while I wander Faery alone, do
you?”

Kako sighed. This made the
prince look sharply at her.

“What is it,
wench?”

“Oh, nothing.
Nothing at all.”

“Speak!”

“Oh well, if
you want to get stuck in Faery, that’s your business,” said Kako.
“But if you’re going over the wall, I’m staying here, thank you
very much.”

“Come now, it’s not so perilous!”
protested the prince.

“Well, it
depends who you are,” Kako said. “But what it all really comes down
to is that over the wall is the same thing as a Door Out, except
you’ll be out in Faery instead of out in the human
world.”

Rafiq gazed
at her long and hard. Kako wanted them out of the Keep, he was
certain. That being the case, why was she trying so hard to stop
the Prince from climbing over the wall and into Faery? If what she
said was true, once Prince Akish and Rafiq were lost in Faery, they
wouldn’t be able to come back.

Kako’s eyes
flicked up to meet his and slid away again. “In any case, you
wouldn’t be able to get back to the human world. Your highness. But
then, you seem to be quite comfortable with the Fae, so it’s
entirely up to you.”

Prince Akish scowled down at
her. “Very well: we’ll separate and explore the garden. Reconvene
at the spring in the centre in half an hour.”

Kako immediately vanished into
the shrubbery, which made Rafiq wonder more than ever what she was
up to. The prince was making a direct line for the footpath that
ran around the outside of the garden, so Rafiq followed Kako into
the foliage, where he soon lost her among the leaves with such a
thoroughness that he suspected she was using magic to avoid him.
Since he didn’t choose to lose her, he spent some time trying to
seek out and follow her magic. This was less successful than he’d
hoped: Kako seemed to have a considerable enough talent at magic to
be able to hide the fact that it was considerable, and Rafiq
couldn’t even catch a trace of it. He spent a little time making a
grid of the small garden, but when even that didn’t turn up more
than a brief flicker of pink scarf he took a slightly circuitous
route to the spring at the centre of the garden. He’d seen it from
the air earlier, and the gentle trickling sound it made meant it
was easy to find through the foliage. The sound of running water
also made him realise how thirsty he’d become after his short burst
of dragon-ness, and by the time he did find the spring, Rafiq was
parched enough to kneel by the water and scoop up frustratingly
small sips of water in his cupped palm.

When his
thirst was sated there was still no sign of Akish or Kako, and
Rafiq felt it good to prowl closer to the garden walls. He could
smell a fresh breeze sweeping over the wall, pleasantly tinged with
half-familiar scents: it seemed to promise freedom. He was right at
the wall before he knew it, his palms pressed against the brickwork
as if he could force his way through to Faery, and a wild
frustration taking hold of his soul.

Why was he always to be caged?
Why could he never be free?

The spring
water bubbled in his stomach, frothy and light, and the idea grew
in him that he could
be free: would be free.
All he needed to do was climb over this wall– this cumbersome,
confining wall.

Rafiq threw himself at the
brickwork, silent and savage, and climbed. He heard a babble of
noise that meant nothing, a mere birdcall of nonsense that tried to
pluck at his reason and return it to him. Pink fluttered in his
peripheral and made dashes at him, then hit him solidly, knocking
him from his hold. Fire and rose dashed into the dirt together. He
groaned and tried to draw breath, but the someone who had knocked
the breath from his lungs was now sitting on his chest and
unceremoniously shoving her fingers down his throat. Rafiq choked;
retched. Pink silk tumbled off his chest as he spasmed and jerked
sideways to empty the contents of his stomach in the dirt.

“That’s
better,” said the pink silk encouragingly, when the worst of it was
over.

“No,” said
Rafiq in a thick voice, lurching to his feet again with a dog-like
determination. The pink silk seemed to tangle his legs and shove at
his shoulders, and he found himself tumbling into the dirt again.
He scrabbled to right himself, shaking his head to clear away the
strange fog that clouded it, and heard a voice that made him
struggle the more determinedly for the wall.

“What ails
him? Down, you son of a lizard!”

“Oh, be quiet!” said the pink
silk despairingly. “Can’t you see you’re making him worse? Look,
help me tie him to the tree.”

There was a frosty kind of
silence while Rafiq attempted a fumbling ascent of the wall and was
once more dragged back. Then the hated voice said: “I’ve Commanded
him to lie down. Why isn’t he obeying?”

“He drank
water from Faery,” said the pink silk. “I don’t know how they got
it in here, but it’s Faery all right; and it’s at least strong
enough to give a Thrall spell fair fight if the Thrall Commands are
opposed to the desire to climb over the wall.”

“Why hasn’t
he changed back to his dragon form?”

“I’m not sure
he’s thinking clearly enough for that,” the pink silk said
seriously. Somehow or other she was twined around his wrists just
as she’d twined around his ankles earlier, and that coupled with
the stronger, metallic presence that hove him sideways, compelled
Rafiq back into the garden against his will. He felt the wall
receding from him and fought doggedly to get back, but there was no
resisting the twin power of metal and silk, and before long Rafiq
began to feel the tug of another wall.

“Careful, or
you’ll have him going for one of the other walls,” said one of the
voices. And then, as Rafiq felt himself spiralling down into heavy
darkness, he was shoved against something hard and rough, his legs
collapsing under him.

The first
thing that Rafiq became aware of was the sad, aching desire to be
gone from this prison and over the wall into Faery. That was a very
odd thought for him to have, so he considered it carefully with his
eyes closed. While he was considering it he became aware of a
second sensation: that of a light breeze playing across his bare
toes. Why were his toes bare?

That
particular question led on to the certainty that it wasn’t a breeze
playing across his toes. No, somebody was tickling him.
Something light and quick stroked across the pad of his foot,
causing his toes to curl instinctively. Rafiq’s eyes snapped
open.

“Oh, you’re
awake,” said Kako.

“Why are my
boots gone?”

“I actually
thought you’d ask why you’re tied up, first,” she said.

“I suppose I
tried to go over the wall,” Rafiq said impatiently. “Why are my
boots gone?”

“I took them
off,” Kako said. “I wanted to see if you’re ticklish.”

“You wanted to see if I’m ticklish?”

“Yes,” she
said. “You are, by the way.”

“It was the
water, was it?”

Kako nodded.
“I checked it quickly while you were unconscious. Faery water is
being pumped into the garden through the spring.”

Rafiq grimaced slightly. He
couldn’t help feeling that it was thoughtless of him to have taken
water from inside the Enchanted Keep without even testing for
residual magic first. How long had he been unconscious? It was now
night, but the moon shone so brightly that it was hard to tell the
time.

“Don’t feel
too badly about it,” said Kako, as if reading his mind. “There’s
also a glamour on it. It’s supposed to draw you in.”

“Did you
know?”

“What? No, of
course not!”

“Do you know
the way out?”

“You’re very
curious tonight,” Kako said, looking at him through her
eyelashes.

“Why didn’t
you want Akish and me to go over the wall?”

“As it happens, I do know the way out,”
she said. “Well, to a certain extent. I know what’s required to get
us through the Circle. These last four circles are the hardest:
they’re not so much about solving puzzles as they are about testing
character.”

Rafiq’s chest expanded against
his bonds in a huff of a laugh. If the last four circles were tests
of character, Akish had no chance at all of making it through
them.

“Exactly,”
said Kako. “These few circles should be interesting.”

Interesting was one way to put
it, thought Rafiq; but there was still a curl of amusement to the
corner of his mouth. He flexed uncomfortably against his bonds, and
said: “When are you going to untie me?”

“Not for
quite a while yet,” said Kako. She sounded slightly apologetic.
“You’ve moved toward the west wall more than two inches since we’ve
been talking.”

Rafiq stared at her, then down
at the dirt around the tree he was tied to. There was a distinct
pattern of shuffled dirt from where he had been to where he now
sat. “How long will the effects last?”

“Possibly
until morning,” she said. “You threw up most of it, but some of it
was already in your system. When Dai ate a Faery plum it took a
week to purge it– though she ate the whole thing, of
course.”

“Of course
she did,” said Rafiq, with gloomy understanding. It was obviously
going to be a long night. “You might as well get some
sleep.”

“I’m not
going to sleep,” Kako said, surprised. “You’d be over the wall and
away before we could get up tomorrow. I’ve already had to re-tie
your hands three times while you were unconscious.”

There didn’t seem to be much to
say to that, especially since the information made Rafiq realise
that the muscles in his shoulders were tight, his wrists straining
against whatever it was Kako had tied them with. “What did you tie
me with?”

“There wasn’t
much to work with,” said Kako, with her one-shouldered shrug. “You
have two of my handkerchiefs around your wrists, and the prince
used a few of his sashes around your waist and
shoulders.”

Rafiq found himself grinning.
“Resourceful of you.”

“He’s not
very happy about it, by the way. Apparently all his sashes have a
meaning and none of them are to be used lightly. He explained them
all to me but I got bored and stopped listening.”

“When do you
get bored and stop listening to me?” asked Rafiq
curiously.

“You don’t
say enough to get boring,” Kako said. “And quite honestly, you’re
more inclined to be horribly startling than boring.”

Rafiq tried not to look as
pleased as that made him feel. He said: “You’re more inclined to
lie to me than you are to tell the truth, so I suppose we’re
even.”

“Oh!” said Kako, looking hurt. Her dragon aura had vanished
completely and it was hard to tell if she was really hurt or not.
Rafiq had just come to the conclusion that she really
was, and that he ought to apologise, when she began to laugh.
“Your straight face is wonderful!” she said. “All right, let’s play
a game. I’ll answer a question truthfully for every question that
you answer truthfully. Neither of us will get any sleep tonight,
after all: we may as well entertain ourselves.”

“How will I
be able to tell if you’re lying?” said Rafiq cautiously.

Kako shrugged. “You don’t seem
to have much trouble reading me,” she said. “Guess!”

“All right,”
Rafiq said. “But I get to ask the first question.”

“Fine,” Kako
said. “But if I find you too close of a questioner, I’ll dissolve
into tears. Just a friendly warning.”

Rafiq, distracted by the
thought that he hadn’t yet seen Kako cry despite the roughness with
which Prince Akish had attacked her, and Rafiq’s own violence
toward her, said: “Did you cry when you got those scars?”

“I cried for
one of them,” said Kako. “My turn.”

“No!” said
Rafiq, startled. “That wasn’t my question!”

“Too late
now,” Kako said. “You asked, I answered. My turn!”

Rafiq eyed her broodingly. “You
tricked me. You distracted me just as I was about to ask my
question.”

“How did you
become chattel of Prince Akish?” she asked, acknowledging his
accusation with a narrowing of her eyes in amusement. “I mean,
Illisr is magically inclined and always up to date with the latest
spells, but your Binding is something else entirely. I’ve never
seen anything half so strong.”

Rafiq’s head
jerked up. “What do you mean, see?”

“This is my
question,” Kako objected. “I
answered yours. Where did he get such a spell?”

“That’s two
questions,” said Rafiq. “You’ll have to answer two questions if I
answer them both.”

Kako’s brown eyes widened.
“Finagler! All right then, I will: but you first.”

“Akish had
the spell from his father: I was given to him for his sixteenth
birthday. His father captured me when I was a young drake, with a
spell so sharp and strong I couldn’t fight it. Of the spell itself
I know little: the prince always said it was Fae magic, but it
doesn’t feel like it. Strong and foreign, yes: Fae, no.”

“Very strong,” said
Kako absently. She was teasing one of the tattered ends of her
neck-scarf between her fingers, making a longer tail-end of frayed
silk.

Rafiq was hit with a sense of
alienness and familiarity all at once. Kako’s dragon form had the
same slit eyes that looked quietly and a little slyly on the world,
giving away very little; but her human form in all its strangely
pleasant alienness still made the hairs rise at the nape of his
neck.

“I only once
heard the king speak of the spell directly,” he said, hunching his
shoulders slightly to curb the feeling. “It was when he gave me to
Akish. He said the spell was a burden not to be taken lightly, and
that many protections were bound up in it.”

Kako’s eyelashes dropped over
her eyes as she looked down at the scarf she was playing with.
Rafiq was certain he hadn’t imagined the sudden glow to them, but
when she looked up again her face was bland.

“Did the king mention where he got
it?”

“That’s
another question,” said Rafiq, with the suspicion of fire and smoke
in his voice.

“So it is,”
said Kako. She sounded surprised. “How badly behaved of me! What
would you like to ask me?”

“I have two
questions,” he said, unwilling to allow her to slither out of her
obligations.

Kako said: “Pushy!” but she
didn’t seem to be offended. “Go on, then.”

“How did you
stay alive when I killed you?”

“Hm. I was
actually hoping you wouldn’t ask that.”

“Why?” asked
Rafiq; and then, realising his mistake: “No, that’s not my
question!”

“You have a
lot to learn about this game,” said Kako happily. “I stayed alive
when you killed me because I haven’t got the kind of fire in my
blood that you’re used to. When I change to dragon I keep my human
form as well: my human body falls into a deep sleep while my
consciousness goes into my Constructed dragon form. And I was
hoping you wouldn’t ask because I was afraid the answer would
inadvertently give away something else I don’t particularly want
you to know.”

“What–”

“And before you ask, you’ve used up both your questions, and
I won’t answer any questions asking exactly what I
don’t want you to know.”

Rafiq glared at her. “Why
not?”

“Because
there are some things I don’t want you to know,” said Kako,
perfectly logically. “Also, I make the rules for this game, so I’m
allowed to change them when I want to.”

“Does that
mean I can refuse to answer questions too?”

“Of course,” she said. “When we’ve both refused to answer
three questions each, the game is over. My turn, I
think!”

The game was a pleasant way to
spend the night. Rafiq was so caught up in trying to ask the right
questions and in studying Kako to guess if she was lying to him,
that he didn’t notice the sun was coming up until Prince Akish
appeared, pulling uncomfortably at his chainmail.

“Is the
lizard well again?” he said briefly.

“I think so,”
Kako said. “He stopped fidgeting with the handkerchiefs an hour or
so ago, and he’s been leaning back against the tree for the better
part of half an hour. It should be safe to untie him
now.”

“Good,” said
Akish. “I’ve solved this Circle while you were twittering away
together. Untie him.”

Kako said agreeably: “How
nice!” and untied Rafiq, who hadn’t realised that she’d been
watching him– or that he hadn’t had the desire to climb over the
wall in quite some time now.

“What’s the
solution?” he asked Akish, while Kako’s fingers tickled around his
wrists.

“The water is Fae water,” said Akish, his eyes gleaming.
“And when I went around the garden this morning I noticed that
there were some Fae plants here as well. In fact, they’re
all Fae plants: every morsel of food or sustenance to be had in
this accursed place is Fae and inedible to us.”

“I’m sure
they are if you say so,” said Kako amiably. She’d gone on to the
knots of sash at Rafiq’s chest. His struggling must have made them
distinctly hard to untie, because it took her some time, tugging at
the knots and wriggling the free ends, to loosen them.

“And what, I
asked myself,” continued Akish impressively; “Is the use of myriad
sources of food, if we cannot eat of them?”

“Did you
answer yourself?” Rafiq flicked a look up at Kako as she untied the
last of his knots, and found that her eyes were laughing down at
him.

Akish, unperturbed, said: “It
was evident. The plants and fruits must have another use.”

“And do
they?”

“Each of them
is an ingredient in a Door-opening spell between worlds. We can
open a Door from here in Faery to the human world with the
ingredients found here.”

“Is that so?”
murmured Kako. “Are you sure?”

For the first time, Prince
Akish looked slightly uncomfortable. “All except for one: there
isn’t a petty-pink to be had in the garden.”

“Never mind,”
Kako said soothingly. “It was a clever thought!”

“I say there aren’t any in the garden because they’re
outside the garden!” said Prince Akish exasperatedly. “I can
see them when I look over the wall.”

“Well, it may
as well be in one of the other Circles,” said Kako. “It’s still
Faery out there, and if you think we’ll be able to get back in
after being out there, I’ve got a horrible surprise for
you.”

“Perhaps not
if we all went together,” said the prince. “But if only one of us
went? If one of us was harnessed to the others in the
garden?”

Rafiq thought Kako sighed
slightly as she untied the last of the knots that bound him to the
tree. “That would probably work.”

Akish, looking rather more
satisfied that Rafiq liked to see him, nodded. “Very well.
Rafiq–!”

“Don’t bother
to tell Rafiq,” interrupted Kako. “He’s part of your little rescue
attempt and the Enchanted Keep will probably choose to consider
he’s taken a Door Out if he leaves the garden. I’m not part of the
group, so if you tie the sashes around my waist and drop me over it
should be safe enough.”

There it was
again, thought Rafiq. That unwillingness for either himself or
Akish to climb over the wall and into Faery. Why was Kako so set
against either of them venturing into Faery? He wished he’d thought
to ask her that last night.

“The sashes
aren’t long enough,” said Akish. “The petty-pinks are at least
fifteen yards from the wall.”

To Rafiq’s eyes, Kako looked
distinctly pale.

“Oh, at
least,” she agreed. “But the sashes will stretch just the same.
Space in Faery is different when you’re on a quest.”

Prince Akish sniffed. “I’ve not
heard any such thing.”

Kako, busily tying one his
sashes around her waist and draping the remaining sashes over one
arm, said: “It’s simple addition: one Enchanted Keep, one quest,
and one required item, equals a warping in space and sometimes
time.”

The prince began to look
distinctly annoyed, and Rafiq, to hide the grin he could feel
spreading over his face, seized Kako by the elbows and carried her
over to the closest wall.

Kako said: “How rude!” at him,
and went back to knotting sashes. When she was finished she looped
the other end around Rafiq and tied it tightly around his waist,
leaving a bare ten yards of sash between them.

“It won’t be
long enough,” said the prince, sauntering toward them through the
foliage.

Kako shrugged and said to
Rafiq: “Boost me up, will you?”

Rafiq linked his fingers to
make a stirrup, and when Kako put her bare foot in it he tossed her
up on the wall.

“You’ll have
to come up here too,” she said, treading lightly along the bricks.
“Straddle the wall: one leg here, another there.”

Rafiq did as he was told while
Akish made remarks about the length of the sash-rope from below,
and Kako knelt briefly before him.

“I don’t know how long I’ll be,” she said: “And I’ll
probably disappear as soon as I hit the grass. Don’t worry about
that. Don’t untie the sash
for any reason, even if you think I’m not coming back. Don’t
believe everything you see. And be ready to haul me up again very
quickly if I come on the run.”

Rafiq, frowning, said: “Is it
really that dangerous?” but Kako had already slithered down the
other side of the wall, grasping his arm to let herself down
lightly. Then she was gone.

Rafiq wasn’t
sure when he became aware of a small thought in the back of his
mind that said Kako could break the spell that bound him to Akish.
He was straddling the wall with one leg precariously in Faery and
the other scarcely less precariously in the Enchanted Keep’s
domain, looking vainly to see Kako in the smooth greenery of Faery,
and he could feel the bouncing tension in the line of sashes that
told him she was still there. The thought came in so softly and
quietly that he wasn’t even sure of the veracity of it. He
was sure, however, that she’d taken an interest in the spell;
and he was even more sure that she knew far more about magic in
general, and his spell in particular, than she pretended. Could she
be persuaded to break it?

He was still pondering the
point when there was a strangled shout from Akish.

“Look to the
sky!” the prince yelled.

There was a bruising to it, a
storm riding in; and in the centre of that storm was something big
and bad and...toothy.

It was a basilisk. Rafiq gave
it one horrified look and hauled desperately on the line of sashes,
hand over hand.

“Cast the
wench adrift!” shouted Akish. Rafiq heard the rattle of sword
clearing scabbard as the prince took his stance in the garden
below, and grimly braced himself to endure the pain of ignoring a
Command. If he could hold out long enough, Kako would be back in
the garden.

“Untie her
and join me in the garden, you son of a lizard!” roared Akish.
“Take your dragon form and prepare to fight!”

Rafiq reeled in the sashes,
panting. He was certain that there was more sash than there should
be, and still Kako was invisible– still the basilisk galloped
furiously toward them. Then he felt a sudden tension in the line, a
definite weight on the end, and heaved for dear life. The basilisk
snarled its fury into his face, but Kako was in his arms with a
wrenching thump, and they were falling backwards into the garden
while the storm passed over their heads.

 


***

 


In a certain library somewhere
in Shinpo, dissatisfaction was brewing.

“Where is
she?” said Dai impatiently. “She
said she’d come tonight!”

Zen shrugged. “Maybe they
passed through another Circle. Stop pulling my hair, Dai!”

“Well, I’ve got to do something, and you’re
here.”

“Stop pulling
Zen’s hair,” said Suki wearily. “What’s so dreadfully important,
Dai?”

Dai shrugged, abandoning Zen’s
hair for more interesting pursuits. “Kako asked us to do something
for her. We did it and found out something she’ll want to
know.”

“Something to
do with Faery, I suppose?”

“Yes. Do you
want to know about it?”

Suki said: “Not really, no. Is
it dangerous?”

“Oh, very!” purred Dai.
“Well. It is for the Fae, anyway.”

 


The Fourth Circle is ended
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 The Fifth
Circle

 


Rafiq fell with Kako caught up
in his arms. Instead of hitting grass, they hit stone, Kako’s
forehead cracking painfully against his chin as he tasted fiery
blood. He cupped her head automatically as he sat up, murmuring his
apologies into her hair.

Kako groaned
miserably, but said: “Why are you sorry? I hit you.”

Rafiq laughed and spat blood.
“I’ve had rougher landings. Was that a real basilisk?”

“Ah, so
that’s what I appeared as!” said Kako, her face lighting up. The
motion of her face evidently caused her to feel the quickly
swelling lump above her right eyebrow, and she winced. Rafiq ran
his eyes over it, grinning.

“That bad, is
it?” said Kako, untying the sashes that bound her to him. “Never
mind, I can feel it. No, it wasn’t a real basilisk: it was Faery
playing tricks with you to see if you’d judge by appearance instead
of knowledge. Or maybe it wanted to see if I trusted you. Who
knows? You’re bleeding.”

Rafiq shrugged and lifted her
with him as he rose, absently wiping his bleeding lip against his
sleeve.

“Inside
again,” he said, flicking a glance up at the rough-hewn walls
around them. This interior was subtly different from the usual
interior of the Enchanted Keep, from the closely curving walls to
the slits that cut slivers of daylight through the stonework. This
was a real keep, one that didn’t have the advantage of being
enchanted. Whoever lived here had to physically fight off their
enemies with arrows, slings and spears.

Kako was turning in a
thoughtful circle, her gaze fluttering over the sparse room.
“Where’s the prince, I wonder?”

“He can’t be
far away,” said Rafiq. “I’d know it if he was.”

“Perhaps
not,” said Kako. She was prowling around the room, examining the
furnishings. It was a small common-room with three doors leading
from it and a few low, backless settees arranged around a large
fireplace. “What sort of range can you get from the
spell?”

“Three miles
or so,” he said.

“I thought
so,” Kako said, sounding pleased. “Well, the Keep must be
interfering. You’re more than three miles from the prince every
time you come back home with me.”

“You’re lying
to me,” Rafiq said experimentally.

Kako’s eyes widened very
slightly. “Excuse me?”

“You’re lying
to me,” he repeated, more sure of himself.

“Oh.” Kako
appeared to think about this. Then she asked: “About
what?”

“What?”

“What am I
lying about?”

“I don’t
know,” said Rafiq, refusing to back down. “But I know you’re
lying.”

“Well, that’s just rude,” said Kako, but her eyes were
glowing with amusement. “If it makes you feel better, I’m
not technically
lying to you.”

“It doesn’t
make me feel better.”

Kako’s shoulder slid up and
down in that familiar half-shrug. “I have my moments of guilt. Oh,
look! There’s the prince.”

“We’ll
discuss this later,” growled Rafiq, as Prince Akish began
tremulously to appear in the room.

At first they could see right
through the prince, but by and by Akish grew more solid, though he
didn’t seem to be aware of his surroundings. In fact, he almost
seemed...frozen. His sword was still drawn and in his hand, and he
was still in the same fighting stance he’d taken when Kako tumbled
back over the wall in Rafiq’s arms.

When the
prince had completely solidified there was a tiny magical
snap! and Prince Akish looked around swiftly, his eyes wild.
“What happened?”

“We finished
the Fourth Circle,” said Kako. “Well, actually, Rafiq finished it.
Now we’re in the Fifth, and you almost didn’t make it.”

“Whatever it
was, it was intensely unpleasant,” said the prince. “Don’t do it
again.”

“There’s a
fine thank you!” Kako said indignantly. “Rafiq was the one who
broke the Circle, after all. You were going to let me be
slaughtered!”

“The Keep was
testing to see if we’d trust our eyes or ourselves,” Rafiq said, at
Akish’s enquiring look. “If we’re now being tested on worth instead
of puzzle solving–”

Akish slid his sword back into
its scabbard and said testily: “I fail to see why you’re concerned.
She’s only a servant, but I’m a prince and you’re a dragon. Between
us we’ve got enough nobility to pass any amount of tests of
character.”

“I’m sure
you’re right,” said Kako in a soothing manner. “With such superior
gentility we’re sure to breeze right through these character-type
Circles. I’m just lucky to be with you, aren’t I?”

The prince gave her a hard
look, but just as Rafiq thought he might be on the point of seizing
Kako by the throat once again, there was a knock at the door.

“Lovely!”
said Kako, darting to open it. “It’s beginning!”

“My lords, my
lady,” said the man at the door. He was young and thin, with a
slightly harried look that Rafiq instantly associated with a sheep
well aware of its function as dinner and rather worried about the
whole thing. “Welcome to Hawthorne Keep. We’re so pleased that
you’ve agreed to help us. Would you like a tour of the
keep?”

“What is this
nonsense?” said Akish, eyeing the man unfavourably.

“I’m almost
certain we’re in a Constructed environment,” said Kako, surprising
Rafiq with her openness. “All of this– none of it’s
real.”

Both Akish and Rafiq turned a
mistrustful look on her: Akish possibly because he didn’t believe
her, and Rafiq because it was highly suspicious of Kako to be so
suddenly helpful. He wondered what that unusual honesty was in aid
of.

Prince Akish said: “Why do you
say that?”

“And what
about him?” Rafiq asked, indicating the young man. He was waiting
patiently for the three of them to finish talking, his face as
worried as ever but somehow nothing more than slightly worried.
Where was his confusion at their response– or his irritation at
their rudeness for talking about him as though he wasn’t there, for
that matter?

“He’s a
Construct, too,” Kako said. “And just have a look at the chairs,
your highness. Look really closely. This settee has an ink stain at
the front right-hand corner and a loose staple in the upholstering
at the side.”

“Bad
workmanship and careless guests,” shrugged Akish.

“Well, yes,”
admitted Kako; “But now look at the settee over by the
wall.”

“Look at the
settee, Rafiq.”

Rafiq, with another wondering
look at the man who simply stood and waited for them, crossed the
room to examine the settee. It had an ink stain in the front
right-hand corner where the material pinched in, and a loose staple
at the side just as Kako had described. Frowning, Rafiq checked the
third settee. It was exactly the same.

“They’re all
copies,” said Kako. “The Keep copied them all from one original.
I’d lay odds on the fact that every settee around this Construct
looks exactly like these three.”

Prince Akish’s eyes were narrow
and thoughtful. “In that case, what does the vassal want?”

“I don’t
know,” said Kako, shrugging. “Ask him.”

“What do you
want, vassal?”

The young man, as though
released from a spell of silent politeness, said: “I’m here to
welcome your honours to Hawthorne Keep. Would you like to be shown
directly to the War Room, or would you like to be shown the extent
of the keep and a view of the opposing army?”

Prince Akish turned a
steely-eyed look on Kako. “He speaks as an ordinary vassal. The
Keep has evidently confused his mind, but he’s human enough.”

“You think
so?” said Kako, her eyes bright with challenge. “Ask him about the
opposing army.”

“Who is this
opposing army?” demanded Akish.

The man, looking slightly less
worried, hurried into speech: “The opposing army is the horde of
the Arphadians, your honour. They covet our land with its rich
pasture and plenteous waterways, and for many years now they’ve
been encroaching upon our borders. Now at last they’ve launched a
full attack, and outnumbered as we are, we’ve no certainty of
deliverance unless your honours can–”

It was at this point that Kako
grabbed him by the ears and kissed him full on the mouth, startling
an exclamation from Prince Akish and a slight, fiery choke from
Rafiq. The young man neither accepted nor repulsed the embrace, and
when Kako released him and stepped back, he merely continued to
speak as though he’d never been interrupted.

“–help us.
Hawthorne Keep will hold for a few days, but we’ve not enough food
to hold out for much longer and the Arphadians are desperately
cunning.”

Rafiq wasn’t
entirely certain as to the reactions that human courtship was
supposed to evoke, but he was rather certain that if Kako had been
kissing him, his reaction
would have been very different.

She said: “See? The Keep didn’t
program him for romance. He’s only programmed for interactions that
are supposed to occur during the Story.”

“Very well, I
concede,” said the prince. “We’ll continue with the Story: no doubt
if we rescue the people from their enemies it will send us through
to the sixth Circle. The Keep is testing our courage.”

An hour, one lengthy tour, and
one short flight later, Rafiq had a very good idea of what was
going on. The whole of Hawthorne Keep was one giant story construct
into which the Enchanted Keep had deposited the three of them as
somewhat dubious heroes, players in a game that seemed to hinge
upon whether or not they could save Hawthorne Keep from the army at
present encamped outside it.

Or at least, he thought,
frowning, that’s what Kako had suggested and the Prince seemed to
believe. Knowing Kako a little better than he had in the beginning,
he was highly suspicious of her helpfulness: moreover, he was just
as mistrustful of the idea that the Enchanted Keep was testing
their courage. The last Circle had tested something far more
nebulous: that it was testing something so obvious as courage
seemed unlikely.

The prince, however, was right
in his element, planning and strategizing with the inmates of
Hawthorne Keep. Rafiq, after reporting back from his flight to
survey the Arphadians—a curiously spiky race of humanoid creatures
that surrounded the keep like so many ants around a sugar lump—sat
on one of the copied couches with Kako and watched Akish giving
orders.

“He’s very
good at this, isn’t he?” Kako said, in a congratulatory tone of
voice. “Knows exactly what he’s doing, how to use a fortress to the
best advantage– I’m learning an awful lot.”

Rafiq gazed down at her for
long enough to make her eyes narrow slightly with amusement.

“What? You’re
not going to say I’m lying again, are you? I’m not.”

“No,” he
said. “But you’re like a fledgling in the sun, warm and
complacent.”

“Oh, you
think I’m up to something!”

“No. I think
finishing the story triumphant isn’t what will take us to the next
Circle.”

Kako thought for a moment, and
then said: “That depends on what you mean by triumphant.”

“Is it what
Akish would think of as triumphant?”

“I doubt it,”
she said, and offered him the plate of fruit she had been steadily
decimating. If there was one thing Rafiq appreciated about this
Circle, it was the sheer abundance, realness, and non-Faery quality
of the food to be had. Even fresh fruit, which he would have
scorned in his dragon form, was delightful to his human body. “It’s
fun to watch him try, though, isn’t it?”

And it
was fun to watch him try. It was also convenient, since when
Akish joined in war-talks he tended to talk through the night and
forget everything else, including Rafiq.

Rafiq left
the room once the candles began to gutter and the fire was low, in
search of warmth and perhaps a bed. A helpful servant was nearby to
show him back to the common-room they’d arrived in that morning,
and he was ushered through one of the doors around the room. It
proved to be a spacious bedroom with its own fire, smaller than the
one in the common-room but just as cheerful: no doubt Kako had been
given one of the others that led from the common-room. That was,
Rafiq thought, if she was still in Hawthorne Keep. Kako had slipped
away from the war-talks earlier than he had, and she
had stayed with him all last night when her family was
expecting her back. She was probably already in that warm, pleasant
library talking secrets with Dai and Zen. He tried to ignore the
flat edge of disappointment that pressed down on him at the thought
and stretched out rather listlessly on the beautifully made bed.
After all, what exactly had he expected? That she would come to
fetch him? He might have lain there all night feeling sorry for
himself if the door to his room hadn’t snicked softly open an hour
or so after he closed his eyes in a vain attempt to
sleep.

Rafiq knew her footsteps, light
and quick, and found himself smiling.

“I know
you’re awake,” Kako said, bouncing down on his unused pillows. “Are
you coming?”

“That
depends,” said Rafiq, rolling to face her. “Will there be more
food?”

It was harder
to get into the library that night. It was almost as though
something was dragging at Rafiq’s limbs as he walked; but it wasn’t
until they reached the library and Kako said: “What on
earth have you done to my entrance?” that he knew it hadn’t just
been his imagination.

“Oh, that,” said Dai.
“That’s because of all the Fae who’ve sneaked in
lately.”

“Fae in the
c– house? Why haven’t I heard about it? Why didn’t you tell
me?”

Dai looked
slightly guilty. “Akira didn’t want to worry you. She said you were
already busy trying to find a way to stop the Fae.”

“I was,” said Kako, with
a sideways look at Rafiq. “Then a prince and his murderous dragon
attacked me. I was distracted.”

“I didn’t
want to kill you,” said Rafiq stiffly. “I had no choice. I don’t
make a habit of murdering females.”

“You’ve hurt
his feelings, now,” Zen said. He was stretched out on his back on
the couch closest to the fireplace, his ankles crossed and his nose
ostensibly in a book.

Much to Rafiq’s surprise, there
was a flicker of amusement in the boy’s eyes. That made him look
more narrowly at Kako; and having looked, to realise that she was
laughing at him.

“I’ll be
scarred for the rest of my life,” Kako said sadly, but he wasn’t
fooled this time.

“I didn’t get
a very long look at the scar,” he said. “How can I be sure I was
the one who inflicted it? Show me again.”

“Kako!” said three
scandalised voices together. As Rafiq softly closed the gap between
himself and Kako, Suki’s voice won out to say in a squeak: “Has he
seen your neck?
Kako, you’ll have to marry him now!”

“No, I
won’t!” spluttered Kako, slapping Rafiq’s hands away from her
scarf. “He didn’t know it was against custom. Stop it, Rafiq!
You’re corrupting young minds!”

“I don’t mind,” said
Dai, ignoring Zen’s mutter of: “Of course you
don’t!”

Miyoko said, indignantly: “Raf
has to marry me, not Kako!”

“This is
beside the point,” Kako said firmly: “Look, I closed the tear. How
are the Fae getting into Shinpo, let alone in here?”

“Some of ‘em
are coming through Llassar, some through Illisr,” said Dai. “And
dad thinks that some of ‘em are coming through new Doors right here
in Shinpo.”

“I thought I
had more time,” said Kako ruefully. “Zen, did you do what I
needed?”

“That? Oh
yes, that was easy.”

“What was
easy?” demanded Rafiq. As disappointing as it was that his previous
gambit had been overturned, the conversation had become distinctly
interesting. Zen looked torn: he’d obviously done something he was
quite proud of despite his dismissive attitude, and he looked as
though he would very much like to share his cleverness.

At last, however, he said: “Oh,
nothing in particular.”

“Sit down and
have a cup of tea,” said Dai. “Later on we’ll talk about that thing
you wanted me to look at. You’re going to like what I
discovered.”

Since it was obvious that they
weren’t going to discuss whatever it was they were so jubilantly
hinting about in front of him, Rafiq heeded the small tuggings of
Miyoko upon his cuffs, and allowed himself to be pulled to the
opposite end of the room.

“Sit,” said
Miyoko, pointing at the hearth. Rafiq, much amused, sat. She sat
down opposite him with her legs crossed and her stomach poking out,
and looked expectantly at him.

Rafiq said: “What?”

“Burn it,”
Miyoko said, as if to an imbecile, and he saw that she’d heaped
dust bunnies and twists of paper in the otherwise empty
hearth.

“No,” said
Rafiq.

Miyoko
whined: “But Rafiq...”

“Kako will
scold me.”

She regarded
him for a silent moment, then said with great craftiness: “Kako
won’t scold. Dragons are supposed to
burn.”

“I’m not a
dragon. I’m a man.”

“Oh,” she
said sorrowfully. And then, more cheerfully: “Matches?
Magic?”

“No,” said
Rafiq, his eyes on Kako. Dai had very carefully passed her
something that was wrapped in a handkerchief, and Kako’s eyes were
shining with more animation than he’d ever seen from her. “Why is
Kako happy?”

“Presents,”
said Miyoko, shrugging. “Kako likes presents.”

Kako had brought something with
her last time she visited her family. Something from the Keep,
wondered Rafiq, or something she got from elsewhere– Prince Akish,
for instance? If so, why? What could Akish have that was worth
stealing to Kako? And when had she done it? He thought about it
until she put the folded handkerchief in her pocket, and until Dai
left the room, looking pleased.

Then he trod lightly up behind
Kako and said in her ear: “It was a very good performance. I
thought the faint was real.”

Kako jumped and made a stifled
noise, which made him grin. “The faint was real,” she said, when
her breathing became even again. “He was crushing my windpipe. Very
uncomfortable.”

“Then why
needle him into attacking you?”

“I needed to
get him a lot closer than he’d normally allow himself to be to a
maid,” Kako said, surprising him by being absolutely honest. “I
can’t pick pockets from a distance. Are you choking? You’d better
sit down.”

“So you did
pick his pocket!”

“Yes. You
really should sit down. You look a little strange.”

Rafiq laughed aloud and sat
down. He’d thought when he met Kako as a dragon that she was as
deadly as she was small. It was surprising to realise that Kako in
her human form was even more deadly than Kako in her dragon form.
“What did you take from him?”

“Something
that wasn’t his. It’s not mine either, but it’s probably safer with
me until the proper owner comes for it.”

“You’re not
going to tell me.”

He thought that Kako looked
regretful. “No. Sorry.”

“You’re not
supposed to tell him you’re hiding things from him,” said Dai,
returning to the room. Behind her was a short, pleasant-faced woman
with an elaborately coiffed head of hair but no head-dress or neck
scarf. Kako’s mother, Rafiq realised, with a stab of dismay. He
leapt to his feet as Kako rose gladly to embrace the
woman.

“I didn’t
mean to interrupt you,” she said remorsefully.

“You didn’t,
my little clever one,” said the woman, hugging her tightly. “The
day is done and we’ve all gone home.”

Dai said: “I
thought I was your little clever one!”

“You’re my
slightly smaller clever one,” said Kako’s mother. “Am I to be
introduced to the dragon, my dears?”

“Mother, this
is Rafiq,” Kako said. “Rafiq, this is my mother.”

Rafiq found himself bowing,
which was something of a surprise. It was polite to bow to a woman,
of course; but he’d worked with Akish long enough to know not to
bow to servants.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” said Kako’s mother, inclining
her head in return. “We were expecting you
last night, you know.”

“We had a bit
of trouble with some Fae water,” said Kako. “Rafiq was trying to
climb over a wall into Faery and I had to tie him up.”

“She tied me
to a chair once,” said Dai. “What’d she tie you to?”

“A tree,”
said Rafiq. “Why did she tie you up?”

“Fae plum. We
were experimenting. Fae things pack a bit of a wallop, don’t
they?”

“Yes,” Rafiq
said briefly.

“Children,
why don’t you talk amongst yourselves,” said Kako’s mother. “Rafiq
and I wish to speak together for a moment.”

Kako, looking rather startled,
said: “Mama–!”

“I have some
questions for him,” said the lady, and though her voice was as
pleasant as ever, Kako melted into the group of siblings without
another word. It surprised and rather worried Rafiq, who watched
her go with a feeling akin to abandonment. Dai allowed herself to
be subsumed by the group as well, twitching a rueful and
sympathetic brow at him, and Rafiq was left to the gentle smile of
their mother.

 

 


Hawthorne Keep became abruptly
more serious the next day, when Rafiq made his first airborne
attack under Akish’s orders. Neither had quite acknowledged the
fact, but Rafiq thought they must have both expected the weapons of
the spiky humanoids below to be as unreal as the Constructed story.
When Rafiq swept low and swift over the army to lay down a
blistering stream of fire, such a hail of arrows and spears hissed
at him that he banked automatically: and in so doing possibly saved
his own life. As it was, one of the spears tore through his right
wing, slitting the stretched skin there and tossing him into a
dangerous sideslip that ended heavily and painfully on the tower
from which he’d begun.

Kako, who had somehow managed
to be one of the tower party, darted around the other humans and
ducked beneath Rafiq’s awkwardly stiff wing to run her hands over
the tear. He felt the snarl of pain rising through his stomach,
mixed with fire, and fought back the urge to snap at her.

“It’s not too
dreadful,” she said. “But you should change to human again. Trust
me. It’ll help.”

Akish said: “Hmm. I did not
expect their weapons to hurt us. Nor did I expect them to be immune
to your dragonfire: not a one of them dropped! Wench, what is the
meaning of this?”

For once, Kako seemed to be
entirely taken aback. “I didn’t– I wasn’t– I don’t know. I really
don’t know. I didn’t expect this at all.”

Rafiq changed slowly and
painfully until he was somewhat familiarly human again, and said:
“Taking your revenge, were you?”

“Don’t be a
baby,” said Kako, though her face was still pale. “You’re not even
injured anymore.”

Rafiq looked incredulously down
at his arm, and instead of a bloody gash he saw a new scar. His
eyes met Kako’s, his mouth working to form the right words; words
that wouldn’t inadvertently betray her to Akish. At last, he simply
said: “How?”

Kako shrugged her shoulder. “I
don’t know for sure. My theory is that the physical change from
dragon to human rewrites the whole of your body every time.”

“Why the
scar, then?” asked Rafiq, unconsciously flexing the
muscle.

“I don’t know
that for sure, either. I think it’s because the magic doesn’t know
exactly what to do with it. It’s like a grain of grit in the
workings: it doesn’t stop the workings, but it makes them move just
a little jerkily. The scar is a flaw in the construct.”

“We’ll have
to change our plans,” said Akish, without heeding either Rafiq or
Kako. “A close aerial assault is obviously out of the question. If
this constructed environment allows us to be injured or killed, all
my assumptions will have to be reassessed. Back to the war room!”
He made for the tower stairs in an energetic swirl of cloak and
sword, followed by an eager trail of armoured men and
women.

Kako, closely observing the new
scar on Rafiq’s arm, said: “Do you think he wants us down there
too?”

“Probably,”
said Rafiq. He was disinclined to move. The sunshine was pleasantly
warm, Kako’s curious fingers were not unpleasantly running over his
new scar, and he had never felt either more human, or more content
to be so.

A warm summer breeze picked up,
wafting over the turrets and confusing Rafiq with its sense of
oddity until he realised why it was so alien. “There’s no smell
here,” he said.

“Yes, I
noticed that,” murmured Kako, prodding at his scar. “It’s a bit
off-putting, isn’t it? I don’t think the Keep knows about scent.
Rafiq?”

“Mmm?”

“What did my
mother ask you yesterday?”

Too late,
Rafiq found that he’d stiffened. No use pretending
now that Kako’s mother had simply wished to become better
acquainted with him.

“She asked me
what I’d do once you broke my Thrall to the Illisran
Crown.”

The question had taken him by
surprise at the time, and he had answered with the absolute truth:
he would stay at the Enchanted Keep with Kako, of course. As the
thought blossomed, it had seemed natural. Both Kako and the
princess would benefit from the addition of another dragon, and it
had occurred to Rafiq at much the same time that he would also
benefit from the addition of another dragon. From there, perhaps it
would be possible to convince Kako of the benefits of having
another human in the Keep, too.

Kako’s eyes
were very wide: whatever she’d expected him to say, it hadn’t been
that. “Really?”

“Mmm. She said you had some ideas about how to do it.” She
had also, very gently and in no uncertain terms, made Rafiq aware
that Kako’s family could and would slowly take him
apart piece by quivering piece if he so much as looked at her in
the wrong way. Since relating that particular part of the
conversation would have taken this conversation in
a way that Rafiq wasn’t yet prepared for it to go, he thought it
best not to mention it.

Thus, when Kako looked
enquiringly at him and demanded: “What else?” he merely
shrugged.

Her eyes narrowed very
slightly, but she seemed to accept that. She tipped her head toward
the tower stairs and asked: “Is he likely to come up with a good
plan?”

Rafiq considered this. With
Akish involved, the merit or otherwise of the plan would depend
entirely upon who you happened to be and how important the prince
believed you to be. For Akish, the plan would undoubtedly turn out
to be good: the prince had a way of looking after himself that was
tantamount to genius. For Rafiq, it was also likely to turn out
well, but not absolutely guaranteed: Akish was unlikely to want to
see him dead or injured, but if it was a choice between himself or
Rafiq, Rafiq knew who would come out safely. When it came to Kako,
things were very much shakier.

Of one thing,
Rafiq was very certain. If, as seemed increasingly possible,
they could
die in this construct, it was
entirely likely that they would die, be the
prince never so crafty. The Arphadians were far too many for the
people of Hawthorne Keep, and if dragonfire had no effect on them,
it was unlikely that the keep would last many more nights. He
couldn’t even fly away if Akish didn’t order it, since leaving the
prince there would be tantamount to causing his death, and he was
Burdened not to do so.

Kako, seeing his struggles,
gave a little spurt of laughter and said: “Oh, never mind! I
suppose that makes it clear, after all. We should have an
interesting night.”

Night came and brought with it
darkness, confusion, and a sudden change in circumstances. Rafiq
woke to a sickening feeling that everything was double—or perhaps
even triple—and was prevented from emptying the contents of his
stomach on his bedroom floor only by the merciful return of
coherence to his sight. By then that single-sight was showing him
the rapid influx of spikily armed men to his bedchamber, and a
shouting from Akish’s bedroom informed him that the prince had been
similarly overcome. Rafiq dived for the door in an instant,
narrowly avoiding two wickedly sharp knives that sliced at him in
passing, and was halfway to Kako’s bedroom before it occurred to
him to wonder why his Burden hadn’t forced him to go to Prince
Akish’s aid instead. The thought flitted in and out again
immediately, because he was then so busy fighting to get to Kako’s
side that he had no room for any other thought. At the entrance of
the Arphadians—for it could only be the Arphadians—she had been
awake quickly enough to rapidly scale the frame of her canopied
bed, from which vantage point she was at present hailing sharp,
deadly spells down on the company.

Rafiq, having tried and failed
to change into his dragon form, had no time to dwell upon the
somewhat terrifying fact. Instead, he wrestled a knife from a bulky
Arphadian who didn’t stand up well to a solid blow to the base of
the skull, and furiously slashed with it, edging his way toward
Kako and the bed. He had only a rudimentary idea of hand to hand
fighting, however, and his wildness notwithstanding, the result was
a foregone conclusion. Rafiq was borne to the floor not two yards
away from the foot of the bed, painfully beset by Arphadian boots
and fists.

Curling into a defensive ball
with his head ringing from the kicks, he heard one of the
Arphadians say: “For the last time, will you come down!”

“Oh, all right, all right!” Kako said
disgustedly. “Look, stop kicking him! I’m coming
down!”

The leading Arphadian gave
Rafiq one more kick for good measure, then casually tore Kako from
the curtains as she climbed down. She fell heavily, and without a
sound but the crack of her head against stone as she hit the floor.
Rafiq spat blood and tried to crawl toward her, but he was dragged
from the room and Kako alike by one leg, jolting over the stone
floor until he was in the common-room again. Akish was being shoved
through the door of his own bedroom; furious, dishevelled, and
disarmed.

“Change, you
maggoty son of a lizard!” he howled.

“Can’t!”
croaked Rafiq, aware of two missing teeth and a possibly torn
tongue. “The Keep is preventing me.”

“You’re a
good fighter,” said the Arphadian leader to Rafiq. “That one is,
too, but he had the advantage of cold steel. I think you want to
live.”

“Do you?”
said Rafiq in cold rage, thinking of Kako lying senseless and
perhaps dead in her bedroom.

“I do, my
bucko, I do.”

Rafiq gave him a narrow look
that was made all the narrower because his left eye was rapidly
swelling shut. “What if I do?”

“Well now, if
I was to be convinced that you’d turned—become part of the
Arphadian army—I’d be inclined to save your life.”

“Convinced,
how?” asked Rafiq, his thoughts flying very quickly. Was there a
chance of getting Kako out of this alive?

The Arphadian
grinned. “Oh, you’d have to be obedient. Very obedient.
And you’d have to cut all ties to your past.”

“Cut ties,”
said Rafiq slowly, because it sounded as though the man had used
the words deliberately. The Arphadian was turning a dagger in one
hand, rolling it lightly from finger to finger, and when Rafiq’s
eyes rose from the dagger to his eyes, the man jerked his head in
Akish’s direction.

“Kill your
companions,” he said, this time plainly and clearly. “Earn our
trust, and at the same time destroy any chance of being accepted by
your countrymen again. Of course, it’s unlikely any of them will
live through the night, but the chance, my friend, the
chance!”

“You will not
kill me!” shouted Akish. “I Burden you!”

Rafiq waited for the Burden to
settle on him, heavy and impossible to ignore, but it never fell.
He drew a slow breath, his thoughts whirring away madly, and came
to the conclusion that the Keep was preventing his Thrall from
being used against him. He could kill Akish here and now, without
the Burden stopping him.

Kako, on the other hand, he
certainly couldn’t kill. “I won’t kill the girl,” he said. “Keep
her safe and I’ll do whatever you want.”

“The girl’s
dead already,” said the captain. His lips were still moving, and he
might have said something like: “Just him then. Do you want to
live, or not?” but Rafiq’s hearing had gone distinctly
fuzzy.

The Arphadians laughed when he
staggered to his feet, a scattering of half-respectful,
half-derisive mirth. Rafiq’s thoughts were as fuzzy as his hearing:
it seemed to him that if he had neither knife nor dragonfire to
kill the man who had killed Kako, he would tear out his throat with
his teeth. He snarled and leapt for the captain, and in leaping he
flew through dark and cold and the last of the Fifth Circle...

 


***

 


Somewhere in the depths of the
Fifth Circle a pair of legs protruding from one of Hawthorne Keep’s
walls kicked disconsolately. Prince Akish’s legs—for they were
his—seemed to have intended to follow the rest of his body through
the gelatinous wall but hadn’t quite made it. The legs kicked once,
twice more, while a ripple surged slowly and impressively across
the reality of the wall as it became slightly less than real. One
more surge, another kick, and the legs were dragged unceremoniously
into the Sixth Circle.

 


The Fifth Circle is ended
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 The Sixth
Circle

 


Rafiq was plunged into brackish
water before his stomach had time to catch up with him. It closed
over his head in a rush, sparking a white hot panic that made him
flail wildly with his arms and legs, clawing at insubstantial
water. Then something gripped the back of his shirt and hoisted him
upward, and Rafiq felt his head break the surface. He beat
uselessly at the water, casting about desperately for anything
solid to cling to, his eyes wide and frozen.

“Stop it,
Rafiq!” hissed a voice in his ear.

Rafiq heard it as from a
distance in his mad, thrashing panic. It wasn’t until something
painful pierced his ear that he was shocked into the realisation
that it was Kako’s voice in his ear. She wasn’t dead or injured.
She wasn’t still lying in the fifth Circle with a pool of blood
spreading from her cracked head. She was here with him, her arms
around him from behind to keep his head above water. It was she who
had dragged his head above water, she who had–

“You bit
my ear!”

“Didn’t have
a hand free to slap you,” panted Kako. “Anyone would think you
hadn’t had to swim before.”

“Haven’t,” said Rafiq shortly, grimly concentrating
on not windmilling madly with his arms. It didn’t feel
like it, but he knew Kako was keeping him afloat with her arms
around his chest and the slow, steady stroke of her
legs.

“I’m going to
put you over by the wall,” she said. “It’ll give you something to
hold onto. Try not to kick me again, won’t you?”

“Again?”

“And if you
hit me again I’ll bite your other ear.”

“I hit
you?”

“Well, it was
more of a glancing blow,” said Kako. “But it’s probably going to
bruise. There you go.”

It took Rafiq several
waterlogged seconds to realise that she was nudging him into a
curving wall of slimy brick. He seized upon two of them that
protruded sufficiently to offer grip and threw a glazed look
around. They were in a well, the opening a bright circle of light
far above, and the walls curving around them in serried ranks that
rose higher than Rafiq could easily follow until they met the
opening. Here and there one jutted out further than its fellows, a
possible but not very probable route of escape. As far down as they
were, the light was green and soft, and made the water seem almost
yellow.

Kako, who was still supporting
him with one hand and calmly stroking through the water with the
other, said: “It’s too deep to reach the bottom as well. I checked
just before you fell through.”

Rafiq tried not to let the idea
of bottomless depth take hold on his mind. “What happened? Where’s
Akish?”

“What do you
think happened?” Kako said disgustedly. “He killed us. The Keep is
trying to keep him out of the sixth Circle because technically, he
hasn’t passed.”

“We’re
alive,” said Rafiq, his eyes catching an eruption of bubbles
against the curve of the wall across from him. He ran his tongue
over his teeth and found that they were all there again.

Kako managed to shrug in a
silent ripple of stagnant water. “That doesn’t mean he didn’t kill
us. The Keep likes to make things safe– well, until the last
Circle, anyway. It split us into three separate Constructs: didn’t
you feel the split?”

“That’s what that
was?”

“The split
vision? Yes. The Keep copied us and put a copy into each of the
Constructs to interact with the others. The prince killed
Constructs of us: the same deal that was offered to
you.”

Rafiq said: “You told us it was
all a construct.”

“Well, it
was.”

“Yes, but the only way through it was to pretend that it was
real, and to act as we would have if it was real.”

“Are you
angry because I misled you, or because you forgot it wasn’t
real?”

“I’m not
angry!” said Rafiq angrily. In truth, he was angry because it was
hard to remember that Kako was alive, though he was speaking to
her. The feelings that the fifth Circle had stirred up were still
raging, high and fierce, somewhere deep inside him.

Kako said: “I see that,” and
smiled at him, warm and apologetic. The warmth of it utterly did
away with his anger, but left him shivering in its wake with
reaction or perhaps cold. He felt stiff and wrong and somehow
extinguished in the wet embrace of the well.

“There’s
something over there,” he said, his attention again caught by a
burst of bubbles.

“Yes, it’s
probably Prince Akish drowning,” sighed Kako. “Can you hold onto
the wall for a bit?”

Rafiq, who desperately wanted
to say no, said: “Yes,” and Kako vanished beneath the yellow
surface in a brief flurry of pink silk and bare feet. He watched
the bubbling mass of air breaking the surface over by the wall with
clenched teeth and the savage thought that he would much rather
Akish drown alone and perhaps take with him all hope of breaking
Rafiq’s indenture to the crown, than that Kako should also drown in
the rescuing of him.

She stayed beneath the water so
long that the bubbles ceased to froth at the surface, and Rafiq
began to think that she really had drowned. Then there was a
shallow disturbance in the surface: a swirling indent that gave way
to a slight bulge, and Kako slid silently into the green light once
again. Close by her head bobbed another, and two limp arms floated
to the surface as she towed Akish toward Rafiq. He wondered if he’d
looked quite so pathetic when she did the same for him.

“Had to get
his chainmail off,” she said. “Can you hold the front of his
gambeson? At the waist? His legs and arms will float by
themselves.”

Rafiq put out one stiff hand to
grip a handful of Akish’s gambeson, feeling distinctly perilous.
“Is he dead?”

“No. Well,
sort of. If I can force the water from his lungs he’ll be
fine.”

Forcing the water from Prince
Akish’s lungs proved to be a short and violent business that almost
jolted Rafiq from his handhold. Once she had the prince on his
back, Kako proceeded to vigorously pump at his chest with the heel
of one hand, the other supporting his shoulders. After the fourth
or fifth assault Akish convulsed in the water, his chest jerking up
to meet his knees, and regurgitated a disturbing amount of
yellowish water.

Kako immediately rolled him to
one side despite his feeble struggles, patting him encouragingly on
the back, and when he stopped coughing and gasping Prince Akish
seemed content to float with one hand on her shoulder. He was a
swift and capable swimmer, Rafiq knew: he wondered exactly why the
prince had almost drowned.

Kako, her eyes glowing with
golden-brown mischief, met his eyes and said: “His legs were stuck
over in the fifth Circle.”

“Curse you,
wench, do you never stop talking?” rasped Prince Akish.

“There’s a fine thank
you!” instantly said Kako. “Should I have let you
drown?”

There was a brief silence
before Akish said: “You were useful to me. Where is my
chainmail?”

“It didn’t
float.”

Rafiq saw the moment that a
catastrophic idea struck the prince. There was a splashing as the
prince’s fingers frantically patted down the front of his gambeson
where Rafiq knew he had a secret pocket, then a swirling of water
as Akish’s arms circled to keep himself afloat, relief etched clear
in his face. Kako must have put back whatever it was she had stolen
from him.

Implausibly oblivious, Kako
said: “When you’re rested, your highness, we might as well proceed
to the next Circle.”

Akish stared at her. “How? I
thought only the princess and the dragon knew the way through the
Circles?”

“When I was stripping you of your chainmail it slipped
through my fingers and caught on something in the wall further
down,” said Kako. “And out of the water, further up, right
there– that’s a lever. I’d stake my scarf the chainmail caught
on an underwater one. If you’re not going to take the Door
Out–”

“I’m
not!”

“–then I
suggest that one of us climbs to the top lever, another swims to
the lower lever, and we pull them together.”

Prince Akish thought about it
for a long time, and at length voiced the same suspicion that Rafiq
had been nursing. “You’re unusually helpful, wench. Why?”

“Normally I’d
try to stall you,” Kako said, shrugging a circle of ripples. “But
Rafiq doesn’t like it here: so, on to the seventh Circle! It’d be
much safer for you if you left now, though.”

“I have
prevailed until now,” the prince said stiffly. “I shall prevail
yet.”

“You know, I
think you really believe that. Your certainty is actually
terrifying.”

“Rafiq can
dive for the underwater lever,” Akish said, even more stiffly.
“You’ll climb for the one above water. I shall remain
here.”

“Rafiq can’t
swim.”

“I’ll climb
for the top one,” Rafiq said wearily. His shivers had become full,
body-wracking shudders.

“Shaking like
that? I don’t think so. You’d just fall back in and I’d have to
rescue you again. No, you’ll have to stay here. I’ll pull the top
lever.”

“How do I
know you won’t let me drown and take the Door Out?” said Akish
immediately.

Rafiq grinned. He had expected
nothing else.

“You don’t,”
said Kako, cheerfully comfortless. “That’s the point, you
see?”

Akish gave her a hard look. “I
do see. Nevertheless, between what the Keep intends and what its
guests do, there is a wide chasm that makes me exceedingly
uncomfortable.”

“Well,” said
Kako. “What about Rafiq? Do you think he’d let you
drown?”

“No,” Akish
said, his head jerking back in surprise. “He can’t. The Burden laid
upon him forbids him bringing about, being party to, or in any way
encompassing my death. Besides, his slavery is to the crown in
general as much as me in particular. If I die, he remains
enslaved.”

“Well then...” Kako
said, shrugging. She was clinging close to the wall now, her sodden
scarf wrapped so tightly around her neck that Rafiq was surprised
she could breathe. As he watched, she made a clean, lithe lunge
from the water and caught at one of the bricks higher up. For a
moment she hung from her fingertips, perilously close to falling
again, then another short burst of effort saw her other hand firmly
in place on another brick and one foot in a hollow
spot.

When Kako reached the ledge
there was a scuffle and a slight shriek from above.

Rafiq, one hand reaching for
the first brick in the climb up, said: “Kako! Are you all
right?”

Her voice floated back down
apologetically. “Sorry! There was a rat up here.”

“You’re
afraid of rats?”

“It surprised
me!” came the indignant
reply.

Akish, with no patience for
Rafiq’s teasing, said: “Wench, do you have the lever?”

“Yes. How
long will it take you to get to yours?”

“Give me a
count of ten,” said Akish. He was peering down into the water,
where Rafiq thought he could see a faint glitter of silver: Akish’s
chainmail, no doubt. “It’s not so far down, but I’ll need time to
position myself.”

“Will you go
now?”

A splash and a ripple answered
her. At Rafiq’s internal count of two, she said: “Rafiq?”

“Yes?”

“The water is
going to sink. Probably quite rapidly. You’ll need to keep holding
onto the wall, because the current will be quite strong, but you’ll
need to keep changing your grip to follow it down.”

With a feeling of dread, Rafiq
said: “Yes,” and began to feel below the water for his next
hand-hold. As he did, there was the grinding of gears from above,
accompanied by a shower of rust and cobwebs. A dimple appeared in
the centre of the well, lazily spinning, and as lazily spread until
it was a rippling coil fully to the edges of the well. Rafiq,
already aware that he was sinking lower in the well and seeking
another hand-hold, found that his legs were being slowly sucked
away from the wall and tried to fight down his panic.

Kako’s voice said from above:
“Don’t be startled, Rafiq; but it’s going to get noisy soon.”

Rafiq started to say: “Noisy?”
but the word was muffled by an unearthly wail that rose in the
close air of the well and tore at his eardrums. He desperately
tried to cover his ears, but by then the pull of the spinning water
was so strong that he needed both hands just to stay by the wall.
If he had felt a sympathy approaching horror for Akish’s part in
this Circle, Rafiq now felt that the prince, in having his ears
clogged with water, was the fortunate one. The wail was so painful,
in fact, that when it stopped all Rafiq could think about was the
blessed relief of the silence. It took the rapidly rising water and
Kako’s rather impolite remarks from her perch high above him to
make him realise that something must have gone wrong.

Akish burst from the water
shortly after that, spitting water and coughing.

“Curse you wench, you were trying to drown
me!”

A barely
audible mutter of: “Oh, for pity’s sake!” floated
down to them.

“Repeat
yourself, wench!”

“I said, your highness,
that the water needs time to
sink! You’re going to be
under water for quite some time– longer if you keep letting go of
your lever and have to fight the current to get back to the
surface!”

Akish looked to Rafiq for
confirmation. “The water was sinking,” Rafiq said. “It was only a
yard or two above your head.”

“You must
have been able to feel the current!” said Kako
exasperatedly.

“Mind your
tone, wench! I shall dive again.”

There was another mutter from
above them, but this time Rafiq couldn’t make out any of the words.
It was probably just as well. Akish evidently thought so as well,
and since he couldn’t reach her anyway, he merely snapped: “Begin
your count!” and dived again.

This time
Rafiq was prepared for the ear-splitting squeal and the drag of the
water. It didn’t make the experience any pleasanter, but it
did make it possible for him to keep passing hand over hand in
a steady, aching routine without panicking. He did that until
Akish’s head broke water again. This time the prince was still
attached to his lever.

Apparently
Kako placed little trust in his continuing to do so, because she
shouted above the wail: “Don’t let go! Don’t
let go until the water is completely gone!”

By the time all the water had
disappeared, vanishing through a round hole at the base of the
well, Rafiq was shivering on a slimy bed of something unpleasant
and organic, Akish was still clinging to his lever just in sight,
and Kako was entirely out of sight in the gloom, presumably still
with her lever.

“Shall I
release my hold?” bellowed Akish, and it wasn’t until Rafiq heard a
faint, garbled reply that he realised the prince was talking to
Kako. She must have answered in the affirmative, because Akish
began to carefully make his way down to the base of the well. The
bricks were much slipperier as the bottom of the well drew nearer,
and when the prince was still some way above Rafiq’s head, the
hand-holds ceased completely.

Akish snarled, shifting his
already perilous grip. He’d flung his chainmail over his shoulder,
and with the added weight of his water-logged gambeson and the
strain of clinging with his fingertips, it was looking exceedingly
likely that he would fall. He dropped the chainmail with a grunt
and it made a soft, wet slap against the slick floor beside
Rafiq.

“You’ll have
to slow my fall,” said Akish. “To break a leg at this stage in the
game is insupportable.”

“The floor is slippery,” Rafiq told him, but Akish had
already released his grip. The prince caught at his shoulders,
Rafiq at his
forearms, and Akish sank to the knee
in slick, green algae.

Akish made a sound of disgust
and tugged at his feet. They emerged from the algae with a wet
sucking sound, but barely had the holes begun to soften around the
edges and fill with thick green water before Kako dropped from the
darkness and made another pair.

“It’s all a
bit nasty, isn’t it?” she said cheerfully, catching at Rafiq’s
elbow to prevent herself falling over. “The door is over there, I
believe. Perhaps we should rest before we go through to the seventh
Circle. I doubt we’ll have a chance to rest when we get
there.”

“Why?”
demanded Akish. “What is in the seventh Circle?”

“Not even the
princess or the dragon know that,” Kako said; and this time, Rafiq
was certain that she spoke the exact truth. “The Keep has one or
two secrets known only to itself.”

“Very well,
then: I see no use in waiting,” said Prince Akish. “Onward, Rafiq!
Onward, wench!”

Rafiq saw Kako take a deep
breath in through her nose, and felt her fingers tighten in the
crook of his arm. Her eyes met his; uncertain, uneasy, and slightly
apologetic. Rafiq wasn’t sure what his eyes told her, but whatever
it was, it made her chin set suddenly. More pleasantly, it made her
smile up at him; openly, honestly and cheerfully.

She said: “Shall we?”

They stepped into the seventh
Circle together.

 


***

 


In a grand, high-ceilinged room
somewhere in the centre of Shinpo, a pleasant-faced woman attending
a well-filled meeting of state suddenly went very pale and ceased
to listen to the main speaker. She whispered briefly and urgently
to the tall girl beside her and vanished from the room at a genteel
trot, her exit hidden by several large, broad-shouldered men and
one particularly deadly-sharp woman.

Once in the hall outside, she
fairly ran, her elaborate head-dress wobbling dangerously, and
arrived via a circuitous route of back allies and secret passages
to a comfortable, well-lit library, where a slightly chubby
gentleman caught her at the door and embraced her soothingly.

“Mama!” said
Zen, surprised into the childish appellation. He was in his usual
seat, but he wasn’t reading.

“I thought
you were–”

“I was. What
happened?”

“The passage
has vanished,” said Dai, biting her thumb. “It was just here, and
now it’s gone.”

“Did Kako do
it, or was it the Keep itself?”

“The Keep,”
said Suki worriedly. “It’s closed up completely.”

“Where is
Kako?”

Dai looked away. “We think
she’s in the seventh Circle.”

“Is the
dragon with her?” asked the plump gentleman.

“Of course he
is, dear,” said Kako’s mother.

“Probably,”
said Zen at the same time. “She’s got the shard, after
all.”

“Will that be
enough to keep him near her?”

Kako’s mother smiled, as if
involuntarily. “That, amongst other things.”

Kako’s father
said: “Other
things? What other things? What have
I missed?”

Dai laughed suddenly. “Never
you mind, Father! Do you think you can open another passage?”

“Not a
chance,” he said. “How Kako did it in the first place, I haven’t a
clue. We’ll have to wait until it opens again.”

Miyoko, her
lower lip sticking out, sat down by the curtains that had once
contained a passage to the Enchanted Keep but now hid only solid
brick. Zen, after a moment’s indecision, did the same. Dai,
sighing, dragged a chair closer and threw herself into it, and Suki
leant gracefully against the wall. Kako’s mother slid her arms
around her husband’s waist in return, allowed her head to sink on
his shoulder…and they waited.

 


The Sixth Circle is ended
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The Seventh Circle

 


Prince Akish looked almost
unbearably self-satisfied. Rafiq didn’t think he’d ever wanted to
hit the man so much in all his life. The thought worried him a
little. His more violent thoughts had always been distinctly
dragonish, whether he was in human or dragon form: this was the
first time his impulses had been human.

He felt
Kako’s fingers in the crook of his elbow, and was reminded that
perhaps it wasn’t exactly the first time his
impulses had been entirely human. He smiled down at her, but Kako
wasn’t looking at him. She was gazing around the room with a
particularly blank face. That also troubled him slightly, since
Kako with a blank face was a worried Kako. He followed her eyes
around the room and discovered exactly what it was that was
worrying her: there was no Door Out. She had said as much in one of
the earlier Circles, but Rafiq hadn’t realised exactly how trapped
that would make him feel. Prince Akish must not have noticed,
because his smugness only seemed to expand.

“What is the
manner of this challenge?” the prince demanded. “Wench! Cease your
goggling! What is the manner of this challenge?”

“I don’t
know,” Kako said, her hand slipping away from Rafiq’s arm. Against
the brilliant white of the room her algae-soiled trousers looked
even dirtier, and her cobweb-frosted head-dress looked particularly
shabby.

“I’ve told
you in every Circle so far that the seventh is unknown except to
the Keep. I have no help to give you, and there’s no Door Out.
You’re on your own.”

Prince Akish’s eyes seemed to
glow with feverish excitement. “Very well! One last challenge! I
shall be equal to it!”

All three of them gazed around
in silence. It was a vast white room: white tiled floor, white
walls, white ceiling. There were no windows and no doors—not even
the one by which they had ostensibly entered—and the walls were all
of a uniform height and length. The only difference to the walls
was in the one directly opposite them, which had a wide, deep
alcove in it. It was well lit, and bare except for a low, round
piece of furniture that could have been a small footstool but
didn’t quite seem to be.

The prince was already striding
forward to examine it, and when he dropped to one knee to run his
fingers over the surface of it there was silence for a good few
moments.

Then he said: “Lizard. Look at
this.”

Rafiq, strangely reluctant to
approach the thing, did as he was told. There were criss-crossing
straight lines chipped into the footstool, or low table—whatever it
was—deep, certain, and vicious.

“That must
have taken a bit of effort,” said Kako, who had wandered along
behind them. She slipped between the two of them and crouched to
examine it. “It’s marble too, isn’t it?”

“Indeed,”
said Prince Akish. “Most curious. We will examine the
room.”

“I don’t
think there’s much to examine,” Kako said.

Rafiq had to agree. But for the
alcove, there wasn’t anything to be seen. He walked around the room
anyway, one hand trailing along the wall with the hopeful suspicion
that a trick of the light hid a passage out in all the white that
surrounded them. He found nothing: the walls were simply walls, the
corners were corners, and the floor proved only to be the same
marble tile as the rest of the Keep.

Akish was tapping at the tiles
with his sabatons—checking for hollowed out tiles?—and Kako, who
seemed to be doing something very strongly magical with one hand,
very carefully walked so as to keep what she was doing hidden from
the others. She was so very careful about it, in fact, that Rafiq
began to wonder if she knew the way out of the seventh Circle
too.

He considered
the idea, observing Kako in his peripheral, but ultimately
dismissed it. She had been genuinely concerned about entering the
seventh Circle, unlike the other Circles. She had obviously been
convinced that it was dangerous, and had done everything she could
to convince Prince Akish to take a Door Out before they got to it.
She had been very clear, moreover, about the fact that she didn’t
know how to complete the seventh Circle. Rafiq didn’t think she’d
been lying: he’d begun to know her quite well, and though she might
have some idea of what needed to be done now, he was
certain she hadn’t known when they entered the room. Still, it
seemed like a sensible idea to keep his eye on her.

It was fortunate that Kako
happened to be on the alcove side of the room when something red
and shiny began to appear beside the round marble block. It meant
that Rafiq, who was still watching her, had a reasonably good view
of what happened. It happened very quickly: a slight gleam of
metallic red to the air beside the marble block that clanked in a
horribly familiar way.

“Who goes
there!” said Akish at once, wheeling toward Kako and the
disturbance.

Kako gave a muffled squeak and
sprang away from the impending threat, her magic-entwined hand
flashing forward defensively. By then the red glint had become a
tall, visored knight in shiny red armour, whose plumed helmet was
only dwarfed by the battle-axe he carried.

Akish stared up at the
strapping knight. “What in the–!”

Kako, putting her hand back
into her pocket, said thoughtfully: “That looks awfully sharp,
doesn’t it?” Her eyes were flitting from the axe to the block, and
Rafiq, who had seen his fair share of beheadings, felt a creeping
sense of foreboding steal over him.

Still, the
knight didn’t at first seem inclined to actually do
anything. He looked very impressive,
the massive bulk of him braced in his alcove at a battle-ready
stance and his plume high and fierce, but for a few minutes he did
nothing but
stand there.

Akish said: “What happens now?”
rather impatiently, but as he did so the knight moved.

His blood-red sabatons
screeched against the marble tiles as he swivelled to face the
marble block and raised his axe in a smooth clinking of metal
against metal.

“A forfeit is
paid!” said a voice from the depths of the knight’s visor. It
sounded rather metallic itself.

“What
forfeit?” Akish demanded. “We haven’t done anything!”

The knight didn’t reply. It
simply brought its axe down in a sweeping arc of scarlet upon the
black chopping block. The sound of blade meeting marble rang almost
painfully through the room, a note of high, perilous, music; and
the axe sprang back up.

“Ow!” said
Kako, covering her ears.

The knight looked around him
once while the sound of his blade still sang around the room, and
began to disappear.

“Stop him!”
shouted Akish.

Rafiq watched the knight
disappear completely, and said: “How?”

“Blister it,
how should I know, you son of a lizard! You’ve let him get
away!”

“I don’t think any of us could have stopped him,” said Kako.
“I’m not sure that I really want him here, if it
comes to that.”

Prince Akish made a frustrated
noise and flung himself away across the room. Kako met Rafiq’s
eyes, amusement mingling with caution, and gave her half shrug. A
moment later, she said: “Is it just my ears, or is that clanging
still going?”

“It’s still
going,” said Prince Akish sourly. He had one hand against the far
wall, his fingers tapping. “It’s got into the walls.”

“Into the
walls? What do you mean?”

“They’re
ringing,” the prince said. “Put your hand against one. You’ll feel
it.”

Rafiq cautiously laid a palm on
the wall closest to him, and the suggestion of sound in the air
merged with the ringing in the wall. That was curious, but
curiouser still was the fact that as he was pushing his palm
against the wall, the wall seemed to be pushing back.

“Oh!” said
Kako. She was just a little further down from him, and she was
clutching her hand to her chest as though the wall had bitten her.
“It moved! Rafiq–!”

“I felt it,”
he said grimly. As a matter of fact, the wall was still moving.
Rafiq took a step back, straightened his arm, and laid the palm of
it flat against the wall once again. Kako, who had come closer in
curiosity, watched as his arm was forced into a bend and until the
wall encroached almost to Rafiq’s toes.

“How far by
your count?” called Akish.

Rafiq met Kako’s worried eyes.
“Perhaps two and a half yards in total.”

“I concur.
This wall also moved by approximately two and a half yards. Did the
others move?”

“The northern
wall moved, but the southern didn’t,” said Kako. “The Keep
obviously doesn’t want to obstruct the Knight.”

“Ominous,”
observed Akish. “We’re at the top of the hour: I expect the
pantomime will happen again at the next hour.”

Kako, her eyes very wide and
thoughtful, said: “That seems sensible. If the walls are moving at
a rate of two and a half yards from every side, every hour, how
long will it be before we’re crushed?”

Akish paced the room swiftly,
counting aloud, and at length met them at their wall on a count of
one hundred yards.

“That gives
us a little less than twenty hours to find a way out,” said Kako.
She blew her cheeks out and gazed around the room. “Nineteen, to be
safe.”

“There must
be another way out,” Prince Akish muttered. “Spread out! Find it!
We’ll come together again for the hour.”

Rafiq, who had been puzzling
over the room in the privacy of his own thoughts, said: “Why the
knight?”

Kako’s eyes flicked up at him
and away.

Akish said: “What do you mean,
lizard?”

“The walls
are drawing in,” Rafiq said slowly. “If we don’t find our way out
we’ll be crushed.”

Akish shifted impatiently. “As
we observed. What of it?”

“Then why the
knight?”

“Why anything
in this accursed place?” said Akish, but he looked thoughtful.
“However, if we’re bound to die by one peril, why introduce a
second?”

Rafiq gave a slight nod. It was
the same question that had been exercising his mind.

“Turn your
mind to finding a way out of this scrape,” Prince Akish said. “I
will think on the matter myself.”

He was lucky, Rafiq thought
with a slight, grim smile, that Akish hadn’t spoken his remark as a
Command. The prince hadn’t yet been so dictatorial as to Command
Rafiq’s thoughts, and it would have been remarkably short-sighted
to begin now, when the problem to be solved required as much
thought as possible.

Rafiq thought he might already
have something of an idea of what needed to be done to finish the
seventh Circle. It wasn’t an idea that appealed to him, however,
and he was quite certain that it would have even less appeal for
him when it occurred to Prince Akish. Far better not to openly
speculate on it just yet: better to wait until they’d exhausted
every other option before bringing out his theory.

Kako remained nearby, following
quietly and unobtrusively in the background; not quite with him but
not by herself, either. She didn’t seem to be particularly
concerned with trying to find a way out of the Circle: Rafiq saw
her eyes flick most often away to where the red knight had
appeared. Her spell-webbed hand, which had been in her pocket, was
now flexing open and closed by her side as the spell grew.

Rafiq opened
his mouth to ask: “What is that?” but by then
Prince Akish was calling impatiently across the room at
them.

“Wench! Put
yourself to it! We have no time for your vagaries!”

Kako gave slight sniff of
laughter, though her eyes remained solemn. It was the least
sarcastic and the most serious Rafiq had ever seen her. Still, she
seemed to turn her mind more thoroughly upon the problem of finding
a way out, her spell apparently forgotten and unused in her
hand.

She was diligently running her
hands over the corner opposite the alcove when the prince said
sharply: “Hark!” and the red knight winked into being. He went
through the same routine as he had the first time; silence, the
screeching of metal on tile as he turned, and then the metallic
call of: “A forfeit has been paid!” before the ringing blade of the
axe set the walls humming again.

Kako, who had
already put her hands over her ears, said: “Hey!” in surprise.
Rafiq and Prince Akish turned hastily to face her, and found that
the walls had begun to move already. Not only had they begun to
move sooner than the first time, they had begun to move
faster: Kako was unexpectedly and unceremoniously being shoved
further into the middle of the room. This time, moreover, the
distance they moved was nearly four yards.

She said: “That throws our
calculations out a bit, don’t you think? What now?”

They shared a moment of
speechlessness that was as complete as it was hopeless. Then Rafiq
said: “The Keep is trying to speed it along. Why hurry us?”

He
hoped—oh how
he hoped!—that Akish wasn’t
following the chain of events to its logical end. But Prince Akish,
his eyes dark and hard, said: “The matter is perfectly clear. One
of us will have to die for the others.”

One of
us not being Akish, Rafiq was
certain. The thought sprang to his mind of the constructed story in
the sixth Circle and he looked around again, hoping to see the
sickening duality of sight that indicated the Keep had made copies
of them all again. His sight remained horribly clear: they weren’t
dealing with constructs. It was the real Kako who could die, the
real Akish who would Burden Rafiq either to put Kako’s head or his
own on the block, and the real Rafiq who would have to do or
die.

Rafiq was still in the sick
throes of processing his thoughts when Prince Akish hit Kako at the
base of her skull with the hilt of his dagger. She gasped a little
and crumpled where she stood, a pile of rather dirty, creased pink
silk.

Akish said coldly: “There.
You’re Burdened. Place her on the block.”

The Burden didn’t fall. Rafiq,
who had started grimly across the room with the determination of
placing his own head on the block before the Burden could call him
back to do what he couldn’t bear to do, first doubted, then
fiercely rejoiced. The Keep was interfering again. He couldn’t turn
dragon, either; which was unfortunate. But when he strode back
across the room to Akish and Kako, the prince was so sure he was
returning to do as he was Commanded that he didn’t attempt to move.
Secure in the safety of Rafiq’s Thrall—the certainty that Rafiq
couldn’t harm him in any way—he didn’t move when Rafiq stalked
closer still. He only had time to look surprised when Rafiq tore
his sword from its scabbard and thrust him through the throat.

Akish fell as swiftly but not
as quietly as Kako, the gurgle of blood in his throat and lungs.
The blade slid free of his throat as he dropped, and Rafiq let it
fall beside him on the tiles, silently watching the blood spread.
He would have preferred to kill Akish as a dragon; but whether by
blade or tooth, the prince was dead and Kako would be safe. She
would make it through the seventh Circle, and once beyond it there
would be no Akish to menace either her or the princess.

It seemed to take a long time
for the knight to appear again. Rafiq sank to his knees beside the
chopping block at first, wanting to be ready for the blade when it
appeared, but when moments stretched into minutes he settled back
on his haunches. Eventually he sat on the block itself with a
worried glance toward Kako, who could come around at any minute,
and—if her past behaviour was any indicator—could only be depended
upon to try and talk him out of it. That, he thought, suddenly
chilled, or to try and take his place.

He spent his
last few minutes wondering if he should tie Kako up; and then,
having come to the decision that he should, in worrying
that she wouldn’t be able to untie herself when the seventh Circle
ended and she regained consciousness. He was on the point of rising
from the block to tie her up anyway, when the red knight
materialised again in a horribly familiar clanking of armour. With
a thin, cold sweat across his forehead and suddenly cold hands,
Rafiq slipped sideways from the block until he was kneeling again.
He heard the motion of the knight’s upward stroke in deliberate,
steady clanging of metal against metal, and laid his head on the
block, his gaze on Kako. He was conscious of a desire that she
would wake up, if only to be able to see her curious sideways smile
again, but the desire was short-lived. He didn’t want her last
memory of him to be his head rolling across the marble
floors.

The knight said in its grating
metallic voice: “A forfeit is paid.”

Rafiq closed his eyes briefly,
but it seemed more pleasant to die with his eyes on Kako than with
them closed, so he opened them again.

Metal shifted and whirred above
his head, a bloody shadow shifting swiftly across the marble floor,
and Rafiq’s life thread was cut in a single, sharp stroke.

 


***

 


Three figures
appeared in the seventh Circle. A seventh
Circle. One more
seventh Circle. The second seventh
Circle, to be exact. As they had done in the first seventh Circle,
Prince Akish, Rafiq, and Kako examined the circular chopping block.
This time, however, Kako lingered behind the other two. It was
evident that she could see the chopping block between the two men:
it was likewise evident that she understood exactly what it was
meant for, and between her fingers grew a small, potent, cobwebby
piece of magic. It remained unused but undismissed while they
explored to the edges of the room, and even when the red knight
stalked from nothingness and into unpleasant reality she kept it
still. It wasn’t until they became aware of the creeping movement
of the walls that it grew in intensity.

Rafiq’s eyes flickered toward
it once or twice, but he didn’t remark on it until the knight had
appeared for the second time, and the walls began to move more
swiftly. Then he said at last: “What’s that?”

Kako looked up at him with a
bland face. “What?”

“Kako.”

She smiled faintly. “You’re
really not very good at this game. For a man—dragon—who speaks as
little as you do, you seem to have trouble getting right to the
point.”

“What is the
spell you’ve been making?”

“I’ll show
you that in a bit,” said Kako. She seemed to be breathing slightly
faster now, a nervous in and out that drove the colour to her
cheeks. “There’s something more important that you should
know.”

Rafiq looked down at her
curiously. “Another of your games?”

“Oh no.
Deadly serious.” Kako ran her free hand along the wall and then
laid her ear against it. She continued: “I stole something from
Akish a little while ago.”

“I remember,”
said Rafiq. “You smuggled it to Dai and Zen.”

“Yes. I had
some ideas about it. It turns out that those ideas were
correct.”

“What was
it?”

Kako shrugged her shoulder.
“I’m still not exactly sure what it is. But I knew what it was
being used for.”

Rafiq, perhaps in an attempt to
be as close to the point as possible, repeated her words back to
her: “What was it being used for?”

“Your Thrall,
mostly.”

Rafiq’s eyes
fixed on her face, burning bright. “He was carrying the source of
my Thrall on
him? And you have it?”

“Yes.”

“Give it to
me!”

“It wouldn’t
do you any good,” Kako said. She was certainly smiling now, though
that smile had an edge of sadness to it.

Perhaps Rafiq caught the
amusement, because he smiled in spite of his patent eagerness.
“What do you mean by that?”

“Oh, well
done!” said Kako. “A day or two ago you would have asked me ‘Why?’
and I could have spun that out for a very long time. What I mean by
it is two things: one, that even if you had the source, you
wouldn’t be able to break it. It’s specifically spelled against
you. The second is that I’ve already unbound you from it. You’ve
not been under Thrall these last few days.”

“Not under Thrall! But
I’ve felt– there was–” began Rafiq. He stopped, thoughts working
visibly across his face, and at last he laughed, low and long.
“I’ve been so long under Thrall that I’ve made a habit of
it.”

“You remember
I said once that you were inured to the Thrall?”

“It was
broken then?”

“The night
before,” nodded Kako. “It was simple enough to break because it
wasn’t what the original maker intended. Akish’s father was very
clever about it, but once I had a loose end it was as easy to
unravel as a piece of knit. I only wonder that he used it for
something like this when it has such potential.”

“I’d like to
see it.”

“I thought
you might,” nodded Kako. She flicked a quick look at Akish, who was
searching at the base of the chopping block, then passed Rafiq a
small glinting thing with a sharp edge.

“It’s part of
a sword,” he said quietly, turning it over. Again there was the
play of swift and revelatory thought over his face. “I know
something of a sword, a broken sword.”

Kako’s eyes
snapped to his face, and she laughed once, oddly. “Of
course you do! When this Circle is done, you’ll have to tell
Dai. She’s got some ideas about it as well: she thinks it might be
capable of keeping the Fae from invading.”

“I thought
you were the one trying to keep the Fae from Shinpo.”

“Well, I am,” said Kako, looking vaguely uncomfortable. “But
so is Dai, and she’s already experimented with the shard. I suppose
there are more pieces to it?”

Rafiq nodded. “At least five.
When pieced together it’s supposed to become a powerful
talisman.”

“Do you know
what sort of talisman?”

“Something
about binding and protection. I suppose that’s why Akish’s father
was able to use it on me.”

“I suppose,”
agreed Kako. She sent a brief, covert look over her shoulder to the
alcove that would soon hold the red knight. Then she said to Rafiq:
“I suppose we shouldn’t talk about it when Akish could overhear.
What were we talking about before the sword?”

“You said
you’d show me the spell you’ve been working since we discovered the
alcove.”

“So I did,”
said Kako. “All right. It’s really a very simple one.”

“What does it
do?”

Kako held out the spell,
stretched now between the fingers of both hands. “It’s easier if I
show you,” she said, in a voice so light, so reasonable. And Rafiq,
who still hadn’t mastered all the games, leaned closer.

The webbing of spell caught him
fairly in the face, spreading rapidly over his features until it
knit at the back of his head. Rafiq swayed, began to speak, and
fell. He was unconscious before he hit the tiles.

Prince Akish, who was watching
from the other side of the room, said: “A clever little piece of
work. I was going to hit you over the head in any case, wench.”

Kako gave a particularly
elegant shrug. “I doubt it would have done you any good. I’ve got
the distinct feeling that it has to be a personal sacrifice. If
you’d slaughtered me I think you’d only have found the walls moving
a little more quickly. Then one of you would have had to sacrifice
yourselves anyway.”

“I wouldn’t have slaughtered you,” said Akish loftily.
“Rafiq would have done it. And I rather fancy that it
would have been a sacrifice.”

“You can’t
sacrifice what doesn’t belong to you,” said Kako. “I’m the only one
who can sacrifice me.”

“It’s nearly
the top of the hour,” Prince Akish said. His eyes were bright and
excited.

Kako looked at him
meditatively. “I don’t really want to talk to you any more,” she
said. “Perhaps you could be kind enough to shut up now.”

Prince Akish’s jaw dropped
open. “How dare you, you misbegotten wench!”

“I’m not,
actually,” said Kako. She settled herself beside the chopping block
quite calmly, but from the way she quickly dashed the palms of her
hands against her silk trousers, it was clear she had begun to
sweat. “Misbegotten, I mean. Oh, and I’d be very careful when you
get through the seventh Circle, if I were you.”

The red knight was appearing,
sharp, metallic and menacing.

Jeeringly, the prince said:
“Indeed? And why is that?”

Kako looked up at the knight
once, and then away again. She removed her neck scarf with an
almost ceremonial solemnity, then stooped to lay her head on the
block, warm flesh meeting cold marble.

“I broke your
Thrall on him,” she said. “It won’t be long before he realises
it.”

“A forfeit is
paid,” said the knight. The axe rose, dripping with bloody
shadows.

Kako said:
“If I were you, I would want to be very far away from
him when he discovers that fact.”

Akish’s face
froze in a mask of fear, fury, and eye-bulging incredulity. “You
misbegotten daughter of a
pig! What have you done?”

Kako laughed, and the blade
laughed with her. Then there was only ringing silence.

 


The Seventh Circle is ended


 


 


[image: ]

 The Circles
Broken

 


There was a fraction of a
moment when Rafiq was certain he was dead. He felt the cold slice
of steel across the side of his neck and through his throat, and
there was an instant of absolute extinguishment. Then he found
himself alive and whole, kneeling on cold, hard tile with one hand
supporting him. He was shaking, left with the horrible certainty
that he had indeed died and was yet still alive.

At length Rafiq rose carefully
and stood upright on the blood-red tiles. Where was Kako? She
should have made it through the seventh Circle as well, unless– had
the Keep been playing its tricks again? The air—no, space and
time—seemed to split, and then Kako was there, too. She was
kneeling as he had been, her face almost powder-white, and as he
stepped forward swiftly she raised her head, shivering. Her scarf
had been removed, baring her neck: it was clenched in her left
hand, the fingers white about it.

Rafiq dropped to one knee
beside her and pulled her close, acting on another of those human
instincts that were taking him by surprise so much lately. When
Kako ceased to shake he took her scarf and draped it around her
neck again, pinning it to her head-dress with more goodwill than
skill.

By way of taking her mind off
the death she’d encountered and overcome, he said: “Where’s
Akish?”

“I don’t
think he’ll be coming through,” she said.

Rafiq’s heart sank. If Akish
was dead, Rafiq’s Burden would pass back to the Crown and he would
soon be forced to fly back to Illisr under duress.

“You think
he’s dead?”

“I’m sure of
it,” said Kako. A moment later, Rafiq was sure of it
too.

At first the yells were angry
ones: and it was certainly Prince Akish’s voice. Then they became
shouts of fear. Within moments the prince was screaming as the Keep
rumbled beneath their feet. Kako had her hands pressed to her ears,
the tears gliding down her unnaturally white cheeks, but Rafiq
listened until the screams died away. It didn’t take long. There
was no pleasure in it, but he wanted to be sure that Akish really
was dead, that he wouldn’t suddenly appear next to Kako.

When the
screams stopped, Kako took her hands away from her ears and wiped
away her tears. “I told him he shouldn’t enter the seventh Circle,”
she said quietly, without quite meeting Rafiq’s eyes. “I
told him.”

“The Burden,”
Rafiq said, his voice slightly hoarse. He couldn’t help remembering
those moving walls, and he wasn’t sure that Prince Akish’s screams
had really faded from the stones of the Keep. “It should be bearing
down on me, pulling me back to Illisr.”

Much to his relief, his remark
had the effect of taking the sick look away from Kako’s eyes. “Oh,
that’s interesting,” she said. “I already had this conversation
with you. Well, with a version of you, I suppose. The Burden won’t
bother you again. Actually, you haven’t been really Burdened since
the third Circle, when I picked Prince Akish’s pockets. He had a
shard of sword in a hidden pocket; I felt it the moment he entered
the Keep, but it wasn’t until I investigated a bit that I realised
he was using it to control you.”

“Since the third Circle? Why
didn’t you tell me?”

“I thought it
would be best to let you get used to it slowly,” she said. “You’ve
been Burdened for a long time. I didn’t want you to feel
overwhelmed.”

There was a little part of
Rafiq’s mind that suggested this answered the question of why he
had been able to do certain things that he shouldn’t have been able
to do. There were several times when he had obeyed Prince Akish
sheerly out of habit, when the—shard, was it?—had been out of the
prince’s possession.

Kako was still looking a little
bit crushed and pale when he finally opened his mouth to speak, so
instead of saying any of the frustrated, furious things that he
wanted to say to her, Rafiq merely said: “You said it was a shard
of sword the Burden was held in. Show me.”

“It wasn’t exactly held in there,” Kako
said, reaching into one all-but-invisible pocket in her pink silk
trousers. “It’s more that the sword piece has a specific kind of
enchantment laid upon it, and the king was able to twist it a bit
to make your Thrall. I untwisted it.”

She passed
him the small piece of metal carefully; almost reverently. Rafiq
took it just as carefully, and hissed between his teeth. “It’s part
of a Faery blade!”

“Yes,” she
said. “But the enchantment on it– it’s not Fae.”

“No,” said
Rafiq. “It’s not. I’ve heard stories of a blade once whole and then
broken.”

“What
stories?” demanded Kako. “I think this piece of sword can help us
get rid of the Fae who’ve migrated here.”

Rafiq turned it in his fingers,
a smile playing on his lips. It was almost tangibly delicious to
know something that Kako, pert little thing that she was, didn’t
know. “I’m certain it can,” he said. He slipped the shard into his
own pocket, ignoring Kako’s wrathful look, and added: “Since we’re
here, we may as well rescue the princess.”

“She doesn’t
need rescuing,” Kako said, her cheeks dusky with annoyance. “She
came here specifically to get away from that kind of thing. She’s
been trying to find a way to get rid of the Fae and close the doors
to Faery, and she couldn’t do that while suitors were
calling.”

“She ran away from suitors?”

“There were a
lot of them! And they would keep calling in the mornings, when she
was trying to work on her theories and searching through the
library. She couldn’t even travel to visit libraries in other
countries without people thinking that a match between Shinpo and
them would be a rather good idea.”

“Beautiful,
is she?” asked Rafiq, really looking around the room for the first
time. It was a surprisingly small one, tiled with the same red
tiles that Rafiq had come to expect of the Keep proper, but here
the walls and the ceiling were also the same shade of vermillion.
The effect, after the seventh Circle, was reminiscent of blood
covering and subsuming the whole room.

“Not really,”
muttered Kako. “But Shinpo has a lot of nobles, and it’s a good
match for any of their young men. Not to mention that she’s third
to the throne, so the surrounding kingdoms don’t find it a bad
match, either. And then there are princes like Akish, who think
it’s useful to have a Shinpoan princess in their power.”

“We’ve come
all this way,” said Rafiq, unwilling to be swayed. The princess
would be the one possible obstacle to his staying at the Keep, and
he would rather have that obstacle out of the way as quickly as
possible.

“I’d like to
see her. You said she’s usually under enchanted sleep anyway,
didn’t you?”

“Not exactly,” said Kako, moving with him as he walked
toward the only door in the room. She was tugging on his arm
ineffectively; almost amusingly. “Rafiq!”

But he had already opened the
door, impelled by his sense of curiosity as much as by his sense of
mischief. He found himself in a large suite, its gently curving
walls formed from the tower’s outer walls: this, then was the
highest room of the tower. There were two heavily veiled
sections—the powder-room and the bathing-room, Rafiq guessed—and
one large canopied bed that should have been occupied.

It wasn’t. And as he stepped
further into the suite, his eyes sweeping over the room, the
cobwebby disuse of it began to sink in. As magnificent as
everything was, it was a decayed magnificence. There was deep, oily
dust on all the furniture: it hadn’t been dusted in months, perhaps
years. The rich veiling, seen closer to, proved to be full of moths
and trailing threads. With each step that Rafiq took he made a
footprint on the mildewy tiles and rugs alike.

“It’s not a
very comfortable room,” said Kako, with a sigh. When it became
evident that she couldn’t stop him, she’d ceased to try, and had
sat down glumly on a dusty wooden chair instead. “The wind shakes
it so loudly that you can’t sleep, and the fire either roars so
high it’s abominably hot, or dies away and leaves you to freeze.
Besides, some of the challengers were bright enough to try to scale
the tower from the outside. It wasn’t safe.”

Rafiq only
half heard her. He was remembering something Kako had said many
days ago. She had said that the princess was kept under enchanted
sleep while the dragon was out of the Keep. Akish had assumed that
this was because the dragon didn’t want her to escape, and Rafiq,
who didn’t at that stage know that Kako was herself the dragon, had
found it a reasonable assumption. Now, however, he
did know it. His eyes dwelt thoughtfully and a little amusedly
on Kako, who was looking at the floor. What was it that Zen had
said, later on? Kako had immediately silenced him, but during the
game in the fourth Circle she had admitted that when she turned
dragon, she kept her human form. That form, she had said, remained
in a deep sleep while her consciousness inhabited the form of a
dragon.

The princess
slept while the dragon was active because the princess was the dragon.

Rafiq,
slightly stunned, said: “You’re the princess!
You’re the princess!”

“Oh, well
done!” Kako said, irritably sarcastic.

“But I met
your mother! Your sisters and your brother!”

“Yes. Queen
Shiori of Shinpo to almost everyone else. Oh, and Crown Princess
Akira, second Princess Suki, Princess Dai, Prince Zen and little
Princess Mee. I think the only one you didn’t meet was my father.
He’s the king-consort, in case it wasn’t obvious to
you.”

“Then why did
you–” Rafiq stopped the bewildered thought where it started, and
began to laugh. It was obvious why she had pretended to be the
princess’ maid. How else could she fend off would-be suitors? Much
easier to go along with the men that made it past the first Circle,
and sabotage them where she could.

“Exactly,”
said Kako. She was watching him again. “I’d appreciate it if you
don’t spread it about.”

“Who would I
spread it to? Does the Keep get so many visitors?”

“No, barely
any. Wait, what do you mean by that?”

“I like it
here,” said Rafiq. “And as a dragon I’m faster, stronger, and
deadlier than you.”

“Well,
there’s no need to be smug about–”

“I want to
stay here.”

“Why didn’t
you say so right away?” Kako demanded. She sounded slightly miffed.
“There are dozens of free rooms, and I’m sure if you’re polite
enough about it the Keep will arrange a dragon-sized one for you
with access to the open air.”

Rafiq, his heart glad, said:
“You don’t mind?”

“Mind? Why
should I? You’re pretty easy to live with, after all. Besides I
want to know about the sword.”

“I see.”
Rafiq, struggling between disappointment and amusement, said: “I’m
to be useful to you.”

“Oh, well,
I’ve gotten used to you already,” said Kako, shrugging. “I’d rather
have you here than anyone else.”

All things considered, thought
Rafiq, his smile a little less rueful, that wasn’t so bad of a
place to start. “Where do you live in this bewildering old
heap?”

“Usually
downstairs,” Kako said, springing lightly from her chair. She was
significantly more cheerful than she had been earlier. “Though when
there are no challengers I keep the passage open between here and
home–”

“The
palace.”

“–yes, the
palace. Then we can come and go as we please. I always sleep here,
though.”

Rafiq, thinking of tiny Miyoko
walking the halls alone, said: “You let that little scrap wander
the halls here?”

“Oh yes, the
Keep loves her! Almost as much as it loves me, as a matter of
fact.”

“Me, on the
other hand,” said Dai’s voice from the doorway; “It positively
loathes!”

“You
shouldn’t have tried to force it to make new rooms in winter,
then,” said Kako. “What are you doing here?”

“Just making
sure you’re not dead,” said Dai, smiling somewhat maliciously. “We
all are.”

“All?”

“We’re all
here,” said Zen, ducking beneath her arm. “Even Father is here.
You’re in a lot of trouble, young lady.”

“But–”

“Akira isn’t
here,” Dai contradicted. “She’s still in a state
meeting.”

Zen, with a likewise gleeful
malice, added: “A state meeting that Mother ran away from when the
passage disappeared, by the way.”

“By the way,” echoed
Miyoko, kicking at Dai’s legs to make room for
herself.

“It
disappeared?” Kako’s eyes found Rafiq’s: she looked surprised and
very slightly uneasy. “It shouldn’t have done that!”

“That’s what
we thought,” said a familiar voice from the door. Dai immediately
vacated the doorway, as did the other two, and Rafiq was left to
wonder how he could ever have thought that Kako’s mother was a
servant. She was entirely regal. Even if she hadn’t been wearing
the royal seal in her head-dress, she would have been obvious as
royalty today.

“My dear little clever one, you could have found
it in your heart to come over and tell us you were safe,” she said.
She said it in a kindly—even a gentle—voice, but Kako went
pink.

“I’m sorry,”
she said. “I didn’t know the seventh Circle would make the passage
disappear.”

“What
happened?” asked a deeper male voice.

Kako’s
father, Rafiq thought. The man’s eyes were on him, thoughtful and
faintly challenging. If those eyes didn’t have ingrained lines of
good humoured amusement beside them, Rafiq might even have thought
them hard. Nor was he native-born Shinpoan—so that was
where Zen had inherited his eyes—though he spoke Shinpoan like a
native.

Kako, who hadn’t noticed
anything amiss, said: “We entered the seventh Circle. I’ve got an
idea that the Keep did something very big while we were in there,
because it wasn’t Constructs and copies of ourselves this
time.”

“I died,”
said Rafiq. He was becoming rapidly more certain that it was the
truth.

“Me too,”
Kako said, her mouth quirking in an involuntary grimace. “I think
the Keep might have created several alternate timelines. That would
take enough of its power to drain all the non-essential magics
around the place.”

“We should be
able to prove or disprove that,” said Kako’s father. He had
forgotten Rafiq in his interest. “It’s far more likely that it’s a
simple case of timeline manipulation, though. What other
non-essentials were drained?”

“I haven’t checked yet,” said Kako. “And it
can’t be manipulation, because–”

“Don’t let
them start talking, Mother!” said Suki in despair. “They’ll never
stop!”

Rafiq found himself grinning.
Nobody seemed to pay any attention to Suki’s plea: Kako and her
father continued to argue back and forth about the relative merits
of timeline manipulation and alternate timelines. Dai and Zen, who
were both listening intently, occasionally interposed a question or
comment. To Rafiq, it sounded like the same thing with a different
name.

Queen Shiori, who must have
been used to the babble of almost incomprehensible debate in the
background of her days, smiled at Rafiq and said: “I’m glad you
came through safely, my dear.”

Why was it, wondered Rafiq,
that the queen always made him feel like a fledgling before its
tutor? Not quite grown up and slightly gawky. He said: “So am I,
your majesty.”

“I’ve been
drawing up citizenship papers for you. Do you still intend to
remain here?”

“Yes, your
majesty.”

“Well, we
might have to go away for a little bit in a year or two,” said
Kako, suddenly attentive. “Rafiq knows something about a magical
artefact that might be very useful in chasing out the Fae. I just
need to do some experiments on the bit I have, first.”

“We’ll talk
about that in a year or two,” said Queen Shiori, her eyes flicking
from Kako to Rafiq. “Now that I’m assured you’re safe, my little
clever one, I think I really must return to my meeting. My darling,
will you walk with me?”

She was addressing her husband,
asking a question that Rafiq knew very well wasn’t the one spoken.
He saw the brief passage of silent communication that passed
between the two of them, and then Kako’s father nodded. “How could
I resist?” he said. There was a smile in his voice, but it was less
pronounced when he said to Rafiq in passing: “We’ll talk later, I
think.”

Rafiq nodded silently, very
aware of the curious eyes of Dai, Zen, and above all, Kako.

“And Mee has
lessons,” said Suki firmly. “So does Zen.”

Zen grumbled beneath his
breath, but allowed himself to be shooed away to the door. “Wait
for me before you start working on the shard,” he said
beseechingly.

Dai, catching the pointed look
that Suki sent her, said: “Don’t even think about it, Suki! My
tutor doesn’t want to see me again until he’s had a chance to see
if he can prove me wrong about time-release mechanics in
preservative spells.”

Suki cast a look of weary
long-suffering up at the ceiling and towed Zen and Miyoko away.

Dai collapsed languidly into
one of the chairs and said: “Ugh! What a nasty little room this
is.”

“I know,”
said Kako, not at all offended. “Why do you think I don’t live
here?”

“Well, why
not fit it out for Rafiq? Open out a few of the windows and turn
the dressing room into a flight-run?”

“Now there’s
a thought,” Kako said. To Rafiq, she
said: “So Mother has been drawing up papers of citizenship for you!
She seems quite pleased that you’ll be here with me,
actually.”

“Well, you’re
a sort-of dragon and he’s a sort-of human,” said Dai, shrugging.
“It’s a good match.”

“Match?” Kako
looked startled and a little confused.

Rafiq’s eyes
sought Dai’s in silent pleading. She was looking sarcastic and more
than slightly malicious, but after a moment her eyes dropped. She
said: “Well, if you have to have someone
in the Keep with you, he’s a good choice. He’ll be able to keep up
with you, at any rate.”

Kako laughed suddenly. “Oh,
there’s no doubt about that! What do you think, Rafiq? Do you think
you’d like to live up here?”

Up or down didn’t matter, of
course. So long as the Keep housed Kako, Rafiq would make his bed
in the smallest and dankest of its rooms. But this room at the top
of the tower– this room had enough space for a much larger dragon
than Rafiq. Or perhaps, in time, two dragons.

“This will be
just right,” he said.
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The Summer of
Youth




 


Until she reached the age of
seventeen there were four certainties in the life of Dion ferch
Alawn.

The first was that her parents
were always wise, always right.

The second was that her life
would always fall into the same orderly rhythms as it had thus
far.

Thirdly, she had no doubt that
she would one day be queen.

The fourth thing of which Dion
ferch Alawn was absolutely certain was that the tall, ebony-skinned
man she saw in her bedroom mirror meant her no harm.

As it turned out, this was the
only thing in which she was entirely correct.

 


Dion was
three when the Fae arrived. She watched the first stately audience
from the Upper Gallery as the Fae swept gracefully through the
Audience Hall below, tall, graceful people with beautifully tragic
faces. She felt her nurse’s fingers pinching at her shoulder and
knew she was being reminded not to gape and point. Dion knew dimly
that it was a Very Bad Thing for the Princess Heir to gape and
point. She wished she could be as free as her twin sister Aerwn,
who didn’t care about the nurse’s pinching fingers, and gaped and
gasped and bounced to her heart’s content.

The Fae came
in small numbers at first, fleeing from a peril in Faery that was
talked about in hushed tones. The Guardians were
said to be Fae of the worst kind; beast-like warmongers who had
already taken over much of Faery. Dion heard the whispers, but
never much more than whispers, despite her awe-struck observation
of the Fae who arrived from week to week. The homeless Fae each
asked for and were granted an audience with the King and Queen, and
most were settled in Harlech. Dion also heard the mutters around
the castle when it became known that the Crown—and by proxy the
people—were paying for their resettlement and daily
food.

Before long
there was a steady stream of Fae arriving every day. Some of them
settled in Harlech, some in other Llassarian cities, and still more
of them moved right in the castle itself. Soon the maids were all
Fae, swiftly and gracefully performing their duties. The footmen
morphed from a group of well-trained and orderly men into a
regiment of perfectly starched, perfectly beautiful Fae.

By the time
Dion and Aerwn were five, their tutors were all Fae. Aerwn,
naturally graceful and quick to learn, blossomed beautifully under
their tutelage. Dion, who always felt clumsy and awkward around the
Fae, felt herself becoming even more stiff, careful, and silent.
Despite that, she discovered that the Fae had a great deal to teach
even her. She didn’t find that she grew more graceful or more
silver-tongued, like Aerwn, but she did begin to learn that there
were other things in which she could excel. The Fae, upon learning
that Dion had a decided talent for magic, patted her on the head
and gave her spells to learn. She applied herself assiduously, and
had the pleasure of feeling that she had surprised her tutors when
she effortlessly performed the spells for them. Dion thought that
they were a little more careful with the spells they gave her to
learn after that, but they didn’t stop giving her spells, and
before long she had her own Instructor of Magic.

 


Dion had
become so used to the constant presence of the Fae in her life that
when the tall, black Fae first appeared in her oval dressing
mirror, she didn’t think more of it than to feel in a vaguely
embarrassed way that she was the one who was intruding. After all,
Fae were free to come and go wherever they pleased, and Dion knew
not to question or challenge the Fae rudely.

Fae
thoughts are high and
wise, she knew.
A Fae always has a reason for what
the Fae does. It is not for mortals to question or
upbraid.

So Dion
hurried past her mirror whenever she was in her suite, hastily
averting her eyes whenever she saw that the tall
Fae was back. She was so used to
being observed and tested by then that being watched even in her
suite didn’t seem unusual. And the Fae, apart from the fact of his
actual presence, wasn’t intrusive. He didn’t do much more than
stand there, though sometimes he seemed to be talking. Since no
sound came through the glass, Dion assumed that he was talking to
other Fae on his side of the mirror, and still abashedly avoided it
as much as she could.

 


A few months
after her seventh birthday, Dion sprained her ankle. If she was
really honest about it, thought Dion, as with most things in the
twins’ lives, it wasn’t so much that she had sprained her ankle,
but that Aerwn had sprained it for her. It was Aerwn who had
bullied her into climbing into the saddle of their father’s horse;
Aerwn who confidently asserted that she could and would climb
on right after you, you
scardy!; Aerwn who had opened
the stable door for them both; Aerwn who seized upon Dion’s foot
when their father’s horse charged grimly for freedom, dashing
herself and her sister to the unforgiving paving-stones of the
stable.

And of course
it was Dion who finished the day in bed, her face whiter than usual
and her sprained foot very carefully elevated. The Fae were too
sensible to heal human injuries quickly without reason—Dion herself
had been taught how dangerous it was for the human system to be
brought to rely upon magic for its healing—and she had been put to
bed for the afternoon with the promise that she would be better
tomorrow.

It was only
after the solicitous rush had dissipated and Dion’s nurse had
withdrawn to the next room that Dion saw her dressing mirror had
been angled so as to give her a reflected view of the outside
world. Or it would have done, if the tall man wasn’t reflecting
still more strongly from the glass. Someone must have done it in a
spirit of kindness, but Dion wished they hadn’t made the effort,
because it meant an agony of embarrassment in her attempts not to
look at it. First she gazed at the gauzy sweeps of her canopy, then
toward the window; now at her bedposts and then at her toes.
Looking at her toes had the unfortunate result of bringing her into
direct eye contact with the man in the mirror, however, and Dion
looked away awkwardly. At last she settled on pretending to read a
book, her face carefully shielded from the mirror; and began to
feel the stiffness in her cheeks relax a little. Dion liked
reading, though if poetry were excluded, there weren’t really many
books to read for pleasure. Previously popular books, with their
old prejudices and ancient enmity, were frowned upon by the king
and queen. The castle had once had such books, Dion knew, but with
the Fae had come the Cleansing: the washing away of all previous
conflicts and anything that could be used to incite unrest. It was
necessary. But Dion remembered some of the tales that had been read
to her only a few years ago, before the Cleansing, and the new,
correct books didn’t hold quite the same sense of wonder or
adventure.

By and by, Dion began to notice
a golden glow to the edges of her book. It haloed the wrist and the
hand that were holding the book aloft, a soft, magical luminosity
that made her reach out to touch it with her other hand. It was
ethereal but somehow heavy in the air. Dion caught a breath in her
throat and dropped her book, her eyes flying at once to the man in
the mirror. He was looking right at her, and on the mirror was an
embossing in the same gold that formed curlicues up and down the
glass. Dion, her mouth as wide open as her eyes, watched in
fascination as the curlicues gained form and structure, and became
words.

The words in
the mirror said: Don’t they
teach you about sound?

“Sound is vibration,” said Dion doubtfully, sitting up with
difficulty. She wasn’t unsure about what sound was: she was unsure
why it mattered. She had been right at first: this
was a test. “I haven’t seen– that is, the magic is beautiful.
How do you– do you mind telling me how you’re doing that?” He
waited so long to respond that she had flushed and added hurriedly:
“I’m sorry! Of course, you can’t hear me. How silly of me,” before
the golden curlicues reformed to add: What does that tell you?

“You c– can
hear me!” said Dion
foolishly.

The words in
the mirror swirled apart and then together again.
I can read your lips. Face the
mirror, please.

Dion turned her head a little
more. “Well, vibrations. You speak, which makes the air vibrate,
and then those vibrations play against– oh! Oh, I know!”

The glass in
the mirror was stopping the vibrations from coming through and
getting to her ears. That’s why he seemed not to make any sound
though his mouth moved. Dion wriggled painfully toward the edge of
her bed, a pale reflection of herself grimacing and haltingly
stumbling forward in the mirror. The Fae, who somehow seemed more
real than she did in that reflection, simply waited. Dion’s ankle
ached and throbbed, but she continued doggedly on until she could
place her palm on the mirror. She wasn’t yet proficient enough with
magic to affect things she wasn’t touching, and she regretted it
more than ever now.

The Fae
waited for her without impatience. He didn’t seem to be concerned
with her pain, though Dion thought that he watched her very
carefully, and when she at last laid her palm against the mirror,
damp with sweat, he gave her a single, short nod. It said
well done, though the mirror didn’t.

Vibrations, thought
Dion, and sent a tracery of raw magic into the mirror. In the
mirror, the Fae spoke, and she felt the vibration of it against her
vein-work of magic. The mirror was too thick to allow the
vibrations through, and Dion was wary of softening it. Fae though
he might be, she wasn’t sure she wanted him stepping through the
mirror along with his voice. She left her tracery of magic where it
was, and opened up the thread that linked his side to hers into a
small spider-web on her side of the mirror.

It wasn’t
until a deep, rough voice said: “Good technique,” that Dion was
sure it had worked. The curlicues disappeared, and for the first
time she got a really good look at the Fae, unfestooned by gold or
seen as a flicker in the corner of her eyes. He was very tall and
broad in the shoulders, with a badly scarred face and a huge
greatsword that was bigger than Dion. It occurred to her,
belatedly, that despite the colour of his skin, he didn’t at all
look like a Fae. She’d thought of him as Fae by default, for what
could an ordinary man be doing in her mirror, after all?

“Your magic
is very strong,” he said.

Dion, both embarrassed and hot
with pain, said: “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank
me,” he said. “You’ll regret it, in time.”

Dion didn’t like to contradict
him, but she was quite certain she would always be glad for her
skill in magic. Since that thought verged on rebellion, she quickly
pushed it away and said: “Are you here to protect me?”

“Yes,” he
said. “And no.”

“Are you here
to teach me?”

“Yes. And
no.”

That
was certainly very Fae-like. Dion,
daring one more question, asked: “What will you teach
me?”

“Two things,”
said the Fae. “How to use your magic. And how to die.”

Perhaps the
Fae saw her shivers. He said: “You’re not going to die for a long
while yet, Dion ferch Alawn. And when you do, it will be for your
people.”

“Oh,” said
Dion. She straightened her shoulders, though she didn’t stop
shivering. “That’s different. That’s all right.”

The Fae
studied her, frowning. “Is it?”

“Yes,” Dion
said, because it was true. But she did hope that when the time came
to die she wouldn’t feel so sick and weak. Aerwn had always been
the brave, heroic one. “That’s an honour.”

“I'm Barric,”
he said.

Dion, who
knew how unlike the Fae it was to offer a name at first meeting,
was surprised. She made the Curtsey of High Respect that she had
been taught to give the High Fae and pretended that it didn’t hurt
her ankle.

Barric took it expressionlessly
and said: “We’ll start with the base elements of raw magic. You’ll
need to get a book from the library.”

Dion couldn’t
help the small, disappointed ‘oh’ that escaped her. She had been
attentively studying magic for the last two years, and book spells
were easy. It was the freeform doing of magic that
she had hoped to be taught. Her Instructor of Magic was reluctant
to depart from assigned spells, though Dion didn’t know
why.

It was difficult to say exactly
how he did it, because he didn’t actually smile, but Dion had the
impression that Barric was amused. “Disappointed, Dion ferch
Alawn?”

Politeness
dictated that she should politely lie. Fae rules said that you
didn’t ever lie to the Fae. At length, in an agony of fear, she
said: “Yes. Sorry.”

He said: “It’s not a spell
book. Book magic is not the kind of knowledge you’ll need.”

“What kind of
book is it?”

“Poetry,” said Barric. Dion thought he might be laughing at
her again—the Fae were fond of teasing her in small, cutting
ways—but there wasn’t a smile in his eyes as there had been before.
“The Song of the Broken
Sword. Take it early in the
morning and put it back before nightfall. Come to me again when
you’ve memorised the second canto of the third
song.”

He
disappeared without another word, and Dion was left to her thoughts
and a painful struggle back to bed. The library was patrolled once
in the morning and once at nightfall. Dion knew this, but she
wondered how Barric did. If he was telling her to make sure the
book was back before night patrol, The Song of the Broken Sword must be one of the Forbidden Books: illegal to read but too
valuable to destroy. There were still a few of those, despite the
Cleansing. A Fae always has a
reason for what that which he does. It is not for mortals to
question or upbraid, but Dion
wasn’t at all keen to break the law. Still, Fae commands are to be obeyed absolutely. Though
human eyes may not see to the conclusion, the winding path leads to
the same end as the straight path.

Thus it was,
a week later, that Dion ferch Alawn committed her first act of
deliberate law-breaking. She trembled all the way to the library,
started at every curtsey and greeting along the way, and felt so
sick once she arrived that she almost disgraced herself behind one
of the padded reading benches. She collected a pile of books in
which to hide her misdeeds, and then draped the fluffy morning
shawl she had brought along around that, wending a
carefully aimless path through the stacks to the back corner where
all the Forbidden Books were housed. She was especially careful to
keep out of sight of the Keeper of the Library, who had a bad habit
of treading so silently across the boards that he could be behind a
careless patron before they were aware of it. Fortunately, the only
other person in the library was one of Dion’s old tutors, the Duc
Owain ap Rees. She had always liked Owain, with his wiry, red beard
and fierce, bushy eyebrows, though he often frightened her with the
sharp fierceness of his eyes. Dion inclined her head to him as he
stood and bowed, felt his hard old eyes focus on her, and scuttled
away again, taking the long way around to the Forbidden
Section.

The Song of
the Broken Sword was on the
top shelf of the section. Dion, settling her pile of books on the
floorboards and tucking her knit wrap back around herself, stared
up at it in dismay. She couldn’t drag one of the large book ladders
around to the shelf: the Keeper would be sure to notice. Aerwn
would have climbed the bookshelves without a second thought, but
Dion had never been particularly good with heights, and she began
the necessary climb with hands that were even damper than before.
The shelves were quite slick with dust by the time she reached the
higher shelves, and for every gritty, slippery hand-hold Dion
gained, she felt a little sicker. When she was finally able to
reach the top shelf, shivering and sticky with sweat, it was some
time before she could bring herself to stretch out a hand to take
the book. Clinging tight to the shelf with one hand and puffing
dust into the air with her quick breaths, Dion used the other hand
to tip the book from its place and frantically seized the shelf
once again. Now what? The book was thin enough to slip beneath her
chin, but Dion wasn’t anxious to let go of the shelf again. She
wasn’t even sure she could relax the white-knuckled grip of her
fingers enough to climb back down.

Dion took in
a shaky breath, let go of the shelf once again, and made a frantic
grab for The Song of the
Broken Sword. There was the
soft swiiip!
of dust slipping beneath the fingers
that still gripped the shelf, and then she was falling backwards.
Dion had no time to cry out, no time to consider that when she hit
the floor it would be impossible to hide her perfidy in all the
clatter. Someone wiry caught her around the knees and neck as she
fell, the book slapping against her face painfully before Dion
caught it again. She found herself looking up at Duc Owain ap Rees,
who looked back down at her from under beetled, orangey brows,
reminding her irresistibly of a large, angry owl.

He hefted her into a more
comfortable position and said: “That is a dangerous book to be
playing with, Dion ferch Alawn.”

Dion, her
face white and stiff, said, “Um,” but the Duc wasn’t listening. He
was already striding for the opposite end of the library, Dion
still in his arms and The
Song of the Broken Sword pressed between them where it had fallen. She thought for a
terrified moment that he was taking her to the keeper of the
library, but he swept her right out the library doors and didn’t
stop walking until they were in one of the upper smoking rooms.
There he deposited Dion on a tobacco-scented footstool in front of
the fire and stood back with the book in one hand and the other
folded behind him as if he were preparing to lecture
her.

“Do you know
what this book is, princess?”

“Poetry,”
said Dion, clutching her fingers together through the holes in her
knit wrap. Aerwn wouldn’t have been caught. Aerwn would have
slipped in and out like a ghost, eluding both the keeper and Owain
ap Rees. Oh, wouldn’t Barric be disappointed in her!

“There are
only two copies of this book in existence,” said Owain. “This one
was very nearly destroyed in the Cleansing. Do you know
why?”

Hesitantly, Dion suggested: “It
has sub– subversive themes?”

Owain gave a tough old grin
beneath his beard. “You could say that. It’s a special kind of
poetry.”

Dion felt a
little fizz of excitement in her stomach. “It’s prophecy?”

“Not all of
it,” said Owain ap Rees, flipping pages with his thumb. Even before
he found the place and opened the book properly, Dion was quite
sure where he would open it. Sure enough, one gnarled finger tapped
a page on which the second canto of the third song began. “The
Avernsian enchantresses wrote this many years ago.”

“What is it
about?”

“A fabled
broken sword: a relic from the days when Faery and the human world
were kept safe from each other. It was said that its forging
combined the strongest of Fae and human magic, and that its
guarding power was what kept Faery from overgrowing its bounds and
taking over the human world as well.”

“How did it
break?”

“According to
legend, it was believed that pieces of a broken sword would be
safer and easier to hide.” The Duc’s moustache bristled with
irritation, and he added with something of a snap: “None of our
ancestors seem to have thought that a broken sword would lose
something of its power in the breaking, and even as the Broken
Sword began to fade from history to legend, its power was
discovered to be less than hoped. Doors were forced open. Rifts
were torn.”

“–and the
Guardians began to rise against the Fae,” Dion said, eager to show
her knowledge. She had been well-taught in Faery
History.

Duc Owain ap Rees stared at her
in silence for a moment, his brows lowered. At last he said: “Hfm.
Well, perhaps it’s best not to rail on the stupidity of our
ancestors. We’ve enough of our own mistakes to lament.”

Dion hunched her shoulders a
little against the Duc’s fierce eyebrows, unsure of his meaning and
not quite sure if he were angry at her or the Llassarians of time
past. She asked: “May I read the book?”

“Of course,
Dion ferch Ywain,” said Owain, giving Dion her ancestral name. She
looked at him wonderingly and took the book. Her ancestral name was
not often mentioned, and she always had the feeling that her
parents were ashamed of it. Ywain had been a great persecutor of
the Fae. “Read. It’s your right.”

Dion looked down, made
uncomfortable by the Duc’s steady regard, and read the second canto
of the third song.

 


Then the borders shall rend

And darkness shall rise

Stealing heat from the sun

And light from the skies.

 


Yet Ywain’s young daughter

And Coinneach’s son

In forging and binding

the sword shall be one.

 


The lost shall be found,

The broken rebound.

 


Then does Coinneach’s son

The broken remake

His hammer and anvil

Consumed for its sake;

 


And Ywain’s young daughter,

Sword in her hand, gives

her life in the binding

To seal up the land.

 


The forging made new

Unbroken and true.

 


So this was what Barric had
meant. She was Ywain’s daughter—many, many generations back—and
this was how she was to die. Saving the people of two worlds. The
thought was less shivery than it had been last week.

“Isn’t it
lucky there are two of us?” she said, speaking her thoughts
aloud.

Owain’s eyebrows shot up and
lowered again. “Do you understand what this means?”

Dion nodded. “When I am queen I
will die for my people,” she said. “But Aerwn will be queen after
me, so it’s all right.”

There was a moment of silence.
Then Owain ap Rees dropped to one knee as he had when he was first
presented to Dion, and, taking her hand in his, he kissed it. It
was homage due to a queen, not a Princess Heir sitting cross-legged
on a footstool with a book in her lap.

“It’s all
right,” Dion said again, leaning forward to put her other hand on
Owain’s shoulder. “Aerwn will be a better queen,
anyway.”

The Duc harrumphed and stood
again with a slightly arthritic lurch. “Perhaps. You’d better give
that to me when you’re finished with it. You’ve run enough risk for
one day: I’ll take it back to the library after lunch.”

“Thank you!” said Dion
gladly, her heart buoying up again. She had not been looking
forward to going back into the library.

When Barric
appeared that night Dion was already waiting for him, her legs
crossed and her elbows on her knees, attention brightly fixed on
the mirror. Barric took her in, his dark eyes flicking from her
toes—curled to stop them from wriggling—to her rumpled curls—a mop
that had been pushed so often out of her eyes that it was slightly
sideways—and she saw the scars on the right side of his face twitch
slightly. From Barric, that was tantamount to a chuckle. Dion
didn’t mind Barric laughing at her. It never had the sting she felt
from the amused, glittering eyes of her Fae maids.

“I s-stole
it!” she said breathlessly, but she couldn’t help the way her eyes
flickered nervously around the room. Barric’s scars moved again,
and the faint suggestion of lines appeared by his eyes. Dion, aware
that she had been indecorously loud, added self-consciously: “I
memorised it and it’s back in the library, just like you
wanted.”

Barric folded his arms and
said: “Repeat it.”

Dion said it
back to him with barely a halting word. She loved to be certain and
sure of her way, and as dreadful as it was, the certainty of her
death when she was queen was almost a comfort. When she was
finished Barric gave her a short, slow nod: it meant
well done, Dion knew, and she flushed with pleasure.

He asked: “Did you read the
rest of it?”

“A little bit of it,” she said uncomfortably. Barric didn’t
look angry, but the rest of The Song of the Broken Sword had been less than complimentary to the Fae, and Dion had
skipped over large portions of it with a rather scared look around.
It was no wonder the book was on the Forbidden shelf. “I read the
bit where they used the Broken Sword to seal up the border between
Faery and our world. Is that what I have to do?”

It made
sense: the Fae fled from the Guardians in their own lands, and by
all accounts the Guardians were not a people that would stop at
murdering humans as well. If Dion could seal up the border between
the two once all the fleeing Fae were safe in the human world, it
would save not only the Fae, but the human kingdoms as
well.

“When the
time comes,” nodded Barric. “It won’t be easy: the shards are
spread across the human kingdoms, and you’ll need to find them
first.”

“They should
have kept them together,” said Dion wisely.

Barric’s dark eyes were amused.
“They’re safer apart until the Sword can be reforged. Not everyone
has your high ideals, Dion ferch Ywain. There are many ways in
which the shards can and have been misused.”

“But when will I know it’s time? If people are being
hurt now–”

“You’ll know
the time when it comes,” said Barric gently. “You’ve much to learn
before you can hope to seal up the land. Don’t be so eager to die
for nothing.”

 


Dion was
appointed a new tutor when she turned eight. It came as a surprise
to her, surrounded as she was by history tutors, policy advisors,
dancing teachers, and civic responsibility instructors. This tutor
was Fae like the rest of them, but there the similarities ended.
Where her other tutors were cold but reasonably respectful, Tutor
Iceflame was cruel, cutting, and entirely merciless. Her purpose
seemed to be to teach Dion to look cool and aloof even when she
wasn’t cool and aloof. Unfortunately for Dion, she blushed when she
was embarrassed, stumbled over her tongue when she was nervous, and
hunched her shoulders inward when she wished to be unnoticed. Tutor
Iceflame noticed all of this, and took swift, merciless steps to
ensure that it was corrected. Dion learned a series of carefully
constructed expressions that she practised into front of her mirror
under Tutor Iceflame’s cold, narrow gaze, while the tutor snapped
questions, insults, and instructions. Her shoulders were bound to a
wooden frame that chafed her skin and forced her to stand with her
shoulders back, her chin high and graceful. In time she became used
to the insults and questions that Iceflame threw at her, and no
longer blushed at either. It was more difficult in everyday life,
where Dion was never quite sure what to prepare for, but with
Iceflame it was possible to arrange herself mentally and put on the
right expressions. And so long as Dion was ready for Iceflame every
day, she was reasonably certain that nothing worse could happen.
She learned to use faces #1-5 for varying degrees of polite
interest (and interest was never to appear
anything more than polite), faces #6-11 for differing levels of
polite surprise, and #12-50 for a range of other approved emotions.
She grew weary of her own face in the mirror as it segued between
false emotions, but when Tutor Iceflame swept out of the room every
day, her glimmering train of satin flying behind her, there was
always Barric. Barric with his blessed silence and almost
monosyllaballic commands as he taught her the very warp and weft of
magic. Barric and his harsh, scarred face that belied his kind
eyes. Barric teaching her how to clean a sword. Barric making
caustic remarks about Tutor Iceflame. Most of all, Barric listening
to Dion’s short, muddled, and unhappy woes. He didn’t become
impatient with her like Aerwn did, nor did he mock her fears and
sense of duty. He simply listened. And by the time Dion muddled to
the end of her troubles, she always knew it wasn’t as bad as it had
seemed before. It was Barric she went to when Aerwn first started
sneaking out of the castle, Barric who taught her the steps to the
latest impossible Faery dance by teaching her several opening
footwork gambits of Faery swordplay, Barric who listened when
Dion’s first sweetheart preferred Aerwn to Dion.

Dion’s Faery
tutors pinched, pulled, ordered, sniffed, and sighed. They
were—understandably, Dion knew—impatient and sharp with her
shortcomings. They were moulding a queen, and what else was to be
expected? But Barric was never short, had a comforting way of
saying nothing at all, and occasionally even smiled. Dion grew to
love his huge silence.

 


The year Dion
turned eleven, she accidentally let slip that she often talked with
a man in her bedroom. It caused a furore in the breakfast room that
startled Dion by exploding through the whole castle as guards,
magicians, and Fae were sent running to her suite. Dion was kept by
the frightened king and queen in the breakfast room until her room
was declared to be entirely free of enchantments and men alike.
Nevertheless, the king and queen murmured worriedly back and forth
out of hearing of the twins at one end of the room. The Fae were
less worried. The tutors, their eyes dark and glittering,
questioned Dion, and at last pronounced the conclusion that the
intruder was a Fae. High Fae, they said, their eyes glittering all
the more when they learned that Barric’s skin was as dark as the
rich soil of Llassar. A prince in Faery, no doubt: only the Highest
of Fae could broach the barrier between the Human World and Faery
without help. And only the Highest of Fae had skin of any other
colour than the usual, translucent, moonlight white.

Dion didn’t
contradict it, but she was quite sure by now that Barric wasn’t
Fae. He was too big and solid, and his face was too honestly harsh.
The Fae were much more ethereal in their good looks. Besides,
Barric had a long, ragged scar that ran across his face from below
his left eye and across his nose to pull up the right side of his
mouth. None of the Fae Dion knew could bear to leave their faces
so: the Fae had a horror of mutilation. But she didn’t tell her
questioners any of that, nor did she mention the prophecy or her
fated death. She didn’t want to sadden her parents. More
importantly, she was aware in a deep, certain kind of way that it
was something not to be spoken of, even to the Fae or her
parents.

The King and
Queen were at last satisfied by the Fae: and why wouldn’t they be?
It was an honour for Dion to be so singled out by the High Fae. But
Dion noticed that Aerwn, who had grown slightly quieter as she grew
older, stared at her with a slight frown between her eyebrows.
Aerwn obviously didn’t think it was an honour. Dion herself was
merely glad to have the fuss over and done with.

 


The year that Dion and Aerwn
turned thirteen was a lonely one for Dion. She and Barric
quarrelled badly and unexpectedly at the start of the year, and she
didn’t speak with him for most of the year.

Dion had
always known that The Song of
the Broken Sword was
forbidden and probably treasonous, but although she was certain
Barric was no Fae, it had still come as a shock when he began to
insinuate, carefully and gently, that the Fae had come to Llassar
with overthrow in their minds. Dion had at first felt
uncomfortable, and then repulsed. Finally, when Barric went on to
point out, even more carefully and gently, her parents’ part in the
overthrow, she had become very angry.

Her painstakingly learned
expressions forgotten in a flush of anger, Dion stood abruptly and
said: “You’re a l-liar! You won’t say those things about my
parents! I w-won’t listen!” She had heard him calling after her,
and she still saw him briefly every now and then—even heard a word
or two before she hurried away—but she had never stayed for long
enough to be sure.

Labouring under Tutor
Iceflame’s instructions without even the quiet comfort of Barric’s
companionship afterwards was gruelling work, and Dion saw her own
face reflected hollowly back at her as she practised in the mirror,
growing thinner and more solemn as the year progressed. Despite
that, she made sure that she was away from the mirror when Iceflame
left. She didn’t want to run the risk of seeing Barric again. She
had the feeling that she would forgive him if he asked her to, and
she didn’t think it was right to do so.

Adding to Dion’s loneliness was
the fact that Aerwn was gone for most of the year. She had begun it
by running away from the castle and had been caught trying to sneak
out of Harlech at the changing of the watch that night. Why she
would do such a thing puzzled Dion exceedingly, but she wasn’t
given the chance to ask her sister about it. The King and Queen
sent Aerwn away quickly and quietly, though Dion was never told
where.

“Somewhere
quiet,” said the Queen, when Dion finally got up the courage to
ask. “She needs peace and quiet, darling. Her mind is disordered.
She always was inclined to be excited, and the Fae know what
they’re doing.”

Wherever it
was that she went, Aerwn was gone for the better part of ten
months, and when she came back Dion found that her sister wasn’t
quite there, exactly. Not
right away. Their parents wouldn’t allow Dion to see Aerwn alone,
and when she saw her sister at meals, Aerwn was pale and silent,
refusing to look anyone in the eye. She wouldn’t respond to
conversation, and after a little while Dion stopped trying to talk
to her.

At last, when
it seemed that Aerwn was never to emerge from her suite
unaccompanied by two Fae maids, and that Dion was never to be
allowed in to see her, Dion took matters into her own hands.
Perhaps it was the corrupting result of book-stealing that made her
so willing to consider disobedience. Perhaps it was simply Aerwn’s
shuttered eyes, which had once been so bright and open. Whatever
the reason, Dion rose from her bed one morning and methodically
made a back door through to her sister’s suite. It was a simple
enough matter: their bathing chambers shared a common wall, through
which Dion sometimes heard faint noises when Aerwn was being
particularly difficult. The practical magic she had been learning
from Barric had been so well absorbed that it was the work of only
a few minutes to convince part of the wall that it wasn’t quite
solid, and to construct a doorway to hold up the rest of the wall
around the weakened part. Dion, moving carefully through the
softened part of the wall, found herself in Aerwn’s ablutions
chamber without feeling that she had done something so very
unusual.

Aerwn was sitting in her window
when Dion stole softly into the main room of her suite. Aerwn’s
feet were bare and she was dressed only in a shift, her side
pressed against the glass and her eyes unfocused on the vista
below.

“You’ll get
sick,” Dion said, fetching her sister’s slippers.

Aerwn’s head jerked around in
swift, sharp fright, her feet shifting beneath her in a moment. She
looked ready to leap for Dion’s throat. Then a flash of recognition
came to her eyes, and they brightened in the first sign of real
emotion Dion had seen from her sister in the month since she’d
returned home.

“You
shouldn’t be in here,” Aerwn said, tugging on her slippers. “I’m
delicate, didn’t you hear?”

“Delicate,”
said Dion. “Is that what it is?”

“No,” said
Aerwn, and Dion wasn’t quite sure whether she was serious or
laughing. “I’m addled. You can see it in the whites of my eyes.
They’ve magicked my windows, Di.”

Dion glanced at the windows,
but they were simply glass and filigree. She didn’t like to tell
Aerwn that, because it was this kind of talk that had led to Aerwn
being sent away in the first place, and she wasn’t quite sure that
Aerwn was looking well again, despite her smile.

Aerwn slipped down from the
window-embrasure, her feet light on the carpet, and clutched at
Dion’s hand. “You see it, don’t you, Di? I can’t open ’em. They’ve
magicked ’em shut so that I can’t get out.”

“I can’t see
anything,” Dion said reluctantly. She was beginning to think this
visit was a rather bad mistake. “There’s nothing there,
Aerwn.”

Her sister looked at her
narrowly for a few charged moments, and then, to Dion’s relief,
nodded. “All right,” she said. “If you say so, I believe you.
You’re the one with magic, and you wouldn’t lie to me.”

Dion let out a tiny breath of
relief. “I missed you,” she said. “You’ve been gone for so
long.”

“I think I
missed you,” said Aerwn, her eyes losing focus. “Things got a bit
cloudy for a while in the middle, but I remember thinking about
you. Dee, I can’t get out of the windows. They’re still playing
tricks on me. Maybe it’s me. Did they put a spell on
me?”

Dion started
to say “There isn’t a spell on you”, but stopped. There
was a spell on Aerwn. It was clinging and beautiful and almost
invisible. It looked a little like the misdirection magic that
Barric had taught her. She said: “Show me. Try to open the
window.”

Aerwn, her eyes blessedly
attentive again, tried to open the window. Somehow her hands
managed to slide past the latch every time she tried to turn it,
and even when Dion turned it for her, she couldn’t manage to press
her hands against the glass to shove it open.

Dion, who had been watching
with a deep furrow between her brows, said: “Who did this to
you?”

Aerwn shrugged. “Any one of ’em
could have done it. They like playing with me. For all I know, it
could have been one of the maids.”

“We should
tell Mother and Father,” said Dion, a shaking anger growing in her.
“Have both of your maids dismissed.”

Aerwn grew pale. “No!”

“But
if–”

“I said no!”
Dion took a step back, feeling slapped, and her sister said
gruffly: “You don’t understand, Dee. They’ll just send someone
worse.”

“Who is they?” demanded Dion
in despair. It was so like Aerwn to inflate a nasty joke into
something frightening and fictitious.

“Never mind,”
said Aerwn, her eyes once more shuttered. “Can you get it off
me?”

Dion struggled with words that
wouldn’t come, and finally said: “Yes. Yes, all right.” She studied
the enchantment in all its clever, glittering beauty, her fingers
curled in the soft weaving of her morning wrap. It didn’t seem to
have a beginning or an end, almost as if someone had made a fine
diamond-net and thrown it over Aerwn in passing. Dion lifted it
carefully, wary of the sharp diamond edges, and threw it
fastidiously into one corner of Aerwn’s suite when it had cleared
her sister’s head. It glittered there for a moment and then seemed
to melt away. Aerwn, aware from Dion’s tossing motion that she was
free, immediately turned back to the window and opened it. When the
breeze sneaked in, cool and wet, she smiled. Dion felt rather sadly
that she’d been forgotten, but then Aerwn put her back to the
window to smile at her. It was a real, lively, familiar smile.

“Well now!”
she said. “I feel much better!”

“If someone
is playing tricks on you, you really should mention it to Mother
and Father,” said Dion, willing to give it one more chance. Aerwn
always did as she pleased, of course, but it couldn’t hurt to try
again.

“Never mind
that now,” said Aerwn. “I’ll just have to be more careful. You’ve
been learning more magic, haven’t you? Is your imaginary friend
still visiting you?”

“Not more,
just different,” said Dion, and added uncomfortably: “He’s not
imaginary.”

“I’ve never seen him,”
Aerwn said, her eyes dancing. She was becoming swiftly more like
the Aerwn that Dion had grown up with. Dion wondered exactly what
else there had been in that spell, and regretted that she couldn’t
now examine it properly. “Just who has seen him, I’d
like to know? Apart from you? And they say I’m crackers!”

Dion couldn’t help laughing.
“No one says you’re crackers!”

“Not in so
many words,” said Aerwn cheerfully. “No, they’re cleverer than
that. Just a little word here and there and off you go to have your
head fixed. Oh, don’t get that disapproving look, Dee; I’ll be
good. Look, if you’ve been practising your magic, d’you think you
can make me a handy little spell?”

“What sort of
spell?” Dion said cautiously. She knew Aerwn too well.

“Nothing
naughty,” said Aerwn. “Do you remember those fighters we saw when
we were four? The ones they rubbed down with oil so that they could
barely grapple?”

Dion chewed her bottom lip, her
thoughts turning and sparking. “I can make a spell like that. It’ll
take a few days.”

“All right,”
Aerwn said. “Oh b– I mean bother! That’s the maids at the door: if
you stay here they’ll tell Mother. I suppose you can get back in
again when the spell’s done?”

Dion nodded.

“All right.
Don’t forget about it,” said Aerwn. She hugged Dion briefly, and
Dion felt her tremble slightly as she said: “Thanks,
Dee.”

It would have been easier to
make the spell that Aerwn wanted if she could discuss it with
Barric, Dion knew. She didn’t want to admit it to herself, but she
very much missed him—had done so since her anger had died the first
day—and it was only by remembering the things Barric had said about
her parents that she held firm to her conviction and avoided her
mirror. She wouldn’t be friends with someone who spoke of her
parents in such a manner. She wouldn’t ask such a person for help
with a spell, and she certainly wouldn’t keep looking over at her
mirror and wondering why she hadn’t seen scrap nor shadow of Barric
in it for the last few days. He had been trying to catch her
attention for months now, and though Dion was quite determined that
she wasn’t going to associate with him any longer, she felt somehow
abandoned; as if Barric and not she had been the one to break
things off.

Dion pushed
away the thought and went back to her spell. It was useless to
think about Barric, and worse than useless to miss him. She would
create the spell by herself, and then she would attend her lessons
like a proper heir: living as well as she could until the time came
to die. Surely if she kept practising, she would be prepared when
the time came to reforge the Broken Sword. If only there hadn’t
been a fire in the library last year! Dion would have liked to read
the whole of The Song of the
Broken Sword, not just the
bits and pieces around second canto of the third song. Beyond the
certainty that there were seven shards to gather and the
almost-certainty that the Binding would need to take place in
Avernse where the original Binding had happened, there was still a
great deal she didn’t know about the Broken Sword. Dion found,
amongst all her regrets, one that Avernse and Llassar were not on
better terms: the king would never allow her to make a visit to
Avernse. There was no chance that Dion would ever be able to study
the only remaining copy of The Song of the Broken Sword in existence. If Avernse had been willing to succour the
Fae, there would have been no impediment. Unfortunately, she
couldn’t even visit Montalier, which was rumoured to have strong
ties to Avernse, because the Montalierans had also refused to help
the Fae by so much as a house in which to stay. Alawn ap Fane had
waxed loud and eloquent in his disapprobation of both countries.
No, Dion was on her own.

The next day,
Dion took herself to the gardens. While Aerwn took to the exciting
and forbidden streets of Harlech to sate her dissatisfaction with
life, Dion found peace and solace in the castle gardens. No one but
royalty was allowed in the copses and carefully maintained hedges
between the hours of noon and early tea, and when Dion was feeling
particularly put upon she tended to escape into the quiet greenery.
It was the only place she could depend upon being thoroughly alone:
even the Fae didn’t visit the gardens. In fact, unusually enough
for a people who loved nature in all its forms, they avoided them
assiduously even in the allowed hours. The gardens, in fact, were a
lot like Barric: large and quiet and peaceful.

“No!” said Dion aloud, startling herself. Here she was
thinking of Barric again! And her carefully constructed
spell still
wouldn’t work! She simply had to try
harder.

A shadow fell
over her, cool and sudden, and Dion sprang from her stone seat in
some confusion. But when she turned to see who had approached her,
it wasn’t, as she had expected, either her mother or her father. It
was Barric. Barric in flesh and blood, and far bigger than she’d
ever realised. In person, she could fairly feel the power of his
magic, distinctly unfamiliar. It wasn’t Fae, but neither did it
seem quite human.

Dion, her eyes wide and
startled, automatically offered her hand, and with one knee to the
ground Barric lowered his forehead to her fingers in the old
manner– a supplicant seeking pardon.

“Oh, don’t!”
she protested.

Barric didn’t move, didn’t so
much as raise his head. He said: “Forgive me.”

“Oh no, no, no!” said Dion, and threw her arms around his
neck. “Don’t, Barric! What
are you doing here? How are you here? I’m sorry– I’m so sorry–
but–”

Barric picked her up and hugged
her in return. Being hugged by Barric was like being lightly
crushed in a large, warm vice. Dion had the feeling that he was
trying to be careful not to break her. She said, for the second
time in as many days: “I missed you.”

Barric put her back down, his
big hands covering each of her arms from elbow to shoulder. “I can
stay only briefly,” he said, and there was an urgency in his eyes
that made Dion feel ashamed of herself. “There is too much to learn
and too little time. We won’t speak of your parents again, but we
must continue.”

“I will,”
Dion promised. “I mean, yes, we’ll keep going. I’m sorry– but no,
I’m not–”

Barric nodded, with a slight
upward pull of his scar. “I understand.”

“You don’t know them,” said Dion, tumbling into speech. “You
don’t, Barric, or you wouldn’t think– you couldn’t think–”

“Peace,” said
Barric. “I’ve promised. I won’t speak of them.”

There was nothing to be
dissatisfied about in that, but Dion found herself looking rather
searchingly at him. Barric seemed to notice, and though his scar
jumped a little he said quietly: “Trust me?”

“I do,” Dion
said: and she did, so what was there to worry her?

 


Life was
pleasanter with Barric in it again. And when Barric
wasn’t there, Aerwn was: lovable, mad, and unexpected. She
disrupted Dion’s state lessons and made faces at her when Dion was
trying to look interested in what visiting princes and dignitaries
thought about the rate of exchange between Llassarian pennies and
Illisrian drachs. She had accepted the spell that Dion finally
crafted with a wholly speculative gleam to her eye that made Dion
wonder exactly why she wanted a spell that would slough off all
other magic, and refused to speak any more about it. When Dion
tried to make Aerwn be serious, Aerwn joked her out of her
seriousness. She told dreadful stories, and Dion could never be
quite certain if she was lying or not, because Aerwn had the most
solemn face when she was spouting the most ridiculous nonsense. And
as they grew older Aerwn’s habit of saying odd, uncomfortable
things and making suggestions that made no sense to the more honest
Dion grew even more prevalent. It was perhaps because of these
differences rather than in spite of them that the two sisters only
drew closer as they grew older. There was no one else like
Aerwn.

It didn’t
really occur to Dion until she was fifteen that there was a
difference between Aerwn when she was with Dion and Aerwn when she
was with their parents. It was just another facet of Aerwn’s
slightly duplicitous nature, that need to play a part or make fun
of whomever she was with. It wasn’t until the night that Aerwn
climbed in through Dion’s bedroom window bleeding and bruised, with
a look in her eyes that Dion didn’t understand, that she saw the
difference. Aerwn had always sneaked out of the castle and into
Harlech—it was one of her princessly rebellions—but she had never
come home bleeding before. She wouldn’t let Dion call a Fae maid or
do anything except heal the sluggishly bleeding wound. Her
blood-soaked clothes and pale face suggested that she had already
bled quite significantly, and by the time Dion had healed the wound
with shaking fingers, Aerwn was half-fainting, half-sleeping on
Dion’s bed. Confused, worried, and frightened, Dion had curled
under the covers with her sister as if they were three again, and
woke in the morning to find Aerwn already gone.

Aerwn was perfectly cheerful
and inclined to be dismissive with Dion anxiously sought her out
the next day, laughing away her sister’s fears and questions. When
Dion went to her parents with the worried suspicion that Aerwn was
getting into dangerous scrapes, she found that her parents were
very well aware her sister still often slipped out of the
castle.

“It’s nothing
to worry about, dear one,” said her mother. “I was wild enough
myself as a child. A second princess has nothing else to occupy her
time but making mischief, and so long as she takes a Fae maid with
her, she can’t be otherwise than safe.”

“She was bleeding,
Mother.”

King Alawn ap Fane smiled at
Dion indulgently. “She told us she’d frightened you with some prank
or other, perilous child that she is! You know how she is, Dion:
any mischief for a laugh. Don’t worry your mind about it. She’ll
calm when she marries.”

Dion, who was
absolutely certain that Aerwn had not been counterfeiting either
injury or faint, tried to convince them otherwise, but her parents
were not inclined to believe her. And the next time they sat
together as a family she watched Aerwn more critically, not as a
fond sister but as an impartial observer. Where Aerwn with Dion was
laughing but sometimes sombre, Aerwn with her parents was always
bright, always laughing; while with Dion she was clever and even
sometimes thoughtful, when with her parents, Aerwn was always
bubbling and never deep enough to have a real conversation. With
Dion she talked frowningly of unrest in Illisr and skirmishes in
Montalier. With her parents she mouthed frothy popular opinions and
made fun of the staid old politicians of the old, pre-Fae
days.

It occurred to Dion for the
first time that Aerwn was playing a game, wearing a laughing, silly
mask, and that if she was not being honest with her parents,
neither was she being quite honest with Dion. It made her even more
cautious about believing everything Aerwn said, and though she
didn’t begin to love her sister any less, she did feel that some
distance had been made between the two of them– and that the
distance wasn’t of her own making.


 


 


 


[image: ]

The First
Chill of Autumn

 


 


It was late
afternoon, and an unusually bright piece of sunshine had filtered
through the clouds to play on Dion’s bedspread. Summer in Llassar,
as Aerwn said, simply meant that there was a little sunshine in the
rain. That the sunshine had stretched out just a little longer each
day over the last ten years or so was seen as a happy coincidence
with the high population of Seelie Fae who had made Llassar their
home.

Aerwn, like
the sunshine, was at present stretched out on top of Dion’s bed.
Unlike the sunshine, she was a lively, unsettling presence. Her
tall, lissom figure was thrown out at ease and perfectly relaxed
but her speech fluttered here and there with baffling logic. So
like and yet unlike Dion, her hair was just as black and curling,
but where Dion’s hair was kept long Aerwn had many years since
rebelled by cutting hers short in a mop of curls. The biggest
difference, thought Dion, as she changed out of morning dress
between two court sessions, was the fiery, fierce, energetic
life to Aerwn. Beside her, Dion was cold, stupid, and silent;
too afraid of showing more feeling than she ought, to show as much
as she should, and too careful of her expressions to touch anyone
with real warmth of feeling. Aerwn may have her faults in too hasty
speech and impatience, but she was more alive than Dion.

Dion twisted her mouth in
dissatisfaction as she smoothed her skirts straight, and swept over
to her dressing mirror.

“You know, you’re the only girl I know who doesn’t dress
in front of her mirror,” said Aerwn. She was tossing
grapes in the air and catching them with her
mouth.

“Aren’t you
supposed to be with your tutor?” countered Dion, a little flustered
by the sudden attack. The twins had had their seventeenth birthday
a few days ago, and although it made scant difference to Aerwn, it
had meant a great deal more work for Dion. Her Court sessions were
for the purpose of honorifically declaring her as the heir of
Llassar, and tomorrow the coronal tour around Llassar would begin.
She had been the Princess Heir since birth, but today her adult
status and Heirship were to be ceremonially declared. There was a
great deal to do and prepare for. “I’m sure you’re meant to be with
your tutor.”

“We had a
difference of opinion.”

“Oh, Aerwn,
not again!”

“I don’t
particularly like being lied to. He’s a silver-tongued little twerp
who thinks he’s a lot more important than he is.”

Dion huffed a little sigh and
tried not to let it ruin the line of her shoulders. She needed her
shoulders loose for face #51—regal attentiveness—which would be her
default expression for the next few days. “Mother is going to be
annoyed that you’ve left early again.”

“I think it’s his sense of entitlement that irks me the
most, though,” pursued Aerwn. “He positively reeks of
it! I can see him looking down his beautifully narrow nose at me.
Now, I’m no snob, Di, but if anyone should be looking down on
anyone, it’s me!”

Dion noticed the furrowed brow
of her reflection and hastily smoothed it. “Aerwn, you’re always
saying people are lying to you. Mother is talking about having you
seen to by Doctor Whishte. She’s worried.”

“Oh, they’ve already tried that,” said Aerwn, her face
suddenly as white as her shirt-sleeves. “It didn’t
take. And I’m always saying people are lying to me because they
are. I should have been more careful at first. Now they lie to me
just for fun, about stupid little things.”

Dion took in another silent
sigh. “Why do you always think people are lying to you?”

“If it comes
to that, why do you always think everyone is telling you the
truth?” said Aerwn. “You’re so horribly honest, Di! I know it’s
hard to believe, but people lie. Humans lie. The Fae lie. Even
Mother and Father lie.”

“They don’t– why– who do you think
they’re lying to?”

Aerwn’s mouth, so similar to
Dion’s, quirked downwards. “Themselves, mostly. But to us,
too.”

“I don’t have
time to talk about this now,” said Dion.

“Of course
you don’t,” said her sister. She flicked her feet over the end of
the bed and stood in one quick, angry motion. “And you’re off
around the country tomorrow, so there won’t be any time to talk
about it later, either. I suppose I’d better leave you to it. I
wouldn’t want to make you late.”

“Aerwn,” said Dion
hopelessly.

From the
door, her sister said: “While you’re bouncing about the countryside
in a fat Crown coach, try to remember what it was like before the
Fae. Also, I love you.”

 


Two weeks
later, Dion was heartily cursing her fat Crown coach. It was big
and warm, and far too wide for the narrow Llassarian country roads
that it had to travel. The front axle, taking exception to one too
many ditches in conjunction with one too many lumps in the road,
had splintered and broken as they rounded the latest corner. The
axles would once have been iron and far less likely to break, but
now that the Fae were so prevalent in Llassar metallurgy was
generally frowned upon and only barely legal. The Fae didn’t care
for iron. They didn’t care much for any type of metal, as a matter
of fact.

Dion, tossed forward into the
lap of her personal maid, heard the shattering of one of the inner
glass lanterns as the coach ground to a halt, and tried to pull
herself back into her seat with as much dignity as she could
muster. Oddly enough, none of the other four people in the coach
attempted to help her. It wasn’t until Dion was once again perched
perilously upon her tilting seat that she realised why. All of them
were asleep or unconscious, their heads drooping against their
chests and their limbs loose and lax.

Her guards were at the coach
doors on either side in a moment. “Your highness, are you
injured?”

“D-don’t open
the doors!” Dion cried, her tongue tripping over the words in her
haste; but she was too late. The doors opened together; and
together, her two outer guards slumped forward until they were half
in and half out of the coach.

Dion tumbled out of the coach
over the prone bodies of her guards, quick and breathless, and ran
for the first cover she could find with her skirts bunched around
her knees. That first cover was a shallow ditch covered by the
fine, drooping foliage of a feather-willow. She rolled into it, her
heart beating hard in her ears, and waited for the ambush to
descend upon her coach.

It never
came. Crouched in a trembling heap with roots digging into her
knees and palms, Dion quietly threw up on the grass. Then, when she
was feeling well enough to force back her anxiety, she began to
gather herself into some semblance of capable thinking. Something
in the coach had set her retinue to sleep: the broken lantern, she
guessed. It wasn’t magical in origin, or both she and the Fae would
have noticed. It had seemed logical that an attack would occur once
they were all asleep. The question was, thought Dion, mechanically
rubbing her palms up and down her forearms to try and rid herself
of the trembling, why hadn’t it happened?
And why hadn’t she fallen asleep as well? She set a quick trace of
magic rippling over her body, but found nothing amiss that she
could recognise.

Dion left her
shelter and approached the coach again cautiously, trailing grass
and dirt. Her travel wrap was wafting on the cool breeze, one
corner of it caught in the hinge of the door. It must have wedged
there when she leapt from the coach. It was threaded through with a
rather carefully designed spell of her own making: when wrapped
around her face during travel, it filtered out dust, unpleasant
odours, and most chemicals that could be used to overcome an unwary
human. Fae, who were largely unaffected by chemicals that rendered
humans unconscious, had hitherto refused her offers of spelled
equipment. After this trip, Dion was rather certain that she
wouldn’t have to insist.

She reached out to catch the
end of her wrap. Had it been up when the accident happened? She
thought it had been. Now that she wasn’t feeling too ill to
concentrate, she detected a certain soreness to her neck. She must
have half-strangled herself when she left the coach.

Dion examined the thin weave a
little more closely, and found that the filtering spell had been
completely burned out. Not only that, the weave itself had bubbled
in tiny, melted patches of fabric. Whatever had set her retinue to
sleep, it was certainly airborne: it had completely burned out the
spell.

More
carefully now, Dion went on to examine her retinue. Medicinal magic
wasn’t a branch of magic that she had much studied: it required a
knowledge of the human body, inside and out, that she simply hadn’t
had time to gain. More worryingly, her magic was coming up against
something distinctly metallic in each
member of her retinue’s chests. Still, they didn’t seem to be in
danger of dying, merely sleeping for rather a long time. If she
were to go for help, it was unlikely that they would worsen in the
mean-time.

Dion took some time to shift
the coach from the road to the cover of the willows. It took more
than a little magical effort, but a royal coach would likely
attract some attention, and not all of it pleasant. Someone, and
for some reason, had already attacked. Until she could return with
help, it seemed sensible to keep it out of sight. The horses, she
took further from the road, following the line of willows until she
found water. She left them with a slight suggestion of magic that
would disincline them to wander from the stream, and went to the
coach.

Her retinue and the horses
taken care of, the first order of the day was to make herself look
less princessly. Dion shut the Heir’s Circlet of State in the
carriage’s lockbox, hoping the magics that protected it would be
enough; but there was still the matter of her ridiculously long
black curls and rather ostentatious overdress with its royal
insignia. Her height she could do nothing about, but the rest could
be hidden. Dion had a wild, almost exited urge to cut off her hair,
but she thought better of it very quickly. Mother and Father would
be appalled; besides, it was the easiest thing in the world to
plait it in one great rope down her back. She could cover the whole
with her plainest scarf by passing it over her head and wrapping it
around the plait at the back. She’d seen some of the girls in
Bithywis—the last town they had visited—doing the same. Her
overdress would have to come off, of course: she had a neat, warm
jerkin and underskirt beneath, and even if her full sleeves where
white muslin, it was unlikely they’d remain white for long in the
dusty road. By the time she was done, Dion thought rather hopefully
that she might pass muster as one of the town girls. She would have
to be careful not to speak too much. Bithywis was close enough to
Harlech to have much the same speech patterns, but there was still
something of the countrified air to the local speech that she would
have trouble emulating.

I’ll just
have to mumble, she thought,
with a tiny smile. Tutor Iceflame had spent many harsh hours with
Dion, trying to break her of that very habit. Perhaps it would come
in handy here in Bithywis. At any rate, it would be much wiser to
pretend as far as possible until she could find someone official
enough to present with her Royal Seal. Help would come swiftly
enough after that.

She followed
the road back for some way—further, in fact, than she thought they
had come—and it was getting on for evening by the time she saw the
wall of Bithywis again. It was a welcome sight: she felt imperilled
and exposed on the road where anyone could see her. Aerwn wouldn’t
have been afraid, Dion thought uncomfortably; but she couldn’t help
the skittering feeling that would run up and down
her neck every time she heard horse-hooves or footsteps turn onto
the King’s highway behind her. None of the other travellers seemed
similarly troubled; they walked quickly and overtook Dion easily,
their eyes on the road before them. At first she smiled shyly at
them, but when none of them acknowledged her by so much as the
flicker of an eyelash she began to feel that she was making herself
noticeable, and turned her own eyes to the road. She did notice,
however, that no matter how dissimilar the travellers were, each of
them had a length of decorative chain about their necks, from which
hung one of two types of disc: silver or copper. The only
travellers who didn’t have such discs, in fact, were Fae
travellers. Was it some sort of fad? wondered Dion. If so, it was
not a particularly fetching one.

Dion approached the main gates
of Bithywis at much the same time as a wagon and a few other
travellers. Her fellow travellers showed their discs and were
allowed through, which prompted a slight panic of knowledge within
Dion: they were identification chips, no doubt. Whatever the reason
Bithywis’ officials had thought it necessary to demand
identification upon entry, it didn’t matter: Dion had none.

She had stopped just outside
the gate, lurking behind the wagon and conveniently out of sight of
the two guards to think it through—should she push on, or try to
brazen it out?—when a musical but masculine voice said: “You’re
perturbed, sweeting.”

Fae, Dion knew, even
before turning. He was a froth of sable and diamond Faery magic
behind her. What she didn’t expect was for him to be wearing a
guard’s uniform akin to that of the Fae ahead. She pushed down her
dismay: there was nothing for it, she would have to
try and bluff it out.

“I uh, forgot
my...” she gestured vaguely at her neck, “...you know.”

The Fae gave
her a curious smile that made her think he didn’t believe her in
the slightest, but he said: “With me, then, sweeting: I’ll get you
through safe.”

“Thank you,”
said Dion, with real gratitude. She was somewhat taken aback when
the Fae swept her beneath his cloak and wrapped his arm around her
waist, thus drawing her forward and through the gate. Dion was left
with her head out of the cloak, very close to the Fae’s own, and
when the guards’ eyes lingered on her, smirking, she flushed hot
and red. One of the wagoneers gave her a sympathetic look, but
firmly grasped the arm of his young companion, who had started to
rise from the seat beside him. Fortunately, they were soon beyond
the leers of the guards, but just as Dion was beginning to expect
the Fae to release her into the wide, main street of Bithywis, he
irresistibly bore her down one small, winding road– and then
another that twisted even more worrisomely.

“Thank you!”
she said, with something of a gasp. “But this is far enough. I can
manage from here.”

“We can’t
have you out on the main streets with no marker,” said the Fae
chidingly. “This way, sweeting!”

Dion, who had
begun to resist in good earnest, was borne around the next corner
in hands that seemed to have assumed the consistency of steel. She
was thrown against a brick wall with a teeth-shaking jar, and the
Fae stood back to observe her with amused eyes. They were in a
suffocatingly pokey dead end, and the only way out was filled
entirely by the Fae.

“Now,
sweeting,” he said. “I’ve been nice to you. It’s your turn to be
nice to me.”

“L-let me
pass,” said Dion, refusing to clutch at her aching shoulder, which
had met the wall first. “You’re p-presuming on your uniform,
sir.”

“So proud!”
said the Fae, in wondering tones. “It’s no good throwing back your
shoulders, sweeting; I can see your pretty lips trembling. I’m much
nicer than the Watch House, you know. They’re rough and really
quite rude there.”

Her voice scratchy and choked,
Dion said: “You’ll r-regret it if you don’t let me go.” There was a
buzzing in her ears that threatened to swallow her, and a crease in
her chin was trying to make her cry. But behind it all there was
the hot, full sensation of magic building, hidden and potent.

The Fae
didn’t seem to see it: perhaps he was used to Fae magic, or perhaps
she was merely doing a very good job of hiding it. He said: “We’ll
start with a kiss first, I think. Don’t kick me, sweeting, or I
assure you that it will be much more...unpleasant...for
you.”

He moved
forward as he spoke, with a swift, snake-like movement of his arm
for her waist; and Dion, snake-like herself, struck. The Fae was
thrown violently back into the next street as a bolt of raw magic
punched into his chest, his purple eyes blank and wide. She saw
recognition and deadly determination in those eyes as he tried to
rise again, and called the stones to hold him. He sank into the
street immediately, flailing in panic, and although Dion knew that
a Fae wouldn’t escape the clutches of stone very easily, she ran
for her life, her breath ragged in her throat.

She managed to halt her mad,
panting progression just before she burst into the main street
again. Wriggling into a small, walled garden where the gap between
gate and brick wall was just a little too big to prevent visitors,
she tucked herself behind a tree and tried to think. There was
something very wrong in Bithywis. Tokens of citizenship hadn’t been
seen in centuries, and Dion was very well aware that no laws had
been passed to that effect, either. There had been a bill, quite a
long time ago, requiring aliens and non-citizens to carry a mark of
their status, but this was something quite different. All the
humans she had seen were clearly Llassarian stock: they were tall,
either pale or ruddy with their white skin, and hair inclined to
curling. There was no reason for any of them to be displaying a
non-resident marker.

Dion stayed
where she was, cold and unsure, until the light of the evening
began to fade. She would have liked to think that it was for purely
strategical reasons—she would be harder to see after dark—but she
was quite well aware that it was simply because she was afraid.
When she did finally slither back under the garden gate, it was
with a carefully constructed glamour in place, despite the cover of
darkness. That glamour, as uncomfortable as it made her feel, was
the glamour of a Fae. She hadn’t seen any Fae wearing the markers,
and while she wasn’t yet willing to consider why that was, it
seemed safer to glamour as if she was from Faery. People were less
willing to accost Fae. Even lesser Fae had a formidable amount of
magic and were dangerous targets, no matter how foolhardy the
assailant. As Dion walked the main street of Bithywis, her eyes
darting from side to side in fear that the Fae guard would still
appear, it seemed that she was not the only one who considered the
night streets safer for Fae. In her carefully casual stroll along
the cobbled road, Dion saw many Fae, bright and dark, glittering
and dangerous, laughing and enjoying the night. Of humans, she had
not a single sight. Were the streets of Bithywis so dangerous that
none but Fae dared to walk them? And if so, why had she not seen
official paperwork– requests for succour and help from the Crown?
Dion knew her mother and father would have sent special troops to
assist if they were needed.

The town hall
was closed when Dion approached it; and, made wary by her encounter
with the Fae guard, she couldn’t bring herself to approach the
Watch House for help, Royal Seal or no. That being the case,
thought Dion a little desperately, the best thing to do was to find
somewhere safe for the night, and get off the street. It was no
doubt her fear speaking, but she seemed to hear footsteps behind
her that slowed when she slowed, and stopped when she stopped. When
Dion looked over her shoulder she couldn’t see anyone following
her, but the feeling of being watched didn’t abate. She retraced
her steps to the lower main street, where she’d first passed by
alehouses and inns, and chose the smallest, most modestly lit inn.
Its windows were low to the cobbled streets and Dion descended four
stairs to gain entrance, which pleased her insofar as she was
capable of pleasure at the time. Casual passers-by were unlikely to
take any notice of her sitting at one of the taphouse tables when
her head was somewhere in the region of their ankles. Dion didn’t
particularly feel like eating, but she knew from past experience
that as little as she might feel like eating in unpleasant
circumstances, it was always advisable to eat anyway. She had to
duck her head to enter but once inside the ceiling was high enough
not to feel as though it was crushing her.

Dion knew too
much about being unnoticed to try and skulk in the shadows.
Instead, she kept her light Fae glamour and sat at one of the
window booths, wearing face #30– polite, distant unconcern. She
ordered a small meal and when it arrived she ate it methodically,
despite the leaden way it sat in her stomach. Her neck ached with
stifling the urge to look around every few moments, and after her
meal arrived, she used the window as a glass to see what was
happening around her. Thanks to her Fae glamour, no one had given
her more than a passing glance. Dion, automatically eating food
that had no savour or taste, was free to be bewildered by her
thoughts and impressions, and soon forgot to look in the glass at
all.

What had
happened in Bithywis? It was a completely different proposition
from the town she had driven through and stopped in briefly to be
presented with a ceremonial birthday present. Where were the
beautifully decorated shop-fronts; the air of festivity; the
bunting in royal colours? Where had the humans gone? So far Dion
had seen only Fae. In fact, there was an air of alienness to the
whole town, a creeping sort of feeling that crawled up her neck and
scratched at her scalp. It wasn’t just the Fae guard who had
accosted her, it was in the very bricks and awnings and even in the
sparkling cleanliness of the alehouse around her. Everything
sparkled a bit too bright; everything was a bit too reflective.
There was a cold, distant kind of handsomeness even to the fire,
which didn’t manage to warm her as it should have.

A door opened and closed,
bringing with it a swift draught of cool night air. Dion shivered
in her window-booth, and felt something warm and sinewy slide
around her shoulders. A shock of numbing confusion seized her, but
when she opened her mouth in a shriek of protest it was immediately
and forcibly silenced by the pressure of lips against her own. Dion
found herself thrust against the window and unable to move; her
arms pinned to her sides by two iron-like ones in green, her ankles
pinched painfully against the corner by a leather boot, and her
head trapped immovably between the booth corner and person who was
kissing her. There was nothing she could do, in fact, except be
kissed.

In the midst
of her panic, Dion’s first thought was, What would Aerwn do? Unfortunately, the single answer that question inspired was
that Aerwn would kiss the stranger back, so Dion went with the
second, which was to bite down as hard as she could bring herself
to do on the stranger’s lower lip. She tasted blood, terrified and
elated at once, and the stranger released a gasp of slightly
ale-scented breath. Then he purred a lascivious
“Ow!” in Dion’s frightened and astonished ear, and added:
“Do that again and I’ll tell everyone in the house about that
clever glamour you’re wearing. Don’t scream.”

“Get off!” panted Dion,
her cheeks hot and red. There was a buzzing of magic in her fingers
but she didn’t dare let it loose while she was so surrounded by
other patrons. “I won’t scream, get off, get off!”

He pulled
back without quite moving far enough away, and Dion found that she
was being laughed at by a pair of very bright blue eyes in an
almost stunningly handsome face. Her face went even redder, and she
said chokingly: “Go away!”

“Oh, cherry,
but then I wouldn’t be able to enjoy your beautiful colour!” he
said.

Dion
self-consciously wiped blood from her mouth, aware that the
stranger was still watching her with laughing eyes and a curling
smile. He didn’t seem to feel the need to wipe the blood
from his lips, and Dion, averting her eyes, said again:
“Please go away.”

“Well, now,”
he said, “if you hadn’t started to scream when I sat down beside
you, I wouldn’t have had to kiss you.”

“I didn’t
want you to sit next to me!” gasped Dion, needled into looking up
again.

“Don’t be
like that, cherry,” he said. “I was curious to know why a human
girl is wearing a Fae glamour, and it didn’t seem likely that you’d
want attention drawn to it. If you hadn’t squeaked when I put my
arm around you, I wouldn’t have had to silence you. Fae don’t
notice an interlude, but they do dislike shrieking.”

“We’re not having an interlude!” said Dion, flushing even
deeper red than before. She hadn’t been imagining
that someone was following her.

“Are we not?”
he asked, licking the blood from his lips salaciously.

“Don’t do
that!”

He laughed softly and
infectiously. “You’re just too much fun to tease, cherry. What are
you doing out and about without your owner? I’ll not inform on you,
mind.”

Dion gaped at
him, even more bereft of words than his kiss had made her. At last,
she said in a hiss: “No one owns me! What has
happened in Bithywis?”

The stranger stared down at
her, frowning; then put his arm around her again and ducked his
head.

“No!” said
Dion, a furious heat of magic rising in the hand that shoved
against his chest.

He hissed and pulled away, but
said: “All right, cherry, I’m not going to kiss you again. Tilt
your chin up and smile at me, then lean your head into my shoulder.
And keep your voice down.”

Dion, flexing her fingers and
safe in the knowledge that she was prepared to attack if need be,
did as she was told. She found herself shielded from the rest of
the room by the stranger’s shoulders.

“We’re going to talk very, very quietly,” he
said. “You’re as green as a new bean, think on! Where are you from?
What’s your name?”

“I’m D–” Dion
caught herself up just in time, and finished lamely: “Di. I’m Di.
I’m from beyond Llassar.”

“Well, Di
from beyond Llassar, I’m Padraig. It’s a happy thing you fell in
with me, or you might have fallen in with trouble.”

Dion was rather certain that
she’d fallen into enough trouble with Padraig but didn’t quite like
to say so. Instead, she said: “What’s going on here? Has the town
been overtaken?”

She already
knew it hadn’t been overtaken: the Fae guard had been easy and
practised in his assault, as if he had done it many times before,
and his uniform was that of Llassarian guards. Padraig himself
spoke as if this...this madness was nothing
new.

“Ah, it’s a history lesson you’re wanting, is it?” said
Padraig, his eyes glittering in the reflected light from the
windows. “Well, then; it started with the opening of the rifts.
Would you be knowing of those?”

“Everyone
knows about the rifts,” she said, brushing the back of one hand
against her cheeks. They still felt hot and stiff.

“I didn’t
like to assume,” he said, with a slight gleam of white teeth. “Well
now, it wasn’t long before Fae found the rifts and began to come
through. They claimed they were running from a great evil, a group
of Elder Fae—powerful, ancient beings—known as the Guardians. Fae
they are, just barely, but they have none of the same weaknesses as
lesser Fae. Neither silver nor cold iron affect them a jot. Such a
formidable people could be conveniently fashioned into an excuse to
invade the world of men. There have always been Fae who slipped
through and lived in the human world, but this was a different
matter.”

“They sent
ambassadors,” said Dion, dismissing the implication that heavily
laced Padraig’s flow of words.

“Aye,
ambassadors were sent and accepted; treaties were signed and
sealed. There was a steady flow of outcast Fae through and around
us, and we were sent our portion as the Crown decreed. Houses were
built, a portion of the town’s water and stock-land was set aside,
and the Fae were among us.”

“Didn’t the
local population welcome them?” It wouldn’t surprise Dion: there
were some towns who had protested and written great, official
letters to the Crown declaring their unwillingness to take in the
outcasts. Fae had been given the cold shoulder and made to feel
unwelcome– a great shame on the people of Llassar, whom she had
expected to behave with greater generosity and freeness of
acceptance.

“Oh, aye,”
said Padraig, the ghost of a smile hovering about his mouth. “We
welcomed them. Had a parade, mark you! We tossed flowers and sang,
and saw them look down our noses at the display.”

“I’m sure they didn’t mean to be arrogant,” Dion said
uncomfortably. This was the sort of talk that Aerwn used to come
out with. Already off-balance with Padraig, she began to feel as
though she’d got herself into dreadful company. “They’re used to
such beautiful, magical things in Faery: our art and
accomplishments must seem so– so earthy to
them.”

Dion was almost certain that
Padraig’s lip curled for the briefest moment. She had the
uncomfortable feeling that he was one of the dissenters her parents
had always cautioned her of: someone not to be spoken to, someone
who could not be argued with, someone who would always pull a
well-meaning advisor down to his level. The fingers of her other
hand began to warm with the cautious growth of magic.

“Aye, perhaps
so,” he said dryly. “And yet, one day we went about our lives in
peace, a Llassarian town of mingled humans and Fae outcasts. The
next we woke to find that we were slaves, our rights taken away and
our king and queen either powerless or unwilling to stop it. We
stood against it, but the law was changing and we found ourselves
on the wrong side of it.”

Dion had the
sensation of being stuck in a dream. Of all the high-flown rhetoric
to use! Slaves
and outlaws?

“And worse,
in Shinpo and Montalier,” he added significantly. “Or have you
forgotten the atrocities committed in our neighbouring countries,
Di from beyond?”

“Those are
the violent Fae,” she protested. “The Unseelie, who love to make
trouble, and the desperate! They don’t speak for the rest of the
Fae, and the rest of the Fae don’t accord with them.”

“Violence or
not, it makes no odds,” said Padraig. There was an impatience and
an air of exasperation to his voice that stung Dion: she wasn’t
being unreasonable, neither was she lacking in intelligence.
“You’ll have it that the horrors these Fae perpetrate is the end in
itself: something the deranged enjoy, and the desperate engage in
unwillingly. It’s not. It’s a means to an end. What almost all Fae
have in common is the desire to rule both the human and the Fae
worlds according to their own will.”

Dion tried to protest at the
absurdity of it, but he ignored her. “Some of them accomplish that
through law, and accord, and friendly means that mask their intent
until it’s too late. Some of them think it beneath them to treat
with the humans and are assured of their right to take what they
will, when they will. Thus we have towns and countries taken over
by force.”

“That’s
ridiculous!” Dion said, when she got her breath back. “How can you
think such a thing?”

“Think it! I
live it! Who are you, Di from beyond, to tell me that my
experiences are ridiculous?”

Dion, flustered, said: “I
didn’t! I said–”

“We live
under the thumb of the Fae in Bithywis,” said Padraig. “As do they
in the Shinpoan villages that were taken by force. There humans may
not take to the streets without their owners or their token of
self-ownership. They’re forced to keep to curfew, and to line up in
the streets for their daily ration of food. We do the same here.
Should we be grateful that our overthrow came by way of deceitful
smiles instead of honest violence?”

“I don’t
believe you,” Dion said quietly, her face as white as her muslin
sleeves. “Humans forced to wear a sign of their humanity? To apply
for a ration of food? The king and queen would never allow
it!”

Padraig said softly: “That’s
the way of it, is it? Follow me, then, cherry. You’ll see soon
enough.”

“I’m n-not
going anywhere with you!”

“Must I
threaten you again, cherry?”

Dion withdrew into herself as
far as she was able, hunching away from Padraig’s surrounding
warmth. “T-tell them if you must,” she said, and made a stiff
effort to raise her chin. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

Padraig looked down at her
sharply, and said with unexpected gentleness: “Who hurt you,
cherry? Tell me who he is and I’ll make him pay for it.”

“I already
made him pay,” said Dion, in a tight, proud voice. “And you did
worse, anyway.”

“I did? What, that
chaste kiss?”

“It wasn’t at all chaste!” Dion
said. Her voice was shaking again, she knew. “And you had n-no
business forcing it on me, even if it was!”

Was that a slight touch of red
high in his cheeks? There was certainly a deep line between his
brows. “I’ve badly bungled the thing,” he said. “I was expecting
you to be a wee bit different, think on. Sure, I thought you’d hit
me! I’d not have kissed you like that if I’d known– ach, I
shouldn’t have done it at all. Forgive me, cherry. It was badly
done.”

“Oh,” said
Dion. She looked at him properly this time, and couldn’t see a
trace of guile to his eyes. She sat a little straighter and said at
last: “All right. I forgive you.”

A smile lit Padraig’s face at
once. “You’re such a lovely, soft thing,” he said. “Can I kiss you
again?”

“N-no!” said
Dion, thrown off balance once more.

“Now I really
am curious,” he said, his eyes still bright and interested. “What
did you do to your attacker, cherry?”

“Threw him
across the street,” said Dion. “Imprisoned him in the
cobbles.”

She flushed
as Padraig hissed appreciatively, his mouth pursed. “Aye, I
knew I’d like you, Di from beyond! Come with me. I swear I’ll
not touch you again.”

He rose as he spoke and Dion
rose with him without really thinking about it. “Where are we
going?”

“Somewhere we
can have a sociable drink or two and a bit of a chat,” said
Padraig. “It’s a bonny night and ’twould be a shame to spend it all
in the one place.”

He pulled Dion’s hand through
his arm as though they were a couple on an outing, and Dion, who
hadn’t quite dismissed the magic that was gathered at her
fingertips, still let it simmer below the skin. As they left the
inn together, he looked her up and down very frankly, making her
blush again, and said: “You’re a pleasant companion, to be
sure!”

“Your accent
isn’t Llassarian,” said Dion, by way of trying to keep her
composure. She wished the night wasn’t quite so well-lit with
moonlight: it was harder to assume an Expression when she could
feel the warmth of blood in her cheeks and know that it was
visible.

“Well-spotted,” said Padraig, not at all thrown. “You could
say that I’m from beyond as well: my parents weren’t Llassarian and
I seem to have taken their trick of speaking. Well now, Di from
beyond, in your walkings about earlier, did you happen to take note
of the signs?”

“It was
you following me!”

Padraig grinned, his eyes
dancing. “Would I be doing such a thing? Did I not see a beautiful
young thing who seemed to have lost her way, and out of the
goodness of my heart attend her until she reached safe haven?”

“You– why
did you follow
me?”

“I told you,
cherry. I was curious to know why such a beautiful young thing was
out alone after dark– and wearing a Fae glamour, no less! I’m still
anxious to know about that glamour, mind: I’ve not seen its equal.
It could almost have fooled even me.”

Dion frowned.
How had Padraig seen through her glamour? There was
barely a touch of magic to him: a tiny spark that was so small she
couldn’t even tell what kind of magic it was. He could be
funnelling the miniscule flare into anything from charm to insight,
but nothing more than that, and barely that. She was still
wondering about it when she realised that they had paused before a
notice in one of the shop windows. It was lettered in Fae cursive,
beautiful and sprawling, and she had seen much the same thing in
each window without taking notice of the fact.

She read it without meaning
to—almost without comprehending it—and her eyes flitted on to the
next few posted notices in shocked silence.

“There now,”
said Padraig. “Do you read the Fae script, cherry?”

“Yes,” said Dion, through a closed throat. She was very
familiar with the curved script and its once-foreign words. This
particular sign read: No
human custom. Fae only. Scratchily, she said: “Perhaps they were having
difficulties with human customers.”

Padraig’s smile was lazy. “Aye,
and I suppose every second business has the same problem? Walk with
me, cherry. Look to the storefronts.”

“I see them,” she said. Worse, she had seen the other flyers
in the shop window– the ones that offered sale of services: two young humans 1xm, 1xf, useful
for manual labour and some skilled applications or simply middle-aged human available: high millinery skills, fully
broken in. She could feel the
shivering start the way it always did: the sickness, the numbness,
the nightmare heaviness of it all.

“You’re
trembling, cherry,” said Padraig, frowning. “Are you
cold?”

“No,” said
Dion, through numb lips. “Don’t worry about it. It won’t stop
anyway. Where are we going?”

She was aware
of his eyes on her for quite some time before he said: “Not far
now. No, no, this
way: we want something Seelie and
grand.”

So saying, he steered Dion away
from a modest, quiet establishment that she had instinctively moved
toward, and swept her onward until they were on the cusp of a
great, golden facade. Dion, her eyes dazzled, took in the light of
a conjured sun that slowly rose and sank across the front wall,
casting an almost daylight aspect on the street below. Like all the
most beautiful of Seelie things, the warmth of it didn’t quite
reach her skin, let alone the cold, inner part of her that fed her
shivering fits. Padraig slid his arm around her waist, his short
cloak draping over her shoulders as well, and when Dion twitched
herself away he murmured: “Best they not see you trembling,
cherry.”

Still, he didn’t try to put his
arm around her again until she came closer, and she let the last of
her built-up magic sink back down.

They
approached the tap counter, much to Dion’s foreboding. There were
many other patrons also lounging at their ease by the counter; some
Unseelie, but more Seelie. Padraig threw himself into a seat,
nodding casually at the golden Fae closest to them, and pulled Dion
in close against him, her shivering covered by his cloak and
growing a little less in his warmth. He ordered drinks for both of
them and said, “Well met,” to the Seelie Fae, who returned the
greeting languorously.

“Beautiful
night, to be sure.”

“Inasmuch as
night can be said to be beautiful,” shrugged the Seelie, with a
faint lift of his lip. “The human world has many attractions, but
this passion for dreary darkness is not one of them.”

“Darkness has
its charms,” said Padraig.

The Seelie
Fae laughed. “For those with the taste for it. I am for the
sunshine.”

“Aye, I
thought the days were a smidgen longer than they had been,” said
Padraig incomprehensibly. “What news of Illisr? I had heard they
were tending to the dark, but it’s been some time since I heard
tell of them.”

“Is it so?”
the golden Fae’s brows rose. “You’ve missed a great deal. Illisr is
over-run this last year—plunged into darkness—and Shinpo is
half-spent as well, cut at the ankles and floundering. It’s said
the royal family was taken in the night a day ago: Shinpoans are
fighting a separated battle across the country, unable to rally
enough to make a convincing effort.”

“That’s news
indeed,” said Padraig, lifting his tankard. He seemed to be
drinking, but Dion, used to giving herself a few moments to prepare
her reactions, was aware that he was surprised and dismayed at the
news. What did Padraig care for Illisr and Shinpo? The news had
affected him in a personal way, and not merely as an unfortunate
piece of news.

“Such a
pity!” sighed the golden Fae. “Illisr has such a wealth of art and
commodity: to see it attacked in such a way is dreadful. And
Shinpo! Such spices! Such delicate fabrics!”

Dion wasn’t
unaware of the unrest the surrounded the Fae incursion of the human
world. Like her parents she had considered the peril the Fae were
fleeing as passport enough to the help and succour of Llassar; but
not every country surrounding them had thought so. Montalier and
Shinpo had both declined to take Fae into their cities, and Illisr
had taken them only conditionally. Some of the more powerful Fae,
taking exception to the exclusion, had begun to wage violent and
insidious warfare against them, fighting for their less powerful
Seelie and Unseelie brethren. Her father had refused to allow her
to visit those countries, his righteous anger aroused against their
selfish outlook and unwillingness to help, but Dion received enough
information of the three countries during her tutored schooling to
feel that she had a good idea of what was happening around the
world. It was unfortunate, of course, that Montalier, Shinpo, and
Illisr were experiencing such violence, but their policy had
brought a vast measure of it upon themselves. The Fae were
desperate, and had acted desperately.

This Seelie
Fae was refreshingly moderate. Dion felt an almost crushing relief:
she had seen and heard such things today that had made her despair
of Bithywis and almost, but not quite, of Llassar
itself.

“Barbarians!”
said the Seelie Fae, his golden voice disgusted. “Using brute force
and magic to overcome prejudice! There are more civilised ways of
bringing the world into alignment. Witness what has been done so
successfully in Llassar: a Fae-led country where Fae and humans
live side by side, with everyone in their place and the proper
distinguishing of rank.”

Dion felt a sinking in her
heart; a quivering deep in her soul.

“Aye,” said
Padraig, his voice soft and dangerous. “And what distinguishing
would that be, my pretty Fae?”

The Seelie
Fae looked faintly surprised. “The Fae are superior to humans in
every conceivable way—your own blood and lineage must tell you
so!—in every aspect of mind, magic, judgement and physical prowess.
Their laws are inferior, their abilities more so: it was a
happiness to them when we took the reins of government in
Llassar.”

“You’d best
tell them that,” said Padraig, with a sharp kind of bitterness. “To
be sure, they seem to have forgotten!”

“I see it’s
no use talking to you,” the Seelie Fae said, his thin nostrils
flared. “Your kind ought to be outlawed as well.”

“No doubt
your kind will see to that quickly enough,” Padraig said, his teeth
showing in a humourless grin. “We’d best go, cherry. I think we’ve
outworn our welcome.”

Dion stumbled through the door
with him; and she thought, amidst all the bravado and affected
unconcern, that Padraig wasn’t quite steady himself. When they were
away from the cold light of the Seelie establishment’s conjured
sun, he said softly: “I’m sorry, cherry. But you had to know, think
on.”

“Yes,” said
Dion. Some time between sitting down and leaving the inn she had
begun to shake worse than ever, and she could feel the familiar,
deathly weariness creeping up her limbs. “I need– I have to rest
now.”

“This way,
then,” said Padraig. He must have seen her chin rise and her
shoulders straighten, because he didn’t try to put his arm around
her again. “I’ve somewhere safe to stash you.”

Dion knew the rest of the night
in a blurred nightmare. Padraig took her somewhere that smelled of
fire and iron and put her to sleep on a small, truckle-bed in one
corner of a darkened room. He would have stayed and talked—she even
thought he was about to sit beside her and pull her close—but Dion,
shivering beneath the blanket and as sick with anxiety and wrong as
she had ever been, said: “I’ll be better tomorrow.”

He might have said something
else to her, but Dion had lost consciousness by then. She slept
deeply and entirely uselessly, and awoke the next day with heavy
eyes and a heavier heart. Padraig was already awake, adding the
scents of tea and toast to those of fire and iron. He glanced over
at her when she sat up, and she was thankful to note that though he
obviously saw the heaviness of her eyes, the shaking had
stopped.

“You’d best
eat,” he said. “I’ve a feeling you need the energy. You’re a mite
delicate, I think.”

“No, just stupid,” said Dion, very much aware of the wedge
of desolation sitting squarely in her stomach. “I’ve been like it
since I was a child. I don’t...react...well. It’s
not very comfortable.”

“I wouldn’t
have thought so,” said Padraig, flipping a piece of bread on the
toasting fork. “Is there nothing that can give you
relief?”

“Yes,” said Dion, without thinking about it; and then: “No,”
because she wasn’t inclined to mention Barric. “Sometimes I can
pretend it isn’t there for long enough to hide it, but it makes me
so tired.”

“That must be
inconvenient for a princess,” said Padraig.

Dion, with a
buzz of shock, looked up and met his eyes. She mechanically took
the plate and teacup that he proffered and said: “When–
how did you know?”

“Ah, I’ve
known from the beginning,” he said. He sat down beside her, very
much at his ease, a teacup clasped loosely between his fingers. “A
friend of mine said you’d be here yesterday and asked me to look
out for you. She seemed to think you needed to see a few
things.”

“Aerwn!” said Dion. She drew in a deep breath, slowly and
shakily. “Oh, Aerwn! What did they
do to her? And I thought– they said– oh! Poor
Aerwn!”

“Ah, she’s a
tough nut enough,” said Padraig easily. “Takes a lot to rattle that
one.”

“You didn’t
see her after she came back from Doctor Whishte,” said Dion
unhappily. “I thought she was lying! She lied so much!”

“Aye,” said
Padraig. “I told her it would backfire on her, but she was ever a
determined little beast.”

Dion, finishing a tasteless
morsel of toast, said: “I have to get back as quickly as
possible.”

“You’ve much
to see: a week or two won’t make a difference,” he said. “Except to
your people, mind. They need to see that you’re willing to
help.”

“I see,” said
Dion. There was evidently a purpose and plan in place that had been
so for some time. She owed it to Aerwn—not to mention the human
Llassarians—to see the venture out. At length, she said: “Thank
you.”

“What
for?”

“Your
honesty. I didn’t believe you and you told me the truth anyway.
Thank you.”

Padraig’s face lit with a
smile. “Oh aye, I’ll always tell you the truth, your highness.”

“You might as
well stick with Di,” said Dion, flushing a little. “You’ve saved my
life, after all.

“Well now,”
said Padraig. “Isn’t this a pleasant thing! Will you be going back
to the coach?”

“No, I don’t
think so,” Dion said. “Will the Fae be awake again?”

“Not likely,”
said Padraig. He was grinning. “I used vaporised iron: it takes a
good deal of heat, but it knocks them out until their lungs can be
pumped.”

Dion frowned down into her
cooling tea. “Vaporised iron is poisonous to humans, isn’t it?”

“Aren’t you
the clever one! Indeed it is: I was told you would have a spell on
your person to protect against such things.”

“What if I
hadn’t been wearing my travel wrap?” asked Dion, in fascination.
“You would have been responsible for murdering the heir to
Llassar’s throne!”

“Killing, at
the very worst!” protested Padraig. “And involuntary killing, too!
I’d scarcely see a decade of prison food.”

“It was in
the lanterns, wasn’t it? Iron in the casings and something to make
the Fae-lights overheat–”

“Indeed it
was. Where did you learn about vapourised metals in a Fae-tutored
schoolroom?”

“That wasn’t
in the schoolroom,” said Dion, going pink at Padraig’s distinctly
admiring tones. “I used to visit the library a lot. I always had
questions that the tutor didn’t answer and I didn’t like to cause a
fuss.”

“What did
they do when they found out?”

Dion blinked
a little. It hadn’t occurred to her until now that anyone
had found
out, but now that she came to
think of it, a little while after her fourteenth birthday there had
been a fire in the royal library. At the time she had believed the
story that someone had merely been too careless with a
lantern.

“There was a fire,” she said, hunching her shoulders. “They
said someone knocked over one of the lanterns. Only– only we didn’t
have lanterns in the library. It was all Fae lighting by then. I
wasn’t allowed in the library for months after that, and when I did
get back in, half the books were missing.” The Song of the Broken Sword was one of those that was missing. Dion had never been
so foolhardy as to climb the shelves again, but she knew it was
gone because the Forbidden Books section was the worst damaged of
the lot, and there was a charred, gaping hole where once
The Song of the Broken Sword
had been shelved.

“Aye, that
has the scent of the Fae all over it,” said Padraig. “They like to
do things indirectly when they can: they enjoy playing with their
humans.”

Dion said
quietly: “I suppose we should feel ourselves fortunate that the Fae
who came to Llassar took over by stealth rather than by violence.
The end result has been the same, but at least here there hasn’t
been such great loss of life.”

“Stealth? No.
By legislation and trickery and manipulation of feeling. Our deaths
may not have been so violent, but they have been as numerous. Not
all of us welcomed the Fae taking over our towns, and there was
some struggle.”

“What
happened?”

Padraig
shifted his teacup between his hands. “We were slaughtered quickly,
quietly, and entirely legally– with the full support of the Crown.
Once the Fae were in such numbers that their votes counted for more
than the rest of us, and once there were enough in the court to
hold sway with the king and queen, our laws changed more quickly
than we could keep up with. Some of us found ourselves on the wrong
side of the law without meaning it; others of us thought it
worth-while to become rebels and fight to save our families from
slavery to the Fae.”

“Were there
no petitions made to the king and queen?” Dion had never seen any
such. If there had been such, they could never have reached the
king and queen– they would have been quick to avenge the wrongs of
their people, even if those wrongs were perpetrated by the
Fae.

“Oh, aye–
once and again we sent messengers. First they were stopped on the
roads, and when we sought to ally ourselves with the towns around
us and send our distress together, it was outlawed.”

“On what grounds?” cried Dion, nearly beside herself. Her
parents couldn’t
be aware of this! And yet, how could
they have been unaware? “To outlaw a citizen’s right to petition
with the Crown? How could such a thing happen?”

“Citizens
still have the right to petition the Crown,” Padraig said, with
grim amusement. “Slaves, now; slaves have no such
rights.”

“Slavery was
never a part of Llassar,” Dion said, her throat tight. “Those signs
I saw in the shop windows– has every human in Bithywis been
enslaved?”

“Not so much
enslaved as reassigned. The Fae are of the mind that humans are a
bare step up from the animals, and that they need masters to keep
them safe and in order.”

“That Fae,”
said Dion, and she heard the tremble of anger in her voice that was
almost a sob. She had never thought she could hate, but the tar of
it in her throat almost choked her. “What did he mean about your
lineage?”

Padraig
shrugged. “Seelie Fae like to prick and cut where they can. He was
trying to remind me of my place in this society of his.”

“Why don’t
you have a token?”

“Ah, I’m a
different thing altogether,” said Padraig. “I don’t fit into their
little boxes so they leave me alone. Are you finished? There’s
something downstairs you’ll be wanting to see.”

The smell of
soot and melted iron grew stronger as Padraig led Dion downstairs,
but it wasn’t until they left the house, stepping briefly through a
narrow alley and straight into another door, that she realised why.
They were in a forge. Dion, who had grown to recognise such places
almost as sacrilegious, found that her first reaction was still
shock, even though she knew better. She would have asked why they
were in a forge, but she could already feel the magic emanating
from the hammer and anvil that were close by the fire. They were
potent, metallic sources of dusky magic, bound with a scarlet
something that Dion thought might be a destiny cord. Whatever they
were, the hammer and anvil were important.

Dion said:
“How? How did you infuse iron with
magic?”

“With some
difficulty,” admitted Padraig. “But it’s not exactly iron, in a
manner of speaking. It’s more what you’d call an alloy. They call
it steel: a bit of carbon in it, and the magic holds just
fine.”

“But that’s Fae
magic!”

“Aye, so it
is,” Padraig said, with a curious smile. “It’s what you might call
an alloy, too.”

“I’ve never
seen anything like it,” Dion said in fascination. “It’s so
intricate and complicated!”

“Aye, but I’m
a complicated fellow,” said Padraig complacently. When Dion didn’t
answer, caught up in studying one of the most intricate webbings of
magic that she had ever seen, he added: “See now, you’re meant to
giggle and flirt with me when I say a thing like that.”

Dion was surprised into
glancing at him. He winked at her, which made her look away again
in confusion. She said hastily: “You’re Coinnach’s son, aren’t
you?”

“Ah, so there
was a bit of teaching done! I am. We’re partners in this
world-saving venture.”

“It will be a
pity for these to be used up,” said Dion, running her fingers over
the anvil.

“Aye,” said
Padraig; and there was that odd smile again. “And ’twill be a pity
for–”

“For me to
die?” said Dion, when he stopped short. “There’s always Aerwn.
Llassar won’t be left wanting.”

“You know
you’re to die?” said Padraig, visibly startled. “Who would be
telling you such a thing?”

“I’ve known
since I was seven,” Dion said. He was still looking at her fixedly,
and she knew why. She said, with a flush: “It’s all right. I’m not
going to collapse again.”

“Now there’s
a curious thing,” he said, gazing at her with such an affectionate
sadness that it was hard to meet his eyes. “Sure, Aerwn did tell me
you were the better twin. Last night you were all but incapacitated
when you saw the evil that had come on your people. Today you tell
me you are to die without the slightest quiver in your
voice.”

“I’ve had a long time to get used to it,” said Dion quietly.
“And it’s different.
I know what I have to do. But with
the Fae–” she trailed off in despair. “This, all of this: it’s our
fault, the whole royal family of Llassar. We did this. My
blindness– my parents’– well, I don’t know. But we allowed it. We
even welcomed it. I can’t see how that can ever be
repaired.”

“Well now,
that’s what we’ll be doing, isn’t it? You and I, saving the world.
We’ll have a bonny time of it, Di from beyond.”

 


They crept
quietly from town to town over the next two weeks, working their
way carefully toward Harlech. Padraig seemed to be known in every
town, and in every town there were signs of quiet, careful
organisation that chilled Dion to the bone. It was almost as
terrible to consider as the icy grip of the Fae that held the
country in thrall. It promised that, barring quick, decisive
change, Things Would Be Done. Fae and Llassarians would be at war;
and worse, the royal family would be on the wrong side.

During the
day they travelled and talked. By night they stayed in a series of
homes that welcomed them under cover of darkness and sent them away
before the dawn broke. It made Dion wonder exactly how well known
Padraig was around Llassar, and exactly what would happen were they
to draw the attention of any of the increasing numbers of Fae
guards she saw as they got closer to Harlech. Her uneasiness was
only doubled by the presence of two very visible reminders of their
quest: Padraig’s anvil, made small by some extension of its
enchantment, hung from his neck by a chain while his hammer swung
from his belt. As obvious as they were to Dion, she was constantly
fearful of the Fae discovering them.

With every
Fae guard, every insult, every instance of brutality and wrong to
Llassarian humans that she saw, Dion grew sicker and angrier. By
the time they reached Harlech in the cool of late afternoon two
weeks later, she was by no means prepared to sneak in by darkness
and return to the castle by stealth.

“Aye, well,
who can blame you?” said Padraig, with half a smile. “Here is where
my journey ends, then.”

“But–” But I wanted to
present you to my parents. That was no good. “My parents will want–”

“Your parents
will want to hang me from the closest gibbet,” said Padraig. “And
the Fae will want to– well, they’re an unpleasant lot. Here is
where we kiss and part, cherry.”

Much to Dion’s embarrassment,
he did kiss her. This time he gave her ample time to pull away if
she wished, and to her further embarrassment, Dion didn’t do so. In
an effort to hide her confusion, she said: “Will you go back to
Bithywis?”

“I think
not,” said Padraig, with an amused smile at her red cheeks. “I’ll
be around for a while. If you need me, tell Aerwn to get a message
to me.”

He was gone
in an instant, melting into the streets at the very moment the gate
guards saw Dion. They snapped to attention, their Fae eyes wide and
worried, and Dion set her shoulders. It was time to go to
battle.

 


Dion entered
the Court of Affairs at a good time: the king and queen were
presiding over the citizens’ complaints—of which, she was very well
aware, there were seldom any—and it was the easiest thing in the
world to join the line of three other citizens. The citizens were
all Fae, she noticed with a bitter smile. They all hesitated, but
as the entire court came to attention Fae reluctantly moved aside,
and Dion swept before her parents in all her travel-weariness and
dirt. She was a little sorry not to see Aerwn attending, but then,
Aerwn rarely did attend; something that no longer surprised
Dion.

“Daughter!”
said the queen gladly. “We are glad to see you home safely! We
received news that you had lengthened your tour.”

“Yes,” said
Dion, and heard the tremble in her voice. “Yes. I did.”

“I see you
have news,” said the king in indulgent but slightly reproving
tones. “We will be glad to hear it, but this is not the
place.”

“No,” Dion
said. Her voice was louder, and though it was rough around the
edges it didn’t tremble this time. She saw the Fae around the court
moving in a watchful, worried flow of movement, a breeze of unease
sweeping through them. “No, this is exactly the place. As a citizen
of Llassar, I bring a complaint to the Crown, and as heir to the
Crown, I bring with me the complaint of my people.”

Tutor Halfhelm, her instructor
in foreign affairs, hurried up to her, exclaiming: “You are
fatigued, your highness! Surely a moment can be taken to sit down
and refresh yourself. You are disordered and confused!”

“Stay away
from me!” said Dion, in such a savage tone that Halfhelm stopped at
once. “I will not rest while my people are
unrepresented.”

“My dear!”
said the queen, her face dismayed. “You’re weeping! You must sit
down! We can meet again after you’ve rested: we’ll speak in
private.”

Dion, aware
of the furious tears rolling down her cheeks but unable to do
anything about them, said: “We’ll speak in public, and now. My
carriage broke down outside Bithywis two weeks ago. My Fae
attendants were rendered unconscious and I was left to walk back to
Bithywis alone. I spent a night and a day there unknown, and saw
humans enslaved while their Fae masters live on the best of the
land.”

The king stood, white and
wrathful. “My daughter attacked and nothing of it discovered?”

The captain
of the guard, a smooth, beautiful Fae in glossy leather armour,
stepped forward. “Your Majesty, there was the question of a ransom
demanded,” she said, bowing. The grace of the action couldn’t hide
its insolence in Dion’s eyes. “The Princess’s abduction was
discovered a bare week and a half ago, and it was thought best to
return her to your majesties without worrying the queen or further
disordering Princess Aerwn.”

“I wasn’t
kidnapped,” said Dion. Beside the captain’s assured, melodious
tones, her voice sounded small and weak. “There was an attack, but
I escaped. It isn’t important.”

“We received
a ransom demand,” said the captain; politely, smilingly insistent.
She approached Dion with a measured tread, so powerfully smiling
and polite that Dion felt almost physically battered. “An anti-Fae
group, your Majesties. They are well known for aggression toward
Fae citizens. Undoubtedly the princess has been frightened to
within an inch of her life and is repressing these unpleasant
memories with something easier to understand.”

“Let the girl
speak!” said a sharp, whip-crack of a voice. It belonged to Duc
Owain ap Rees, and Dion found herself spurred into life again. “Are
the Fae so afraid of one young girl?”

“You forget
yourself, ap Rees,” said the king dangerously; but he sat down.
“Speak, daughter. What is this foolishness?”

“Look at
her!” exploded Tutor Halfhelm. “She’s beside herself with fatigue!
She needs to rest!”

“This comes
of being held captive for two weeks,” said Tutor Iceflame coldly.
“On a weak mind, pressure and repetition produce every kind of
evil. She has been brainwashed, your Majesty. I must take some of
the blame for also having neglected to tell you the true state of
affairs. Please believe me that I was with the captain, working
constantly to find and free the princess.”

“I am not beside myself and I am not brainwashed,” said
Dion, her voice cracking. “I am angry. My people have been reduced
to chattel and enslaved to the very Fae we welcomed with open arms!
I have seen it with my own
eyes. Humans tagged like
cattle and forced to queue in the streets for their daily food. Fae
who feel themselves free to assault and offend where it pleases
them.”

There was a growl of anger
around the room, but Dion, looking for a moment into Duc Owain ap
Rees’ stern, approving eyes, took fresh courage. “Human Llassarians
have appealed to the courts and directly to the Crown but have been
denied or prevented.”

“Daughter,
you are beside yourself,” said the king. There was a sternness in
his face, too; and Dion felt the first awful chill of knowledge.
She swayed where she stood, and heard him say through a buzzing in
her ears: “The human Llassarians have been weak and resentful. They
have provoked and attacked until it was necessary to curb them.
Their unsteadiness would have led to anarchy and death throughout
Llassar. Do not think of them as under enslavement but under a
benevolent guide for their own good. It is only through the wisdom
of the Fae that Llassar will become great. Do not let me hear you
speak in this manner again. Daughter though you may be, if you
align yourself with the enemies of the Crown, you will suffer
punishment with them.”

A roar of approbation rose
around the room and Dion sank to her knees, shivering, the world
narrowing around her in a smothering darkness. She tried and failed
to stand until an arm caught her around the waist, lifting her to
her feet once again. The Duc ap Rees was beside her, his sinewy old
arms bearing her up and lending strength.

“No,” she
said quietly. “Duc–”

“It’s my
honour to serve, your Majesty,” he said. A few of the nearer Fae,
hearing the title of address, hissed, but he ignored them with a
stony face. In her ear, he said: “Finish your piece and shoulder
the consequences. You are not alone.”

Dion, raising
her spinning head, said: “If the king and queen refuse to do what
must be done to free our people, I will do it myself. The Fae will
not have our land as they have the land of our
neighbours.”

There was a
murmur among the Fae, soft at first, then louder. “Treason,” it
said; and then shouted: “Treason!”

The king rose again, this time
with great heaviness. “Dion ferch Alawn, do you challenge the
Crown?”

“No,” said
Dion. “I remind it of its duty to its people. I warn it that unless
the Fae are removed and the Llassarian people free again, it will
suffer dearly.”

“The Fae are
under our protection, daughter,” said the king. “Do not speak
against them.”

“Treason!”
came the many-voiced howl again. Dion saw the beautiful faces
around her in their cold, satisfied fury. She had fallen, and they
had won. “Treason to the Crown!”

“Dion ferch
Alawn, you are charged with treason to the Crown,” said her father.
Dion looked to her mother and saw on her face a resolute kind of
sorrow—an almost peaceful resignation—and gave herself up for lost.
“In the presence of this court you have spoken threats to the Crown
and treason against the Fae. You will be imprisoned overnight and
executed tomorrow at noon.”

 


Dion was shut into the small,
bricked holding room behind the Court of Affairs for an
interminable time before she was hauled away to be locked up for
the night. The carpeted halls didn’t feel quite real beneath her
feet as she was hurried along, nor did the lit fireplace in her
newly acquired prison take away from the chill in the air.

She still
seemed to hear the hisses and shouts of the Fae (or was that just
the buzzing in her ears?); still seemed to feel the bruises around
her elbows from the Fae guards who had torn her away from Duc Owain
ap Rees as he roared and fought like a madman. She hadn’t seen what
happened to him. Dion crouched by the fire, her shaking fingers
digging into the material of her overskirt and making holes in the
material as her thoughts reeled over and over. She tried to tell
herself that Owain was still alive, still safe, but the uncertainty
of it ate away at her in imagination and sickness until she
stumbled into the bathroom and lost the contents of her stomach in
the bare bathroom.

When she returned to the main
room, shivering and light-headed but able to make herself think
again, Dion found it as rich and bare as the bathroom. It was one
of the guest rooms, hurriedly stripped of anything useful for
escape. The windows were bound with iron on the outside, as were
all the windows this low in the castle, but the inner-facing glass
had been bound with magic. In fact, the walls had all been threaded
with binding magic, too; the strongest and most insidious of magic.
Dion, gazing at it, recognised the work of her Instructor of Magic,
and knew that she would lack the strength to break it until she was
better rested.

If she looked
through the keyhole of the locked door she knew she would only see
the uniformed backs of the two Fae guards who had borne her grimly
along with cruel fingers even though she didn’t resist. It was no
use trying to escape that way, either. Instead, Dion walked the
floorb until the early hours of the morning, unable to sleep. She
trembled bodily, weary and frightened. She was used to feeling
uncertain and afraid, but there had always been the certainty of
her mother and father, and of her position as Princess and Heir.
Dion had always been certain that, destined to die as she was, she
would yet be Queen first.

Instead, she
was to die the death of a traitor. Worse, she could no longer cling
to the hope that her parents were ensorcelled: she could see them
before her eyes even now, not a scrap of magic in or around them.
Fervour and sincerity in their eyes as they betrayed their own
people and delighted in the alien Fae. Absolute righteousness in
every line of their faces as they condemned her to prison, and
after that to death.

Dion clasped
her arms around herself and rocked in a desperation of regret. Her
destiny to save the human world from the Fae had been nullified:
her training, her magic, Barric’s work– all in vain. Dion would
have been certain just yesterday morning that nothing could happen
to her; or at least, not until the fullness of time when, as Queen,
she would give her life to seal up the land. And Aerwn? What of
Aerwn? Who would look after her– who would believe her?
Dion had seen the joyous satisfaction in the eyes of the court at
her downfall, and she wondered how long it would be before her
parents declared a Faery heir.

A time of darkness came over
Dion, and when she recognised light and feeling again, she was
crumpled on the rug before a dying fire. Her whole body was shaking
in huge waves that sapped the strength from her limbs and added
weight to the dreadful weariness that had overcome her. Into the
silence of the room, her heart beat loud in a parody of heavy
footfalls, beating a certain path of death and destruction for her
people.

It was some
time before Dion recognised that there really were approaching
footsteps outside the door of her prison. There was a swift,
precise scuffle on the other side of the door: the shifting of
feet, two short, surprised grunts, and two soft thuds. Dion raised
heavy eyes to the door but couldn’t seem to gather together her
leaden limbs. She would have liked at least to stiffen her spine,
but everything was too fuzzy and soft, and Dion simply watched the
door open without being able to do more than wonder dully if she
was about to be taken to judgement. But it wasn’t her Fae guards
who appeared through the door: it was Barric, amazingly real and
stunningly present.

“Barric,” she said, catching her breath. “You’re here.
And here. Is it time to die?”

“It’s time to
go,” said Barric. He picked her up gently, one arm supporting her
knees and the other cradling her shoulders.

Dion’s head
lolled into his shoulder, her teeth chattering as convulsively as
the rest of her. She said, with an effort: “Owain? The Duc? Have to
get him safe–”

“The Duc is
safe and well,” said Barric. “A few bruises, nothing more. You and
he still have a friend or two in the Court.”

He kicked the
door aside, stepping over the two fallen Fae guards, and Dion saw
them briefly over his shoulder, pale and unconscious– or were they
dead? She couldn’t bring herself to feel anything for them, but she
found that she was crying anyway. Barric hefted her slightly and
Dion lost sight of the Fae, her sight curtailed to the single
reality of his collar.

They passed
through light and dark, sometimes walking, sometimes running. Soon
Dion felt herself being carried below stairs and perhaps below
ground, the air cool and dark around her. So Aerwn had been right:
there were
tunnels below the castle. Dion was
aware of the world around her as in a dream, and in that dream, she
heard Padraig’s voice saying sharply: “Is she injured? Cherry, are
you well?”

“Back,
whelp,” growled Barric.

Dion protested: “No! Padraig?
Padraig, you’re safe!”

“Of course,
cherry!” he said, and Dion caught a glimpse of his laughing eyes
over Barric’s shoulder. “And I brought someone with me. Aren’t I a
darling?”

Aerwn was beside him, bouncing
as she walked and kicking stones ahead of her without regard to
noise. “Di, I heard all about it! Oh, what I wouldn’t have given to
see you shouting at them all!”

“I didn’t
shout,” said Dion, rousing herself to gaze wonderingly at the
rough-hewn stone ceiling that curved away over their
heads.

“No, no, of
course not. You talked to them in that furious little gruff voice
that terrifies the life out of me, all the while with tears of rage
pouring down your face.”

Dion, lacking the energy or the
need to protest what was, after all, largely true, simply said:
“I’m glad you’re safe.”

“Oh, and he didn’t bring me,” Aerwn said, outpacing Barric
with her energetic walk until Dion had to turn her head to see her
sister. Padraig followed, still smiling at Dion, and Aerwn jerked
her thumb at him. “I
brought him.”

Barric’s eyes flickered toward
her. “Get it?”

Aerwn’s eyes sparkled back at
him. “Got it!”

“What have
you got?” asked Dion.

“The first
shard, of course!” said her sister. “Don’t tell me he didn’t tell
you about the shards! This one’s been in the castle gardens for
years with a little something to discourage Fae from getting too
close.”

“He told me,” said Dion, blinking deep and long. There was a
sharp, twisting feeling in her stomach that she didn’t recognise.
To Barric’s collar, she said: “Were you teaching
Aerwn, too?”

Barric glanced down at her, his
scar pulling. “No. Only you.”

“I had my own
imaginary friend,” said Aerwn. She threw an arm around Padraig’s
shoulders in a friendly fashion. “Padraig kept me company and
showed me around. We had a few close scrapes, didn’t
we?”

Dion wasn’t sure if that was
any better than Aerwn being taught by Barric. When had she become
so jealous of Aerwn?

“Just a few,”
said Padraig, with a rueful grin; but Dion thought she caught an
apologetic look from him. She felt the shivers coming on again and
tucked her head exhaustedly back into Barric’s shoulder, trying to
ignore Aerwn’s entirely bright, entirely healthy
presence.

Barric said: “You’re underfoot.
Go check the way.”

“Which one of
us?” demanded Aerwn, by no means pleased to be summarily sent
off.

“Both,”
grunted Barric. Padraig didn’t look any more pleased than Aerwn,
but he followed her anyway, and they soon disappeared into the
gloomy passage. Barric said softly: “Sleep if you can. You’ll need
your energy.”

Dion said wearily: “I’m sorry.
I hoped when the time came– I hoped I wouldn’t be so weak.”

Barric shrugged his huge
shoulders. “Your strength lies within.”

“No, it doesn’t,” said Dion, and found that there were tears
slipping down her face again. “If you’d been able to talk to me
about it earlier– if Aerwn had been able to confide in me– if I
hadn’t been so blind–”

She saw his scar jump, but not
with a smile. “You trusted; and your honesty makes you see honesty
in others. Loyalty and sense of honour are not to be ashamed
of.”

“Both of them
were misplaced,” said Dion quietly, and with bitterness. “Llassar
will be well off with Aerwn as queen.”

“Aerwn will
be a good queen,” said Barric. “Perhaps. In time. But Llassar can’t
be saved without you.”

Dion said: “And Padraig’s
hammer and anvil,” and let her head fall against his shoulder. A
stubborn, clinging thought was nudging at her, and she gave voice
to it. “I want– I want to see the Duc.”

“Peace,” said
Barric’s voice. “Ap Rees is out of Harlech this morning. He has an
army to gather in readiness for their leader.”

“This,” she
said. “All of this. It was poised on the edge of the precipice,
just waiting for the last stone to fall. We’re at war?”

“Yes,” said
Barric.

“Then it is…time to
die,” said Dion, and fell asleep.
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The Bitterness
of Winter

 


 


There was sunshine in Dion’s
eyes when she woke the next morning. Perhaps it was the sunshine
that woke her. When she opened her eyes the first thing she saw was
Padraig’s face smiling down at her, and it seemed that the sunshine
grew warmer. She couldn’t help the smile that involuntarily curved
her lips, and though the memory of the previous day rose
immediately after, it wasn’t quite enough to take away the
lingering warmth when Padraig pulled her to her feet.

“Oh, for pity’s sake!” said Aerwn’s voice. She had been
fixedly watching Barric make breakfast over a small fire, but now
she made a face at Dion and Padraig. “Don’t flirt with
my sister, Padraig! It’s disgusting!”

“Mind your
own business, Aerwn,” said Padraig, grinning in delight at the
bright crimson that flooded Dion’s cheeks. He murmured: “I missed
you, cherry. You’re looking bonny this morning.”

Aerwn went back to staring at
the breakfast, but she muttered: “Eugh! It’s like watching my
brother and sister flirt.”

“You don’t
have a brother,” said Dion, reluctantly pulling her hand out of
Padraig’s.

“Close
enough,” Aerwn grunted. “Feeling better, Di? You’d better eat
something.”

“I’m fine,”
Dion said, accepting the bowl that Barric silently passed to her.
“Where are we?”

“Comfortably
outside Harlech,” said Padraig, as Dion walked a circle around the
camp, automatically eating her porridge. “And nicely hidden, too,
if it comes to that. Ywain was a fierce clever man.”

“Yes,” said Dion thoughtfully. Her eyes told her that they
were in a circular ruin that was part of Old Harlech, perilously
open and bare to prying eyes from Harlech’s guard towers to the
east and west. And yet, she could never quite see any of
the guard towers; and if it came to that, although she could see
Harlech’s wall, she never managed to catch a sight of any part of
the Guard Walk along the top of it. She looked closer at the
skeletal brick remains around her and saw the faintest glimmer of
the foundational magic that had gone into creating the effect. The
ruins themselves weren’t formed from magic; any Fae looking out
over the wall from Harlech would have noticed that at first glance.
No, Ywain—if it was he who had done it—had used magic to move
actual bricks and hold them in place: in carefully constructed
place, so that from the walls of Harlech it would have looked as
though it were not capable of hiding a mouse. Every seemingly
teetering spire of remnant brickwork was carefully positioned and
painstakingly scaled to conceal the well-provisioned camp that it
was.

“We came through tunnels,” she said, frowning. She couldn’t
see anything like a tunnel entrance around them, but with the
hidden perspectives and clever masonry, Dion wasn’t prepared to
swear that there wasn’t one. “Or was
that just a dream?”

“That was
real,” said Aerwn. She was bouncing on her toes in eagerness for
her breakfast, but Barric’s eyes were on Dion. Dion wasn’t sure if
he was deliberately baiting Aerwn or was merely waiting to see what
Dion thought of the pretend ruins, but when she met his eyes he
smiled faintly and passed a bowl to Padraig.

Dion said: “Where do we start,
Barric? How do we begin to fight back?”

“Where’s
mine?” demanded Aerwn, seizing a bowl at the same time that Padraig
said reproachfully: “Not over breakfast, cherry!”

“Dion likes
to fix things as soon as she finds them broken,” Aerwn said through
a mouthful of porridge.

“Oh, that’s
beautiful,” said Padraig, steering Dion to a seat beside his own
chosen one.

“You said
last night that Owain is gathering an army,” Dion said to Barric.
She could feel the trembling deep inside, but thanks to Tutor
Iceflame’s hard work, there was no sign of it in her beautifully
set shoulders. The worst had happened: she could face it now that
she had had time to prepare herself. “We’ll fight.”

“No,”
protested Padraig. “We’ve more important fish to fry, think
on.”

“There’s
nothing more important than ridding Llassar of the Fae,” Dion said.
“We fight.”

“You have another purpose,” said Barric. Dion met his eyes,
seeing in their black depths the life given in binding, and knew that she would be too busy collecting shards of
the Broken Sword to have any time left for leading an
army.

“All right,”
she said. “But where do we begin?”

“And who will
lead the fight?” demanded Aerwn, by
no means pleased. She always hated to see Dion give way to anyone
but herself. “We can’t let Owain have all the fun! We’re meant to
meet him outside Tywyn.”

Dion said: “You’ll lead the
fight, of course. You’re second to the throne. When I die–”

“Nothing is
going to happen to you!” said Aerwn furiously.

Dion looked at Barric, then
Padraig, her eyes wide with dismay. “You didn’t tell her?”

“They told me
some nonsense about giving your life in Binding,” Aerwn said,
hunching her shoulders. “It’s rubbish. Good magic doesn’t kill
humans.”

“It’s not
killing me,” said Dion. “Not exactly. It’s me giving
myself.”

“I won’t have
it! I won’t! I’m coming with you!”

Dion said quietly: “You can’t.
Someone needs to lead the fight, and no one less than one of us can
do it. Who will stand up to the king and queen without a princess
to lead them?”

“You lead them, then!
I’ll do the binding!”

“You can’t,”
said Dion. “You’re not special enough.”

Aerwn choked
on an involuntary laugh and tried to hide it in a dignified cough.
“I’m very special, thank you! What can you do that I
can’t?”

“Magic,” said
Dion. “It’s no use, Aer– we have to do what we have to do. I can’t
lead an army, but I can Bind the land. Besides, if we fail you’ll
need to take back Llassar by force.”

Aerwn, silenced, sat back with
her breakfast. She ate in silence for a few minutes before saying:
“It’s just me and the gingery old Duc, then, is it? All right.
We’re all of us for Tywyn, then?”

“Aye,” said
Padraig. He looked as if he had given up protesting about
discussion over breakfast. “To begin with.”

Aerwn
grunted. “Well, I suppose that’s something, anyway.
I’ll stay with you as long as I can. If you’re going to go off and
die I want to see as much of you as I can before you
go.”

Padraig batted his eyelashes at
her. “Aye, I knew you cared!”

“You can die
in a ditch as far as I’m concerned,” Aerwn said politely. “If I’m
only going to have my sister for another day, I’m not
sharing.”

Padraig winked at Dion. “Sure,
we’ll let Dion decide. A man of my good favour, or a lass of–”

“Careful,”
Aerwn warned, grinning broadly. “Dion and I look exactly the
same.”

“Not
exactly,” said Padraig. His eyes flicked briefly over Aerwn’s head
as he said to Barric: “Guests, big man.”

Dion followed
his gaze and saw a strange Fae by the edge of their camp, followed
closely by a human woman. She gasped and hurled a fiery bolt of
magic, her breakfast dish clattering to the rocky floor. The
strange Fae caught her assault with a yell, and there was the scent
of singeing.

Aerwn, instinctively covering
her head, yelped: “Dion! Stop!”

“He’s
Fae!”

“He’s on our
side!”

Dion said: “N-none of them are
on our side! Get away from him, Aerwn!”

“How
appallingly rude!” said the Fae, wringing his scorched fingers. He
cautiously felt his face and said in dismay: “My eyebrows! My
luscious eyebrows!”

“Your eyebrows are fine,” said the woman next to him.
“Carmine, we’ve talked
about you being so caught with your
appearance.”

“Yes, but
that’s when I’m being effortlessly gorgeous!” he
protested.

“You’re
getting slow, Carmine,” said Barric. “Peace, Dion.”

Dion, who had been building
another deadly charge of magic, very slowly let it dissipate.
Carmine had been watching her cautiously, despite his loud dismay,
and when the last of the magic left her fingers he relaxed
again.

“Is this a
new way of greeting friends?”

“Sorry,” said
Aerwn. “Di doesn’t understand. She had a nasty experience or two
with the Fae in Bithywis.”

“Why are we working with Fae?” said Dion tightly. The anger
that had been slowly building in her since that day in Bithywis was
threatening to make her voice tremble, and she was by no means
willing to trust any Fae, even if Barric and Aerwn
did know him.

Aerwn tossed
a frown back at her. “Sorry, what? You do know that Padraig is Fae,
too?” Padraig made a sharp noise of protest but Aerwn shot him a
glare, too. “What? Why didn’t you tell her? What were you playing
at in Bithywis? And Barric–”

“Peace, Aerwn,” said
Barric. Aerwn turned resentful eyes on him but closed her mouth.
“We have no time for talking. Finish your breakfast: we move in a
quarter hour.”

 


It was
bitterly cold for the time of year, thought Dion. The years had
successively become colder since she was a child, which now seemed
sinister somewhere at the back of her mind where all her private
musings happened; but the last two years had been exponentially
colder than those before. The summer sun that should have been warm
on her head was thin and glittering, more beautiful than useful for
warmth. Adding to the frozen feeling of the day was the chilly,
uncomfortable knowledge that Padraig was walking beside her still,
hours after they had left the environs of Harlech by stealth. He
had tried to talk to her at first, his lively blue eyes unusually
shadowed, but Dion had refused to answer his conversational gambits
or even to look at him more than fleetingly. The trust that had
grown between them as they journeyed toward Harlech was forgotten;
and having learnt to hate the Fae in so short a time, she found
herself unwilling to trust again so swiftly. Before long Padraig
ceased trying to talk to her, but he didn’t leave her side. Their
silence was no match for the chatter from the Fae and the human
girl up ahead, or for Aerwn’s cheerful, if one-sided, conversation
with Barric. Despite her declaration of wanting Dion all to
herself, Aerwn had been keeping her distance. She looked slightly
ashamed of herself.

Dion wished
Padraig would walk with someone else; wished she didn’t flush when
she felt his eyes on her; wished above all that he wasn’t
Fae. The Fae were the enemy– all Fae were the
enemy. How could their expedition be successful if there were two
Fae in the company? How could she be certain that they wouldn’t be
betrayed?

Dion remained deep in thought
as the morning drew out into afternoon, and then as the afternoon
lengthened into evening. After they stopped for lunch her silence
was less noticeable: everybody but Barric was also weary and
silent, and Barric didn’t speak a great deal at the best of times.
Much to Dion’s relief, he ousted Padraig from his position by her
side some time before the sun began to go down, and she was able to
take comfort in his tall, striding silence. If she had looked
behind at Aerwn and Padraig, who were thus forced to walk side by
side, she would have seen the angry looks they exchanged.

By the time
the sun was setting they had begun to walk through light forest,
and the last town was some hours behind them; now merely a
flickering light on the horizon. Dion found herself curious: what
were they doing at the base of the Caerphilly ranges? Tywyn was
close, but south-easterly of their position. Were they to cross the
ranges after Aerwn left them? Even in summer it would be a cold,
arduous climb to cross them, and since it wasn’t likely that they
could take the king’s highway through the mountains it would be a
more arduous climb still. And then what? wondered Dion. The
mountain scaled and descended, they would be in Shinpo; where the
king and queen had reportedly been ousted from their throne and the
land overrun by the Fae. Dion couldn’t think of a worse place to
begin their search for the shards– unless– unless Aerwn and Barric
knew something that she didn’t. That was likely to be the case, she
thought rather wearily.

She said to Barric: “Does Aerwn
know where the next shard is?” and found that her voice was rusty
and cracking from lack of speaking.

“Aerwn!”
called Barric, by way of reply. “Give me the shard.” Something
sharp and metallic hissed through the air at his head, and he
caught it delicately between his fingers. “Here,” he said, passing
it to Dion. “See for yourself.”

Dion took it gingerly, very
much aware that she was holding her life in her hands, as it were,
and as she held it she began to understand something of the
certainty of their direction. The shard was unmistakeably pulling
at her, drawing her towards north-east Shinpo in general and
somewhere else in particular. She looked back up at Barric in
wonder.

“It’s– is it
telling us where the other shards are?”

He nodded. “The closest
one.”

“But–” Dion
stopped, unsure of how to voice what she was thinking without
sounding either snide or ignorant.

“Why haven’t
we collected them earlier?” asked Padraig’s voice. He and Aerwn had
caught up with Dion and Barric while they were engaged and
unheeding, and there was something of a determined look to his
eyes. “Well, cherry, there was a difficulty. We Fae have an inbuilt
disadvantage when it comes to the Broken Sword.”

Dion’s eyes flickered at him
and then away. She said stiffly: “What disadvantage?”

“It’s the
nature of the thing. The Broken Sword is a defence against
Faery–”

“Not
against,” said Barric. “Around.”

“Even so,”
shrugged Padraig. “Yet the Fae are the ones most likely to
challenge it, and the magic of the Sword reflects that. When we
hold the shards, they tell us nothing. Nor are they comfortable for
us to be around.”

“I said we should
begin collecting them earlier,” said Aerwn. “I was wrong, actually.
If we’d started collecting them earlier and tried to keep them safe
ourselves, the Fae would probably already have them. I had to steal
this one back as it was. Just think if I’d tried to give them to
our parents.”

Dion shared an identical
grimace with her, and tried to give the shard back.

“No thanks,”
said Aerwn, and added frankly: “I’ve had enough of that thing. It’s
yours now: I’m not special enough, remember?”

 


The camp was
an uncomfortable place that night. Barric called a halt a little
after darkness fell, and though they had a fire it didn’t quite
take the chill from the air. Padraig didn’t try to sit with Dion,
much to her relief: he threw himself down beneath a tree beside
Aerwn, his eyes glittering in the firelight. Neither of them
talked, but they both seemed to prefer it. It occurred to Dion that
they may have been quarrelling about her, and she found that she
could still feel guilty about it. She herself sat down beside
Barric, warming herself against his huge side while he cleaned his
throwing knives. The human woman who had come with Carmine—her name
was Fancy, though her plain, sensible face didn’t suit it—was
cleaning her own blades, long and curved and deadly in the
firelight. Both of them were not only preparing for, but
expecting, a fight.

Across the
fire she felt Padraig’s eyes on her more often than not, and tried
to ignore it by asking Barric: “Why is Carmine on first watch?” She
saw his eyes flick up briefly to her face, and flushed. “We can’t
trust the Fae.”

Barric nodded, observing the
edge of one of his knives closely. “And all humans are for
humankind.”

“They–” Dion bit her lip. She knew, and Barric knew, that Dion couldn’t help but think of her parents. She
said grittily: “They should be.”

There was a
steady, thoughtful silence while Barric buffed another knife clean
and put it down carefully on the grass. Then he said: “Coinnach was
Fae: Padraig’s Unseelie bloodline was named in
prophecy.”

Dion turned
one of his knives between her fingers. “Why does the prophecy call
for Fae help to defeat Faery? Why would they help?”

“Why do you
help?”

“I’m human,
of course,” said Dion, very much surprised.

“And Alawn’s
daughter,” Barric reminded her. “You weren’t loyal to your
family.”

“Because my family was wrong.”

“Ah,” said
Barric again. “You think Fae have no consciences. Do you think
Padraig has no conscience?”

“He– yes.
Yes, he does.” Dion knew he did. She would have sworn that his
anger at the Fae in Bithywis was entirely real. Once again, all
that she knew to be true and right was swinging wildly.

“Do you doubt
that he will reforge the Sword?”

“I don’t
know,” she said, leaning into his side tiredly. “Barric, I don’t
know anything anymore. Everything I thought I knew was wrong and
now I don’t know what to believe.”

Barric shifted until one of his
arms was comfortably around her and used Dion’s hands to polish the
knife she was still holding. “Do you believe me?”

“You’re the only one I do still believe,”
said Dion, her eyes falling on Aerwn. Her sister would be leaving
tomorrow and Dion still had no idea what to say to her. “How is it
that I couldn’t tell Padraig was Fae? He looked—he
looks—human.”

“Padraig has
grown up knowing his place in the prophecy: he sublimated his magic
to serve it.”

“It’s all in
the hammer and anvil,” said Dion, closing her eyes briefly. She was
gallingly annoyed with herself for not having realised as much. The
magic in the hammer and anvil was, as she had said to Padraig at
the time, Fae. If she had looked closer at the tiny spark of magic
that remained within him– but it was just one more thing to add to
the list of Things Dion Was Too Blind and Ignorant To
See.

Barric said: “Mind the edge,
Dion. There: your finger is bleeding.” He took the knife from her,
wiping the trickle of blood onto the grass, and brushed over her
thumb with his own much larger one, smoothing a gleam of golden
magic into it. “You’ll know that sort of magic again by the
destiny-thread.”

Interested in
spite of herself, Dion said: “It was a destiny thread!
I thought so!”

Barric nodded. “Your own will
be used in the binding of the sword.”

“I
know.”

“You’re not
so different.” Dion opened her mouth to reply but caught Barric’s
eye and found that she couldn’t. “He’s as much a part of this as
you are.”

“He’s Fae.” It was
sickening how often it came back to that one point: that one,
impossible point.

“As am I,” he
said. “Will you hate me, too?”

Dion froze in
shock, her eyes flying up to meet Barric’s. “I don’t– I wouldn’t! I
know you. I love you. But how can you be Fae? Your magic is all
wrong. You have an iron greatsword!”

“I’m a
Guardian,” he said. “Fae stock with a different strain of magic.
Iron has no power over us.”

“Why didn’t–”
Dion began, and then flushed. “I wouldn’t have listened to you if
you’d told me you were a Guardian. I’d have called the Fae in. Oh,
Barric, this is such a mess!”

Barric tapped
one knife against his boot and abandoned it on the grass,
unpolished. “There’s nothing messy about it,” he said. “I’m Fae.
Padraig’s Fae. Our kind is just as likely to be bad or good as your
kind. You’ll accept it or you won’t.”

Dion let her gaze linger on
Padraig. In Bithywis, she had liked him. There was a kind of
honesty about him that appealed to her despite the fact that it
disconcerted her to the point of blushing and stuttering. She never
quite knew what he would say or do next. As they travelled on to
Harlech it had occurred to her more than once that Padraig was
someone she could even love, given enough time to get to know him.
Padraig didn’t seem to understand the concept of slow and steady,
and Dion had been as often frightened back into her shell as
charmed out of it, but she’d been surprised at how happy she was to
see him again that morning. Barric, as unpleasant as it was to
consider it, was right. Padraig hadn’t changed: he was as he had
ever been. It was Dion’s own perception that had changed. In
mulling it over, she gazed at Padraig just an instant too long; and
he turned his head and caught her at it. He gave her a warm,
brilliant smile with no reserve to it at all, and Dion found a
smile tugging at her own lips. She saw him shift his hands as if to
push himself up and dropped her eyes at once. She wanted to sleep
on her thoughts and she knew she wouldn’t be able to think clearly
if Padraig was sitting beside her and whispering in her ear. She
let her eyes flutter up again briefly and found that he had settled
back down beneath his tree. He was still smiling, and his eyes
glowed like sapphires. He held her eyes for a moment longer, then
closed his own and appeared to go to sleep.

Dion looked up at Barric, who
was methodically sliding his knives back into their sheaths within
his clothes, and felt a light, dizzying relief. “Barric,” she said.
“I said before that I love you.”

Barric’s hands grew still, a
knife half-sheathed. “Yes?”

“Well, it’s not true,” she said, wrapping her arms as far as
they would go around his massive torso. “I love you
very much.”

The knife snicked home, and one
large arm enfolded her briefly, obscuring the light-speckled
darkness of the sky with the softer darkness of Barric’s ebony
skin. She felt him drop a kiss on the top of her head and tilted
her head to smile up at him.

He smiled back at her, his scar
ruching his cheek, and said: “Your sister wants to talk to you.” He
rose silently, vacating his seat for Aerwn, and crossed the camp
softly to speak with Fancy.

“Oh, good!” said Aerwn, throwing herself down beside Dion.
“You’ve finished thinking it through. I told Padraig it
wouldn’t take you long; he’s been out of sorts and annoying all
day. Now that that’s over, can we
talk about something else?”

“You’re the
one who started talking about him!” protested Dion,
laughing.

“Don’t know
what you’re talking about,” said Aerwn, wriggling into a more
comfortable position with much elbowing and shoving. “Here, snuggle
under my cloak. We’re going to talk all night.”

 


Dion woke
early or late, she wasn’t sure which. Despite Aerwn’s threat, they
hadn’t talked all
night; or even half the
night. They had fallen asleep in each other’s arms for the first
time in years, from which position Dion extricated herself with
great difficulty and a sore neck. She stretched and tried to
massage the pinch from her neck, finding herself refreshed and
unwilling to lie back down. It was a beautiful night: there was no
sign of either sunrise or sunset, and the moon was bright in the
sky. Carmine was standing—or rather, sitting—guard; stretched out
beneath the tree whose roots curled around the slumbering Fancy,
his arms folded and his booted feet crossed at the ankle. One of
his hands rested on Fancy’s head. He nodded at Dion as she rose and
left camp, quietly making her way across the leaf-strewn forest
floor. Perhaps he thought she was visiting the latrine Aerwn had
dug behind one of the trees.

It was very
cold beneath the trees. Dion thought she sensed an alien
brittleness to the night, and wondered for the first time if the
Fae had brought more than death and destruction with them when they
left Faery for the human world. Here in Llassar where the Seelie
Fae were more prevalent, the days had lengthened and the nights
seemed brighter, if less alive. Did Illisr, with its huge
population of Unseelie, find its days shorter and darker to suit
the night Fae? And if so, what other physical changes had the Fae
brought with them? She didn’t dare wander too far, fearful of
losing the camp even in the bright moonshine, but there was a
pleasant rock overlooking a silvery, moon-bathed gully nearby, and
Dion settled herself quietly there. Something was niggling at the
back of her mind, and it wasn’t until she was able to sit down and
think about it that she realised it was the shard. It was in her
pocket, prickling at her consciousness with the knowledge that
somewhere out there in the general direction of Shinpo, a shard
just like it was moving closer to her. Or, thought Dion, frowning
in confusion, was
it? First the other shard seemed to
tug at her mind from Shinpo, then she seemed to feel a tug from the
south-east, on the Llassarian side of the border. Which was it?
North-east, beyond the border, or south-east and within?

“You should
be sleeping, cherry,” said Padraig’s voice. Dion jumped and nearly
lost her shard in the darkness of the night. While she was fumbling
for it, Padraig leapt lightly up on the rock and sat down beside
her, close enough to feel his warmth without quite touching her.
“We’re in for a hard march tomorrow, sure. Aerwn and ap Rees will
buy some time, but not enough for us to dawdle about our
business.”

“I’ll go back
soon,” said Dion. She added quietly, without quite meaning to: “You
should have told me yourself.”

“Aye,” said
Padraig. “Aye, and so I knew.”

“Then why–”

“Pure
self-interest,” he said. “I didn’t wish for you to think badly of
me. And how could I blame you for it? There’s barely a man of the
Fae that I’d trust, myself.”

When Dion had time to think it
over later, she would come to realise that this very moment was the
moment she fell in love with Padraig, in all his honest dishonesty.
She had no time to think about it at that point, however, because
exactly at that moment, Aerwn screamed. Padraig was up from the
rock in an instant, catching Dion around the waist as she tried to
dash headlong through the trees and back to camp.

“Can you
fight, cherry?”

“Yes,” said
Dion; and then, as she heard the unmistakable sound of metal
battering metal in the clash of swords: “No. Not that
kind.”

“Then stay behind me and use whatever magic springs to
mind. Quietly
now: we’ll likely need all the
advantage we can get.”

Dion, used to
subduing her own wishes to the greater good, had never found it so
hard to concede. Their swift, silent passage back to camp seemed to
stretch into an eternity– an eternity where she didn’t hear another
sound from Aerwn, only the ugly striking of sword against sword.
Dion wasn’t quite sure if she was panting or sobbing by the time
they were within sight of the camp. In the low firelight she could
see a tableau stained red: Fancy, a dancing, beautiful creature of
sharp edges and deadly curves, her blades singing through the air
too quickly to follow; Barric, a wall of certain death, his
greatsword cutting through the knot of Fae that surrounded him as
he forged his way slowly forward to Aerwn, who was pinned beneath
three other Fae and still struggling furiously. Carmine had
vanished from sight.

Dion, unpleasantly weak at the
knees and already shaking, would have started into the battle in
spite of all if Padraig hadn’t said, still more insistently: “Wait,
cherry. They’re not trying to kill us; they’re trying to capture
us. See how they try to herd the big man? They’ve laid a snare
somewhere for him. Stay here and don’t give yourself away: I’ll try
to swing the tide for us. We can’t afford to lose you by
accident.”

“We can’t
afford to lose you, either,” protested Dion, but Padraig was
already gone. She turned her fearful attention back to the shifting
fight and saw Padraig join it, his hammer beating a path through
Fae. She sent a simple spell or two slithering into the melee,
hoping to slow down the mob around Barric, but each of them sank
into static as they met armour laced with the same kind of
sloughing spell she had made for Aerwn. Dion tried again with an
even simpler spell to make the grass catch at enemy feet, but after
Padraig twice stumbled as well she didn’t dare to attempt
another.

Instead, she
had to endure the sight of the skirmish turning against her
friends, the taste of bile in her mouth. Dion sank to her knees,
her breath too fast, and tried desperately to think of another form
of attack. It was already too late, she knew: many Fae had fallen,
but many more still were dogging Barric, Fancy, and Padraig. Aerwn
was already out of it, and if she had to guess Dion would have said
that the lumpy roll next to her sister was a bound and gagged
Carmine. Barric was forced back inch by inch until something
magical and sharp snapped, hoisting him above the fight in a bundle
of tight, unbreakable cords. A shout went up from the Fae, and
Padraig and Fancy disappeared beneath a surge of enemy Fae almost
immediately. Dion, at first too terrified for Padraig even to weep,
saw him appear again, bundled as tightly as Barric but alive, and
let the tears fall thankfully down her cheeks. Padraig was right.
These Fae wanted captives, not dead men.

Dion expected
that the Fae, having obtained their prey, would camp for the night.
They did no such thing. Instead, they heaved their captives between
them, two to a person—or in Barric’s case, four—and set out into
the moonlit night with very little pause. It was perhaps natural:
they were all Unseelie Fae, and darkness and moonlight were their
delight. Dion, following along behind and wincing at every twig
that broke beneath her feet, found that they were heading higher
into the Caerphilly Ranges. At least, she thought, oddly amused
amidst the sickness of dread that she felt; at least they were
being taken in the right direction. Only Aerwn would be put out to
have to travel so far back. She could still feel the other shard
nearby, tugging at her own, and knew they were heading in the right
direction.

The Fae
marched until dawn began to spill pink and orange light across
their pale faces. During the night they had crested the mountain at
its lowest point, the Llassarian forest giving way to rock and
patches of rich green grass, and Dion had had to fall back in order
not to be seen. Through the chill of first morning until the
glimmering of dawn, she followed the Fae down the mountainside and
into Shinpo, creeping from rock-face to rock-face. Further down the
mountain she could see the patchy rock overgrown by jungle;
gradually at first, in a riot of vines, and then in a crowding of
lush foliage.

At last, just
as Dion began to think that the Fae would never stop, their leader
looked around at the pinky-peach dawn in disfavour and called a
halt. They swiftly set up camp, and she felt her heart sink a
little more. The camp was so open that she would be seen by any
watch they chose to set up before she got within a quarter mile of
it. She had been hoping to sneak in while they slept, but with such
bright dawn and sparseness of cover it was impossible. If only they
had set up camp a little closer to the Shinpoan jungle! Dion tucked
herself close to a cool rock-face with the grass soft beneath her,
weary and beaten; and since she could do nothing else, followed the
example of the Fae, and went to sleep.

She woke to
the unsatisfactory brightness of noon sunlight on her face. Despite
its brightness it didn’t warm her, and she shivered as she sat up.
To her relief, the Fae camp was still there when she popped her
head around the rock-face to catch a glimpse of it. Her shard was
almost burning against her leg through its pocket, surprising Dion
at how much closer the other shard had gotten while she slept.
There was no time to wonder about it, however: the closer to
twilight it was before she made her move, the less likely it was
that she would succeed. Approaching the camp herself was still out
of the question: even if she hid herself with magic, it was
unlikely that a Fae lookout wouldn’t be trained to see through it.
And she already knew that any spells she threw at them would simply
slide off.

All right, thought Dion,
ripping up grass as she mused; then suppose she thought like Ywain,
with his strategically-placed piles of bricks. Only instead of
confusing the eye with something that was arranged by magic but not
technically a spell, she would attack the soldiers with something
affected by magic but not inherently magic itself. Let their spells
try to slough off grass that sank beneath them like quicksand, or
rocks that hungrily seized their ankles– or even, thought Dion with
a narrow-eyed look at the dense foliage that began further down the
mountain, vines that constricted their arms to their sides and
dragged them back into the darkness of Shinpoan jungle. She drew a
deep breath, her fingers sinking into the grass beneath her, and
brought the land around her to malicious life.

Dion heard
the screams from the Fae camp as if from a vast distance, and
ignored them. She was in the vines and the rocks and the sinking
earth beneath, desperately trying to make sure that there were
pockets of safety around her companions while Fae screamed and ran.
And somewhere overhead—whether in the camp or where Dion actually
sat, she wasn’t quite sure—a dragon soared.

That’s just
ridiculous, she
thought. I didn’t make a
dragon. But it was there all
the same, plucking Fae soldiers from her vines in order to tear
their heads from their bodies, and swooping in on the ones who had
been quick enough to discover the safety of remaining near the
prisoners. Dion distantly felt the impact of a body nearby and
heard a female voice yell: “Hey! Watch where you’re throwing those
things!”

Then the same female voice said
in her ear: “You might as well stop now. Rafiq will take care of
the rest of them. They tried to kill me two days ago and he’s been
a bit annoyed about it ever since.”

Dion released her grip on the
land and let herself become smaller, weaker; exhausted. There was a
Shinpoan girl crouching beside her, neck-scarf pinned tightly
against the wind and her almond eyes bright with friendly interest.
Her mouth was pulled up on one side by a small scar as much as by
her smile, and nearly every bit of bare skin that showed was
similarly marred. Even Barric wasn’t so scarred.

Dion, trying to gather her
thoughts into reasonable order, said: “Is that your dragon?”

“That’s one
way of putting it,” said the girl.

“Oh, good,”
said Dion. “I didn’t think I’d conjured one. I should go and get my
friends: they weren’t expecting a dragon.”

“No one ever
really expects a dragon,” said the girl, offering a hand to help
Dion up. “That’s kind of the point.”

“Thanks for
helping,” said Dion, with a shy smile. She could feel her shard
resting against her leg, searingly hot: the other girl was also
carrying a shard. She didn’t mention it, but Dion knew that she
must know Dion had one, too. The dragon explained why it had been
moving so swiftly toward them.

“Oh, well;
it’s good for Rafiq to get it all out of his system,” said the
other girl. She added: “Your friends must have been waiting for a
distraction.”

She was gazing ahead, and Dion,
following her eyes, saw Barric and Fancy busily untying the others.
When Barric saw them approaching he dropped Aerwn back on the
grass, much to her shrill indignation, and strode across the rocky
mountainside to scoop up Dion.

“Huh. I
should get myself one of those,” said the other girl, trotting a
bit to keep up with Barric’s long stride. “Very handy over rough
terrain.”

Dion giggled; and, finding
herself inclined to rebel, said to Barric: “I can walk.”

“I know,” he
said, without even the smallest suggestion of slowing down or
stopping. “But it was a beautiful piece of working and you should
be resting.”

By the time they were a stone’s
throw away, Fancy had untied the others, and Padraig was hurrying
to meet them. Kako looked up at Dion with one brow lifted, and Dion
found herself blushing.

“A day’s walk!” Aerwn was saying, when they approached.
“Another whole
day’s walk! It’s all right
for you lot: you’re exactly where you want to be. I’m the only one
who has to backtrack.”

“Best get
started, then, hadn’t you?” said Padraig unsympathetically. Aerwn
glared at him, and Dion thought that things were about to
disintegrate into a childish quarrel when the dragon swooped in
close and landed rather too near for comfort.

Fancy’s knives were back out in
an instant, as was Padraig’s hammer. The girl stepped away from
Barric and Dion, putting herself between their weapons and her
dragon, her hands spread wide. “We can stand here pointing weapons
at each other,” she said. “Or we can get on with discussing exactly
what we plan to do with the shards.”

There was an immediate babble
of noise: most of it from Padraig and Carmine, with an occasional,
slightly sarcastic comment from the girl. She didn’t seem to be
particularly intimidated, even by Barric. That could have been
because of her dragon, but Dion didn’t think so. At last, she said
amiably: “Oh, shut up, you two,” at Padraig and Carmine, and said
to Dion: “You’re the shard-holder, aren’t you?”

Dion threw a
quick look up at Barric, but his face was impassive, so she said:
“Yes. Barric, put me down, please.”

Barric’s scar pulled, but he
put her down. She found herself less steady than she would have
liked, and kept a tight grip on his arm as she said to Kako:
“You’ve been looking for us. Why?”

“I have my
own shard, of course. We’ve been trying to piece the Broken Sword
back together. Rafiq and I had to leave home in rather a hurry: the
Fae got impatient and took over the castle in Shinpo. We weren’t
expecting it. We thought we had a bit more time before things got
so dangerous.”

Padraig, his hammer dropping to
his side, said in dismay: “We’d heard that the castle had been
taken. I was hoping it was an exaggeration.”

“It wasn’t,”
said the girl. There was sorrow in her eyes, deep and unresolved.
“We were cut off when it fell.”

“Cut off,”
said Barric slowly. “Who are you?”

“I’m Kako,”
the girl said. She looked up over her shoulder as if sharing a joke
with the dragon behind her. “This is Rafiq.”

Much to Dion’s surprise, Barric
bowed deeply. Kako looked at first surprised, and then very much
amused. Barric said: “I’m sorry to hear of your parents. Are your
brother and sisters–”

“Don’t know,”
said Kako lightly. There was the barest tremble in her voice, and
Dion knew with a searing sense of fellowship that the other girl
was only just holding back tears. “We weren’t able establish any
kind of communication.”

The dragon shifted forward,
startling Carmine and Fancy into a hasty retreat, and dipped his
huge head to breathe a small huff of smoke into Kako’s hair. She
patted his head absently and looked relieved when Dion said: “How
did you get your shard?”

“A fortunate coincidence,” said Kako, wrapping her arm
around Rafiq’s nose. “It seems to work like that with the shards.
It’s almost like they
find you instead of the
other way around.”

“I’m more interested in knowing how you know about the
Broken Sword,” said Padraig, his blue eyes watchful. “There were
two copies of The Song of the
Broken Sword: one is
destroyed and the other is still in Avernse.”

“Yes, but I have a dragon,” said Kako. “I might as well
wonder why you
know about it, if we’re going to be
suspicious of each other.”

“I’m Fae,”
said Padraig, his nose flaring.

“Exactly,” Kako said. “Very suspicious.
There’s no use looking for reasons to mistrust each other; we might
as well just get on with it. There’s at least one more shard in
Shinpo and another in Montalier. That makes four, and Rafiq says
there’s only seven of them.”

“Five,” said
Dion absently. It had occurred to her that there was still a
discrepancy in the position of Kako’s shard: she knew it to be just
a few feet away with Kako, but she could still feel the tug of her
own that said another shard was nearby. So close nearby, in fact,
that she added: “There’s another shard here.”

“That?” said
Kako, looking surprised. “I thought that was just an echo sort of
effect that your shard was giving off.”

“So did I,”
Dion said. “I’m not so sure, now.” She made her way rather
waveringly toward what had been the outer edge of the Fae camp with
Kako beside her, their eyes scanning the grass.

“Oh, here we
go!” said Kako, poking at a headless corpse with one foot. “This
one’s got it.”

“They can’t
have been tracking us with it,” Dion said, frowning. She knelt by
the body, wincing as she went through its pockets. “So why have
it?”

“I’ve got a
theory about that,” said Kako, briskly going through the pockets on
the other side of the body with considerably more relish and
considerably less wincing. “It’s like I said before: the shards
seem to find us instead of the other way around. He might not even
have known what he had.”

“Maybe,” said
Dion uneasily. “Oh! I’ve got it!”

“Oh,” said
Kako, sounding disappointed. “I suppose that means it’s yours,
then.”

Dion snuffled a laugh. “We
should probably keep them separate, anyway. If we’re attacked again
at least one of us should be able to get away. Barric can look
after this one.”

Barric, already silently
waiting beside her, took it without complaint. He said: “Have you
got a bearing on the next shard?”

“Much better!” said
Kako. She glanced at Dion. “North-westerly Shinpo? Maybe one in
Illisr as well.”

Dion said in relief: “Yes. And
something further on in Montalier.”

“We’d best be
moving, then,” said Barric. “Aerwn, do you know your
way?”

“Yes,” said
Aerwn. “But I’m going to miss my set time with Owain. Hopefully
he’ll wait for me.”

“You can
fly,” said Kako to her, unexpectedly. “No need for walking two days
when you can fly a few hours instead.”

“I’ll take
too long, sure,” said Padraig. “You’re a bonny fighter, Aerwn, but
yourself and ap Rees can only stand against the Fae for so long. By
the time we’ve foot-marched all the way to Montalier and back again
you’ll be dead or worse. Much better that the dragon comes with
us.”

“Thanks a
lot,” said Aerwn, grinning.

“We don’t
need to get back,” said Dion. “Once we have the shards and the
sword is remade, we only have to travel on to Avernse to find the
place where the Sword originally bound Faery. You can hold out
until then, can’t they?”

“Aerwn and ap
Rees are capable,” said Barric with finality.

“We don’t
need to walk,” Kako said. She said it as if it should be obvious.
“We’ll fly, too, of course.”

There was a rather
uncomfortable silence. Dion wasn’t sure if it was because Rafiq
looked both distinctly dangerous and distinctly hungry, or if it
was because of the fact that there simply weren’t enough dragons to
send in both directions.

“Unless
you’ve got another dragon up those sleeves of yours,” remarked
Carmine, speaking the thoughts of everyone else, “it seems unlikely
that we’ll all fit.”

“Not exactly
up my sleeve,” said Kako, with a secret smile. “Please don’t panic,
everyone. I’m about to show you a new trick I’ve
learned.”

Dion somehow wasn’t very
surprised when Kako began to grow, scales rippling across her skin
and colour blooming. A heart-beat later, a second dragon was coiled
on the grass cover beside Rafiq, her head butting against his
shoulder in friendly greeting. By dragonish standards she was
small, compact, and well-shaped: Dion wasn’t surprised to see the
delicate flourish of colour to Rafiq’s scales that, if she had
correctly learned her dragon emotions, meant he was fully aware of
Kako’s charms. By human standards Kako was dauntingly large: she
dwarfed even Barric completely.

Aerwn, her eyes shining, said:
“I take it back. I’m glad we were captured.”

“Me too,” said Fancy, her eyes just as wide as Aerwn’s.
“How beautiful!
I’d heard that some dragons could
take human form, but I’ve never seen it!”

I’m not
exactly a dragon, said a
familiar voice. It buzzed in Dion’s ears in an illusion of
sound. I’m more of a human
who can take dragon form. I’ve had to practise a lot: I’ve only
just learned how to do it properly. Rafiq is the real
dragon.

You take the
curly-haired one, said
another large, thrumming voice. I’ll take the others.

“I want to go
with Aerwn,” said Dion. There was an immediate outcry.

“You can’t, Di! What if
we’re captured?”

Padraig said: “Aye, let’s not
make a division of ourselves. Cherry, you’re the most important one
of us. We can’t risk losing you.”

“Too risky,”
agreed Fancy. “And we are in a hurry, after all. If you go one way
and we go another–”

Barric, his dark eyes
thoughtful, said nothing at all.

“I’m just as
likely to be captured with one dragon as with another,” said Dion
resolutely.

“Which is to
say, not likely at all,” remarked Aerwn, only half-convinced. “It’s
not that I don’t want you, Di; but Fancy’s right. The quicker you
find the shards, the better it’ll go for Owain and me.”

“I can catch everyone up when they stop for the night,” Dion
objected. “The next shard is at least a day away yet, even if we are flying. I’m not going
to see you again and I want to make sure you get safely back to
Llassar.”

I’m the
faster flier, said
Kako. If that
helps.

“I’ll go with
them,” said Barric briefly. “Padraig, Fancy, Carmine– go with
Rafiq. Do you have a familiar meeting place?”

Outside
Lo’him, said Rafiq.
There’s a cattle-shed we’ve used
before.

“That must be
an impressive cattle-shed,” said Carmine, observing the two dragons
with one eyebrow up.

Padraig looked as though he
would have liked to protest, but Barric was already boosting Dion
and Aerwn up on Kako’s silvery-blue back. Dion, laughing at a
rueful grimace from Padraig, saw the habitual glitter of amusement
wake in his eyes, and the elaborate bow he gave as Barric swung
himself into place behind her. Kako leapt into flight almost
immediately after that, and Dion was too busy gasping for breath to
do more than grip tightly to Barric’s arms and hope rather wildly
that she wasn’t going to disgrace herself by throwing up on Kako’s
beautiful scales.

Once the
uneven takeoff was out of the way, flying was surprisingly
enjoyable. Dion and Aerwn shouted to each other over the wail of
the wind and the flap of Kako’s wings as if they were out on
horseback, enjoying the summer afternoon. They didn’t talk about
war, or binding, or even the Fae: Dion, leaning forward with her
arms around Aerwn’s waist, eagerly pointed out familiar landmarks
and sights, both of them kept from slipping to certain death by
Barric’s watchfulness. Kako shamelessly eavesdropped, interposing a
comment every now and then and frankly interested when she
discovered that Dion and Aerwn were the princesses of
Llassar.

Even Dai
didn’t rebel to this extent, she said, her voice touched with amusement.
Mind you, Shinpo already has enough
rebels as it is. I suppose that makes us sisters, according to my
elder sister’s theory on the Sisterhood of Princesses. I’m the
third princess of Shinpo– or what’s left of it, anyway.

That explained the sorrow in
her eyes when she spoke of the fall of the castle, thought Dion,
with a stab of sadness. The conversation faltered after that, and
it wasn’t long before they landed in a convenient pasture close to
Tywyn, scattering cattle every which way. Barric and Kako stayed
where they were by unspoken agreement, while Dion walked Aerwn to
the edge of the field.

“Are you sure we’re in the right place?” She hadn’t seen any
sign of an army—be it rag-tag citizenry or well-drilled
troops—and she had the worried feeling that she should
have.

Aerwn nodded. “I saw Owain’s
signal as we cleared the last field. He’ll already be looking for
me. The others are meant to be laying low in Tywyn and camping out
in a few friendly barns. By the end of the week we’ll have too many
to hide in barns, though.”

“Aerwn–” Dion
stopped, and then said: “I’m sorry we weren’t so close for the last
few years.”

“My fault,”
said Aerwn, her voice short and clipped. Dion wasn’t fooled: Aerwn
didn’t like to be seen as anything other than strong, and the
closer she was to tears, the terser she became. “We’ll fight as
long as we can. Try not to let them kill us.”

“I’ll do my
best,” Dion said, smiling just as brightly as Aerwn. She hugged her
sister to escape the necessity of keeping up the facade, and felt
Aerwn’s arms fairly crush her ribcage.

“I love you,”
said Aerwn. “I didn’t want to be queen, Di.”

“I know,”
Dion said. “I love you, too.”

Aerwn was still waving when she
became too small for Dion to see. Dion leant back into Barric,
sinking under the weight of exhaustion and sorrow, and was pulled
closer.

“Go to
sleep,” he said. “We’ve a long way to go yet.”

 


“I was promised a bath,” said Carmine’s voice. Dion could
hear it carrying from the barn, where a soft glow of light spilled
out on the grass to welcome them. Kako shot her a sarcastic grin as
Carmine’s voice added: “A hot bath. How can I
be expected to maintain my impossibly high standard of personal
beauty without the proper ablutionary requisites? I refuse to spend
the night in straw, without even the hope of hot
water.”

They entered the barn in time
to see Padraig grinning, and Dion even saw Barric’s scar twitch
slightly. Fancy rolled her eyes without taking pains to hide the
fact.

“Fancy, what
have I told you about rolling your eyes at me?” Carmine
demanded.

“You said to
keep doing it while you were in too much danger of becoming a
prat.”

“Oh,” said
Carmine. “Well, what sort of scale am I being judged by? Who
decides how much danger I’m in?”

“I do,” said
Fancy. “You gave me permission.”

“I don’t
remember this. When was all this decided?”

“One day
after you were being more of a prat than usual,” said Fancy. She
nodded at Barric and the two girls, and it wasn’t until the tall,
dark-skinned man at her side shouldered his way past Dion to greet
Kako that Dion realised there was another member of their
party.

Rafiq, she realised, as Padraig
said beside her: “A neat trick, is it not?”

“How
wonderful!” said Dion, watching Rafiq and Kako critically. She
wasn’t sure if Kako was aware of it, but Rafiq as a human male was
even more possessive and watchful than Rafiq as a dragon had
been.

“They could
hardly be better matched, could they?” murmured Padraig.

“No,” Dion
said, much amused. She thought Kako was quite intelligent, and it
surprised her to see that the girl had no idea of her dragon’s
attachment to her. “A dragon who can transform into a human, and a
human who can transform into a dragon. What are the odds of such a
beautifully matched pair meeting?”

Padraig gave her a very
deliberate wink. “Oh, better than you think, cherry, sure!”

“What was
Carmine complaining about?” Dion asked, flushing pink. “We could
hear him across the yard.”

“Rafiq said
there would be hot baths and real food when we got to Lo’him,” said
Padraig, accepting the change in subject with only the smallest
smile hovering on his lips. “Carmine was expressing his
dissatisfaction with having to wait for the three of
you.”

“Oh, is that
what it was?” said Kako, sauntering in their direction. Rafiq
followed her closely, his stride just a little too stilted. “Well,
we’d better get a move on, then. We can walk from here: there’s a
nice place in Lo’him where we can get food and beds...and hot
baths,” she added, for Carmine’s benefit.

“Should we–”
Dion started, then stopped. She didn’t really expect anyone to pay
attention, but both Barric and Padraig were looking at her
expectantly, and Kako said: “Go on, then.”

“Well, I’ve
just thought of something,” she said slowly. “The shards are
attracted to each other.”

“I suspected
so right away,” said Carmine immediately.

Dion couldn’t
help smiling. “Yes, all right, we all know it. But I’ve been
wondering if we should be staying somewhere that’s as full of Fae
as a Shinpoan town. That Fae back at the border– why did he have
one of the shards? What if more of them have shards?”

“What if they
do?” Padraig said. “I feel nothing when I hold the shard. The magic
is not for Fae.”

“No,” said
Kako, her dark eyes thoughtful. She exchanged a worried look with
Dion. “But what if the Fae found out about it? They already know
we’re trying to collect the shards: it strikes me that it’s a very
handy way of finding out where we are. Or of predicting where we’ll
be.”

“Let them
come,” said Rafiq, with a rather heated smile that alarmed Dion.
“Fae are just as deliciously chewable as humans.”

“Even if they
did find out,” said Fancy. “Would it matter? I mean, they’d know
about it, but they couldn’t use it. The shard wouldn’t let
them.”

“I don’t
know,” Dion said. “That’s why I’m worried.”

Barric’s eyes flitted from Kako
to Dion. “Has the next shard moved at all?”

“No,” said
Kako, while Dion shook her head.

“Then on to
baths and beds,” said Carmine firmly. “I refuse to spend a night in
the straw for a threat that may not exist.”

Barric hesitated, his eyes
still on Dion. She, unwilling to annoy the rest of the company for
a fear so unfounded, said quickly: “We might as well. Kako’s right:
the shard hasn’t moved.”

“Then we’d
best be moving,” said Barric, after another brief pause. “We’ve
already lost the light. Will they let us in after dark?”

“They’re used
to us arriving at odd hours,” said Kako cheerfully. “Send out that
little glow-light of yours, Carmine. We’re going to need
it.”

Dion was beginning to feel the
dampness of a dewy morning by the time they found themselves on the
rutted main road of Lo’him. She was feeling decidedly refreshed
thanks to her dragon-back sleep, her mind far too busy with
thoughts of Aerwn and the finding of the next shard to welcome the
idea of sleep. Padraig wasn’t so fortunate: his yawns were many and
contagious, and even Barric was stifling a yawn while Kako
bargained with an inn-keeper for the use of half the inn. As she
had promised, the keeper didn’t seem to find it unusual to receive
guests in the early hours of the morning, and it wasn’t long before
they had commandeered a small common-room upstairs with a shared
bathing chamber opening into it, one small dining room downstairs,
and two double-rooms beside that.

Padraig said: “Looks like we’ll
be sharing,” and wriggled his eyebrows at Dion. Barric bore him off
by the neck like a recalcitrant puppy with barely a twitch of his
scar, leaving Carmine to do his own eyebrow wriggling at Fancy
until she shooed him away as well.

 


There was already breakfast
laid out in the dining room when Dion rose the next morning. None
of the other women were awake, so she left their bedroom quietly
without doing more than dressing in her clothes from yesterday.
Despite the earliness of the hour, someone had already cleaned
them, and Dion was equally charmed to see the breakfast laid when
she briefly put her head around the dining room door. She took her
time in the washing chamber: it was small, but equipped with very
decent magic-assisted plumbing, a pleasure she hadn’t enjoyed since
she left Harlech. Besides, it unlikely that anyone besides Barric
would also be up this early to interrupt her. Secure in that
knowledge, Dion was therefore very much surprised to find Padraig
already in the dining room when she returned thither, her stomach
growling.

“Top of the
morning to you, cherry,” he said, his chair propped on its two back
legs. “I wouldn’t be putting your pretty head out of doors this
morning if I were you: the streets are crawling with Fae. It’s a
nasty sight this early in the morning, to be sure.”

Dion, who had been helping
herself liberally from one of the hot dishes, frowned. “Why? This
is such a small town: I thought we’d manage to avoid that sort of
thing until we were further into Shinpo.”

“Aye, but
it’s near enough to the border,” said Padraig. “Could be they’ve
heard rumours of an uprising in Llassar and want to strengthen
their borders.”

“So long as
they don’t cross it to help the Fae in Llassar,” Dion said, her
breakfast losing all appeal.

“It’ll not
come to that,” Padraig said comfortably, setting his chair back on
all four legs. “Don’t shake your curls at me, cherry. Shinpoan Fae
may have nudged across the border to snabble us, but they’re not
likely to cross the border in numbers. If there’s one thing I know,
it’s the Fae; selfish, inward-looking bunch that we are. We divide
naturally into cantons and factions, each of us wanting to be lord
of our own domain and unwilling to give way to the others. It’s why
we need the Guardians, think on. We none of us love them, but we do
need them.”

“The Guardians are a sort of Watch, then?” Dion
said doubtfully. She would have sat down a few seats away if
Padraig, leaning forward, hadn’t tugged at the hem of her jerkin
and made her sit down rather suddenly beside him, her plate tilting
dangerously.

“No need to
be stand-offish, cherry,” he said, resting his arm along the back
of her chair. “Aye, it could be said that the Guardians are a kind
of Watch: they keep us from being too much at each other’s throats
and stop us when we step beyond our bounds. It’s as if when the
races were made, the Seelie and Unseelie were made for all uncaring
lightness, and the Guardians all staidness and
responsibility.”

“Then why–”
Dion stopped, aware that her question could be construed as
ungrateful. Padraig raised his brows encouragingly, and she went
on: “Then why is Barric the only one helping us?”

“That’s the
thing, now,” said Padraig. “They’re a small, lonely race, the
Guardians. I know of no more than five of them: all big brutes like
Barric, and mighty long-lived, even for Fae. They move in shadows
and prophecy. No doubt they’ve been looking and planning and
waiting for you ever since you were a gleam in your father’s eye.
They move mountains on the wing of the butterfly; here a little,
there a little, always unseen until the whole crumbles all at
once.”

“That’s exactly
what it was like!” Dion said. “A
flutter here and there, and suddenly, an avalanche.” She ate in
silence for a few minutes, very much aware of Padraig twining his
fingers in the corkscrew ends of her curls; then turned her face
toward him. “Do you ever wonder if you’ll get it right? The
reforging, I mean?”

“Oh, I know
well enough what needs to be done,” said Padraig, with a smile.
“’Tis the simplest and most difficult thing in the world. What of
you, cherry? Was the big man’s teaching inadequate?”

“Of course
not!”

“Softly,
cherry,” murmured Padraig, his eyes laughing at her. “I’m not
criticising the big man: it occurred to me that you’re not so sure
of your own part.”

“I am,” said
Dion uncertainly; “and I’m not. Barric couldn’t teach me exactly
what to do because no one knows exactly what needs to be
done.”

“He’s been
turning up in your mirror for the last ten years to teach you
nothing in particular? I fully understand the urge to keep visiting
you, cherry, but that strikes me as a little odd.”

“He didn’t teach me nothing!” said Dion.
She found that she had leaned forward in her indignation, and that
Padraig was also leaning in, his lips curving. She sat back rather
hurriedly. “He taught me magic. Not so much spells and workings,
but magic itself. How it moves and behaves, how it joins together,
and why it does what it does. He told me from the beginning that he
wouldn’t be able to teach me just what to do.”

Padraig seemed to sober, but
there was still a suggestion of laughter to his eyes. “What will
you do?”

“I don’t
know,” said Dion. “That’s why I can’t stop thinking about the
Binding. What if I get it wrong?”

“Tell me
something, cherry,” Padraig said, leaning forward again. “For such
a faunish little thing, I’ve not yet seen you shy away from the
prophecy. Are you really not afraid to die?”

“That’s the easy bit,” said Dion, uncomfortable at the
implied praise. “I don’t have to worry about doing it the wrong
way. I’m afraid of failing almost everything else, but I know I can
do that. I’m not brave, Padraig: I
never have been. I’ve been a coward for as long as I can
remember.”

“It’s an odd
thing,” Padraig said thoughtfully. “Just when I think it’s not
possible to be any more in love with you than I am, you say
something that makes me love you even more.”

Dion said
faintly: “Love?”

“Are you done
with your breakfast, cherry?” Padraig took the fork from her
nerveless fingers and put it across her unfinished meal.
“Wonderful. I’ve been wanting to do this for weeks now.”

If Dion hadn’t been frozen in
her seat, she could probably have avoided the kiss. It wasn’t a
cheeky thing like the one he had given Dion before she left him in
Harlech, or the smothering thing that had happened in Bithywis: it
came softly and gently, almost inevitably. Padraig pulled her to
the edge of her seat, one hand at the small of her back and the
other cupping her cheek, and Dion felt her heart start again with a
shock. When he let her go, polished wood screeched against polished
wood as she stood abruptly, knocking her chair back across the
floor.

“Cherry,”
said Padraig, his hands out to his sides as if calming a skittish
horse. “Now cherry, don’t–”

Dion turned and whipped out of
the room, hear heart pounding in her ears. She was halfway up the
stairs before she realised that the common-room wasn’t the most
private place in which to retreat; but much to her relief, Barric
was the only one there. He saw her face and was on his feet in a
moment. “What is it?”

Dion turned her face away, but
she could no more lie to Barric now than she could when she was a
child. “It’s nothing– I, um– Padraig kissed me.”

Barric’s dagger snicked back
into its sheath with an ominously loud snap. “I’ll go have a word
with the Unseelie scab.”

“No!” said
Dion quickly, snatching at his arm. And if she was honest with
herself, it wasn’t really the kiss that had overthrown her so. What
had overthrown her were the words that had come before. Her face
was still hot and red, but she looked up at Barric properly anyway.
He gazed down at her in surprise, and the smallest twitch of a
smile came and went on his face.

“Did you run
away?”

“Not really,”
Dion said. “Oh, I suppose so. I don’t know what to do when he– oh,
and what’s the use, Barric? I’ll be dead soon. What will happen to
Padraig then?”

“Padraig can
look after himself,” said Barric. “He makes his own decisions– and
he seems very determined about this one.”

“Yes,” said Dion feelingly. “Very determined.”

“Is he making
a nuisance of himself?”

“No!”

Again, Barric’s scar pulled
upward in a brief smile. “Then there’s nothing to fuss about.”

“No,” said
Dion again, more doubtfully. “Oh, bother. I have to go back.” She
heard a deep rumble and realised with some surprise that Barric was
laughing. She didn’t remember him laughing before. “It’s all very
funny now,” she said, unable to stop the smile that sprang into
being. “But just wait until you’re in love and you don’t know what
to do about it.”

The smile
faded from Barric’s lips, though his eyes still seemed to smile.
“That won’t be a problem,” he said. “Go and talk to your Unseelie
Fae. I have blades to clean.”

“You always
have blades to clean,” said Dion; but she hugged him and left him
to his knives anyway. Once outside the door, she took a deep breath
and made herself walk back downstairs, anticipation and anxiety
fluttering in her stomach. She almost abandoned her purpose with
her fingers on the doorknob itself; but while she hesitated,
Padraig’s voice said softly from the other side of the boards: “I
can hear you dithering, cherry. Am I to come out and fetch
you?”

Dion froze; then, with an
uncharacteristic burst of bravery, opened the door and slipped back
in. Padraig was close enough both to her and the door that when he
reached around her to close it, it left him with his arms around
her. That, Dion was very well aware, was exactly how he wanted it,
because he was smiling at her with a provocative amusement in his
eyes.

“I’m sorry I
ran away,” she said, flushing under the constancy of that gaze. “I
didn’t mean– it’s just that you keep taking me by
surprise.”

“Such a
flatterer as you are, cherry! Are my kisses so
dreadful?”

“No!’ said
Dion. “I v-very much enjoy them!”

“Oh, in that
case–” Padraig took a swift step closer, cupping his hands around
her face, and pressed a soft, warm kiss on her lips.

Dion didn’t realise that tears
had begun to glide down her cheeks until Padraig pulled back,
smoothing them away with his thumbs. “Well now, what’s there to cry
about?” he demanded.

“Nothing,” said Dion, wiping her cheeks on her sleeve. “You
don’t– I’m going to die,
Padraig.”

“Well, if it
comes to that, so am I,” said Padraig, and kissed her
again.

“It’s not the
same! And there’s so little time left: the sooner I die, the better
for Llassar and the rest of the world.”

“And can
you,” murmured Padraig, kissing first her jaw, then her cheekbone,
then her lips: “Can you think of a better way of spending your last
weeks than to love and be loved? To what better use could those
weeks be put, cherry? Would you worry them away?”

Dion looked into his bright,
lively eyes, and for the first time in many years felt very sure of
one thing. She said: “No. I can’t think of a better way to spend
them.”

Then, because Padraig’s eyes
were glowing down at her with an almost unbearable joy, she pulled
his head back down and, for the first time, kissed him first.

 


“Carmine, I
thought you wanted a bath.”

“I’ve had my
bath,” said Carmine, stretching out luxuriously on one of the
window-seats. His hair was still damp and artfully disarrayed, and
Dion noticed in some amusement that his shirt was only
half-laced.

Kako wrinkled her nose. “Then
what’s that awful smell?”

“That, my
Lady Dragon, is essence of violet,” Carmine said, entirely
unembarrassed. “Fancy loves it, don’t you, Fancy?”

“Don’t pull
me into this,” said Fancy.

“Try sleeping
in the same room as that muck,” said Padraig, absorbed in wrapping
Dion’s curls around his fingers. They had taken over the other
window-seat, Dion leaning back into Padraig’s arms and watching the
room through half-closed eyes. Padraig was as thoroughly relaxed as
Carmine; and Dion, who had at first been embarrassed and stiff when
he pulled her close in front of the entire room, had found herself
growing steadily more comfortable. “It creeps in at your nostrils
and clings like sticky-briar.”

“There’s a
beautiful thought,” said Carmine lazily. “My Lady Dragon, you can’t
sit on my lap: Fancy wouldn’t like it and she might hit
me.”

“Shove over, then,” said Kako, her eyes on the street. Dion,
watching them both with some amusement, thought that Kako must have
quite a few siblings. “I don’t want to worry anyone, but I think
that shard we’ve been following since yesterday started
following us
this morning.”

Dion sat straight up, her hand
going instinctively to her shard. Kako was right: her shard was
already hot to the touch. It probably had been for some time while
she was distracted– at first by the simple pleasure of a good bath
and then by Padraig downstairs. She would have felt guiltier about
that if Kako’s shard didn’t affect her own enough to make the
warmth seem normal by now.

“We’ve got to
stop carrying the shards separately,” she said. “It’s making it too
hard to tell when another one’s getting nearer.”

“I second that,” said Kako. “Also, it might be a good idea
to think about what we’re going to do if the Fae start using humans
to track us with shards, because I think they already
have. Started, that is. Look.”

Dion swivelled in dismay, her
eyes darting to follow Kako’s. Between two alehouses further along,
there was a definite stirring in the already busy street.

“Up!” snarled
Barric, his own eyes also on the disturbance. Dion caught a brief
glimpse of a young man looking down at something in his clasped
hands, walking towards their inn at a swift pace. Behind him,
glittering bright, was a company of well-armoured Fae. She was
bundled away by Barric the next minute, hustled across the room to
the windows on the other side. “Out.”

“It won’t do
any good,” she protested, trying to fend off Barric on one side and
Padraig on the other. “They’ll just follow us.”

“True enough,
but we don’t choose to fight in close quarters,” said Padraig.
“Cherry, I love you dearly, but I’ll not have you kicking
me!”

“We can
choose our ground outside,” said Barric.

“We wouldn’t
make it further than the next street,” said Dion, still resisting
but unable to prevent herself being shoved out the window. At the
same time, Kako said: “What, the streets? How is that better? It
might be more open, but if we’re brawling on the streets it will
only be a matter of time before we’re bothered by more
Fae.”

Padraig and Barric looked at
each other. Barric gave a short, half nod. “All right,” said
Padraig. “Close quarters it is. But you stay outside, cherry. We’ll
barely have enough room for the three of us as it is.”

“The three of
us, who?” demanded Carmine. He sounded distinctly
alarmed.

“You, me, the
big man,” said Padraig, with a sharp look at him.

“I’m not fighting!”
said Carmine frankly. “Look at Barric’s face! I’m not running that
risk!”

Kako spluttered with laughter
and launched herself from the window, wings fluttering into being
and scales rippling over her body in the change. Rafiq followed
close behind as Fancy said calmly: “He can’t fight to save his
life.”

“Literally.”

“Yes,
literally,” Fancy agreed. She withdrew her two long knives from the
back of her jerkin, as slender and deadly as she herself. She
smiled tranquilly at Padraig and Barric and added: “Carmine, climb
out the window with Dion. In quarters this close, if I cut you it
will almost be an accident.”

“This is why
people aren’t sure you love me,” said Carmine; but he joined Dion
outside on the roof.

“You’d better
give me the shards, too,” said Fancy to Dion. “I don’t know how
accurately that human is following us, but I’d rather they thought
we’re all in the room.”

Barric set himself by the main
door, Padraig by the connecting door that led down to the servants’
quarters, and Fancy took her stance in the centre of the room, her
back just slightly to Carmine and Dion. Dion watched her sadly,
envious of her strong, graceful stance.

“This ought
to be good,” said Carmine, hanging blithely from the window frame.
To Dion’s astonishment, he didn’t seem at all concerned about those
of the group who were in the room.

“Why so glum,
Princess?”

Dion stared at him. “Aren’t you
afraid for her?”

“For Fancy? Have you seen her
fight?”

“Well, yes,”
admitted Dion. She knew exactly how well both Padraig and Barric
fought, and she was still sick from terror that they would die this
time. “But–”

“No buts,” said Carmine. “That’s the way to madness. Now
I could be in there fighting, but I’d only be in Fancy’s
way and that would annoy her. Out here I can worry, but I find it
more profitable to take in the beauty of her swordplay. And so much
easier on the heart, too!”

“I suppose,”
said Dion. Still, Carmine’s eyes honed in on Fancy as soon as the
sound of assault began on the first door. Her own eyes went
immediately to Padraig, and then to Barric; sick, anxious, and not
entirely certain which way to look.

Barric’s door
was breached first. Dion jumped and made a small sound despite
herself, but Barric only spun more lightly on his toes than anyone
his size should have been able to move, sending the first Fae on
through to Fancy. Fancy’s blades crossed in a swift, decisive
moment, and a Fae head went rolling.

“Beautiful!”
said Carmine appreciatively, but Dion saw crimson magic licking
around the fingers that had clenched involuntarily. Outside, Kako
and Rafiq wheeled against the sky, diving lightning-fast through
the houses to snatch the guarding Fae from the streets one by one;
silent and deadly. Dion didn’t see where they took the Fae, but
this time there were no bloody heads or dismembered corpses
dropping from the sky. The next time she looked down at the street
it was empty of Fae.

The sound of
splintering wood brought her attention back to the common-room:
Padraig’s door had split. He ducked, avoiding flying splinters of
wood and the longsword that swiftly followed, and battered the
longsword into the wreckage of the door with his hammer. Dion heard
the furious sound of Fae swearing as the Fae on the other side of
the half-broken door tried to wrench his longsword from the
ruins.

“That’ll
teach you to bring a longsword to an indoor fight,” Padraig advised
the Fae, through the splintered door. Dion, her gaze winging to
Barric, saw that he hadn’t even drawn his massive greatsword: he
was fighting hand to hand with a long knife and whichever of his
throwing knives first came to hand. When neither of those was
viable, he was punching the unhelmeted Fae. His knuckles were
battered and slightly bloody, but Dion couldn’t tell if the blood
was his, or that of the Fae he had hit.

The fighting
was at first reasonably orderly: the doors meant that the Fae could
only attack one by one, and both Barric and Padraig disposed of
those tidy attacks swiftly. Then, as the Fae began to apply their
magical talents to breaking into the room, portions of the walls
began to disappear and Fancy began to work in good earnest, dancing
back and forth between Barric and Padraig.

“I don’t want
to watch this,” said Dion, in sudden decision. “Let’s go find the
shard. Where do you think they’ve got it?”

“Downstairs,
I suspect,” said Carmine. He hissed between his teeth as a Fae
dagger came far too close to Fancy’s left eye, his fingers white
about the windowsill. “If you’ve got a mind to find it, I’ll come
with you.”

“All right,”
Dion said. The common-room was rapidly descending into a tight,
mad, dangerous melee; and each time she saw Fancy slip a little in
the blood that was slicked below her soft boots, she wondered if
this was the moment she would throw up.

“After you,
Princess,” said Carmine. He offered Dion one arm and carefully
lowered her until she could drop to the ground, then followed
swiftly.

They re-entered the inn by the
kitchen door. It was empty and in a state of considerable disorder,
as though the maid and cook had been chased out in something of a
hurry. As they approached the swinging door to the taproom, Dion
caught at Carmine’s sleeve and whispered: “It’s in there.”

Even without
her own shard to pinpoint the other, she could sense the
unmistakeably strong Fae magic that emanated from the
taproom.

Carmine was
already nodding. “I know,” he said. She saw a brief flash of
uncertainty in his eyes, but it was gone almost immediately. He
winked at her and threw open the swinging door to the taproom.
There were two Fae in the room; one of them sitting at his ease
with the shard resting on his knee, and the other squarely between
his companion and the door. There was no sign of the human who had
led them, and Dion was caught between hope that they had merely
sent him on his way and dread that his corpse was lying somewhere
around the inn.

“Just
imagine!” said the Fae who was standing. “The banished princess of
Llassar, here in Shinpo!”

“I’m
flattered, but should you invest in a pair of glasses?” said
Carmine. “I may be beautiful, but I’m not quite
feminine.”

The seated
Fae gave them both a look of disgust. “You fool. Have you tired of
living?”

“That’s a
question you should be asking your friends upstairs, I think,” said
Carmine. He was making small, flicking motions behind his back at
Dion, his fingers dripping with scarlet magic. Instead of heeding
them, Dion took her place beside him.

The seated
Fae smiled at her, his beautiful face cold and smooth. “You
shouldn’t have wandered from home, daughter of Ywain. Have you
heard the reports of your sister? The skirmishes are not going well
for her, but there are consolations. They’re calling her Aerwn
ferch Pobl, daughter of the people. Even if events turn as you
wish, she’s stolen your throne.”

“It never was
mine,” said Dion. “And you’re the fool if you think that matters.
Give us the shard.”

“I think
not,” said the Fae who was standing. There was a steely slither,
and his gold-tinted Fae blades were there in each hand, light and
comfortable. He didn’t give either Dion or Carmine a chance to
react; he simply lunged, point high and deadly. Dion threw up her
hand, manipulating the air currents to tilt it higher still, and it
hissed past her ear. The other blade slicked back toward them, but
it met Carmine instead of Dion. Dion, stumbling back from a decided
shove from Carmine’s crimson magic, saw it slice along his abdomen,
severing shirt and skin alike, and heard the groan he gave. It made
her realise that the shuffle of the Fae’s feet, the sweep of his
blade, and Carmine’s panting breath were the only sounds she had
heard since the Fae had first struck. The clanks and thumps from
upstairs had ceased entirely. Dion threw a sharp edge of magic,
turning aside the Fae’s blade as he brought it back on Carmine, and
ducked beneath the attack he directed at her. The Fae had on
magic-repellent armour, which made her feel queasy; but when it
occurred to her that neither of his swords were protected, she
threw them toward the ceiling.

The standing
Fae was thrown to the ceiling with his swords and pinned there by
their hilts. He spat a series of poisonous spells at Dion, who
deflected them with a spinning web of magic that caught each one
and flicked it away safely.

The other Fae
stood at last, gracefully, his beautiful hands spread from his
sides. He had no armour on at all, and no weapons except a small
dagger. Dion experienced a sinking feeling that suggested this Fae
only bare of weapons because he didn’t need them.

Carmine seemed to have the same
idea. He murmured: “Offence or defence?”

“Defence,”
said Dion, and threw up a shield just in time. The Fae’s magic
struck it with shattering force, throwing her backwards, and
Carmine caught her around the waist.

“We’ll dance
another time, shall we?” he said. And then: “Oh, just in time!
Reinforcements!”

Barric was
looming, huge and deadly, behind the Fae. He must have come down
the stairs. Dion saw the Fae smiling just before he whirled, a
deadly shaft of magic singing from his fingers at Barric, and
screamed. There was an instant between her understanding and the
moment she felt the burn of death magic searing her fingertips,
unasked and unexpected. A shard of obsidian sliced through the Fae
from navel to neck, tearing his torso in half. He made a rather
peculiar noise, and dropped to his knees, in a splattering of blood
and gore.

“Oh, beautifully done!” said Carmine, with relish.
“Whoops, down,
Princess!”

Dion was
tackled to the ground, the hair on the back of her head prickling
as a sharp-edged spell ripped past. Instinctively recoiling from
the body of the Fae she had killed, she saw Barric tearing the
other from the ceiling by the neck. There was a sickening kind of
snap that seemed to stick in her mind, and then Padraig was lifting
her to her feet.

“Cherry?
Cherry, are you well?”

Dion looked into his concerned
eyes and then down at her hands. It felt like they should be
burned, but they were only shaking. “Yes. Um. I killed him.”

“Beautiful
job, too,” said Fancy, observing the dead Fae with an impartial
eye. “A bit messy, but effective. Carmine, you’ll have to take your
shirt off.”

“Darling, you
had only to ask,” said Carmine immediately. He was bleeding a
little, but not seriously. To Dion, he said: “You’re a trifle pale,
Princess.”

“S-so are
you,” said Dion, fighting with a sob that wanted to come out.
“Thanks for saving my life.”

“Let’s just
say I was repaying the favour,” Carmine said, winking at her. “For
all the good it did me– at this rate, I’ll be the only one without
a kill to my name.”

“You can have
mine,” said Dion, shuddering. “I don’t want it.”

 


“Lively
things, these shards,” said Carmine. He had put on another shirt,
but as usual it wasn’t properly laced and he was looking very
heroic and pale. “Following us around wherever we go.”

“It’s all rather nice, isn’t it?” said Fancy. “We could have
stayed where we were and the shards would have come to
us. A bit of inconvenience, a few
scratches–”

“Scratches!”
said Carmine, almost beside himself. “My darling cactus, I refuse
to have my life-threatening wound dismissed as a
scratch!”

“Oh, but it
makes you look so dashing!” Fancy said, grinning.

“Only if he
goes around shirtless all the time,” Dion said
dispassionately.

“He does,”
said Fancy and Padraig at the same time.

“Time to go,”
said Kako, popping her head in around the door. “Fae corps are
closing in fast from the next town.”

“Where next?”
said Padraig, when they were all on the street. Everyone seemed to
take it for granted that Dion and Kako were leading; and they had
each started out in the same direction without so much as a shared
glance. “We shouldn’t be out on the streets, think on.”

“There’s
another shard toward the north-east,” said Dion, and Kako silently
assented. “In Illisr. But if the Fae have started using human
guides–”

“We’re going
to have to be more careful.”

Dion, exchanging a glance with
Kako, said: “What about the other one?”

Barric frowned. “What other
one?”

“We can sense
another shard: Montalier, I think,” said Kako. “It’s stronger than
the other ones. Don’t you think, Dion?”

“It’s
stronger,” agreed Dion. “Montalier or Illisr first?”

“Illisr,”
said Kako and Rafiq together.

“Why
Illisr?”

“It’s
quicker,” said Rafiq. “Not if you travel by land, but on the wing
it’s quicker to go from here to Illisr and then on to
Montalier.”

“What I want to know,” said Kako; “Is why everything is so
wonderfully convenient? My shard didn’t start being attracted to
other shards until about five weeks ago, which coincided
marvellously with the attack on the castle. I suppose what
I’m really wondering is, is this another Fae trick? If they can use
the shards to find us by using humans to track us, could it be that
they’re the ones who made the shards so suddenly easy to find? I
find it highly suspicious that the shards only became drawn to each
other when we began to search for them.”

“So do I,”
said Fancy, but Padraig said: “It wasn’t the Fae. The shards began
to be attracted to each other as soon as Dion came of age, isn’t
that right, cherry? Your seventeenth birthday fell five weeks ago
just before I met you in Bithywis.”

“Well,
someone slotted you into the prophecy very nicely!” said Kako,
unerringly leading the way through a thin gap between someone’s
house and an orchard wall. It opened onto a stretch of flat, soggy
ground that was more than slightly squishy. “Just like a handy
little cog in a big, complicated machine.”

Fancy looked slightly
horrified, but Dion laughed. “It is a bit like that.”

“Come now,
cherry,” said Padraig, swinging her hand. “Surely not a cog! The
heart-mechanism, think on!”

“Yes, but that doesn’t work so well as an analogy,” Kako
pointed out. “Cogs can be slipped in and out. The heart-mechanism
doesn’t get slotted in: it’s worked on in the machine
and can’t be removed.”

“Then I stand
by my remarks,” said Padraig loftily.

“As far as I
know, I could be removable,” Dion said. “Suppose I’d died before my
seventeenth birthday? Aerwn is Ywain’s daughter, too: wouldn’t the
prophecy just slot her in instead of me?”

“The real question is, why didn’t you die before
your seventeenth birthday?” said Fancy unexpectedly. “If I were the
Fae, I wouldn’t want a potential little Ywain’s daughter running
around.”

“Do you
know,” said Dion slowly; “I think they didn’t. But I think they
thought Aerwn was Ywain’s daughter. She was the one always pushing
and rebelling, and she was the one they always went after. They had
us thinking she was mentally unstable for years!” She stopped at
the thought, a fresh poniard of horror and self-blame lancing her
heart. How much had Aerwn suffered not just because of Dion’s
inability to believe her, but because of Dion’s self?

Padraig’s
blue eyes glanced at her. “Aerwn is mentally
unstable,” he said, with an easy grin. “She turned out remarkably
well for it.”

“What’s done
is done,” said Barric: the first he had spoken in some time. Dion
wondered anxiously if he had been made to feel uncomfortable by the
comparison of herself to a cog, considering his part in the
prophecy and her involvement in it; and had another twinge of
self-blame. “You didn’t die and the prophecy will be fulfilled.
There’s no use trying to change the course of history.”

“Oh, that’s
rich!” said Carmine, his eyes
dancing. “A Guardian saying that there’s no use trying to change
history!”

Barric gave him a look. “We’d
best be taking to the sky. Time is not our friend.”

“Oh, and that
reminds me,” said Kako. She looked perfectly innocent, but both
Barric and Carmine looked at her narrowly.

“What reminds
you?” asked Carmine, with deep foreboding.

“What Barric
said about not being friends,” explained Kako. “Well, neither is
Illisr. Not to Rafiq and me, anyway. I slightly killed one of their
princes while I was trying to get Rafiq out of his clutches, so
Illisr isn’t the best place for him to be. Once we’re within sniff
of the border patrols we’ll have to change back to our human forms.
It’ll take longer to get there, but at least you won’t find
yourselves captured because of us.”

Barric nodded. “Is there
anything else we should know about Illisr?”

“Apart from
it being a nasty place to stay and peopled by a race only just less
inclined to think themselves superior to everyone else than the
Fae? No.”

“And are
there any other countries that want to capture or kill you on
sight?”

“Wait, I want
to know how you can slightly kill a prince,” protested
Fancy.

“No,” said Kako sunnily. “Everyone else adores us. Well,
they adore me: they love Rafiq. That’s
what happens when you’re ridiculously good looking and the only
exotic man in a three-country span.”

To Dion’s huge delight, this
matter-of-fact statement sent blush winging across Rafiq’s face. It
was difficult to see against the darkness of his skin, but she saw
it rising in his neck and in the glow of his face, and when he saw
her watching he immediately began to change to his dragon form.

Kako only laughed. “That’s the
quickest way I know to make him change,” she said.

“Do we have
to compliment you, or will you change by yourself?” asked
Carmine.

“Oh no,” said
Kako, with a rather dragonish grin. “You only have to make me
angry.”

Barric’s scar pulled sidewise
in a brief smile. “Are there any other complications we should know
about?”

“We should be
fine, so long as we stay out of the capital,” said Kako, beginning
to ripple into her dragon form in an iridescence of scales. “But
you know what they say about the Unprepared being the Fools of the
Court of Reason.”

 


They arrived close by the
Illisrian border at evening two days later, stopping only to allow
Rafiq and Kako to change into their human forms. Much to Dion’s
surprise, the shard she and Kako had sensed while in Shinpo had not
moved while they flew from southern Shinpo to the Illisrian border.
She was quite sure of it, because Kako and Barric had both given
her the shards they were carrying, and it was now a very easy
matter to sense where the other shards were. The fact that she
couldn’t sense the seventh shard at all had begun to worry her a
little; but more immediately worrying was the lack of movement of
the fifth shard.

“Maybe no one
knows it’s there,” she said hopefully. “Maybe no one is looking
after it at all.”

Barric didn’t answer, but his
thumb brushed the pommel of his long dagger. Dion recognised the
gesture immediately: Barric was expecting trouble.

“I’d lay you
odds it’s a trap,” said Padraig, “but I’d not wish to steal from
you, cherry.”

“Then what
should we do? If it’s a trap–”

“–then we
spring it,” Padraig said, a light of enjoyment in his sapphire
eyes. “Have you ever seen a furry Long-tail spring a trap,
cherry?”

“No,” said
Dion, whose quarters had always been mercifully free of the
rat-like pests.

“He always
makes sure that something else is in the trap when he springs it.
And then he takes the bait and leaves the other poor, unfortunate
animal in the trap while he skips merrily on his way.”

“Us being the
Long-tail in this scenario?” said Kako. She didn’t sound quite
convinced.

“Even so,”
nodded Padraig.

Still, when
they had found the place that housed the Illisrian shard, it
didn’t look
like a trap. Dion was already
feeling anxious: all of the shards they had collected to date were
bundled in her pack, wrapped so that they didn’t rattle against
each other, and she was feeling distinctly noticeable. It didn’t
help that Barric and Padraig were both several streets away with
Kako and Rafiq– or that she had insisted upon it herself. Barric
had agreed that Padraig and she should be separated in expectation
of a trap, but he hadn’t been happy to leave her to the sole
guardianship of Fancy and Carmine.

The place was a shop; old and
dusty-windowed. Dion was much relieved to see that the shop-keeper
was human. He welcomed them in, his eyes darting curiously from
face to face as if he wasn’t quite sure what to make of their
exotically pale skin. He seemed both convinced and interested when
they told him they were simply travelling from Llassar to Illisr
for the Festival of Lanterns; but though he was unsuspicious, he
was more than slightly inconvenient. He followed them about the
store, chattering almost without pausing for breath, and it was
only when Carmine engaged him in conversation with a small,
encouraging flick of the fingers at Dion, that she was able to
search the store without the shop-keeper’s sharp eyes upon her.

She knew immediately where the
shard was: the difficulty was in keeping her eyes from straying in
that direction while the shopkeeper still watched them so
curiously. When she was free of his gaze, Dion went straight to it.
Someone had mounted it on a piece of polished wood with a tiny
plaque that declared it to be ‘the last piece of Dhoni Kumba’s
sword’; which was rather clever, Dion thought. It was the
hilt-piece, and rather bigger than she’d expected. She didn’t touch
it immediately, because there was a sly, almost unnoticeable spell
on it, and she wanted to know what it was before she activated it
by picking up the shard.

“You’d best
hurry,” said Fancy, in a low voice. “His little eyes are darting
all over the shop, trying to see you. I don’t know if he’s part of
all this or if he just thinks we’re likely to steal from him, but
even Carmine won’t be able to keep him there much
longer.”

“It is
a trap,” said Dion. “But I think I
can spring it safely.”

Fancy’s hands
instinctively rose to her shoulders in search of her knife hilts.
“Where are the Fae?”

“Not here. I
think they’re keeping their distance so they don’t frighten us
away.”

“That’s a bit
stupid of them,” said Fancy.

“Not really,”
Dion said slowly. “I can’t actually remove the spell, and as soon
as I tinker with it, the Fae will know. After I start, we’ll only a
have a few minutes at the most before they get here.”

“All right,”
said Fancy. “What do you need us to do?”

“Grab the
shop keeper and sit on him,” said Dion. “I’m going to pin the spell
on him instead.”

“With
pleasure!” Fancy said, and hurried back to the other side of the
shop. Dion heard a brief scuffle, then the sound of the sign in the
front door being flipped.

Carmine’s voice called: “Would
you care for delivery, madam?”

“Yes,
please,” returned Dion, grinning. She didn’t dare to move the shard
until the spell was activated, and she preferred not to activate it
herself. Fancy and Carmine made their way between displays,
cheerfully carrying the terrified shop-keeper between them, and
deposited him at her feet. His popping eyes stared wildly up at
her, and Dion said kindly: “Don’t worry. I’m only going to get you
to pick up this curio. That’s all right, isn’t it?”

The shopkeeper flailed
desperately, scrabbling against the floor until Fancy, rolling her
eyes, actually did sit on him.

“I take it
you know what the spell does,” said Carmine, his eyes very narrow.
“And I’m guessing that it’s not a particularly nice one. Well now,
you’ve got two choices, my talkative little friend. Either you pick
up the curio, or I cut off your hand. Which would you
prefer?”

The shop-keeper said something
muffled into the carpet.

“My darling,
perhaps you could allow the poor fellow to take his face out of the
carpet.”

“All right,”
said Fancy. “But if he tries to bite me again, I’ll knock all of
his teeth out. Got it?”

The shop-keeper made another
muffled noise, which seemed to satisfy Fancy, because she allowed
him to rise.

“We’ll have
to be quick,” Dion warned. “The Fae will know as soon as I trip the
spell.” She knew it was a mistake as soon as she said it: the
shopkeeper’s eyes flashed, and he snatched the shard up before she
could stop him. Dion yelped, her hands reacting almost before her
mind did. Her right hand flicked a touch of magic that hove the
shard free from its mount while her left hand pinched outward,
expanding a domed barrier over the shopkeeper. She leapt away from
the dome almost the next moment, fearful of being touched by the
spell that was still seeping through her barrier.

“What was that?”
demanded Carmine, his eyes even more narrow than before. Within
Dion’s domed barrier, the shopkeeper had frozen, his hand still on
the mounting that had held the shard. The shard itself had caught
in mid-air just beyond Dion’s barrier. No, not exactly stopped;
slowed. It still moved, but barely.

“Get back!”
Dion said sharply. “My barrier isn’t filtered narrowly enough to
keep it all in.”

“What is
it?”

“There was a
targeted time spell on the shard,” said Dion, cautiously circling
closer to the shard while Fancy went to check their way
out.

“How do we
get the shard if it’s frozen?”

“It’s not
exactly frozen,” Dion said, biting her lip. “It’s just moving
through time more slowly than we are. I think. We’ll have to wait
for it to come out of the influence of the spell before we can
touch it.”

“How long
will that take?” called Fancy, from the front door.

“I don’t
know.”

Carmine’s brows rose. “That’s
unfortunate. One of us will have to wait here.”

“We’ll all–”

“No, we
won’t,” said Fancy. “And you can’t argue when you made Padraig stay
outside for the same reason. Carmine and I will stay until the
shard leaves the spell. You join Barric and the others.”

“I’ll send
one of the dragons back,” said Dion tightly.

“Best hurry,”
Carmine said significantly. “I feel a storm brewing.”

Dion knew
what he meant as soon as she left the shop. There was a pushing
sensation of built-up magic rolling in fast from the west: a
significant amount of Fae were swiftly approaching. She broke into
a run, the hairs standing up on the back of her neck. Barric caught
her as she sprinted around the next street corner, his scarred face
light with relief, and said: “Where are the others?”

“With the
shard,” Dion said. “It’s coming, but they need more
time.”

“I can buy
them time,” said Barric.

Rafiq nodded. “As can I.”

“Oh, no you don’t!” Kako said at once. “They
know you here. I’ll go with Barric: you take Padraig and Dion.
Don’t change until it’s safe.”

“You’ll go
with Rafiq and Padraig,” Barric said to Dion, but she heard the
question in his voice.

She sighed. “Yes. But–”

“I’ll make
sure they’re safe.”

The street
was dark and silent as they ran. Away from the town centre, Fae
lanterns were fewer, and Dion knew it wouldn’t be long before Rafiq
was safe to change. She felt the vast blockage of Fae behind them
at the edges of her mind: a dam waiting to burst. She shivered,
afraid for the others and sick at running away.

“This greatly
smacks of running away,” said Padraig, as if he’d read her
mind.

“I know,” she
said shortly. “But–”

Padraig’s eyes met hers for a
brief moment. “I know.”

Rafiq segued from man to dragon
the next instant, his shadow sweeping vast and dark against the
passing walls. He stopped briefly to allow them to climb on, and
then launched effortlessly into the air. If Rafiq’s human walk was
not quite so smooth as Kako’s, his launch was far smoother than
hers.

Padraig’s voice said in Dion’s
ear: “Did anyone see us?”

“I don’t
think so,” she said. Her eyes anxiously searched the Fae-lit
streets below as they flew overhead. There! There was Barric,
sweeping wide and strong with his greatsword. Fancy danced beside
him, her blades cutting through Fae-light and Fae flesh alike, and
Kako was behind, sending bright sparks of magic into the enemy that
sought out the unarmoured Fae. Mingling with the Fae were Illisrian
soldiers, their bows levelled at Kako. As Dion watched, Padraig
clutched at her arm.

“There!”

Carmine burst
from the shop below, a glint of Fae-light from the public lanterns
betraying the presence of the shard in his left hand. Kako whirled
and changed in an instant, Carmine clinging to her back and Fancy
and Barric leaping to join him as she barrelled past them, charging
the Fae.

“And we’re
off!” said Padraig gleefully.

They had
already outstripped the scene below; but Dion, who craned her head
to the very last moment, cried out. The Fae that Kako had charged
were sending filaments of sticky magic after her: they clung to her
wings and dragged her down.

Dion didn’t
hear a sound, but Rafiq must have caught a mental trace of distress
from Kako, because he wheeled in the air without warning. Padraig
yelled, and Dion felt him seize her waist convulsively as they both
lurched in their seats. Rafiq made a stomach-churning dive, molten
fire blasting a swathe through the Fae below, and Dion felt the
heat of magic in her fingers. She slashed through the nearest
filaments that pulled dangerously at Kako’s wings, and saw
Carmine’s startled, understanding face as they bypassed the others
in a singeing torrent of displaced air. When she looked back, he
was doing the same thing. Kako, her huge wings beating in laboured
strokes, began to rise again.

Something
stung Dion’s cheek. She blinked, swiping at a tickle of what turned
out to be blood, and saw another arrow streak by Rafiq’s massive
head. Filaments of sticky magic followed, thick and fast, as both
Fae and Illisrian soldiers turned their attention from Kako to
Rafiq.

Padraig pounded Rafiq’s back.
“Go, go! She’s free!”

Dion snatched
away sticky Fae magic as she saw it attach to Rafiq’s wings, but
Rafiq’s shoulder muscles still strained with the effort of rising.
Dealing with the magic left her no attention spare to ward off the
arrows, and she heard Rafiq’s roar as two of the arrows pierced his
left wing, dripping steaming blood on the rooftops below. Kako shot
past them at speed, both Carmine and Barric leaning out perilously
to slash through the remaining magic that weighed on Rafiq, and
Dion felt a sudden lurch as they were free to rise. It was a ragged
ascent: Rafiq’s left wing was losing not only blood but
air.

Dion heard
Kako’s voice say grimly in her mind: Rafiq, stop and change.

A few more
miles, said Rafiq’s voice,
just as grimly.

“We can’t
stop yet!” said Padraig. “There’s too many Fae, sure!”

“Arrows!”
yelled Fancy.

Dion spun a defensive spell
from her fingers, but even as it arched beneath the dragons to join
with Barric’s defence, Padraig gasped and lost his grip on her
waist. She looked around at the empty space behind her in wild
confusion, and heard the distant sound of something hitting the
roof-tops below. Padraig, his body as limp as a rag-doll, slid down
one of the roofs and dropped heavily into the darkness of the
street.

She heard
Carmine shout, “Man overboard!” but she was already stretching
down, reaching further than she had ever reached, to find the
time-slowing spell that had begun it all. She broke away the
barrier she had made around it, feeding a furious chunk of her own
magic into it; and it grew immediately and vastly, encapsulating
both the Fae and Illisrian soldiers in a moment.

“Up!” shouted
Barric, an edge of fear in his voice, and both dragons shot high
into the night, away from the heaviness of slowed time.

“We have to
go back for Padraig!” screamed Dion. She was already scrambling
free of Rafiq’s neck, clumsy in her haste, when he landed heavily
on another of the rooftops. Kako came to a more elegant stop in a
swirl of heated air, depositing her passengers without notice as
she resumed her human form.

“Very
pretty,” she said to Dion. “But did you catch Padraig in there,
too?”

“Maybe,” Dion
said, holding back hot tears. She couldn’t afford to be sick or
tearful right now. “I think so. We’re on the right street, but I
don’t know how far back he fell. And I don’t know where the
arrow–”

“Shoulder,”
said Fancy briskly. “High up. He’ll be fine.”

“He wasn’t
moving,” Dion said. She took the hand that Barric offered her, and
was lowered gently from the roof to a balcony below.

Fancy,
dropping down beside her, said lightly, “Must have hit his head,”
which would have been comforting had not Dion seen the slight
grimace that pulled across Fancy’s lips.

Dion was the first one on the
street, and she didn’t wait for the others. It was darker here,
away from the high street, and she stopped briefly at each alley
and road that opened onto her own with the fretful fear that she
would miss seeing Padraig.

The others were spread out
behind and beside her, following her lead, and Carmine’s voice
floated up to her. “What was it someone was saying about being
unprepared?”

“Shut up,
Carmine,” suggested Kako’s voice, in a friendly fashion.

“Something
about being fools,” continued Carmine. “And a court of reason. One
hardly cares to make snap judgements, but–”

“You can’t
say we were unprepared,” said Dion miserably, taking a few steps
down another street. There was no sign of Padraig here, either, and
she could feel the time-slowing spell beginning to falter up ahead.
The Fae hadn’t designed it to be quite so large. “We had a
plan.”

“Big man, your protective spells aren’t particularly
protective,” said Carmine, evidently determined upon mischief. “All
in all, I can’t help feeling that you leave something to be desired
as a Guardian. Is that cabbage? Fancy, I’ve
been made to stand in liquid cabbage, and if you
roll your eyes at me–”

Barric ignored it, but Dion
flashed, “Barric couldn’t help it! It was my spell that wasn’t
quick enough to stop the arrows.”

“That’s no
excuse,” Carmine said firmly. “He’s the Guardian, and–”

There was the wet, slapping
sound of old vegetables hitting something soft.

“Ow!” said
Carmine, outraged. “Was that you, Fancy?”

“No,” said
Dion, flushing hot in the darkness but still annoyed enough to make
her voice clipped. “It was m-me!”

“Fancy,”
Carmine said, in a pained voice. “Remind me not to insult Guardians
around the tender young waifs they protect.”

“I could say
something about fools,” said Fancy’s voice dryly. “But–”

“Fancy, I
won’t have my mockingly quoted words quoted mockingly at
me.”

“What are you
going to do about–”

“There,” said
Barric, speaking at last. Dion saw a ripple of light glowing
against the cobbles: it flowed across the stones and gently lit a
supine form that was caught in free-fall a bare yard above the
street. Even Carmine was silenced for a moment.

Then he said:
“Yes, beautifully done; but how do we get him out?”

“The spell is
weakening,” said Barric. “We’ve only to wait. Dion, can
you–”

“Yes,” said
Dion, who had already seen Barric’s magic carefully insinuating
itself between the time-spell and the cobbles: a cushion with which
to catch Padraig when he eventually fell. She coated a patch of the
spell closest to Padraig with a veneer of her own magic, her eyes
anxiously upon the arrow that was protruding from his shoulder both
at his chest and his back. And as her magic ate away at the
time-spell, Dion clasped one hand in the other, her fingers white
and just barely shaking.

When Padraig dropped into
Barric’s netted magic, heavy and limp, he was whisked away from the
rest of the spell immediately.

“Best to get
that out right away,” opined Fancy, looking at the arrow with
something of a professional eye. Barric nodded, snapping off head
and fletch effortlessly, and stood aside to let Fancy draw out the
shaft.

“We’ll have
to heal him as we fly,” Dion said. The time-spell was fading
rapidly now, and she was almost as anxious to be in the air as she
was for Padraig. Rafiq grew darkly in the shadows of the
over-arching houses, wedging himself tightly between the
surrounding houses, and crouched low to allow Dion to climb on his
back. She settled herself and reached out as Barric half-lifted,
half-levitated Padraig up in front of her, and when she threw an
anxious look at Rafiq’s left wing, prepared for a rough launch, she
discovered that it was whole. Instead of a large hole, there was a
large scar.

“Neat trick, isn’t it?” said Kako, leaping lightly back onto
the balcony. “That’s another thing I’ve got theories about, but
what with the shards and everything, I haven’t had time to explore
it. Come on, you two. We’re launching from the roof,
if you don’t mind. I’m not as strong as
Rafiq.”

Carmine and Fancy followed her
effortlessly as Barric wedged himself behind Dion, his huge arms
around both her and Padraig. Dion, her own arms wrapped so tightly
around Padraig that they ached, lurched back into Barric’s chest as
Rafiq began a crawling climb straight up one of the houses. When
his wings were free, he sprang up and away from the wall, sending
plaster and brick-dust showering into the cobbles below. Barric’s
arms tightened briefly, but when Rafiq’s flight evened out, one of
his hands spread wide across Padraig’s shoulder, covering bloody
cloth and flesh alike.

Dion, her eyes still hot with
tears, held Padraig tightly and watched as Barric’s magic flowed
into his chest. It trickled out bit by bit, carefully and slowly,
as Illisr passed swiftly beneath them in indistinguishable
darkness.

When at last the trickle of
magic cease, Dion tilted her head back to look nervously at Barric.
“Is– is he–”

“He’ll live,”
said Barric. “For now. There’s a little bleeding inside that I
haven’t been able to stop, but I’ll look at it again when he’s
rested.”

It wasn’t until long after the
ache in Dion’s arms dulled to numbness that a twin gleam of
sapphire in the moonlight caught her attention. Padraig’s eyes had
opened a slit.

“You’re a
pleasant sight to wake up to,” he murmured. “Cherry, did you rescue
me again? Sure, I’m beginning to feel that I might be a damsel in
distress!”

Dion dropped her head into his
healthy shoulder, allowing the glad tears to catch warmly in his
collar. “You are,” she said; and in her relief, with a burr in her
voice that might have been either a laugh or a sob, she added:
“It’s a good thing you’re so pretty.”

Padraig spluttered a laugh to
the moon, and as the lights of the town behind them faded to a
single speck of light, Fancy’s voice, carrying clearly, said:
“Don’t try to cuddle me, Carmine; you smell like cabbage.”



Getting into Montalier unseen was difficult: Montalier’s army were
clearly on high alert, and the borders were not only patrolled but
properly guarded. Kako and Rafiq had to fly so high in an effort to
avoid notice that their human passengers became dangerously cold
and short of breath.

Getting into
Montalier’s capital city was even harder: the guards were on the
lookout for Fae, both Seelie and Unseelie, and it took a swift bit
of magic on Dion’s part to bring Padraig through unnoticed. Barric,
she saw, didn’t have a similar problem. Apparently it wasn’t just
Dion who didn’t recognised his magic as Fae.

But it wasn’t until they had
traced the shard through the city streets that the full difficulty
of their situation burst upon them.

“Oh,” said
Kako. “That’s really unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate!” Dion said, dropping her pack in despair. “The
shard is in the castle. How are we supposed to get into the
castle?”

“You’re a
princess, cherry,” said Padraig, who was still rather pale. “Be
regal. Demand an audience.”

“That won’t
work,” said Dion, at the same time that Barric said simply:
“No.”

“Of course it
will,” Carmine said. He looked surprised. “They’re not the sort to
stand on ceremony.”

“You didn’t see the letter my father sent Montalier when
they invited me for a month-long visit,” Dion said gloomily.
“Montalier has been the single biggest threat to the
Fae invasion beside Avernse: I can’t
see the king giving up their shard to the Princess Heir of the
first country that dealt with the Fae. Why would they trust
me?”

“And it’s no
use looking at me,” said Kako. “My mother and elder sister have met
the family, but I’ve never been here before. I haven’t even got a
royal seal, if it comes to that.”

“And once
they know we’re coming, we’ll lose our edge of surprise, think on,”
said Padraig. “Dion’s in the right. We should try to steal
it.”

“Hopefully
without getting captured this time,” added Kako. “There are a lot
of enchantments around the castle.”

“Dion and I will deal with those,” said Barric. He didn’t
sound particularly worried; but then, he rarely did. Dion, who
could also see the strength and the intricacy of the protective
spells on the castle, was worried.

“Oh well,”
said Carmine. He seemed to be highly amused, though Dion wasn’t
quite sure why. “Why not, after all? It could be enjoyable to steal
from Montalier.”

“Don’t enjoy
yourself too much,” said Fancy, and Dion thought she heard an
undercurrent of sharpness to the woman’s voice. What was that
about?

“Fancy!” said
Carmine, a bright glitter of delight in his eyes. “You do
care!”

Fancy, her sensible face a
little flushed, said: “Oh, just get on with the planning! Are we
all to take part in this desperate venture?”

“The more the
merrier, my darling; the more the merrier!”

“Yes,” said
Dion. “Well, we’ll have to leave as soon as we’ve got it, won’t we?
The Fae in Illisr said the fight in Llassar wasn’t going well, and
we’ve already been too long about it all. We’ve still got another
shard to find yet.”

“We stick
together this time,” nodded Barric. “And if we’re to surmount the
castle defences, we’ll need to take to the skies again.”

 


It wouldn’t
have occurred to Dion that the wards around the castle would be any
less stringent the higher they flew. Llassar—like Montalier,
evidently—wasn’t used to the idea of aerial assault, and she was
shocked beyond measure to find that there were gaps in the ward
that birds could easily fly through. For all Dion knew, that’s what
the gaps were for. But it was only the work of a few minutes to
convince the wards that Kako and Rafiq were birds,
albeit very large ones, and for the dragons to begin a silent
descent toward the roof that was nearest to the shard.

“There’s a
window open,” said Kako, when they were all safely on the
roof.

“And a guard
on the widow’s walk above,” Barric said softly. “Keep to the wall
and keep your voices down.”

“Yes, but there’s a window open,” argued
Kako. “Well, half a window, anyway; but if that’s not suspicious, I
don’t know what is.”

“You sleep with the windows open,” pointed out Rafiq. “And
it is the small half.”

“Yes, but I
can turn into a dragon.”

“Maybe the
person who sleeps in there can turn into a dragon,” said Carmine
gaily. He had only grown merrier.

“It’s not a
bedroom,” said Dion, who had been peering through the glass. “It’s
more of a gallery.”

Fancy and Barric exchanged a
glance, and Padraig said: “Suspicious, then. We’re agreed. Who’ll
go in first?”

“I will,” said Dion. “No; listen to me. None of
the men will fit, and if I get caught, well, like Padraig says: I’m
a princess.”

“You might as
well let her,” said Carmine. Of all the group, he was easily the
most light-hearted. Dion wondered what he knew that the rest of
them didn’t. “She’ll come to no harm in there.”

Barric thought about it while
Padraig protested, and then said above Padraig’s objections: “All
right. In you go.”

He lifted her carefully and
helped her to slip through. Dion, feeling a lot less sure of
herself than she pretended, looked back over her shoulder once. The
sight of Barric’s huge shadow against the stars calmed her, and she
stole further into the darkened room, her feet light against the
carpeted floor. Where the single shard rested above her heart there
was a decided warmth, a physical manifestation of the magical
reaction she had been feeling ever since they had begun to seek
shards. She stepped lightly across the floor, her senses open for
both magical and physical traps, and passed through the door into
the next room almost without pausing. The shard was further in. She
was so intent on her steps that she didn’t feel the difference in
the air of the second room—the way that the darkness folded around
a warmth in one corner—until a male voice said: “There’s nothing
worth stealing in these rooms, you know.”

Dion started violently, her
breath choking in the back of her throat, and gasped the first
question that came to mind. “Then why are you here?”

She heard the sound of fingers
snapping and the room lit softly from a globe that hovered above
her head. The shadowed warmth proved to be a rather pleasant-faced
man with kind eyes and dark hair that was silvering over his
temples.

He said: “Althea thought
someone would be along today. She didn’t want to frighten you, so
here I am.”

Dion found herself coughing a
small laugh. “I’m always frightened,” she said bleakly.

A smile spread over his face,
making the same kind of lines by his eyes that Barric had. The
twisting of fear in Dion’s stomach released its stranglehold at the
sight of them, and she let out a shaky breath that she’d been
holding.

“I won’t hurt
you,” he said. “But we do have to talk.”

“Yes,” Dion agreed. “You said there’s nothing to steal in
here, but you were waiting here. And you didn’t
give me a proper answer, either. You know I came to steal the shard
and I know the shard is here. Who are you?”

He gazed at her thoughtfully.
“I really feel like I should be the one asking that question.”

“I’m Dion
ferch Ywain,” said Dion baldly. “I’ve committed treason against the
Crown and my sister is at war with our own parents. Stealing the
shard from Montalier didn’t seem so bad after that.”

“I suppose it
wouldn’t,” agreed the man. He bowed just deeply enough to indicate
equal acknowledging equal. “I’m Markon. I’m the king around
here.”

Dion’s mouth
dropped open slightly and she scrambled into something that was
half-curtsey, half-bow. “Oh! I’m s-so sorry! But we
have to have the shard, your majesty! We can’t seal up the land
without it!”

Markon’s face seemed to
lighten. “I see. In that case, it’s probably best if you speak with
my wife.”

“The
enchantress,” said Dion, her throat a little dry. Her father had
told her about the Avernsian enchantress– but then, he had told her
a lot of things that weren’t true.

“That’s
right. I’m afraid I can’t offer much help myself: I’m not very well
educated when it comes to magic.”

“That’s quite
all right,” Dion said, inanely polite. “I mean– is she
awake?”

“I’d be
surprised if she wasn’t listening from the next room, actually,”
said Markon. He called out: “She’s supposed to be resting more than
usual, but I’m not quite sure she knows how. You can come in now,
dear.”

There was a dignified silence
before the handle in the door behind him turned. A very pregnant
young woman stepped briskly into the room, surprising Dion with her
youthfulness. Dion glanced back at Markon in time to see the softer
light that sprang to his eyes at the sight of the woman, and the
deep delight of his smile. He looked as if he hadn’t seen her all
day– or perhaps all week. Althea gave him back a prim look with her
dark blue eyes dancing.

“Isn’t it
lucky I was passing?” she said. She looked Dion up and down
frankly, while Dion became very horribly aware of the Fae magic
that curled tightly within Althea, then said unexpectedly: “It’s
all right. It’s not mine. Well, it is, but I’m not Fae.”

Dion looked
again, fascinated. “How? It’s– I mean, I can see it now, but
how? How do you have Fae magic when you’re human?”

“I killed a
Fae king and ran away from Faery when I was eighteen.” Althea
stopped with a rather peculiar expression on her face, and pressed
a hand to her side. When Markon stepped swiftly forward she smacked
him in the stomach with the back of her hand. “Ow! Your daughter
kicked me again.”

“She’s going
to be just like her mother,” said Markon amiably. Dion was amused
to see that he seemed to be quite used to being hit.

Althea, unashamed, continued to
gaze at Dion. “So you’re Alawn ap Fane’s daughter.”

Dion grimaced minutely. “No.
I’m Ywain’s daughter.”

Althea’s eyes rested on her
thoughtfully. “That’s understandable, I suppose. I tried to arrange
to visit you when I found out how much of Ywain’s magical line had
passed on to you. Your father wasn’t very accommodating.”

“No, he
isn’t,” said Dion slowly, remembering a night—almost faded to
ancient nightmare now—when she had listened the same voice she had
heard and loved for years declaring her guilt and
judgement.

“It’s unfortunate,” Althea said. There was a line between
her brows. “Very
unfortunate. I’ve made a bit of a
study of the shards in the last couple of years, and I have to say
that the whole business seems to depend on very strict timing. How
have you trained? Ywain’s daughter you may be, but if you haven’t
been trained sufficiently before you try to seal up the land, it
will probably do more harm than good to give you the
shards.”

“Shards?” Dion,
startled and joyful, knew a fierce relief. There wasn’t one more
shard to find: Montalier had the last two! “You have more than
one!”

Althea looked at Markon. He
looked back at her and shrugged. “I’d like it to be remembered for
posterity that I wasn’t the one who gave it away.”

Althea, with great dignity,
said: “I wasn’t trying to keep it a secret. Dion has every right to
know where the shards are. Do you have all the others?”

“Yes,” Dion
said, nodding. It didn’t occur to her to hide anything from Althea.
“We have all but your two.”

Markon folded
his arms across his chest in interest. “Who is we?”

“There are
seven of us. Two humans, two Fae, one Guardian, and two...well, I’m
not sure if they’re dragon or human, actually.”

“Speaking
hypothetically,” said Althea slowly; “what else would you need if
we were to give you the last two shards? How do you intend to
rejoin the blade?”

“We’d need
the use of a forge. We bought our own blacksmith with
us–”

“Coinnach’s
son as well? Goodness me!”

“And I’ve
been training since I was a child,” Dion added. Althea’s doubts had
stung a little, despite Dion’s own insecurities.

Althea looked
decidedly speculative. “Alawn’s daughter taught how to bind Faery?
How did that come about?”

“One of the
Guardians taught me. He’s– well, I’ve known him for quite a while
now.”

“Oh, this
just keeps getting more interesting!” cried Althea. “I can’t do
anything with the shards, you see; it’s this Fae magic of mine. Not
at all compatible. Well, you’d better invite the rest of your group
in: I’m sure we can find somewhere for them all.”

“Invite– well–
they’re–”

Markon, taking pity on her,
said: “I think what Dion is trying to say is that the rest of her
desperate ruffians are just outside the window in the other
room.”

“They might
as well come through the window, then,” said Althea practically.
“It’ll be quicker than going around by the front entrance, anyway.
You’ll have to tell me all about how you got past our security, by
the way. I think Sal will be very interested to know about our
gaping holes in security.”

“Well, that’s
one way of putting it,” said Markon, starting across the room. Dion
instinctively froze, and though she immediately flushed and
corrected the rigidity of her stance, Markon slowed his pace. “Will
you lead the way, or shall I?”

Ashamed of
herself, Dion said: “I’d better. Barric will be worried if he
doesn’t see me first.” She turned her back on them very
deliberately: it would have been rude in any other context, but she
was quite sure that Althea and Markon would see it for the
expression of trust that it was. The rooms didn’t seem quite so
large or so dangerous now that they were gently lit, and Dion was
back at the window in mere moments. She jumped herself up onto the
windowsill, half in and half out, and looked around
anxiously.

“Barric?”

“I’m
here.”

“We’ve been
invited in.”

Barric stared at her, a line
between his brows; then nodded. He disappeared back into the
shadows, and Dion opened the larger, lower part of the window in
readiness. A moment later Kako trod lightly along the ledge, Rafiq
a dark shadow close behind her. She nodded at Althea and Markon as
she slipped through the window, entirely at her ease. The king and
queen took the invasion with unimpaired good humour, but when
Carmine entered the room with a cheerfully irreverent: “What a
delightful surprise for you! Isn’t it nice to see me again?” there
was a noticeable stillness to the air. Dion saw Althea stiffen and
Markon frown; but as Althea’s eyes travelled over Fancy, she smiled
suddenly and said: “You’re keeping better company of late,
Carmine.”

“I always
keep good company,” said Carmine, making way for Fancy. He gave
Fancy a glinting, flirtatious smile and added: “But it seems to be
getting better and better, I’ll admit.”

Markon, his frown quickly
dissolving into deep amusement, said: “Lady Halme, I believe? We
met several years ago.”

“That’s
right,” said Fancy. “I was going to try to break Parrin’s
curse.”

“You’re the
one Carmine wouldn’t give up,” said Althea, her smile growing.
“Carmine, you sneaky, slithery Fae!”

“That’s no way to talk to an old friend,” Carmine said. “I’d
offer to kiss you but I’m not certain your husband wouldn’t hit me,
and I know
Fancy would.”

“Do you mean
to say that you knew the king and queen after all that?” demanded
Padraig indignantly. “What do you mean by making us sneak about
through windows and over roofs?”

“The sheer
fun of it all,” said Carmine. “They stole something from me once
and I wanted to repay the favour.”

“Now that, I want to hear
about,” said Padraig. “What did you steal from him, your
majesties?”

“I’m
beginning to wonder that myself,” Markon said ruefully. “I’m
beginning to have the feeling that we never stole it at
all.”

Althea, serenely closing the
window behind everyone, said: “It’s a long story and the princess
is tired. We’ll talk about it tomorrow after you’ve all slept.”

 


After they’d
slept turned out to mean the
next evening when everyone finally gathered together again in a
large library equidistant from their various rooms. Kako and Rafiq
had been with Markon’s steward Sal all afternoon, their wingspan
frequently seen over the battlements and widow’s walks as they
showed him the holes in his security. Fancy and Carmine were also
out of sight for most of the day, and when Barric appeared again he
smelled of fire and forge. Dion had the impression that he had been
preparing Althea and Markon’s forge for the reforging that was to
happen early tomorrow.

Dion herself spent an entirely
delightful day with Padraig, bullying him in the pleasantest way
imaginable to lie down on one of the settees in the library and
allow her to check on his healing wound. Their ideas on how Padraig
should heal were wildly different, but since Padraig’s idea of
healing was to pull her down on the settee beside him and kiss her
until she was breathless, Dion didn’t object as much as she thought
she ought to. They were interrupted by Barric in a quiet moment,
and though he would have pulled back out of the room, he was
followed so quickly by Althea that he returned with a slight smile.
Althea situated herself somewhat carefully on a fat, velvety chair
and seemed determined to strike up a conversation with Dion, while
Barric sat in a corner and methodically went over his blades and
sheaths. He was always inclined to regularly check his gear, but
Dion had the impression that he was deliberately withdrawing from
the company.

They were very soon joined by
the rest of their company, who besides an air of frivolity and
hilarity, brought with them an assortment of tiny pies and an
inclination to discuss the mythos behind the Broken Sword.

“My people
have an old legend that says the original forgers broke the Sword
in pieces to keep it better hidden from the Fae,” said Rafiq, in
one of his rare moments of speech.

“That’s not entirely correct,” said Althea.
“The Song of the Broken
Sword never comes right out
and says it, but I think the original makers weren’t as inclined to
give up their lives, willy-nilly. I think they tried to get around
the life-giving bit by joining together and each giving a good bit
of their own magic to bind Faery. That’s what split the Sword, if
I’m right. It’s just a theory, mind. Now the reforging–”

“It’s a good
theory,” said Barric. He was sharpening his sword with a steady,
regular rhythm of whetstone against iron, and the sudden cessation
of noise seemed to startle the company as much as his sudden
speaking. “It’s the truth.”

Althea looked at him
speculatively, and Dion thought that two questions seemed to vie
for precedence. At last, with a half-glance in Dion’s direction,
the enchantress said: “Were you there, then?”

“No,” said
Barric, and went back to his sharpening. “But I knew someone who
was.”

“I see,” said
Althea. “I’m a little curious about the reforging, however. Perhaps
you could–”

Padraig, from his seat beside
Dion, said: “What a thing to be speaking of! We’ve enough dole to
last us until next winter, and the Sword is to be reforged
tomorrow. Let’s be merry and enjoy our night.”

“Enjoy?”
asked Althea, her eyes flickering from Padraig to Dion. She was
frowning, and Dion had the feeling that she was distinctly
disapproving. “I must say that I’m a little confused. I’d thought
the reforging to be more of a draining kind of–”

Padraig’s eyes met hers rather
convulsively, and Althea stopped short, her frown more pronounced.
Dion saw it and felt the sharp clutch of discomfort: she hated
hidden words and secret meanings, now more than ever. She said
abruptly: “I’m going to sleep,” and left them to their secrets and
hidden meanings.

Her annoyance had worn off by
the time she got back to her room. Her mellowing was due in a large
part to the fact that now the shards of the Broken Sword were
together again, her death approached in all its calming certainty.
It was hard to be distracted by petty annoyances when something so
important stood in comparison with them. It was also, thought Dion,
smiling slightly, very hard to remain annoyed with someone so
consistently delightful as Padraig.

She flopped on her bed and
gazed up at the cream-coloured mouldings that ran around the
ceiling, enjoying the silence of the evening. She didn’t realise
she’d fallen asleep until a loud rattle at her window-casement woke
her with a start. Dion froze, her heart pounding loud in her ears,
and heard the clatter again. She crept from her bed, spilling the
duvet onto the rug, and was just wondering rather wildly if she
should scream for Barric or simply fling open her window in the
hope that it would dislodge the murderer and send him plummeting to
his death, when she distinctly heard a voice say: “Hist! Cherry!
You’ve never gone to sleep, have you?”

“Padraig!”
Dion hurried to the window and opened it to find him on the narrow
balcony outside. His eyes were glittering and wild, with more than
a touch of the Unseelie about them. “What are you doing out
there?”

“My balcony
joins with yours,” he said. “And the big man’s door is opposite
mine in the hall. I didn’t fancy sneaking past his door to get to
yours, so here I am! I’ve come to take you out for the night,
cherry!”

“We can’t!”
protested Dion. “You’re supposed to be reforging the Sword
tomorrow: you should be sleeping.”

“No time to
waste,” sang Padraig, waltzing toward her and sweeping her across
the floorboards to a tune that only he could hear. “No time to
waste, my darling cherry! We’re to be married, sure!”

Dion, swept irresistibly toward
the window, found herself laughing. “We can’t get married!”

“We can,”
said Padraig, and kissed her. “We will!” He kissed her again.
“What’s the matter, cherry; don’t you want to marry me?”

Dion looked
into those bright, entreating eyes and said without hesitation:
“Yes. Oh yes! But don’t you want a Fae bonding ceremony? We can
have it after you’ve reforged the Sword, with everyone
there.”

“I don’t want
everyone there,” said Padraig, dragging her out through the window.
“I only want you. And I don’t want to wait.”

Dion, catching his bubbling
brightness, was bundled across the balcony into Padraig’s room and
out of his door, after much giggling and many suspicious looks up
and down the corridor. They ran through the castle hand in hand as
if they were a pair of children, attracting amused looks from the
few servants they met with and a decidedly disapproving look from
the stiff individual who let them out into the courtyard and
arranged for a small, sleek carriage to take them into the city
streets beyond the castle wall.

“Well now,”
said Padraig, pulling Dion close to him in the carriage. “There’s
meant to be a wedding-band. We’ll have to fix that.”

“I don’t need
a bracelet,” Dion said, laughing. Padraig paid as little attention
to that as he had to her protestations that he should be sleeping,
and leapt from the slowly-moving carriage as it rolled smoothly
through a brightly-lit night market that crossed several streets
and filled the air with the mingled scents of various Montalieran
specialty pies. The carriage slowed as the driver caught sight of
Padraig’s antics, but by the time it stopped he had vaulted eagerly
back in, kissing Dion with breathless abandon. When he had made
Dion as breathless as he was, he knelt on the carriage floor and
presented the fruits of his escapade: a child’s bauble with bright
glass beads in peacock colours. It was nothing like a proper
wedding band, but Dion put out her hand unhesitatingly for Padraig
to clasp it around her wrist.

He said: “Marry me,
cherry?”

“Yes,” Dion
said simply. “But where’s your band?”

“Ah, it’s a
pretty thing!” said Padraig, his eyes dancing as he slid back into
the seat beside her. “Here you go, cherry!”

Dion took it and bubbled over
with laughter again. Padraig’s band was just as bright and childish
as her own; nothing like the plain, masculine thing a groom’s band
usually was. She slipped it onto his wrist anyway, kissing his
palm. That pleased Padraig so much that it was quite some time
before they had leisure to look out the windows again in search of
either a Watch Station or a sign that indicated an Officiator of
the Court.

When they were again attending
to their surroundings, it was Dion who said eagerly: “There! A
Watch Station!” and pulled on the bell-cord to stop the carriage.
They bowled to a stop before a flight of stone stairs that climbed
to the entrance of a tidy Watch Station, well-lit and cheerful.
Dion was spun out of the carriage, clinging tight to Padraig’s
shoulders, and laughed her joy to the starry sky above.

“Onward and
upward!” said Padraig, as bright and glittering as the stars. They
danced up the stairs together, Dion breathless with laughter and
wondering if it was possible that they were both drunk on the night
air.

The door was opened to them by
a Watch Captain with an off-putting likeness to Duc Owain ap Rees
and a stern, honest look that managed to bring a touch of solemnity
to both Dion and Padraig without quenching their joy. He married
them in his sensible, tidy office, then sent them off again with a
piece of paper testifying to the fact and a small apricot pie that
must have been his dinner, judging by the touch of regret that Dion
saw in his eyes. She kissed his cheek in passing, delighting in his
instant gruffness, and was dragged off by Padraig.

“I’ll not
have my wife kissing other men,” he said firmly.

Dion had given up wondering
what hour it was by the time they sneaked back into Padraig’s room.
They had wandered through another street market, danced in a tiny
corner-eatery where the music was fast and the tables open to the
night air, and eaten their pie under the stars with their feet in a
fountain dedicated to some long-dead Montalieran heroine before
returning to the castle.

“The nicest
wedding I’ve ever attended,” said Padraig, kissing Dion below her
left ear. “Mm, you smell like apricots, cherry.”

“So do you,”
objected Dion, both surprised and disappointed to find that Padraig
was dancing her back out to the balcony and into her own
room.

“Not a
complaint,” murmured Padraig, his lips grazing her ear. Dion sat
down rather suddenly on the bed, breathless and weak in the most
pleasant way imaginable. “I hope you don’t mind, cherry, but I’d
much rather not spend my wedding night alone.”

“Nor would
I,” said Dion, watching with fascinated eyes as Padraig’s nimble
fingers unbuttoned his shirt. “I thought you were going to put me
to bed.”

“Aye, and so
I am,” said Padraig.

 


Dion woke with a smile, a
feeling of unaccustomed lightness buoying her heart. She had woken
briefly early in the morning to find Padraig beside her, his arms
possessively around her and one ankle hooked with hers. He had
kissed her in his sleep, clumsy and warm, and Dion had drifted back
off to sleep with the entirely contented feeling that she could die
happily tomorrow.

When she woke again he was
gone, and sunlight was edging the curtains. Dion had a moment of
lazy happiness to stretch and admire her bright wedding band before
it occurred to her that she had slept much later than she meant to.
Both sets of curtains had been drawn to shut out the light,
possibly by Padraig when he left. Moreover, Dion had woken only
because someone was tapping at the door. She tumbled out of bed,
scrambling to find her borrowed dressing-robe, and opened the door
to Althea’s worried face.

“You’d better
get dressed,” said the queen. Her eyes fell on the gaudy
wedding-band that sat below the sleeve of Dion’s robe, and widened
a little. “Oh dear. Have I been mistaken? Has he already told
you?”

“Told me
what?” Dion’s stomach had taken on the fluttering consistency of a
swarm of butterflies.

Althea looked slightly annoyed
with herself. “No, of course not. You wouldn’t still be here if he
had. You’d best get down to the forge as quickly as possible, then:
they’ve already started.”

“The
reforging?” Dion stared at her. “Why would they start without
me?”

“Get dressed,” said Althea, her face set and stern. Dion did
as she was told this time, shrugging into her clothes from the day
before. The queen, entirely unembarrassed at her nakedness, said:
“I take it that no one has explained to you exactly what happens
when a Fae uses up all
of their magic?”

“No,” said
Dion, her tones laced with dismay. “But– but Padraig has his hammer
and anvil–”

“–which he
ensorcelled with his own magic,” said Althea. “Every last drop but
the bit that binds them to his will, I suspect. I shouldn’t bother
to do your hair if I were you. You’ll need to be as quick as
possible if you want to see your husband before he
dies.”

“No!” said Dion, dashing after Althea. The queen was a swift
walker despite her pregnancy. “No! It can’t be true!
I’m the one who will die: Padraig was just to give up his
magic!”

“That’s what you don’t understand,” said Althea grimly. “For
a Fae, to give up their magic is to
die!”

Never had a journey of ten
minutes seemed so like ten hours. Dion, now far outpacing Althea in
a desperate sprint for the castle’s forge, felt as though the world
moved in slow motion around her. The halls were a darkened maze,
the castle courtyard a blinding confusion of light; and when she at
last saw the door to the forge, she could feel the cool essence of
Unseelie night flowing from it despite the fact that it was bright
morning. There was a darkness of magic at the door: Dion plunged
into it, following the sound of hammer against anvil, and found
herself in a room that flickered with white flame.

For the first time she saw
Padraig in all his Unseelie beauty. His hammer and anvil worked
themselves, glowing impossibly with moonlight and sending off
starry sparks as hammer struck sword and anvil. Padraig himself,
dipped in shadows and touched by moonlight, circled them at a
prowl, his eyes on the work and a faint smile of satisfaction that
was equal parts light and dark. He sensed her at once, and when his
eyes met hers Dion had no doubt that he knew he was to die, and
that he wouldn’t turn back.

“You
shouldn’t be here, cherry,” he said.

“Please,”
Dion said, and stopped. It would be treason against Llassar to
finish the plea– treason against her whole kind. She could feel the
hot tears running down her face, and a numbness creeping up her
legs. Barric was there a moment later, a stirring in the air behind
her that held her up effortlessly.

Padraig, his blue eyes steady,
said: “What, cherry? Are you permitted to give your life for your
people while I must not?”

“No,”
whispered Dion. “I’m sorry. I wish you’d told me.”

“How could I?
I knew you’d not long to live yourself, and why should you be made
unhappy when I could make you happy?”

Dion smiled through her tears.
“You made me very happy.”

“Well now,
that’s all an Unseelie outcast could ever hope for,” said Padraig,
his eyes bright and tender. “I love you, cherry.”

“I love you,
too.”

Padraig looked behind him at
the hammer and anvil, hard at work. “It’s time to finish the work,”
he said; and Dion could see that the sword was complete again. It
luminesced with the same pale fire in which it had been reforged,
the dividing lines between pieces glowing briefly and then fading
until it was one gleaming, unblemished whole. Deeper than the
metallic surface was the magic that had once been Padraig’s;
subtle, soft black, against which the scarlet of his destiny-thread
showed bright when he bound the reforging together. Dion was
watching at the moment he tied the last knot and the destiny-thread
became one unbroken band. Padraig’s hammer and anvil grew dull–
dead, empty metal, as they must once have been before he brought
them to life with his magic.

“It’s done,”
he said, and the words were a whisper of leaf against leaf in the
moonlight. He turned, and Dion saw the last brightness of his
eyes—or was it the gleam of moonlight on leaves?—as he walked once
more toward her, one hand outstretched. She reached out to catch
that hand and for an instant felt the warmth of flesh; then she was
holding leaves and loam, Padraig’s wedding band glittering amidst
them. Across the floor of the forge, leaves tumbled and scurried as
if in a gentle breeze. Moonlight and stars alike were gone: the
forge glowed with only the dull remains of a fire.
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The First
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If only they
had known, thought Dion; and smiled sadly. It was becoming
something of a mantra in her life. If only she had known the Fae
weren’t to be trusted. If only she had known her parents and Aerwn
a little better. If only she had known that Padraig was to
die.

If only they
had known just how many Fae were on the borders of Montalier– or
already in Montalier, if it came to that. And if only they had
known that reforging the Broken Sword would bring down that furious
horde of Fae on their heads before the day was half
spent...

They just barely escaped from
Montalier as the soft morning turned to warm noon, but they left
behind them a kingdom besieged. Althea and Markon had sent them on
their way as soon as the first skirmishes were reported, and when
Kako and Rafiq sailed too close to the ground over the Avernsian
border, such a hail of arrows and magic were directed at them that
it took all of Dion’s hastily spun defensive spells and all of Kako
and Rafiq’s terrifyingly quick aerial manoeuvres to avoid them.
Barric took an arrow to the upper arm in bundling Dion tightly
between himself and Rafiq but the others escaped injury, even the
dragons. When Dion tried to call for a halt to take care of
Barric’s arm he refused to allow the time, and she was forced to
turn sideways on Rafiq’s huge back with one leg hooked achingly
tight around a scaly spine so that she could attend to the injury
herself.

“Don’t,” said
Barric, removing her hand when she tried to heal the wound. “You’ll
need all the energy you can conserve. Wrap it tight and forget
about it.”

“I don’t want you to
die!” said Dion
fiercely.

“It’s not my
death that should concern you,” said Barric; but it did, because he
was the only precious thing left that Dion could still cling to.
Aerwn, as near to Dion’s heart as she was, was half a continent
away, and Padraig– Padraig was even further out of reach than
that.

They sped
high on the breeze and buffeted between clouds, until Dion said
suddenly: “Here! We need to stop here!” She felt it with certainty:
this was where Faery was to be sealed away from the world of men.
This was where the Broken Sword had once been forged, and where it
had been broken.

The
Fae are following
close, said Rafiq’s troubled
voice. Fancy and Carmine, who must have been speaking with Kako,
looked across the void at Dion and nodded.

“As quick as
you can, then,” said Barric, and Dion saw that he was not the only
one checking his knives and loosening his sword in the scabbard.
Fancy, her legs edging back to grip Carmine’s at the ankle, was
also methodically checking her weapons. Carmine sent a bright spit
of crimson magic arcing high across the void between them, and
smiled such a dark, deadly smile at Dion that she caught her breath
and wondered how she could ever have thought Fancy the more
dangerous of the two. Rafiq turned his nose toward the swiftly
moving grass and began to descend in a stomach-churning
dive.

The grass came up to meet them
as quickly and inevitably as Dion’s doom, and they charged through
the long stalks, sending leaf blades and flowers flying in an
explosion of green and pink. Barric leapt for the ground before
Rafiq had even slowed and caught Dion as she followed him.

“Where?” he
said, panting.

“This way,”
Dion said; and, seizing his huge hand in her own, she ran for the
fold in the land directly ahead. It was deep but narrow, and the
hill that rose beyond it rose both in the world of men and in
Faery.

“We’ll give
you as long as we can,” called Fancy. Dion, her heart thundering in
her ears, half-turned and raised her hand in a last goodbye; or
perhaps it was a salute. She wished she could have stopped and said
goodbye properly, but even as she and Barric ran for the entrance
into Faery, Rafiq and Kako took to the air again, their
battle-colours dark against the pink of the late afternoon
sky.

Dion and Barric leaped the
boundary together, quick and breathless, and Dion stopped dead as
she found the world changed and alien around her. Beside her,
Barric seemed to let all his breath out in a sigh of home-coming,
his fingers curling through hers to grip tight for an instant. He
released her hand again almost immediately, and said: “Here?”

“I don’t
know,” said Dion, and there was a tremble in her voice that wasn’t
from lack of breath. She drew the Broken Sword clumsily from its
makeshift scabbard, its leather grip tacky against her palm, and
tried to bring back the clarity of sense she had had when in the
air.

There was
nothing. No guiding light, no certainty of purpose. Here she was,
standing in Faery, where the sun wasn’t quite warm and the breeze
didn’t quite touch the skin, the Broken Sword reforged in her
hands—Ywain’s daughter, come to seal the land, as prophecy
foretold—and Dion had not idea of where she was supposed to be or
how the Binding was to be begun. Her eyes lifted beyond the sword
to where Rafiq and Kako spun and dived in the air; behind them the
vast company of Fae that had been following hot on their heels, and
before them the very meagre protection of Carmine and Fancy. She
could see Fancy’s knives glinting in the sunshine, reflecting back
Carmine’s scarlet storm of magic as it rolled down to meet the
approaching Fae.

“Barric–”

He moved until he was in front
of her, blocking the sight. “Put it from your mind. You were made
for this day. The Sword was made for you.”

Dion, as she had done so many
times when nothing seemed to make sense, went back to the
simplicity of the magic itself. Barric had taught her that. He had
taught her that and so much more. She studied the magic of the
Sword: its components, its rhythms, its patterns, and its purpose.
And deep inside herself she felt the tugging of her own
destiny-cord where it nestled within her soul.

“It’s time,”
said Barric; and Dion was so deep in the rhythms of the Sword that
she didn’t recognise the rhythm of rough-edged sorrow to his voice.
She thought of Aerwn—of their parents—and most of all, of Padraig.
It was time. Time to be gone; time to go home. Time to join Padraig
in the whispering silence of death.

She adjusted
her grip on the Sword and let herself relax into its overwhelmingly
strong magic. Her first impression was one of incredible vastness:
as if her eyes had been opened to see worlds that had been there
all along, but were far too massive for her comprehension. Dion saw
Avernse spread before her, and considered it all. Then she moved
beyond Avernse to Montalier, where the castle was under siege,
stopping for a fleeting view of Markon and Althea as they stood
hand in hand. Dion let the world move on again, her sights on
Llassar and Aerwn, and for a brief, unsatisfactory moment saw her
sister and Owain ap Rees fighting furiously back to back amidst a
throng of Fae.

“Aerwn!” she
gasped. She hauled herself grimly back through Shinpo, desperate to
complete the Binding. There was the overtaken Shinpoan castle:
there was a young boy, so similar to Kako, desperately fleeing a
Fae pursuer through hidden passages and magical byways; an older
girl anxiously waiting for him; the imprisoned family they were
trying desperately to rescue. She left them behind, seeking
Avernse.

It took Dion
some time to realise that she was already in Avernse: that she had
always been in Avernse. Her sight had telescoped, and now that she
could refocus, she saw something else. Before her was a vast host
of bright lights, spread throughout the human world; behind her, a
still larger host that dwarfed it many times over. Dion exhaled in
wonder. She was seeing Fae-lights: the very essence of each and
every Fae in both Faery and the human world. The Sword knew them
all– could reach them all.

I can kill
them, she thought, almost
dizzy with the idea of it. I
can kill them all. None of them would ever kill or enslave another
human.

The
Fae company far below her shivered
and stopped in the midst of the fight. She felt their attention
quivering on her; caught and frightened, and all too aware that
they could be sealed away from their homeland or slain in an
instant. For just one moment Dion felt that she really could kill
them all. But there was still that one Fae-light glowing strong
directly in front of her human body; and further on was a crimson
one that grew in hope as the other Fae-lights around it sank in
fear and quivered.

And Dion
found that she knew what she had to do next. She reached out to
every one of the Fae-lights and sank claws into them with the
desperate call of Now or too
late. Then she sliced through
every barrier between Faery and the human world in one decisive
motion of the Broken Sword; an open invitation. She saw the
Fae-lights brighten—saw the battle line in Llassar waver and then
disintegrate; saw a young boy in Shinpo flop to the floor in relief
as his Fae attacker disappeared; heard a vague echo of Carmine’s
victory cry as the Fae host around him forgot about fighting and
rippled like a flood across the hills for the closest Faery/human
boundary—she saw it all in a moment.

She watched
Aerwn and Owain ap Rees on the battlefield, laughing and
bright-eyed as their soldiers roared in joy around them. She
wished, for a brief, traitorous moment, that she could be present
with Aerwn one last time. Embrace her and say a proper goodbye. But
there was no time: Fae-lights were winking out of the human world
and into Faery every second, and soon there was only one left. Dion
brought her sight back in closer to her body’s location, where
Rafiq and Kako glided to meet the others on the ground, sweeping
through grass that steamed a little as it met their scales. Dion
smiled gladly to see them unscathed, and wondered that she could
still think in terms of smiling at all. She saw her body smile as
if in sleep, and they both laughed softly together. She joined
briefly with her body again, feeling the weight of it as a burden,
and stood with Barric supporting her.

Ahead of her
was the crimson Fae-light, somehow still visible and winking bright
on Carmine’s forehead. “You’d better come in now,” said Dion, the
words heavy and unfamiliar in her mouth. “I’m about to seal the
border. If you stay there you’ll be caught.”

“Oh, I’m
already caught,” said Carmine. It looked as though he merely
whisked away a stray hair that fell across his forehead, but his
Fae-light was between his fingers the next moment, and he dropped
to his knees with the effort of magic.

Fancy fell to her knees beside
him, her face white. “Don’t! Not for me!”

“Never for
you,” Carmine gasped, clinging to her hand. “I’m a selfish being
and I won’t have it said that I stayed for anyone’s sake but my
own! Take it, Dion ferch Ywain. I don’t want it. I have all that I
need here.”

Dion took it from him and it
tickled across her arm until it sat on her forehead, whispering
nonsense to her eyebrows.

“Oh, the
wrinkles!” said Carmine woefully. “I can feel them forming
already.”

Fancy snorted a wet laugh into
his shoulder and clung to him. “You never looked so pretty,” she
said.

Dion readjusted her grip on the
Sword, and was distantly pleased to find that her hands were
neither sweaty nor shaking. “It’s time,” she said. To Kako she
added: “Your family are safe. I’ve seen them.”

Rafiq and
Kako didn’t shift from their dragon forms, but they made a
dragonish obeisance amidst the crackling of grass.
Thank you, said Kako’s voice. For that– and for other things. It’s been an
honour.

This time it was Dion who
bowed. She said almost formally: “The honour was mine. And– and
thank you. Barric, we need to move further in. I don’t want to be
caught half way.”

Barric lifted
her bodily, the Sword resting against his shoulder but still firmly
gripped in Dion’s white-knuckled fingers. He bowed to the assembled
group; and turning his back, he carried Dion further in and further
up. She delighted for one last time in the touch of breeze—how she
could feel the Faery breeze now that Carmine’s Fae-light rested on
her forehead!—and revelled in the heat of the day, Faery sun though
it was. She ducked her head once more to rest on Barric’s shoulder,
sighing at the familiar warmth and scent of him, and said: “Just
here, Barric.”

Barric set
her down gently in the leaves and she saw that the others hadn’t
left: they watched from beyond the fold that spanned Faery and the
human world. They were standing witness, their faces upturned to
gaze into Faery as long as they could see it. Dion drove the Sword
into the ground and felt it join with the Faery earth, sending a
network of Binding into the soil deep beneath their feet and
spreading high above them into the sky. She smiled at Barric one
last time, feeling the heaviness of mortality leave her, and
slipped out of her body in a joyful rush to join with the Binding
that grew around them. The barriers between Faery and the human
world rose swiftly, stronger than ever before; a vast, root-like
network of magic that flexed and grew as it knit around Faery. She
spared a look for her body and saw it crumpled in Barric’s arms,
his shoulders bowed and heaving as tears fell silently down his
scarred face. Dion found that she could still feel regret, and for
a moment wished she had the use of her human body again, just to
cling to Barric once more and tell him that it was all right. But
the Binding waited, empty and hollow, and she didn’t dare to leave
her attention divided. In its hollowness Dion seemed to sense a
purpose. She gazed at the network of magic that surrounded Faery
and found it incomplete: it was only half a spell, a honeycomb of
empty spaces and hollow areas that needed to be filled. Into that
honeycomb of empty spaces Dion poured her magic; her life;
her self. She sank into the spell, filling every empty
space and incomplete piece, and was astonished at how much of her
there was. She was bigger and fuller and so much more alive than
she had ever thought.

When Dion had
filled the Binding to the brim, her grip on Faery all-consuming and
complete, she searched within herself for the crimson dash of
destiny that she had seen in Padraig’s hammer and anvil. It was the
only thing she had been really sure of when it came to binding the
land, and it came to her willing and ready, the ethereal ends of it
snaking up and around and through every part of the binding. She
caught a brief glimpse of her body again; saw the redness that
blossomed around its wrists and bound them to the sword. And when,
following Padraig’s example, she tied the returning ends of the
cord together, they knit together until there was no beginning and
no end. There was just Dion and the Binding; and Dion
was the Binding. She found herself wearier than she had ever
been, the weight of the Binding heavy on her shoulders. That was
ridiculous, of course; because she had no shoulders here
and there was no real weight. Yet she found herself being
compressed and pushed back toward her body by that
weight.

No,
Dion thought, shocked.
No. It wasn’t meant to be like this. She was meant to die. She
was ready to die. She wanted to die. Why
wasn’t the Sword letting her die? She flowed through the scarlet
thread of destiny that bound her to the Sword, searching
desperately for wrong ties and missing threads, but found it
unfrayed and wholly binding. It was then that she understood, in a
terrible clarity of knowledge. The Binding didn’t want her death;
it wanted her life. Aerwn had been almost right: the Binding was
Dion and Dion was the Binding, but Dion would live in spite of it.
And while she lived, Faery would be bound.

There was an
ache in Dion’s heart, and somewhere at the back of her
consciousness something was still tugging, tugging. A heavy
certainty dragged her down; back to the ground and back to her
body. Dion was thrown back into her body with a painful thump,
gasping and struggling, and found herself looking up into Barric’s
stunned eyes. They stared at each other until Barric’s scar
stretched and he laughed huskily through his tears.

“Dion,” he
said, his voice weary and curiously satisfied. And then again:
“Dion.”

Dion’s face
crumpled. “It doesn’t want my death,” she said. There was still a
terrible aching in her heart. She could have died without Padraig,
but how was she supposed to live without him? “It doesn’t want my
death, Barric: it wants my life.”

Barric pulled her close and
Dion clung around his neck, her face buried in his shoulder. “It
wasn’t meant to be like this!” she wept. “I was supposed to die! He
was supposed to live and I was supposed to die!”

Barric held her in silence
until she ceased to cry, and then for some time longer after that.
When Dion had cried herself out she simply sat where she was,
clutching wrists that were still scarlet-bound in a physical
reminder that she herself was now as much the Broken Sword as the
Sword itself. The two wedding-bands that were on her left
wrist—hers and Padraig’s—had seamlessly joined with the binding,
bright bubbles of contrasting colour in the smooth red. Dion knew
without tugging at them that she would never be able to remove
them, but she ran her fingers over them anyway. They were smooth
and light.

“We’ll have
to find somewhere safe to keep the Sword,” she said at last. “It’s
not– well, I don’t think it’s breakable, but just in
case.”

Barric nodded. “There’s a place
ready. Careful.” He caught her as she tried to stand and found that
she wasn’t quite steady. Dion gripped his arm with one hand and
pulled the Broken Sword from the ground with the other. It didn’t
feel as heavy as it had felt before, and it slid back into its
scabbard as smoothly as if she had carried it all her life. “I’ll
speak with the other Guardians. See if there’s a way of getting you
back to the human world.”

Dion tried to
laugh, but it came out as more of a sob. “There isn’t,” she said.
“I can’t go back. Even if there was a way I couldn’t.
If I leave Faery, the Sword will break again and the borders will
begin to fall.”

“Then we’ll
find somewhere safe for you as well,” said Barric. He took her
hand; and Dion, feeling the dappled warmth of Faery sunshine on her
face, allowed herself to be led through the trees and into her new
life.
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The Turning of
the Season

 


 


Aerwn ferch Pobl had been queen
for five years before she brought herself to enter her sister’s
suite once again. She wasn’t sentimental, but the loss of her twin
had cut deeply, and even Owain ap Rees’ strongly worded criticisms
hadn’t been enough to break the seal on a door that held only
sorrow within.

Nor did she mean to enter the
suite again when she did. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision—as
quite often happened with Aerwn—and had she not been passing by
Dion’s closed-up suite on the way to her own old suite, it may
never have been made. But she did find herself there late one
afternoon, passing the royal seal that closed up Dion’s door; and
Aerwn had never been one to back away from a forbidden thing, even
if she was the one who had forbidden it. On a whim, she drew her
ceremonial dagger and flicked away the seal, turning the door-knob
before it could occur to her to turn back. She found herself amidst
cobwebs and ghostly dust-covers, her footsteps sending up puffs of
dust as she walked a path she had often walked, years ago. Back
then, Aerwn would have thrown herself on the bed and waited for
Dion to finish dressing. Her sister would nervously check her
appearance in the mirror–

That mirror!
thought Aerwn, startled. It was still there. She had all but
forgotten it: the window into Faery that had brought Dion to her
doom. It occurred to Aerwn that if she could just
see Barric, she would give him a proper piece of her mind. She
tore the dust-cover from the mirror, sending dust and cobwebs into
the air in choking cloud, and for an eye-watering moment was too
busy coughing and sneezing in tandem to pay attention to anything
else. She wiped her streaming eyes, and thought she heard Dion’s
voice saying: “Aerwn?”

Aerwn looked up wildly. A
familiar, startled face looked back at her from the mirror, and she
was crushed by a ridiculous disappointment until it occurred to her
that the room in the mirror was not the one in which she stood– the
long, loose, curling hair around the face in the mirror not her own
short-cropped curls.

“Dion!” she
gasped. “Dion!”

“Finally!”
said Dion, her eyes luminous with bright, happy tears. “Oh,
finally! Aerwn, you have no idea how long I’ve waited to see
you!”

“You’re dead,” said Aerwn, sitting down rather suddenly on
the bed. “You’re not
dead! How are you not dead? And who
are they?”

She saw the flush rise to
Dion’s face as easily as it had ever risen, and looked past her
sister again to the two children who were playing behind her. The
girl—a quick, pale-skinned thing with dark curls just like Dion’s
and a pair of blue eyes that could only have come from Padraig—gave
her a swift, uninterested look and went back to her window, but the
younger child’s eyes were fastened on Aerwn and had been for some
time. He was a solemn, fat, little thing with dark, smooth skin and
wide grey eyes that looked impassively at his aunt. Aerwn, who had
been unnerved more than once by the same gaze from Barric,
gaped.

“Dion ferch Ywain, what have you been getting
up to?”

Dion, still very pink, allowed
the smaller child to climb into her lap and curled her arms around
him while he continued to stare unblinkingly at Aerwn. “I got
married.”

“Yes!”
spluttered Aerwn. “I gathered that!”

“Actually, I
seem to have um, got married twice,” admitted her sister, the
colour deepening in her cheeks. “It’s a long story.”

Aerwn threw back her head and
laughed. “Yes! Five years long!” She wriggled back on the mildewed
bed-covers as if no time at all had passed; as if it was just she
and Dion talking before court sessions again. “I’m comfortable.
Take your time.”

 


End of Book
Three…
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…officially,
that is.

 


Turn the page for a special
scene that I wrote for those of you who (like some of my beta
readers) need a little more in the way of closure for Dion and
Barric.

 


Then turn another page, and
another, because Carmine and Fancy didn’t want to leave without a
short story of their own…
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The silence
was perhaps the thing Dion most loved about Faery. Not the silence
of bird and beast, but the lack of babble; of human rush and
tumble; of confusion. Like Barric’s silence, it was calming and
precious. Dion had been in Faery three years, and the peace of it
still caught her by surprise. Barric had brought her high into the
mountains of Faery shortly after the Binding, their journey sober
and silent through the whispering forest. Dion, her scarlet bands
tough and light, had walked beside him; lifted over tree-trunks and
tossed up high, steep embankments as the wind grew colder and more
incisive. And when they arrived at a grim, stone mountain-face, he
had opened an impossible stone door at the base of it and ushered
her into a steep corridor of stairs.

There was a
castle hidden in the mountain, its ramparts the jagged stone and
its turrets the rocky outcrops. In Dion’s first few months she
thought there was only bare stone beyond the beautiful interior,
but she was very much confined to the interior for those first few
months. First by unexpected sickness and then by a startlingly
swelling stomach– which both culminated, a little less than nine
months later, in a tiny waif of a girl child with the bluest eyes
Dion had ever seen. With her Unseelie heritage it was perhaps
unsurprising that little Aoife didn’t find nights in Seelie Faery
as dark as she would have liked. There were many nights that Dion
found herself walking the halls to rock Aoife to sleep beneath the
faint gleam of the stars, and as she explored the outdoor walkways
and curved parabolas open to the sky, she began to discover the
stone carvings that were etched into every part of the castle. Her
favourite, a stone eagle taking off into the sweeping void below
from a stone pelmet on the balustrade, became the meeting place
where she sat with Barric every evening after Aoife finally began
to sleep through the night. Together they watched the evening fade
from blue-edged pink to dark lavender, which was as close to night
as Faery came in its slightly more Seelie environs. Someone had
moved a velvet-covered sofa onto the parabola when it was noticed
how often Dion stood there, and Barric and Dion shared it; Barric’s
long legs propped on the stone balustrade and Dion curled up beside
him, leaning into his warmth.

They sat so
again tonight, Barric’s head arched back to catch a glimpse of the
faintly glimmering stars and Dion frowning down at her
scarlet-bound wrist where her wedding bands glowed softly in the
mauve half-light. The season was turning. As high in the mountains
as they were, the turn of the season meant heavy snows and many
hours indoors before the massive fireplace that was big enough (or
so Valance, the dourest of the Guardians Dion had yet met, said) to
roast an entire human. The turn of the season also meant that
Barric would soon be gone for three months. Dion had begun to dread
that time more and more as it approached each year; the day that
Barric would be gone once again and the sofa cold and empty beside
her. The castle halls were peopled by Guardians and other Fae, but
although Dion had made tentative friends with some of them, none of
them were quite capable of filling the huge void left by Barric’s
absence. Even Aoife was unsettled and inclined to whine when Barric
was gone, prone to an otherwise unusual irritability. Dion was
never exactly sure what it was that Barric did while he was gone:
she had the impression that he was still quietly moving things
around Faery in accordance with the Guardians’ plans. Whatever it
was, she grudged the time he spent away from her as bitterly as
Aoife did.

The glint of lavender must have
caught Barric’s eye, because Dion saw his eyes flick down at her
wedding bands.

“Do you still
think about him?”

Dion’s hand dropped at once,
tucking beneath the folds of her skirt. She said quietly:
“Sometimes.” She would very much have preferred Barric not to catch
her looking at the bands. Of late there had been a small, delicate
idea in the back of her mind that she had curiously examined in the
silence and privacy of her own thoughts. It said that Barric was
perhaps fonder of her than he had ever acknowledged. Dion, who had
known the sudden brilliance of giddy young love with Padraig in a
dream long ago, had found herself not quite certain of her own
feelings.

No: she was
certain of them. But they had grown so softly and slowly, and
rooted themselves so deeply in her heart that it had taken her far
too long to realise what they were. It occurred to her that perhaps
she had been blind for too long; that Barric’s continued silence
meant he had ceased to hope for more from her than their daily
companionship. Over the last few weeks Dion had tried to convey, as
clearly as someone so shy could convey, that
she would welcome more than friendship. She couldn’t convince
herself that it had had any effect: Barric had been as kind,
thoughtful, and gentle as ever, but he hadn’t shown any sign of
taking advantage of her tentative advances.

It was possible, thought Dion,
her thoughts an uncomfortable mix of uncertainty and slight
embarrassment, that he hadn’t even noticed them. She didn’t think
she was particularly good at hinting. Or making advances, if it
came to that.

She said now: “It’s– it’s part
of me now, but it’s not all of me. It doesn’t eat away at me
anymore.” She turned her eyes on him as she spoke, hoping to show
him by the clarity of her expression that the past had lost its
power to influence her, but Barric’s eyes were dwelling
meditatively on the stone eagle.

A shadow passed behind them,
and Dion, looking instinctively over her shoulder, caught the cold,
unfriendly glance of Valance as he passed the stone-hewn window
that framed their parabola.

“I don’t
think Valance approves of me,” she said, willing to turn the
subject. Valance’s disapproval wasn’t the gut-wrenching thing it
had been when she first arrived in the mountains, but it still made
her uncomfortable.

“It’s me that
Valance doesn’t approve of,” Barric said coolly. “He doesn’t
approve of me keeping company with a human. And he doesn’t approve
of the Broken Sword keeping company with a mere
Guardian.”

“But–” Dion
found herself stifling a giggle. “But that means he’d disapprove no
matter what.”

Barric nodded, smiling faintly.
He seemed preoccupied.

Dion, after a brief moment of
silence, said quietly: “I suppose you’ll be gone tomorrow?”

“Yes.”
Barric’s eyes met hers for a fleeting moment before they went back
to the eagle. “I’ve arranged something for you while I’m
gone.”

Dion said curiously:
“Arranged?” Barric, as well as failing to acknowledge her advances,
had been less present than usual over the last few weeks. Was this
what he had been up to?

“I’ve been
trying to resurrect an old piece of magic,” he said. “Yesterday, I
succeeded. Do you remember the mirror?”

Her gasp was a hint of vapour
on the cold air. “You– you made it work again?”

“Your thread
of magic was still running through it. If Aerwn is there, you’ll be
able to talk to her. It’s best not to hope too much,
but–”

“She’ll be
there,” Dion said, with certainty. If she knew her sister, it would
sooner or later occur to Aerwn to put the mirror put into her own
chambers on the off chance that one day communications would be
resumed with Faery– if only to thoroughly eviscerate Barric
verbally for her sister’s death.

“It’s ready
now,” he said. “I’m content. Go and see your sister if you
can.”

Dion looked up at him through
her lashes, but didn’t move. “When are you leaving? Tonight?”

“Yes,” said
Barric.

“I’ll try to see Aerwn tomorrow,” she said. Her heart was
beating a slightly faster rhythm. It was now or never; because
Barric would be gone tomorrow and if she didn’t say it now she
would never again have the courage. “Back there,” she said, her
hand flicking vaguely. She always seemed to call the human world
‘back there’, as if it wasn’t quite real any more. Perhaps
it wasn’t quite real any more. “I told you I loved
you.”

Barric smiled down at her. “I
remember.”

Dion drew in a breath, her
heart ticking in her ears, faster and faster. “Well, I still
do.”

“I know,”
said Barric, his large hand covering hers and pressing
gently.

“No, you
don’t,” said Dion, her tongue tied and her face growing warmer. “I
mean, it’s different. It has been different for a little while now.
That is, it– it c-can be different. If– if you want.”

Barric, as still as she had
ever seen him, didn’t reply. Nor did he look up from his rather
frozen study of the eagle pelmet when she leaned up to kiss his
cheek. Dion stood abruptly, with the sickening thought that she had
been entirely mistaken, and hurried away across the parabola to
hide her burning face in the welcome shadows of the stone
halls.

She didn’t hear the step that
fell, but she knew the familiar warmth behind her before Barric
turned her around, his hands on her shoulders and then cupping her
face. His dark eyes were glowing with a soft, triumphant light, his
chest rising and falling just a little too quickly. She had seen
that look from him before: the day of the Binding, when she had
come back from the dead. It was a look that said something else had
come back from the dead tonight.

He lowered his head and kissed
her, his fingers threaded through her hair, then pulled back to
smile at her. “I knew I had to wait, but I didn’t know how long. I
didn’t mean to make you unhappy.”

“I thought it
had taken me too long to understand,” Dion said, her relief bright
and warm. “I thought you might not love me anymore.”

“I have loved
you,” he said. “I will love you.”

“I’ve loved
you, too,” said Dion, her hand rising to touch his cheek. Barric
kissed her fingers, his eyes still on her face. “Though I didn’t
know it until a little while ago.”

The night was
cool and the velvet of the sofa was warm, and when Barric led her
back out onto the parabola, Dion didn’t object. They sat together
contentedly in the crystal air of Faery night, and she said: “Does
this mean you’re not leaving tonight?” She couldn’t keep the hope
from springing up, as vain as she knew it to be.

She saw
Barric smile, his eyes warm. “No. It can’t be avoided. But I will
be quick.” He kissed her, sweet and lingering. “I will be
very quick.” Another kiss, and an almost crushing hug. “And when
I get back, we will talk.”
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A Tale of
Carmine & Fancy

 


Somewhere in the depths of
Faery, rather more to the Unseelie than the Seelie, there was a
moderately sized castle. Despite its modest size it was about as
ostentatiously gilded as is possible for a castle to be whilst
retaining some semblance of believability as a fortified
dwelling.

In the depths of that castle was an equally
ornate suite, and in that suite was a beautiful room with a great,
round, starry portal of crystal open to display the perennially
moonlit Unseelie Sky. Below the portal was a massive bed with
cool silk sheets, a fat swansdown duvet, and more pillows than
could possibly be said to be practical. The owner of said castle,
suite, room, and bed was fast asleep on top of the duvet as if he’d
thrown himself there, careless of the richness of his
surroundings.

Within the circle of the
room a clock was chiming twelve bells. Despite the chimes, the Fae
on the bed showed no signs of stirring, but his stillness now
seemed to hold more of an attitude of determined, rather than
actual, somnolence. When the last chime had sent its golden tones
through the room, the door to the bedroom opened. A tall, straight
figure swept through the door in a businesslike manner, her skirts
whispering against the floor, and the Fae on the bed
stiffened.

“It’s time to get up, my
lord.”

A groan.

“It’s no good sulking
about it.”

Another groan.

“And it’s no good refusing
to speak, either: I know you’re awake.”

A tousled head emerged from the depths of
the mounded pillows. “Who told you,” demanded the lord of the
castle, “to wake me up at this disgustingly early hour?”

“Actually, it’s past
noon,” said the lady, her calm unimpaired. “And your visitor told
me to wake you. A rather large gentleman with an even larger
sword.”

The lord’s eyes narrowed on her. “I believe
I told you to kick Barric out if he ever came back.”

“You did, my lord,” agreed
the lady.

“Then why did you let him in?”

“For one thing, he’s much
bigger than I am,” said the lady, with a touch of pink to her
cheeks, “and for another, I couldn’t get the door closed quickly
enough. He told me to tell you to guard your own door next time.
Oh, and he mentioned that if you’re not down in ten minutes, he’s
going to come up and fetch you.”

She swept to one side, neatly avoiding the
lord’s frantic leap out of bed, and serenely remained where she was
while he frantically searched the cluttered room.

He growled:
“Help me,
Fancy!”

Fancy cleared her throat. “My lord?”

He looked up wildly, his eyes falling on the
shirt that dangled by its collar from Fancy’s forefinger. “You were
hiding that!”

“I
don’t have to
hide it,” said Fancy. Her eyes flicked up and down his bare chest
in a manner sufficiently governessy to make the lord’s eyes flash
dangerously. “You hardly ever wear a shirt: I’m surprised you even
know where they’re kept. This one needs washing, by the
way.”

“How can it need washing
if I never wear it?” argued the lord. “It will certainly do for
Barric, however. What do you think, Fancy? Shall I comb my hair, or
is artfully rumpled a look to be desired?”

“I think that if you’re
not downstairs in half a minute, Barric will be coming through that
door,” said Fancy.

The sound of explosive muttering filtered
through the lord’s shirt as he struggled into it. Fancy didn’t so
much as blink: she merely held open the door to the suite so that
his lordship Carmine Nightshade, lord of Glasslight Canton and Duke
of the Wandering Hollys, could stumble through it with his head
still stuck in his shirt.

Carmine had managed to
emerge from his shirt by the time he reached the grand stairs. That
was possibly just as well, since the grand staircase was an
exercise in the most whimsical of Fae architecture: a series of
floating steps in crystal as clear as the dawn, suspended by
nothing and supported by nothing but the most unnoticeable of
magics. Still, he paid the treacherous stairs as little heed as if
he had still been
struggling within his shirt, causing Fancy, who was following
behind in a much more sedate manner, to flick her eyes toward the
ceiling and sigh. No one, looking at Carmine, would have guessed
that he had had to be picked up from the bottom of the stairs
several times this cycle already. Carmine took very good care that
no one did, either. As much as the stairs, was Carmine an exercise
in the most whimsy that Faery had to offer.

Now, ignoring the last few
steps and leaping lightly down to the main hall, he threw a look
that was as wary as it was comprehensive, around white-marbled
area.

“Carmine,” said a deep
voice, in greeting. The door to the drawing room was obscure with
shadow. That shadow resolved and solidified into the form of a very
large, dark-skinned Fae, the double-grip of his greatsword rising
in an inky blot over his left shoulder. He had to duck his head to
fit beneath the lintel of the door.

“What
have you been doing to my Fancy?” demanded Carmine, trying to
pretend he wasn’t out of breath. “She was
ruffled. Fancy is never ruffled.”

“I picked her up,” said
the other Fae.

“I won’t
have you picking up my servants willy-nilly,” said Carmine.
“Especially Fancy. She’s the only one I’ve got who has her feet on the
ground and I won’t have her corrupted.”

The other Fae shrugged.
“She was in the way and I didn’t want to hurt her.”

“You
didn’t have to hold me quite
so tightly,” said Fancy’s voice. She was still
descending the stairs in a carefully lady-like
way.

The huge Fae gave her a
considering look that, to Carmine’s obvious annoyance, made her
blush faintly. “I didn’t want you to hurt me, either,” he
said.

“What do you think she was
going to do?” demanded Carmine. “Scold you into
submission?”

“Would you care for tea,
my lords?” asked Fancy, coming to a deferential halt at the base of
the stairs. She seemed not to hear Carmine’s remark, but one long
finger tapped against her leg where it was hidden in the folds of
her skirt.

“Good heavens, no!” said
Carmine. “Champagne, of course. Barric?”

“Tea, thank you,” said
Barric. He bowed to Fancy, and she swept him a brief curtsey in
return before disappearing down the great hall.

“What
did I just tell
you about ruffling Fancy?” said Carmine, in
annoyance.

Barric merely said: “Are you coming in, or
do I have to fetch you?”

“My champagne isn’t here
yet,” complained Carmine. He sauntered carelessly through the door,
but said as he did so: “It’s too early in the morning to deal with
your disgusting energy without champagne.”

“I apologise,” Barric
said, and shut the door.

It would be incorrect to say that once the
door closed, Carmine’s demeanour changed completely. His eyes
certainly looked more alert, but he threw himself bonelessly onto a
ruby-red sofa as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

“What’s the word, big
man?”

“It’s time,” said
Barric.

Carmine shrugged. “Oh
well. I knew it was coming, I suppose. What do you
need?”

“Do you still have the
shard?”

“You ask that as though
it’s a rhetorical question.”

The very air seemed to
grow still. Barric said, very quietly: “Do you mean that you
do not have the
shard?”

“Let’s be honest, big
man,” said Carmine. “Is it really something that someone like me
should be trusted with?”

“Until now, I’d always
thought so. Where is the shard?”

“You
can’t have thought so,” Carmine said. “I told you I wasn’t to be
trusted. I told you I was being watched. Actually, I thought that
the words ‘I am not a trustworthy
person’ and ‘since when does Unseelie help anyone’ were warning enough without my direct refusal to guard the
shard. Obviously I was wrong.”

“Where is the
shard?”

“And now that I come to
think of it, I don’t know why you brought it to me in the first
place. You must have known what I’d say.”

“Where. Is. The.
Shard?”

“Now, there’s the rub. I don’t know with absolute
certainty.”

“Carmine.”

Carmine still lay at ease on the sofa, but
his eyes were watchful. “Don’t do anything you’ll regret, Big
Man.”

“I won’t regret it,” said
Barric, and took a step forward.

“Your refreshment, my
lords,” said a cool voice by the door. Fancy was just slipping
through it, her skirts brushing lightly against the
wood.

Barric, looking very surprised, said: “How
did you open that?”

“That’s what I’d like to
know, too,” agreed Carmine. “She always manages to do that, and
I’ve no idea how. She’s not especially magical, you
know.”

“How much did you
hear?”

“I never hear anything
unless I’m supposed to hear it,” said Fancy. “Will you take a cup,
my lord?”

“No,” said Barric. “I’ve
something more important to attend to.”

Fancy’s step wasn’t hurried, but she somehow
managed to be between Carmine and Barric the next minute, her tray
primly in front of her.

“Don’t be like that, big
man,” said Carmine, leaning his head around her skirts. He filched
the crystal glass from Fancy’s tray as he did so. “Drink some tea.
You’ll feel much better.”

“I’d rather you didn’t
hurt him,” Fancy remarked. “He complains such a lot when he’s
injured.”

“How appallingly rude,”
said Carmine, sitting back with his champagne glass. “Fancy, you
don’t appreciate me. I appreciate you. You should learn to be more
reciprocative.”

Barric’s shoulders relaxed a little. He
could even have been smiling a little—it was hard to tell, with the
scar that ran across his face—as he accepted the cup that Fancy
proffered once again.

“Would you excuse us,
lady?”

“Will you hurt
him?”

“I think not.”

As Carmine sipped from his glass, Fancy
looked at Barric in silence. “Very well,” she said, and swept out
of the room again.

As the door closed behind
her, Carmine said, in tones of outrage, “This isn’t champagne!
Fancy, where is my champagne? Fancy–!”

“Carmine,” said Barric.
“Out of respect for a lady, I will not pummel you until you tell me
what I want to know. Instead, I will ask once again: Where is the
shard?”

“How
appallingly rude!” Carmine said again. “She waited until I was
fearful of my life, and escaped before I knew what she’d done.
Don’t put the tea down, Big Man! I told you– I don’t know
exactly where it is. It
could be in Avernse, or it could be in
Montalier.”

“Carmine–”

“I sent it off with
someone,” he added blithely. He took another sip of the liquid in
his champagne glass, winced, and put it down again. “It was safer
with her. As to what she’s done with it, well, who knows? She’s the
sort to know what it is she’s looking at– and if she doesn’t, she
tends to find out. Not like Fancy. Fancy is very restful that way:
she does what you tell her to do—well, most of the time—and she
doesn’t ask uncomfortable questions.”

Barric was silent for quite some time. When
he spoke again, it was to say, more mildly: “Very well. There’s
nothing to be done about that. We’ll have to begin with the others
and go on from there. We could use you in the fight, Carmine.”

“No, you couldn’t,” said
Carmine frankly. “I’d get in the way and then be slaughtered
messily. No, thank you.”

“You used to be a lot more
useful.”

“That was before the
Unseelie put spies in my canton,” Carmine said, with a glittering,
humourless smile. “It may surprise you to know, Big Man, that I’m
now a marked Fae. If I go anywhere but my own Canton, I’ll be fair
game to any Fae with a sword or a spell quick enough.”

“I see,” said Barric. “In
that case, we’ll do what we can without you. I’ll be off to the
human world in two days: I’ll come back before that, if I
can.”

“I’d rather you didn’t,
Big Man,” said Carmine lazily. “I’ve done my part in this little
game, and I’d rather live a peacefully cowardly life from now
on.”

“That’s a shame,” Barric
said. If Carmine had been looking at Barric’s face instead of at
the glass in his own hand, he would have seen the grim sort of
amusement there. “It would have been useful–”

“I don’t like to be
useful,” Carmine warned. “I like to be comfortable.”

“I wasn’t talking about
you,” said Barric, and the amusement in his face had grown. “I was
talking about Fancy. I’d take her with me if I thought she’d leave
you.”

Carmine sat bolt upright. “No! I won’t have
you trying to turn Fancy’s head. She’s mine, and she’s not allowed
to help anyone but me.”

“Yes, she told me
something similar,” Barric nodded. “If you change your mind about
helping–”

“I won’t.”

“–if you change your mind
about helping, I’ll be outside Harlech with the Llassarian
princesses in two days’ time. We’ve still several shards to find,
and you’ve got a stake in this fight.”

“No, I don’t,” said
Carmine firmly. “I refuse to have a stake in it. I’m quite happy
keeping my head down and pretending that those obvious little spies
aren’t really that obvious.”

“Very well,” Barric said.
“Then I’ll not see you again.”

Carmine sipped at his drink again by
accident, and grimaced. “I certainly hope not.” He didn’t rise when
Barric nodded his farewell and ducked through the door: in fact, he
didn’t move for a good fifteen minutes, until an unwelcome thought
seemed to occur to him. He bolted to his feet and strode from the
room, hauling off his shirt as he went. “Fancy! Fancy!”

There was a distinct quietness to the marble
hall, suggesting that any staff within earshot didn’t dare to
answer a summons that was not for them. Nor did Fancy appear in her
usual prompt manner. Carmine, his eyes dangerously narrow, shouted
again: “Fancy! If I have to come and find you–!”

“What will you do?” asked
Fancy from behind him, in some interest.

Carmine spun. “Fancy! There you are!”

Fancy looked at him in a pained sort of a
way. “You couldn’t keep your shirt on for longer than half an
hour?”

“A physique as thoroughly
gorgeous as mine shouldn’t be hidden for longer than a moment,”
Carmine pronounced. “You’re just lucky I choose to wear breeches,
Fancy. I could walk around in my small-clothes and be considered a
work of art. A work of art, Fancy!”

“I suppose I should be
thankful for small mercies,” muttered Fancy. “My lord, is Barric
gone?”

“Yes, thank goodness!” He
looked at her suspiciously and said: “He didn’t try to take you
with him?”

“He did, but I declined.
I’m under oath to you.”

“Is that why you didn’t
answer me when I called? You were rubbing shoulders with
Barric?”

“I didn’t answer when you
called because I was attending to something else,” said Fancy. “My
lord, why would I ask if Barric had gone if he was talking to me? I
would have known he was gone.”

“What were you attending
to?”

“I was changing,” Fancy
said.

Carmine’s eyes flicked up and down her
length. “So you were,” he said, more mildly. “When did he try to
convince you to accompany him, then, Fancy?”

“Earlier,” said Fancy. “My
lord, would you like me to assist you on with your
shirt?”

“No, I wouldn’t, Fancy! I
won’t be mothered! If I wish to stride about my domain naked, I
have every right to do so!”

“Oh, good grief,” muttered
Fancy.

“And I
won’t have you tut-tutting
at me under your breath,
either.”

“There’s no reason to be
cross with me because you’re out of sorts with yourself, my lord,”
Fancy said. “Earlier, Barric mentioned that you might be leaving
with him.”

“Oh, he did, did
he?”

“If you wanted to go with
him, there’s still time.”

“I don’t want to go with
Barric.”

“And there’s no need to
feel bad because you’ve refused to help your friend.”

“He’s
not my friend. Barric is the opposite of
friendly.”

“And of
course–”

“Fancy!”

“My lord?” Fancy’s brows
were raised, her expression just slightly enquiring.

Carmine stared at her in brooding silence
for a few moments. He said: “I’m going back to bed.”

 


From high in the sky, the
Glasslight Canton is a thing of glittering beauty. There are the
Wandering Hollies, for once meandering quite close to the castle,
moonlight reflecting off their smooth leaves, and there is the
Glass Mountain, a diamond-bright patch of reflected starlight and
moonlight. There are the woodlands, which would be a vast sprawl of
velvet darkness if it weren’t for the network of pinpoint lights
dancing in the dark, and all around that is the sudden and complete
darkness of the next canton. There is the castle, right in the
centre, with a single point of light gleaming bright into the
sky—the crystal roof of the lord’s bedroom suite—and there, all
around the castle, that shifting mass of alternating silver and
gold that is as large as a sea– that is the combined might of Seelie
and Unseelie, brought to bear against the Glasslight Castle and
Carmine, Lord of Glasslight Canto and Duke of the Wandering
Hollies.

Within the castle, things are inclined to be
darker. Carmine’s bedroom, for instance, was deep in darkness,
pierced only by the soft Faelight that was currently dangling from
Fancy’s fingers.

“I think you should get
up, my lord.”

A muffled voice said:
“Don’t be ridiculous, it’s still dark.”

“It generally is, in the
Unseelie Cantons,” said Fancy.

A groan. “Rub my temples for me, Fancy.”

“I think not, my lord.
You’re not wearing a shirt, and you’re inclined to be dangerous
when you’re not wearing a shirt.”

Carmine opened one eye. “I’m usually without
a shirt, I think you’ll find, Fancy.”

“Exactly, my lord,” said
Fancy. “You should perhaps take a moment to look out the
window.”

“Fancy,” Carmine said
silkily. Both eyes were open now, but they were distinctly narrow.
“You made a certain oath to me when I brought you to–”

“Kidnapped,” corrected
Fancy.

“When I
br– kidnapped?
You wanted to come!”

“You didn’t know that
then. My lord, I really think you should look out the
window.”

“Regardless,” said
Carmine, with great coldness, “you made me an oath. You promised to
be mine and obey me all your mortal life. I mention it because I
think you’ve forgotten it.”

“Oh no!”
Fancy said, smiling faintly in the glow of Faelight. “I remember it
very clearly. I was very careful how I worded it, so I’m quite
sure. I made an oath in three parts: that I would serve you until
death, that I would be only yours, and that I would always do what
was best for you. Champagne for breakfast is not what is best for you, nor is
encouraging you to lie abed and massaging your
temples.”

“Who is teaching all these
humans how to make oaths?” demanded Carmine pettishly. He sat up.
“Fancy, my head hurts!”

“I’m certain that the Fae
don’t get drunk,” said Fancy. “That being the case, I can only
imagine that your head hurts from pure contrariness. I will also
add that there seems to be a rather large army gathered around the
castle, and ask you yet again to come and see for
yourself.”

Carmine tumbled from the bed and to his feet
in one effortless roll, his eyes bright and clear, and strode
across to the window. That made Fancy smile again as she drew the
curtains aside for him. “I see that you’re awake, my lord.”

Carmine’s eyes flicked to hers for a silent
moment, and then back to the seething silver and gold army below.
“So it’s begun,” he said, beneath his breath.

“Some time ago, actually,”
said Fancy. “You’ve slept through most of it. I thought they could
occupy themselves quietly outside without bothering us, but now
they’ve started making a noise.”

A deep, echoing crash from below bore out
her words.

“Is that my front
gate?”

“I
imagine so,” Fancy said. “I don’t think they’ll be able to break
through it, though. You did
reinforce it last cycle, didn’t
you?”

“Of course I did,” said
Carmine, though he looked slightly uneasy. He looked Fancy up and
down, taking in her unchanged clothes, and added: “Haven’t you been
to bed?”

“No,” said Fancy, edging
aside the drapes with one finger to look at the mass below. “I’ve
been rather busy.”

“Fancy,” said Carmine.
“I’d like to know exactly how much you k–”

There was another crash
from somewhere below stairs: heavy, bone-shaking, and certain.
Fancy let the drapes drop. “You didn’t reinforce the gate! My
lord!”

Carmine cleared his
throat. “It was an even chance either way. I could have done it, but then again,
I could have
decided that it was a lovely day and too nice to be spent in
archaic and almost entirely useless magic.”

“It doesn’t seem so
useless to me, my lord.”

“Well, neither does it to
me, now!” protested Carmine. “That’s the benefit of hindsight,
Fancy!”

Only by the smallest wince did Fancy betray
her unease. “We should be going now, I think.”

“A sensible idea,” agreed
Carmine. “We’d best take the secret passage: follow me closely, or
you’ll get lost.”

“Yes, my lord,” said
Fancy, and followed him from the room.

In the corridor, Carmine
said frowningly: “It’s too quiet. Where are the other
staff?”

“I sent them away,” Fancy
said. “I didn’t think you’d like for them to be killed.”

“No,” said Carmine, “but
I’d really rather not be killed myself, Fancy! I can’t help feeling
that you might have thought of that before you sent away my guards
as well. A dashing scar or two in the line of duty is all very
well, but I have my face to think of, and I don’t think the mass
out there is interested in taking prisoners.”

“Then you should have
reinforced the gate when you said you were going to,” said Fancy
pointedly, throwing a swift glance over her shoulder. She added:
“Besides, you don’t need your guards: you’ve got me.”

“That,”
said Carmine, with great coldness, “would be very useful if I were
thinking of serving them tea or scolding them into submission. I’d
rather have them dead enough not to hurt me, thank you.
This way,
Fancy.”

They were scarcely three steps around the
corner when two well-armed Fae turned into the same corridor and
saw them. Carmine whitened, his fingers dripping with scarlet
magic, and said: “Don’t worry, Fancy. I’m sure my magic will get
through their magic-resistant armour before they slaughter us.”

“Carmine,” said Fancy,
with another of those momentary winces. “Please get out of my
way.”

It was perhaps her business-like voice that
made the lord turn around. She had already unbuttoned the three
buttons that lined her skirt at the left thigh, and was securing
the material somewhere at the back. Carmine’s dazed eyes took in,
at one glance, the light boots, the breeches, and—most
importantly—the twin knives that were sheathed to either leg.

“Fancy,” he said. “This
makes things very difficult for me.”

“We’ll talk about it
later,” Fancy said. “Behind me, please.”

“With pleasure,” said
Carmine, and ducked behind her.

Fancy threw him a brief look over her
shoulder. “Further away. These knives are longer than they look,
and my reach is certainly longer than it looks.”

The Fae weren’t in a hurry. They waited,
with faintly mocking smiles, while Carmine hastily stepped back a
few paces further, and they even waited while Fancy drew her long
knives.

“Give up pleasantly,” said
one of them. “You’re good and hearty, and you’ve got a good set to
you. You’ll train well. We only want the traitor.”

Fancy said over her shoulder: “I’ve never
been particularly pleasant, have I, my lord?”

“Not particularly,” agreed
Carmine.

“There you go.” Fancy
smiled insincerely at both Fae. “And if it comes to that, the only
way you’re going to lay a finger on my lord is by going through
me.”

“Ah,” sighed the Fae who
had spoken earlier. “It’s like slaughtering a good dog. Is the
traitor worth your life?”

Carmine peered around
Fancy’s skirts. “I object to the term traitor!”

“Of course,” said Fancy.
“Isn’t it the part of a good dog to die by its master’s side? Will
you begin, or must I?”

As leisurely as they had been before, were
the Fae lightning fast when they had decided upon action. The first
lunged forward, light and deadly, his blade darting for her heart,
and Fancy spun in a scraping of blades. The Fae saw his blade
slicked up and away just far enough to slice past Fancy’s neck by a
hair’s-breadth, his eyes following as she curled in close with him,
shoulder to shoulder, but he never saw the second blade that sliced
off his head as Fancy completed her spin and embraced his shoulders
from behind. The Fae’s body stood still for a moment, held fast
about the shoulders in the grim parody of a friendly embrace,
before Fancy let it drop. The Fae’s head bounced across the carpet,
spurting blood, and came to rest at Carmine’s feet.

“Fancy!” howled Carmine. “There
is blood on
my breeches!”

“I apologise, my lord,”
said Fancy, her knives moving very slightly in the air. She turned
back to face the other Fae fully, her eyes locking with his, and he
smiled.

“Come to me, sister,” he
said, and there was a surprised sort of respect to his
voice.

This time, Fancy made the first move, a
swift feint to the right that didn’t shift the Fae. Instead, he
caught her back-slashing left knife, disengaged, and shoved her
backward. Fancy moved with the shove and landed lightly, her blades
dancing at her sides and her knees just a little bent. Carmine, who
had been caught in horrified fascination by the head at his feet,
now forgot about it entirely and sat down with his mouth open to
watch Fancy.

There wasn’t a great deal left to watch: the
second Fae followed his shove with a brief, slashing sally that
bloomed red as Fancy cut through it with one knife and slid her
second up and between his ribs at the side where his chest-piece
ended. The Fae vomited blood and fell forward as Fancy stepped
swiftly back, disengaging her blades. She nudged him with the toe
of her boot, but he was already dead, so she wiped the blood away
on his short cloak and resheathed her knives.

She looked expectantly at Carmine, but he
was still gazing up at her, his face entirely fascinated. She
prompted: “We should go, my lord.”

“I think I’m in love,”
Carmine murmured.

“You can’t be,” Fancy
said. “Remember that you don’t fall in love with women who aren’t
beautiful. I could never match your plumage.”

“That’s true,” agreed
Carmine, “but isn’t it the female who has the brown plumage, after
all? You–”

“My lord,” said Fancy.
“There are at least three other windows along this hall. If there
are going to be two Fae climbing through each of them, we’ll
shortly be outnumbered.”

Carmine stood swiftly. “A very good point,
Fancy. How many windows are there before we get to the stairs?”

“Too many,” said Fancy,
and led the way.

Still, there were no more Fae between them
and the stairs, and by the time the crystal landing was in sight,
Carmine let out a breath of relief. “The stairs,” he said. “Nearly
there, Fancy!”

“I think not,” said Fancy,
coming to a stop at the upper landing. Carmine, catching up with
her, saw what she had seen: the hall below was already crowded with
Fae. There were at least fifteen Fae there, mixed Seelie and
Unseelie, and a good half of them were wearing the same
magic-resistant armour that the other Fae had been
wearing.

Fancy hissed regretfully. “Oh, that’s
unfortunate. Do stay behind me, my lord, and if it looks like
they’re about to surround me–”

“I’ll jump into the hall
and run for the passage alone, leaving you to die?” suggested
Carmine pleasantly. “Thank you so much. Just what I was thinking.”
He leaned over the edge of the landing, and before Fancy could stop
him, called out affably: “Isn’t this a charming sight? Seelie and
Unseelie working together for the good of Faery! So unlike the
Seelie Fae earlier: they tried to steal a march on everyone by
sneaking through a window. Tsk tsk. Shocking.”

The two lead Fae looked at each other,
silver glowering and gold suspicious, and then up at Carmine.

“You’re lying, traitor,”
said the Unseelie Fae.

“We can throw you their
heads, if you like,” Carmine said. “Well, Fancy can. I don’t like
to touch them: they’re a bit messy.”

The Seelie Fae said, with the slightest
glance at his Unseelie counterpart: “Seelie and Unseelie are
working together.”

“You should tell that to
your men,” Carmine pointed out. “They look very uncomfortable to
me. Oh, look! That one seems to be drawing his sword.”

It was the Seelie Fae
furthest toward the back who moved first. His sword was already
half-drawn, and as his hand wavered, the slightest sound of sword
against scabbard rasped through the silent room. Swords were drawn
in an instant, and the floor below became an instant
melee, silver clashing
with gold, and scarlet staining the whole.

“You’re welcome, Fancy,” said Carmine, and bowed. Fancy grabbed him by the
wrist mid-bow and dragged him down the stairs, much to his
protestation. “Fancy! Fancy, we’re supposed to go
away from the Fae with
swords!”

“We need the passage,”
Fancy said tersely, slapping away a blade that came too, and
shoving Carmine behind her again. “This is the best chance we’ll
get. Quick!”

“Why do you know where the
passage is?” groaned Carmine, tugged into a run again. “Am I master
of this castle, or am I not?”

Fancy said soothingly: “Of course you are,
my lord. Duck, please. Oh, sorry.”

“Blood again! If this
doesn’t come out of my hair, Fancy–!”

“I’ll wash it for you
later,” said Fancy, with a commendable lack of
exasperation.

Carmine, brightening, said: “All right,
then,” and allowed himself to be pushed through the closest door
without objecting.

“Quickly,” Fancy said,
dragging him across the room. “Whatever Fae are left of that lot
will be after us as soon as they pick themselves up.”

“It’s all very well to say
that when you’ve shut us into a room with only one exit,” remarked
Carmine. “But since you’re suddenly a terrifying beauty with blades
and know about my own personal secret escape passage, I suppose you
have some way of getting us out of here.”

“Everyone knows about your personal
secret passage,” muttered Fancy.

“Good heavens, not that
one.” Carmine looked at her more closely. “You don’t know about the
real one, then? What a relief! I was beginning to think I’d
welcomed a spy to my bosom.”

“You’ve always welcomed
spies to your bosom,” said Fancy. “You say it’s the best place to
keep them. And I do know about the other passage, but we haven’t
got time to get there.”

“Then how will we
escape?”

Fancy, who was busy
pushing at spots on the wallpaper, said: “We won’t. We’re going to
hide for a while, then we’ll escape. There’s another passageway closer by. Oh, here
we go!”

Carmine stared blankly at the hole that had
so suddenly appeared in the wall. “This isn’t a passage. Not even
for a brownie.”

“That’s what I just said,”
nodded Fancy. “We’re going to hide. In you get, my lord. Squash up,
please: we both have to fit.”

“If we must, we must,”
said Carmine, wriggling his brows.

 


Silence. Silence and darkness. Outside the
hidey-hole, Fae searched Glasslight Castle, magic seeking and
searching through nooks and crannies, passing from room to
room.

Inside the hidey-hole, the darkness
remained, but the silence was broken.

“How long have you been
serving me now, Fancy?”

A sigh. “Is it important, my lord?”

“I suppose not,” said
Carmine. “But I thought we might as well have some conversation if
we’re just waiting around to die.”

“I’ve been serving you for
five years now,” Fancy said. “And we’re not going to die. We’re
going to escape through to the human world and keep out of sight
for a little while. I know that will be very difficult for you,
but–”

“There’s no need to make
such a small space stuffy with that amount of sarcasm,” Carmine
protested. “I’m not sure I approve of your carrying knives, Fancy.
It makes you too sharp.”

“I was always sharp,”
Fancy said. “You only notice it more now because you thought my
tongue was the only sharp thing about me.”

“Patently false,” declared
Carmine. “I’ve always had an immense amount of respect for the
sharpness of your elbows as well. Do you think they’ve gone? Shall
I fetch us a little bit of light?”

“You might as well,” said
Fancy. “They won’t be able to sense it with all the other magic
that’s going off in the castle at the moment. Goodness: they’re
being a bit loud, aren’t they?”

“Other
ma– what other
magic?”

“All those little things
I’ve been asking you to enchant for the past cycle,” said Fancy.
“It’s like little firecrackers going off all over the castle.
They’ve already stopped looking at the minor ones, I’ll
wager.”

She leaned forward to press her ear against
the wall opposite the hidden entrance, just barely avoiding
Carmine’s bare chest, and he said: “Not that I’m complaining,
Fancy, but isn’t the entrance on your side? If you wanted to get
closer to me, you only had to ask. On a side-note, have you always
smelled of cardamom, or is this a special occasion?”

“That’s
probably because of the knives, too,” said Fancy callously. “I’ve
heard it said that the senses become especially sensitive in the
face of mortal danger. I’m wearing the same perfume I’ve worn since
I was a little girl. And I’m listening to this side because
this is the side we’ll
need to leave by.”

Their eyes met for a moment, and Fancy
looked away almost immediately, shifting position so that she was
gazing at the darkness behind Carmine instead. By contrast, Carmine
continued to gaze at Fancy, his eyes thoughtful and slightly
speculative, and Fancy’s shoulders grew tense.

At last, his fingers leaving little dots of
red magic where they tapped against the floor of the hole, Carmine
said idly: “On another side-note, why are so many Fae and so much
magic passing this convenient little hole entirely by?”

Fancy gave the smallest snort, and relaxed
infinitesimally. “Fae. Always thinking they’re so clever. They’re
passing it by because they’re looking for magic: concealing magic,
transport magic, tunnelling magic. They’re not looking for
mechanical entrances and exits because it never occurs to their
brilliant and highly intelligent minds that anything unmagical can
possibly be as good as something magical.”

“I’d object, but it’s
true,” remarked Carmine, and a small ribbon of ruby magic flared up
between them. “Fancy, am I sitting on a pack?”

“Probably,” said Fancy,
without looking. She was still listening intently at the wall. “I
pushed it in from this side, and you were first in.”

“You had a pack in here,
ready for us?”

“Ready for you. Do you
mind not putting that flicker right in my face, my
lord?”

“Yes, I do mind. You’ve
been a very deceitful serf, and I want to see if you’re hiding any
more secrets.”

Fancy continued to gaze at the space over
his shoulder, ostensibly listening carefully. “I’m not hiding any
more secrets. Check your pack to make sure it has everything you
need.”

“Unless it has champagne
in it, I’m quite certain it doesn’t,” remarked Carmine, but he
opened the pack with fingers that ran ruby with magic. “Where’s
your pack, Fancy?”

“I have everything I need
with me,” said Fancy, shifting slightly. “It’s getting quieter out
there, my lord. We’ll be able to move soon.”

Carmine, who was investigating the contents
of the pack, complained: “Why is there a shirt in this pack? You
could have fit at least one bottle of champagne in here!”

“Because I was quite
certain that you wouldn’t have one on when it came time to
run.”

“When it came time to– and
that reminds me! How long have you been colluding with
Barric?”

“That?” Fancy took her ear
away from the wall at last. “A few years now, I should think. He
was worried that something like this would happen, and took me into
his confidence. We’ve had reason to fight together once, so he
knows what I’m capable of.”

Carmine, indignantly, said: “You belong to
me, Fancy, and I won’t have you flirting with other Fae!”

“It was fighting, not
flirting,” Fancy said dryly.

“With Barric, that is
flirting. You’re not to fight with him any more.”

“You’re the one who told
me to keep him from the door if he came again.”

“Then I take it back,”
muttered Carmine. “Anyway, if the Seelie keep that lot up out
there, it’s not very likely I’ll have a door to my name after
today, so there’s no reason for you to be keeping my door.” An
especially loud crash from somewhere in the extremities of the
castle lent credence to his fears, and Carmine winced. By way of
keeping his mind off the destruction outside, he said: “You’ve
never told me why you decided to come with me that day,
Fancy.”

“You kidnapped me, my
lord.”

“Yes, I
know that. But
with the kind of irritating little charms you had sewn about your
skirts and those knives—which I assume, Fancy, were hidden all the
time in your petticoats!—you could have put up quite the struggle.
You could have killed me without losing too many of those silver
charms.”

“No,” said Fancy slowly.
“I’m quite certain I couldn’t have killed you. If it comes to that,
my lord, why did you choose to take me? There were others in that
room who were trying to break Parrin’s curse– prettier by far than
me, too. I was surprised that you chose me.”

“Obviously I chose you
because I’m a masochist,” muttered Carmine. “I knew you wouldn’t
let me get away with things I shouldn’t get away with, and you were
so straight and tall that I wasn’t afraid of falling in love with
you. I was quite sure you weren’t beautiful enough to tempt
me.”

Fancy gave a soft, unexpected snort of
laughter. “I’ve always been useful that way. It was one of the
considerations I had when I came with you. We can go now, my
lord.”

“Yes, but now things are
more difficult,” complained Carmine. “I was quite sure that you
weren’t beautiful, so I was quite sure I couldn’t possibly be in
love with you, but now I’ve seen you dance with the Fae. It’s no
use pretending you’re not beautiful, now.”

“We can go now, my lord,”
repeated Fancy.

“Yes,
but now I don’t want to go,” said Carmine, a sparkling red trail of his magic
slipping silkily around Fancy’s wrist. “I want to stay and
discuss–”

“Carmine!”

If there had been any remaining Fae in the
next room, they would have seen a section of the wall mysteriously
cave in on itself, and a shirtless Fae tumbling from the hole. They
would have seen, moreover, a tall, flushed human woman climbing out
behind him and unbuckling her sheathed knives from her legs as if
absorbed by the task.

“What are you doing,
Fancy?” demanded Carmine. “There’s no reason to go drawing knives
because I tried to kiss you. Let’s not be
over-dramatic.”

“The irony of you
referring to anyone else as over-dramatic–”

“I
know,” agreed Carmine. “Astounding, isn’t it? Darling Fancy. Please don’t kill
me.”

Fancy threw him an exasperated look. “The
knives aren’t meant to be sheathed at my legs,” she said. “That’s
just where I’ve been keeping them so that no one could see them. I
prefer a cross-draw from the back.”

Carmine, not quite beneath his breath, said:
“I liked them where they were.” Louder, he added: “Where to from
here, Fancy? I only ask since you seem to know the secrets of my
castle better than I do.”

“It’s just down the hall,
in the silver morning room,” said Fancy, fastening the last buckle
of her sheathes. She shrugged her shoulders to test the fit and
nodded decisively. “That should do it, I think. My lord! Wait! I
have to check the hall first!”

She was speaking to an open, empty door.
Carmine, leaving his pack behind, had already wandered into the
hall. Fancy muttered beneath her breath and scooped the pack up as
she passed, stuffing Carmine’s shirt back in. She followed swiftly,
but not so swiftly that she didn’t check the length of the hall,
both ways, before entering the hall. The left was clear. To the
right, a smiling Fae was softly stepping to move within throwing
range of the oblivious Carmine, a knife already raised.

“Carmine!” shrieked
Fancy.

Carmine, ducking instinctively, barely
avoided the first knife. Fancy leapt for her lord, long and low,
and tackled him to the ground with a solid thump, colliding with
the wall. Carmine groaned, but Fancy gave him no time to bewail his
wounds: before either he or the Seelie Fae knew what was happening,
she had Carmine up and through the doorway, panting.

“Bother!” she said,
slamming the door. She looked left and right, and seized on a
rather hefty easy-chair that was within reach, dragging it against
the door. Outside, someone beat against the wood, shouting. “Now
they know where we are. Quick, move as much furniture against the
door as you can manage!”

“Fancy,”
said Carmine, his eyes very narrow, “you called me
Carmine.”

Fancy froze for the slightest moment, but
made herself busy the next by tugging a display cabinet against the
door. “Are you sure, my lord? I don’t think so. Do you think you
could reinforce this with a little magic?”

“I’m very certain,”
Carmine said, his eyes glinting. “And you’ve done it three times,
now. Fancy! Well, I never! That’s tantamount to a declaration of
love, from your dour little lips.”

“We’ll leave my lips out
of this, thank you very much,” Fancy said, with a very slight
pinkness to her cheeks again. “My lord, a little magic, if you
please!”

“All right,” said Carmine,
helping her to move another display cabinet as his magic made
bloody veins over the door. “But I want to discuss this further,
Fancy! Where’s this passageway of yours?”

“Here,” said Fancy,
dragging another chair by its scrollwork top. Instead of taking it
to the door, she kicked it into position against the left-hand
wall. That done, she looked up and down the narrow room, measuring
distance and looking with approval at the arrow-slits that were
opposite the door, the only other opening in the room.

“That won’t do much good,”
opined Carmine. “It’s too spindly. What are you trying to reinforce
over here, anyway?”

“It’s not for
reinforcing,” Fancy told him, and rammed her right knife through
the wallpaper. Ignoring Carmine’s protests, she turned her wrist
sharply, and a vast ticking of clockwork began behind the paper. A
small hole began to form above the top of the chair, spiralling as
it grew, and before long, it was an opening big enough for a
reasonably big Fae to duck through. The tunnel beyond it was
comfortably high, though the edges were rimmed with what looked
suspiciously like iron.

Carmine watched with a grim kind of
helplessness. “I would like to know how you got this in here
without me knowing about it, Fancy.”

“That was the easy part,”
said Fancy, glancing back worriedly at the door. The thumping and
shouting had grown as more Fae beat at it, and there was already a
distinct sense of magic working against Carmine’s spell. “You’d
best get in, my lord. The door won’t hold for very long, and the
passageway will close up again in a few minutes. Once it’s closed,
we won’t be able to use it again.”

“I have to say, Fancy,
that it doesn’t seem like a very useful passageway.”

“It is if you’re trying to
escape from someone who can’t get in,” said Fancy. “It goes
directly to the human world, by the way, so once you’re out, you
should be able to meet with Barric.”

“Leaving aside for a
moment my complete disinterested in meeting with Barric,” began
Carmine, “I would like to know why you keep saying ‘you’ and not
‘we’.”

“You’ll
have to mind the edges of the passageway, too,” said Fancy. There
was a very large thump!
at the door, and the whole was edged with golden
Seelie magic. “Just at the beginning here: they’re iron. You’ll
need the chair to climb in.”

“I saw that, thank you
very much,” Carmine said. “What I want to know is–”

“Climb in now, my lord,”
Fancy said, drawing her knives. “I can’t keep you covered if you’re
running around the room like a cricket. I’d rather have you out of
the way.”

Carmine, muttering, did as
he was told. He could see the spell that was working away at the
door, and he knew better than Fancy how potent it was. Crouching at
the entrance of the passage, just out of reach of the iron edges,
he peered back into the room and said: “Why did you come with me
that day, Fancy? You still haven’t answered me. I know there was
the whole brouhaha with your brother trying to marry you off, but I’m sure you
could have stood up to him. You were already making plans to save
that princeling from his fate.”

“I could have,” said
Fancy, reinforcing the stacked furniture with one boot. “I was
going to, actually. That day– that day when you arrived– it’s what
I was going to do. Are you sure you want to hear this, my lord? You
won’t like it.”

“Fancy.”

“All right,” Fancy said.
Her shoulder was to him, her eyes on the door to their left, and
her blades had already begun to move a little in the air. “I came
with you because the first moment I saw you, I fell in love with
you.”

“Wait,”
said Carmine. “This isn’t what I was expecting. Fancy, do you mean
that you’ve been living with me for five years– that I’ve been
so careful not
to– and that– Fancy!”

“I’d
never fallen in love before,” said Fancy reflectively, her right
foot edging forward in response to a particularly loud
crack! “I was quite old,
even then: thirty years old and never married, or in love. It took
me by surprise.”

“Stop,” said Carmine, his
voice uncertain. “Stop it, Fancy.”

“All right,” Fancy said,
smiling a little. “But you did ask, my lord. I warned you that you
wouldn’t like it.”

“That’s not what I meant.
I meant– you’re telling me this because you think you’re not coming
with me, aren’t you?”

Fancy was silent for a moment. Then she
said: “Perhaps the door will come down after the passage closes.
Perhaps it will come down before. If it comes down before, I’ll be
here to guard the entrance until it closes safely.”

Carmine, in exasperation, said: “I should
have known! Of all the times to choose to tell me that you love– I
won’t be sacrificed to, Fancy!”

“If you try to come out,
I’ll only hit you on the head and put you back in,” said Fancy,
without looking around. “There’s no sacrifice: there’s no future
for Fae and human couples, after all.”

“Not a particularly long
one,” agreed Carmine. “But I’ve heard it’s a sweet one.”

“And when I’m white-haired
and people think I’m your grandmother?”

“I’ll be just as
frightened of your sharp knives and sharper tongue,” said Carmine
promptly. “How will we know the passage is about to
close?”

“It’ll start ticking,”
Fancy told him. There was another crack, and this time, they could
see the glimmer of Seelie and Unseelie through the door. “That will
be the clockwork starting up again.”

“I’ll call out to you when
it starts,” Carmine said. He was breathing too quickly, the breaths
ragged and short. “Make sure you’re close, Fancy. If you’re not
close enough, I’ll jump out again and give the Fae a merry little
chase around the room before I die.”

That did make Fancy look around. “Don’t make
me hit you on the head, Carmine.”

“Try it,” invited
Carmine.

The door cracked one last time, a groaning
creak that it was, and Fancy snuffled a small, exasperated laugh.
She turned and darted for the passage too quickly for Carmine to do
more than instinctively raise one hand in protection, and kissed
him full on the mouth. Carmine overbalanced onto the seat of his
breeches, and was too slow to snatch her back and reciprocate in
full: Fancy was already back in position between the passage and
the door, and meeting the first of the Fae as they came through the
splintered door.

Carmine, his face white,
watched every slash and pivot intently, counting with a
concentration amounting almost to despair, the number of Fae
struggling through the stricken door. He was so intent upon the
fight and the count, in fact, that when the tick-ticking began, he heard it only
as an answer to the counting in his head. It was when the amount of
Fae in the room became constant, and yet the count in his head
still continued, that he half-stood, convulsively.

“Fancy!”

Fancy, through her teeth, panted: “Just…a
moment…my lord!”

“There
are no more moments,” said Carmine, and he seemed surprised by the
sound of his own voice, so grey and dry. “Fancy, I refuse to be
shut in a draughty passage without you! If you don’t come along
at once I will
never again wear a shirt. I’ll flirt with every woman I meet! I’ll–
I’ll– Fancy, I need you to wake me up in the mornings and refuse to
massage my temples! I order
you! Fancy–!”

Clockwork
tick-ticked faster and
faster, and began to whirr. Fancy, sweeping a circle around her
with blood-stained knives, darted forward, driving back the
assembled Fae with her indiscriminate slashes, then turned on her
heel and ran for the narrowing passageway. It was too small, but
she leapt for it anyway, long and lean, and something scarlet and
warm wrapped around her, and pulled her through…

 


A clearing in the woods: quiet, cool, and
peaceful. All is as it should be– except for the circling maw that
is gradually opening wider somewhere toward the edge of the
clearing.

“Light, glorious light!”
carolled a voice.

“That’s not a very
Unseelie sentiment, my lord.”

“I’m not a particularly
Unseelie Unseelie, if it– are you quite well, Fancy? You shouldn’t
cough like that.”

“I was surprised,” said
Fancy dryly. “There are the stairs, my lord. Take care not to let
the sun glare too much in your eyes at first.”

“Thank
you, Fancy, I have visited the mortal realm before, after all,” said Carmine,
emerging from the earth with the air of an immortal gracing the
world with his unworldly beauty. Around the clearing, branches
squeaked together and leaves whispered against each other, drawing
closer to the Fae presence that was Carmine.

“Good grief,” said Fancy,
staring around as she followed him. “Isn’t it enough that nearly
every woman you meet throws herself at your feet?”

Carmine said smugly:
“Don’t be jealous, Fancy: I like you best. This place, though. I
quite like it. We’ll come back here again.”

Fancy, who had dropped to
one knee to clean her knives, said into the knife-reflection of
herself: “Will we?”

“Yes, we
will!” Carmine said. “The trees like me. I like to be liked. I’ll
build a house here. Perhaps my hollies will wander
through.”

“You’ll build a
house?”

“Well, perhaps we can find
a needy brownie or two, and convince it to help out. After all the
death and war and destruction, of course. Speaking of death, war,
and destruction, when are we supposed to meet up with this young
princess and the Big Man?”

“Tomorrow,” said Fancy.
“Outside Harlech. If we want to meet with them, we should get
started.”

“I’d rather kiss you
again,” Carmine suggested.

Fancy’s hand didn’t cease its polishing.
“And the princess and Barric?”

“We’ll walk
quickly.”

“My lord, I–”

“Carmine,” prompted
Carmine.

“My lord–”

“Fancy,
I insist upon being called Carmine. You
promised–”

There was a sliver of
silence where Fancy considered her oath, and sighed. “Carmine,
I told you
before: there’s no future for us. There never has been. I’ve
accepted it, and I’m quite happy with it.”

Carmine gave her a disgruntled look. “Is
that so? Well, I’m not particularly happy with it, and you made an
oath–”

“To obey, to be yours, and
to do the best for you,” nodded Fancy. “If the first contravenes
the third, I have every right to do as I think best. I was
very–”

“Yes, yes, you were very
careful about how you worded it,” Carmine complained.

“I was,” agreed Fancy.
“I’ve seen the result of Fae and human coupling, and that was a
coupling where they loved each other. I’ll not do that to
you.”

“And your oath means doing
everything that is good for me regardless of how I feel about
it.”

Fancy smiled a little. “That’s right.”

Carmine, his eyes very
bright, said: “So what you’re saying is that so long as
you’re human and
I’m Fae, there’s no hope
for an us?”

“Exactly,” said Fancy,
sliding her long knives back into the sheathes that criss-crossed
her back. Her face had closed once again.

“Well, then,” said
Carmine. “That’s easy.”

There was a distinctly worried line to
Fancy’s brow. “What does that mean? What are you planning,
Carmine?”

“Never you mind,” Carmine
said, his eyes still alight with mischief. “You’d only try and stop
me. You just mind your oath and let me worry about my own
plans.”

Fancy looked at him for some time, and there
was a fond kind of amusement in her eyes. She said: “I don’t think
you have a plan.”

“Then I’m happy to tell
you that you’re quite wrong, Fancy!” said Carmine, and kissed her.
“Right now, I’m going to kiss you again. No, don’t hit me, or I’ll
cry.”

There was a brief scuffle, which ended with
Carmine on his back in the grass, regarding the sky, and Fancy some
distance away, looking conscious.

Being upended didn’t seem to have impaired
Carmine’s good humour. He said to the sky: “Later on, I’ll probably
kiss you again.”

“You won’t,” warned Fancy,
looking even more conscious.

“I will,” said Carmine
dreamily. “I’ll even let you hit me–”

“Let
me– let me hit
you?”

Magnanimously, Carmine said: “Let’s not
quibble, Fancy. Couples in love shouldn’t quibble. I’ll let you hit
me if it makes you feel better, but kisses there must be. And by
the time we’ve finished finding the pieces of this atrociously
outdated sword, you’re going to agree to marry me.”

 


The End…

 


…Really
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