
		
			[image: The Navigator's Children, by Tad Williams. A large metallic mask against a black background.]
		

	
About the Author

Tad Williams is a California-based fantasy superstar. His genre-creating (and genre-busting) books have sold tens of millions worldwide, in twenty-five languages. His considerable output of epic fantasy and science fiction book-series, stories of all kinds, urban fantasy novels, comics, scripts, etc., have strongly influenced a generation of writers: the Otherland epic now plays as an MMO on steam.com. He, his family and his animals live in the Santa Cruz mountains in a suitably strange and beautiful house.





DAW Books Presents 
The Finest in Imaginative Fiction by 
TAD WILLIAMS

MEMORY, SORROW AND THORN

THE DRAGONBONE CHAIR

STONE OF FAREWELL

TO GREEN ANGEL TOWER

THE LAST KING OF OSTEN ARD

THE WITCHWOOD CROWN

EMPIRE OF GRASS

INTO THE NARROWDARK

THE NAVIGATOR’S CHILDREN

THE HEART OF WHAT WAS LOST

BROTHERS OF THE WIND

* * *

THE BOBBY DOLLAR NOVELS

THE DIRTY STREETS OF HEAVEN

HAPPY HOUR IN HELL

SLEEPING LATE ON JUDGEMENT DAY

SHADOWMARCH

SHADOWMARCH

SHADOWPLAY

SHADOWRISE

SHADOWHEART

OTHERLAND

CITY OF GOLDEN SHADOW

RIVER OF BLUE FIRE

MOUNTAIN OF BLACK GLASS

SEA OF SILVER LIGHT

TAILCHASER’S SONG

THE WAR OF THE FLOWERS


 TAD WILLIAMS

THE NAVIGATOR’S CHILDREN

The Last King of Osten Ard

[image: Hodderscape logo]

www.hodderscape.co.uk





First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Hodderscape

An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Beale Williams Enterprise 2024

The right of Beale Williams Enterprise to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Maps by Isaac Stewart

Cover design and illustration by Jim Tierney

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Hardback ISBN 978 1 473 60333 2

Trade Paperback ISBN 978 1 473 60334 9

ebook ISBN 978 1 473 60330 1

Hodder & Stoughton Limited

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hodderscape.co.uk





Dedication

All four volumes of The Last King of Osten Ard are dedicated to my American editors/publishers, Betsy Wollheim and Sheila Gilbert, and to my wife and partner, Deborah Beale.


How to use this ebook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue or underlined) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.

On compatible devices, you can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Acknowledgments

A book (and story) this long requires the help of many people, and I have been very lucky in all my helpers.

Ylva von Loehneysen, Ron Hyde, Angela Welchel, and Jeremy Erman, as Official Canoneers, have steered the creation of these stories and kept me as true to Osten Ard as possible.

Deborah Beale (wife, editor, and Official Beloved), my publishers Betsy Wollheim and Sheila Gilbert, along with Josh Starr and super-clever copy editor Marylou Capes-Platt, have all contributed mightily to this and previous volumes Making Sense and Being Spelled Correctly. My wonderful agent, Matt Bialer, as always helps me to make things work and (more importantly) helps me stay out of trouble.

Isaac Stewart (with research help from Ron Hyde) again made the beautiful maps, for which I cannot thank him enough.

And along the way I have received moral support from many, many people, including Lisa Tveit and the folks on tadwilliams.com, my German and British publishers (and my other publishers, too, of course), our Sunday Reading Crowd scattered across many different countries, as well as my social media friends on several different platforms. Welcome to the Wicked Tribe Worldwide, all of you! Hail the WTW! You are the wind beneath my wobbly, weary wings.


Synopsis of 
 The Witchwood Crown

More than thirty years have passed in Osten Ard since the end of the Storm King’s deadly, magical war—a war that nearly doomed mankind. King Simon and Queen Miriamele, scarcely more than children when the Storm King was defeated, now rule over the human nations from the High Throne, but they have lost touch with their onetime allies, the immortal Sithi folk. Then Tanahaya, the first Sithi envoy since the end of the war, is ambushed on her way to the Hayholt, the ancient castle that is the seat of the High Throne. 

While Tiamak, scholar and close friend of the king and queen, works with his wife Thelía to save Tanahaya’s life, Queen Miriamele and King Simon are away from the castle on a royal progress. Currently they are visiting the neighboring country of Hernystir and its King Hugh as part of a royal progress to the north, where Simon and Miriamele are troubled by the behavior of Hugh and his new love, the mysterious Lady Tylleth. Dowager queen Inahwen warns the royal couple’s advisor Count Eolair that King Hugh and Tylleth have revived worship of the Morriga, an ancient, dark, and bloodstained Hernystiri goddess.

Even while accompanying the royal family on their progress, Prince Morgan, the seventeen-year-old grandson of Simon and Miriamele, spends his days drinking and womanizing with his knightly companions Astrian, Olveris and old Porto. Morgan’s father, Prince John Josua—the only child of Simon and Miriamele—died of a strange illness some years earlier, leaving his wife Idela a widow, Morgan and his younger sister Lillia fatherless, and the king and queen, John Josua’s royal parents, still grieving.

When not nursing the poisoned Sithi envoy, royal counselor Tiamak is collecting books for a library to commemorate the late John Josua, but when his helper Brother Etan investigates some of the dead prince’s possessions, he discovers a banned and dangerous volume, A Treatise on the Aetheric Whispers. Tiamak is filled with foreboding, because the Treatise once belonged to the wizard Pryrates, now dead, who collaborated with the Storm King Ineluki to destroy humanity, though they ultimately failed.

The threats to Simon’s and Miriamele’s peaceful reign are increasing. In the icy north, in the cavern city of Nakkiga beneath the mountain Stormspike, the ageless ruler of the Norns, Queen Utuk’ku, has awakened from a years-long magical slumber. Her chief servant, the magician Akhenabi, summons the High Magister of Builders Viyeki to an audience with the queen, who declares her intention to attack the mortal lands again. The queen leads a strange ceremony  that resurrects Ommu, one of the chief servants of the Storm King, though Ommu was thought to have perished forever during the Norns’ failed attempt to destroy the Hayholt and the mortal kingdoms.

In Elvritshalla, the capital of Rimmersgard, King Simon and Queen Miriamele are reunited with their old ally Sludig and his wife Alva, as well as their dear Qanuc friends Binabik and his wife Sisqi. They also meet the trolls’ daughter Qina and her betrothed, Little Snenneq.

The royal progress reaches Elvritshalla just in time to say farewell to Duke Isgrimnur, who dies shortly after their arrival. His last request to Simon and Miriamele is that they renew their search for Prince Josua (Miriamele’s uncle, Simon’s mentor, and John Josua’s namesake) and his twin children, Derra and Deornoth, who mysteriously vanished twenty years earlier. Later Little Snenneq, who is Binabik’s apprentice, meets Prince Morgan and predicts that he will become as important to Morgan as Binabik became to Morgan’s grandfather, King Simon.

In a castle in southern Rimmersgard where the royal party is guesting on their way home, Simon realizes he has not dreamed in many days. He consults Binabik, who creates a talisman to help him. That very night, Simon dreams of his dead son and the voice of the child Leleth, who had once whispered to him in dreams three decades earlier. Leleth tells him “the children are coming back.” After Simon frightens the whole household while sleepwalking, Miriamele destroys the talisman, and Simon again loses the ability to dream.

In the still more distant north, the half-blood Sacrifice Nezeru, daughter of Norn noble Viyeki and human woman Tzoja, is sent as part of a “Talon” of Norn warriors to retrieve the bones of Hakatri, brother of Ineluki, the defeated Storm King. Nezeru and her fellows, commanded by their chieftain Makho, find the bones being venerated by mortals, but Makho and the Norns take them and escape from the angry islanders. During the escape, Nezeru fails to kill one of their enemies (a child) and is severely punished for it by Makho.

However, before the Talon can return to Nakkiga with Hakatri’s remains, they are met by the Norn Queen’s arch-magician Akhenabi, who takes the bones and sends the Talon on a new quest to Mount Urmsheim to collect the blood of a living dragon. To aid in this dangerous feat, he sends with them an enslaved giant named Goh Gam Gar.

While traveling eastward towards Mount Urmsheim, the Norn Talon encounters a mortal man named Jarnulf, a former slave in Nakkiga who has vowed to destroy the Norns and their undying queen, Utuk’ku. Because the Talon has lost its Echo—their trained communicator—Jarnulf, hoping to further his own private aims, convinces the Norns to take him on as a guide. They all travel eastward towards the mountain, last known home of dragons, and on the way Jarnulf overhears the Norns discussing their queen’s great plan to defeat the mortals by recovering something called “The Witchwood Crown.”

In central Rimmersgard, the Talon encounters the royal party, and Jarnulf is able to get a secret message to Queen Miriamele and King Simon that the  Norn Queen is looking for something called the Witchwood Crown. Simon, Miriamele, and their advisors are alarmed, and they have seen enough signs of renewed hostility from the Norns that they take Jarnulf’s message seriously, though this is the first they have heard of him.

In the City of Nabban, a Wrannawoman named Jesa cares for Serasina, the infant daughter of Duke Saluceris and Duchess Canthia, Simon’s and Miriamele’s allies. Tensions in Nabban are rising: Count Dallo Ingadaris has allied with Saluceris’s brother Earl Drusis to fan fears of the nomadic Thrithings-men whose lands border on Nabban. Drusis accuses Saluceris of being too cowardly to properly punish the barbarians and drive them back into the grasslands.

Meanwhile, on the plains of the Thrithings, gray-eyed Unver, an adopted member of the Crane Clan, and his companion Fremur, participate in a raid on a Nabbanai settlement. As they escape, Unver saves Fremur’s life, perhaps in part because Unver hopes to marry Fremur’s sister, Kulva.

Sir Aelin catches up with the royal party, bringing messages for his great-uncle, Count Eolair. Lord Pasevalles, Eolair’s temporary replacement at the Hayholt, sends his worries about Nabban, and Queen Inahwen of Hernystir sends news that King Hugh and Lady Tylleth are growing ever more open in their worship of terrible old gods. Eolair sends Aelin with this bad news to a trustworthy ally, Earl Murdo. But while seeking shelter from a passing storm, Aelin and his men spend the night in a border castle with Baron Curudan, leader of King Hugh’s private, elite troops. During a storm that night, Aelin sees the dim shapes of a vast Norn army outside the fort, and then watches Curudan meet with humankind’s deadliest enemies. But before Aelin and his men can escape with the news of this treachery, they are captured and imprisoned by Curudan’s Silver Stags.

In the Norn city of Nakkiga, Viyeki is sent by Lord Akhenabi on a secret mission to the mortal lands with his Builders, but he is accompanied by a small army of Norn soldiers as well. Tzoja discovers that with Viyeki gone, her life is threatened by her lover’s wife, Lady Khimabu, who hates Tzoja for giving Viyeki a child, Nezeru, when Khimabu could not. Tzoja knows she must escape if she wishes to live.

As Tzoja thinks of her past with the Astaline sisters in Rimmersgard and her childhood in Kwanitupul, it becomes clear Tzoja is actually Derra, one of the lost twins of Prince Josua and his Thrithings wife Vorzheva. Tzoja flees to Viyeki’s empty lake-house in a cavern deep beneath the city.

Their royal progress finally returned to the Hayholt, Simon and Miriamele ask Tiamak to honor Isgrimnur’s dying request with a new search for Prince Josua. Tiamak sends his assistant Brother Etan south to try to discover what happened to Josua when he disappeared twenty years earlier.

Meanwhile, challenged by Little Snenneq, Morgan climbs Hjeldin’s Tower, the Hayholt’s most infamous spot, and is almost killed. He believes he saw long-dead Pryrates while he was atop the tower, and swears Little Snenneq to secrecy.




With evidence of the Norn resurgence everywhere, Simon and Miriamele realize these ancient and magical foes are too powerful to face alone. They decide to try to contact the Sithi, especially their old allies Jiriki and Aditu. At Simon’s urging, Miriamele reluctantly agrees to send their grandson Prince Morgan with Eolair and a host of soldiers to Aldheorte Forest to find the Sithi and return their poisoned messenger Tanahaya for more healing.

Viyeki travels south from Nakkiga toward mortal lands, accompanied by an army of Norns who plan to attack the mortal fortress of Naglimund. Viyeki is told that he and his Builders are going to excavate the tomb beneath the fortress of the legendary Tinukeda’ya Ruyan Vé, called “the Navigator,” and salvage his magical armor, though Viyeki does not understand how this can happen without causing a war with the mortals. Tinukeda’ya, also called “Changelings,” came to Osten Ard with the Sithi and Norn, though they are not the same as these other immortals. In Osten Ard, the Tinukeda’ya have taken on many shapes and roles.

Prince Morgan and Count Eolair finally contact the Sithi at the edge of Aldheorte Forest. The immortals have abandoned their settlement of Jao é-Tinukai’i and their matriarch Likimeya was attacked by humans and has fallen into a deep, magical sleep. Khendraja’aro, of the ruling Sithi Year-Dancing House, has declared himself Protector of their people and refuses to help the mortals in any way, causing friction with Likimeya’s children, Jiriki and Aditu. Aditu is pregnant, a rarity among the Sithi. The father is Yeja’aro, nephew and militant supporter of Khendraja’aro.

In the Thrithings, Unver challenges and kills his rival for Fremur’s sister Kulva. But Kulva’s brother, Thane Odrig, does not want to give his sister to an outsider and slits her throat instead. Unver kills Odrig and flees the Crane Clane to return to the Stallion Clan of his mother Vorzheva. Unver, we learn, is actually Deornoth, the other of Josua and Vorzheva’s twins. When Unver demands his mother tell him why he was sent away and where his sister has gone, Vorzheva says he was sent away by order of her father, Thane Fikolmij, and that Derra ran away shortly after.

Thane Gurdig, husband to Vorzheva’s sister Hyara and Fikolmij’s successor, comes to attack Unver, and in the confusion Vorzheva kills her now old and infirm father, Fikolmij. A giant flock of crows appears out of nowhere to attack Gurdig and his allies, causing many Thrithings-folk to declare that Unver may be the new Shan, the universal monarch of the Thrithings. Unver kills Gurdig, and is then declared the new thane of the Stallion Clan.

Far to the northeast, the Talon and Jarnulf manage to capture a small, young dragon, but then the mother dragon appears. During the struggle Chieftain Makho is badly burned by dragon blood and one of the other Talon members is killed, but the rest manage to escape and begin dragging the captive young dragon down the mountain.

Eolair and Morgan are returning from their embassy to the Sithi to their camp beside Aldheorte Forest, but discover that their party has been attacked  and all the soldiers wiped out by Thrithings-men, some of whom are still there, looking for victims and pillage. Eolair and Morgan become separated and the prince ends up lost back in ancient Aldheorte.

Back in the Hayholt, Queen Miriamele and King Simon are invited to attend an important wedding in populous and troubled Nabban. Hoping the presence of the High Throne will help solve the problems between Duke Saluceris and his brother Earl Drusis, Simon and Miriamele accept the invitation. With the increased threat of the Norns and disturbing news from Hernystir they cannot both go to Nabban, so they decide Miriamele will attend the wedding while Simon stays in the Hayholt.

Royal counselor Lord Pasevalles meets his secret lover Princess Idela, John Josua’s widow. When she gives him a letter from Nabban he had dropped, Pasevalles sees the seal is broken and fears she has read the letter. He pushes Idela down a flight of stairs and when the fall does not kill her, he breaks her neck with his boot.

In Aldheorte Forest the onetime Sithi envoy Tanahaya at last awakes from her terrible illness and is reunited with Jiriki and Aditu. Despite her recovery, the future seems dark. It is clear that the Norn Queen Utuk’ku intends war on both the Sithi and the human world.





Synopsis of 
Empire of Grass

Osten Ard has fallen into confusion and struggle after years of peace. And at a time when King Simon and Queen Miriamele most need each other, they are far apart.

While Simon remains in their castle home, the Hayholt in Erkynland, Miriamele is at sea, headed for Nabban to attend the wedding that will unite two powerful families. Drusis, feuding brother of Duke Saluceris, is marrying young Turia Ingadaris, whose family are the duke’s greatest rivals. But before Miriamele can even begin to worry about Nabbanai politics, she gets the terrible news of a death back home, her daughter-in-law, Princess Idela, who (although everyone thinks it an accident) was murdered by the Lord Chancellor, Pase­valles.

At the Hayholt, Simon has to deal with not only the death of his daughter-in-law, but the disappearance of grandson Prince Morgan, the heir to the throne. Morgan and Count Eolair, after a mission to meet with Jiriki and Khendraja’aro of the Sithi people, have been attacked by Thrithings-Men on the broad grasslands west of Erkynland. Eolair has been captured and Morgan has disappeared into the vast Aldheorte Forest. While the old knight Sir Porto, and the four trolls—Binabik, Sisqi, their daughter Qina, and her betrothed Little Snenneq—hunt for Morgan, the lost prince is in real danger of starving in the forest until he saves a squirrel-like animal he calls ReeRee and nurses her back to health. Living in the trees with ReeRee and her troop of creatures that he names Chikri, he learns to survive in the unfamiliar environment.

Count Eolair is taken by his bandit captors to the Thanemoot, where all the Thrithing-folks gather at mid-summer every year. This year the most powerful thane, Rudur Redbeard, has heard reports about Unver (born “Deornoth,” one of Josua’s and Vorzheva’s twin children) who many of the grasslanders think might be the Shan, a great leader foretold in legend. Jealous Rudur captures Unver and sentences him to torture and then exposure, but after being brutally flogged, Unver survives being chained to a pole overnight, and there are signs that wild wolves have come to bow before him—or that is the story that his friend Fremur and Unver’s mother Vorzheva make sure the other Thrithings-folk hear. Now in a difficult position, Rudur tries to poison Unver, but somehow the shaman Volfrag gives Rudur the wrong cup and Redbeard himself drinks the poison. With Rudur dead, Unver is freed and is acclaimed the Shan of the Thrithings people.




While all this is happening, Queen Utuk’ku of the Norns—the Sithi’s equally immortal kin—seems to have designs on mortal territory, even planning to renew outright conflict with the mortals despite their disastrous loss in the Storm King’s War. The Norns make a bargain with King Hugh, the mortal king of Hernystir, who allows them to cross his lands in secret, but this betrayal of humankind is discovered by Sir Aelin, Count Eolair’s young relation. Hugh’s soldiers try to imprison Aelin and his men, but they escape, meaning to warn others of Hugh’s treachery and the approaching Norn army.

Meanwhile, High Magister Viyeki, an important Norn leader, is beginning to have real concerns about what Queen Utuk’ku plans—he does not think another war with the mortals is a good idea after the terrible defeat the Norns suffered in the last one. But he is one of the few with doubts, and it soon becomes clear that the Norns are going to attack the mortals’ important fort, Naglimund.

Sir Aelin and his men race to Naglimund to warn the defenders, but on the same evening they arrive, the Norn armies also show up. The battle is brutal but swift, with the Norns throwing down Naglimund’s walls and killing most of its defenders. The only mortal survivors are those Viyeki claims he must have as laborers to fulfill his given task of opening the grave of Ruyan the Navigator, hero of the Tinukeda’ya people (or “Vao”), a changeling folk who came to Osten Ard with the Sithi and Norns thousands of years earlier on the Eight Ships when their shared homeland, the Garden, was destroyed by a deadly, unstoppable force called Unbeing.

Viyeki’s mortal concubine Tzoja was born “Derra,” and is Josua’s and Vorzheva’s other lost twin. After Viyeki has left Nakkiga on his mission for the queen, Tzoja faces retribution from Viyeki’s murderous wife, Khimabu, but escapes and goes into hiding in the depths of Nakkiga, where she meets a strange, deformed group called The Hidden. Tzoja is eventually captured, but to her surprise, instead of being given to a vengeful Khimabu, she is instead assigned as a healer to Queen Utuk’ku because of Tzoja’s previous experiences with the Astaline sect. Utuk’ku, the only living being who saw the Garden, is suffering both from sheer age and the loss of the Witchwood Trees, whose fruits have extended her life for thousands of years. And when Queen Utuk’ku leaves Nakkiga for the first time in memory, headed for captured Naglimund, she takes not just Tzoja but hundreds of Norn nobles with her into mortal lands.

Back in the Hayholt in Erkynland, King Simon and others have learned of the destruction of their embassy to the Sithi by Thrithings raiders, as well as the disappearance of Count Eolair and the royal heir, Prince Morgan. Since he thinks the new Shan of the grasslands, Unver, may be holding Morgan hostage, Simon sends out an army under Morgan’s other grandfather, Duke Osric, to ­negotiate with Unver for Morgan’s return. Meanwhile, Unver Shan has purchased Count Eolair from the bandits who captured him, intending to use the Hernystirman as an envoy to negotiate between himself and the High Throne of Erkynland. But instead Eolair is rescued by Sir Astrian and Sir Oliveris. As  they escape Unver’s camp, Eolair tries to convince Vorzheva to come with them, since Simon and Miriamele have been hunting for her and her missing husband, Prince Josua, for years. But Vorzheva refuses and attacks Eolair with a knife. She accidentally stabs her own sister Hyara, then blames Eolair, who escapes. Unver and the rest of the Thrithings leaders consider this an act of treachery by King Simon, and when a battle is provoked between Duke Osric and the grasslanders, Unver decides he must invade Erkynland to avenge what he sees as King Simon’s double-dealing.

In Nabban, far to the south, Queen Miriamele meets with the elders of the Niskies and is told that they (and other descendants of the Tinukeda’ya or Changeling race, who came from the lost Garden with the Sithi and Norns) are having powerful dreams in which they are called to go north. But Miriamele has greater worries, and soon finds herself in the middle of a deadly rivalry ­between Duke Saluceris and powerful House Ingadaris (into which the duke’s brother, Drusis, has just married) that threatens to turn into a civil war. While mobs of the two houses’ supporters clash in the streets of the ancient city, and as Miriamele discovers lies and treachery even within the duke’s own household, Drusis is murdered and Saluceris is naturally blamed for it. The dead man’s widow, child-bride Turia Ingadaris, tells Miriamele that she should leave Nabban, because violence is coming. It is more of a threat than a friendly warning.

In Aldheorte forest, where Prince Morgan has been living with little ReeRee and her tree-dwelling troop of Chikri creatures, he is separated from his small allies when they climb the steep hills into a mysterious valley full of fog and odd creatures. Before Morgan can follow them along the valley floor, a gigantic, monstrous ogre chases him through the mist and he only survives because he is saved by Tanahaya, the Sithi envoy sent to the Hayholt in The Witchwood Crown, who was attacked on her way to the castle and almost died. Morgan’s own mission with Count Eolair returned her to her people, who have cured her, and on her way back to Erkynland she has stumbled onto Morgan’s trail and decided to investigate. But she is not the only one. A group of Norn soldiers are tracking Morgan as well, but he and Tanahaya escape and flee the valley. She leads him to what should be a place of safety, the hillside home of her mentor, Master Himano, but they discover that the Norns have been there first and have murdered her old teacher. Tanahaya finds a parchment on Himano’s body that suggests the Norns are seeking witchwood seeds that were buried under the Hayholt long ago, back when it was the Sithi stronghold called Asu’a. Tanahaya is desperate to get this information to Jiriki and Aditu, her two close Sithi allies, but she has no Witness—a magical device for communication—and so leads Morgan toward the ancient Sithi city of Da’ai Chikiza, hoping to find a Witness there. But they are captured by the current inhabitants, a breakaway Sithi sect called The Pure, and because Morgan is a mortal, he is threatened with execution. But when Tanahaya tells the Pure of Himano’s death and the parchment, they reluctantly allow her to use a Witness to inform Jiriki about the witchwood seeds that may be hidden beneath the Hayholt. She has time only  to tell him that it seems likely Utuk’ku will try to conquer the Hayholt, then they are interrupted by a force of Norn soldiers attacking Da’ai Chikiza. In the ensuing fight, Tanahaya manages to bring down the ceiling of the chamber, killing many Norns, but she and Morgan and all the others are buried under collapsing stone.

Not far away, Aelin and his few remaining men escape Naglimund only to be captured in Aldheorte. But they are fortunate: their captors are Sithi, not Norns. 

Back in the Hayholt, Simon and Tiamak and Tiamak’s wife Thelía are struggling with many problems. Tiamak’s helper Brother Etan is away in the south searching for news of Prince Josua, missing for many years, but Bishop Boez informs them that he has discovered many thousands of gold pieces are missing from the royal treasury. All the news seems bad—Simon has just heard of the civil war flaring in Nabban, and is frightened for Miriamele, who is still there.

And in fact, things have gone from bad to worse in Nabban. Angry citizens, enflamed by several mysterious murders and the propaganda of House Ingadaris, now storm the ducal palace. Duke Saluceris is killed by the mob, but Queen Miriamele helps the duke’s wife, Duchess Canthia, to escape with her two children and Jesa, the children’s Wrannawoman nurse. Miriamele gives Canthia her wedding ring so that Simon will know the message the duchess carries is truly from her, but then Miriamele herself barely escapes the mob and the destruction of the palace. Miriamele must ride north alone, through wild country, in a desperate attempt to get back to Erkynland and safety. But she is attacked by bandits, and though she escapes, her horse is killed and Miriamele falls down the hillside and is struck senseless. Canthia and Jesa are even less lucky. Their carriage is chased by Thrithings mercenaries and set on fire. The duchess and her little son are killed, with Canthia burning to death in the wagon after it is hit with flaming arrows. Canthia’s friend Jesa manages to escape the carriage with infant Serasina, but the two of them are now stranded in an unfamiliar land and still being mercilessly hunted.

In Aldheorte forest, Binabik and the other trolls are searching for Prince Morgan, but the Norn invasion of Da’ai Chikiza prevents them from finding him. They have also discovered that many people and creatures—humans, ghants, even kilpa—are moving north as if drawn by some invisible force. They decide to split up, Binabik and Sisqi to take news of what is happening south to the Hayholt, their daughter Qina and her betrothed Little Snenneq to continue searching the forest for Morgan.

Inside the conquered fortress of Naglimund, Queen Utuk’ku herself has arrived—the first time she has left her mountain city of Nakkiga in living memory. Viyeki, his Builders Order, and his conscripted mortal slaves open the ancient tomb of Ruyan the Navigator and find the Tinukeda’ya lord’s fabled armor. In a strange ceremony, Utuk’ku’s Order of Song sorcerers put the bones of the Storm King’s brother Hakatri, burned by dragon’s blood and in terrible pain until his death, into Ruyan’s armor. (The bones had been found and retrieved  earlier by Nezeru and her Norn companions.) Then the dragon that Nezeru and the rest captured on Urmsheim is sacrificed and the blood is poured into armor as Queen Utuk’ku invokes a terrible spell. Jarnulf, a mortal who insinuated himself into the Urmsheim expedition but then left afterward, is hoping to have a chance to kill the Norn queen with an arrow from a high spot overlooking the ceremony, but the forces Utuk’ku unleashes are so terrible that Jarnulf is overcome with terror and flees. Even Viyeki, who had already seen the resurrection ceremony that brought Ommu the Whisperer back to the world, is sickened when Ruyan’s armor comes to life, inhabited now by Hakatri’s tormented spirit. The resurrected Sitha lets out a cry of horror so dreadful that it kills birds flying overhead.

In the Hayholt, and already overwhelmed by terrible news—the Norn attack on Naglimund in the north, Unver’s grasslanders invading over the western border—Simon and his closest advisors learn that a corpse has been found in the ashes of a carriage on the border between Nabban and Erkynland. The body inside was burned beyond recognition, but it wears Miriamele’s wedding ring. Simon is devastated, and all Erkynland is plunged into mourning for their beloved queen.





Synopsis of 
Into the Narrowdark

At the end of the previous volume, Empire of Grass, King Simon, ruling alone from the Hayholt in Erkynland after his beloved wife Miriamele had gone south to the troubled capital of Nabban, and with his grandson (and heir) Prince Morgan lost somewhere in the great Aldheorte Forest, Simon then received news (and seeming proof) that Queen Miriamele had died trying to escape a political uprising. Simon was, and remains, absolutely devastated, but he is the monarch and must go on for the sake of his people.

In truth, though, Miriamele has survived and escaped Nabban, though she is alone, lost, and on foot, trying to make her way north to the Hayholt. Along the way, she is attacked and almost drowned by a river creature called a Kallipuk but saved by a fisherman named Agga. However, she quickly realizes she has been made a chained hostage by this unstable stranger, who has visions of a near-future event to which he has been “called.” He plans to make Miriamele his wife in the coming new world he imagines.

Prince Morgan, lost in the ancient Sithi city of Da’ai Chikiza, has been captured by a mysterious Hikeda’ya (Norn) soldier. His captor is Nezeru, the half-mortal daughter of Viyeki and Tzoja. She has been unfairly proclaimed a deserter by her own Norn military order and has been caught between them and her other enemies, the city’s Sithi defenders, as the Norns attack Da’ai Chikiza. She is determined to use Morgan as a shield to help her escape, but along the way, Morgan is impressed by Nezeru’s fighting skills and the enmity between them thaws a bit.

Tanahaya, the Sithi woman who had been accompanying Morgan, survives the fighting in Da’ai Chikiza despite being buried under a fallen roof. After strange, symbolic dreams and a fight to escape the wreckage, Tanahaya realizes that she is pregnant.

Back at the Hayholt, Simon and his chief advisor Tiamak learn of some very disturbing problems with the royal accounts—much gold has secretly been stolen from the treasury. There are only a few people who could be responsible: Simon himself, Tiamak, Duke Osric, and the acting Hand of the Throne, Pasevalles. Simon’s other trusted advisor, Count Eolair, decides to return to his home country of Hernystir because of the growing strangeness of Hernystir’s King Hugh, and rumors that Hugh is dabbling in old, dark magics. But when  he reaches his home in Hernystir, Eolair is arrested by King Hugh’s soldiers and taken away.

King Simon also learns that a battle against the Thrithings-men in the east of Erkynland has gone badly, and that Duke Osric and many Erkynlandish troops are under siege by the Thrithings leader Unver Shan in a castle called Winstowe. Simon and his advisors decide an army must be sent to relieve them. Much against Tiamak’s counsel, Simon (not much in love with life after Miri’s apparent death) insists on leading the army to Winstowe.

But after Simon and the others ride out from the Hayholt toward Winstowe, the chancellor who revealed the thefts of the crown’s money dies from poisoning before the thief can be discovered, and things at the Hayholt very quickly go from bad to worse. Pasevalles, who is the thief of the royal exchequer and the murderer of Simon’s and Miriamele’s daughter-in-law, Idela, tries to arrest Tiamak and his wife Thelía so he can blame his crimes on them, but they have escaped just before he arrives at their chambers, and nobody knows where they have gone.

In Aldheorte forest, after a narrow escape from the Norn conquest of the Erkynlandish stronghold of Naglimund, Count Eolair’s young relative Aelin is rescued from the Norns by Jiriki and Aditu. Aditu is traveling to Anvi’janya to lead a crucial year’s-end ceremony, while Jiriki is trying to help the Sithi fighters in the distant Narrowdark Valley. Ayaminu of Anvi’janya and Yeja’aro, the father of Aditu’s unborn child, are with them. Jiriki wants to send Aelin and his men back to Hernystir because of the troubles there and sets Yeja’aro the task. Yeja’aro is angry at being given the job, but even though he had earlier (mistakenly) tried to strangle Aelin, he and the mortals set off together.

Viyeki, the head of the Norn Builders’ Order, has been sent by the impossibly ancient Norn Queen, Utuk’ku, to ride north along with her royal descendant, Prince-Templar Pratiki, to perform an important task, and though Viyeki still is not told what exactly that task is, he finds himself getting along with Pratiki and even admiring him a little.

In the Aldheorte Forest, Simon’s troll friend Binabik and Binabik’s wife Sisqi find themselves separated from their daughter, Qina, and her betrothed, Little Snenneq. Binabik is bitten by a snake, and he and Sisqi cannot search for the younger trolls until he recovers. Meanwhile, in another part of the forest, Qina and Snenneq are seeing creatures like kilpa and ghants that do not belong so far north, but seemingly summoned toward some unknown goal. The two trolls also meet an odd pair of Tinukeda’ya, Kuyu-Kun and Tih-Rumi. Kuyu-Kun calls himself the “Voice of the Dreaming Sea”—the keeper of Tinukeda’ya lore and history—and claims that he has seen in prophetic dreams that everything is coming to an end. This news does not cheer anyone.

Jesa, the onetime friend and child-nurse to the Duchess of Nabban, survives the Duchess’s murder by Thrithings mercenaries during their escape from Nabban and is able to rescue her friend’s child, infant Serasina. Together, Jesa and  the baby try to make their way north through southern Erkynland, hoping to reach the Hayholt, where Jesa knows that Miriamele, who she much admires, is queen. On the way, she is found by a seeming ally, Viscount Matreu, whom she knows from Nabban, but Jesa realizes that Matreu must have been complicit in the Duchess’s murder, and tricks him into falling into a ghant nest where he finds an unpleasant end.

Back at the Hayholt, Princess Lillia, Simon and Miriamele’s younger grandchild, secretly follows Pasevalles and discovers a hidden door leading down into the undercroft of the Hayholt, but when she enters to explore, the door shuts on her and she is trapped there.

Simon and his allies ride to Winstowe, where they help to push back the Thrithings-men, and Simon challenges the younger Thrithings leader, Unver Shan, to single combat. At a critical moment, with the appearance of Unver’s mother, Vorzheva, Simon suddenly realizes that Unver Shan is the son of his old ally Prince Josua, Miriamele’s uncle—Josua and his entire family have been missing for decades. After declaring that he cannot fight against Josua’s son, Simon bares his breast to Unver; a moment later, believing he has been stabbed through the heart, Simon falls down, insensible.

The Sitha Hakatri, the long-dead brother of Ineluki the Storm King, has been brought back to life by the spells of Queen Utuk’ku, who sets out to convince him of the lie that mortals destroyed his family in order to use him for her own purposes. Hakatri, confused by his resurrection and the return of the terrible pain that had ruined the last years of his living existence—he was badly burned by the blood of a dragon trying to save his brother Ineluki—is willing to do almost anything to return to oblivion and escape the dreadful pain that has gripped him once more. He exists only as a sort of spirit, kept contained in the armor of Ruyan the Navigator. Ruyan was the most famous of all Tinukeda’ya, and helped conceive, build, and captain the Eight Great Ships that brought the Tinukeda’ya, Zida’ya (Sithi), and Hikeda’ya to Osten Ard after Norn philosophers had created and unleashed a terrible something called Unbeing on the Garden where they all lived, which swallowed up and eventually destroyed their ancient home.

Tanahaya escapes from Da’ai Chikiza and spends several days searching for Prince Morgan, because she feels responsible for bringing the young mortal there, but when she cannot find him, she begins to head north, hoping to reach the city of Anvi’janya, where she knows her closest friend Aditu will be going to preside over the Year-Dancing Ceremony, a sacred gathering that occurs only once every sixty or so mortal years. She finds Aditu and Ayaminu—the semi-ruler of Anvi’janya—on their way there and joins them. She begs for news about Jiriki, Aditu’s brother (and Tanahaya’s lover), and is told he has gone north to fight with the Sithi against Utuk’ku’s armies at the mysterious place called Tanakirú, deep in Aldheorte Forest at the northernmost end of the Narrowdark River valley.




As for King Simon, thought dead by many, after a series of dreams in which he meets and apparently speaks with Jiriki’s and Aditu’s mother, Likimeya—who in the real world remains in a deathlike sleep—Simon discovers that he is not dead at all, but instead has suffered an apoplexy, and now finds himself a prisoner deep under the Hayholt, with the traitor Pasevalles his jailer. Pasevalles taunts Simon with the true story of how he has waited a long time to bring down Simon’s and Miriamele’s kingdom, and of his murder of Idela and various other terrible crimes. Simon, chained and helpless to fight back, has no choice but to hear the traitor gloat.

In the southern part of Erkynland, Jesa of the Wran, with little Serasina, has discovered Miriamele and helped her escape from her kidnapping. Chased by a furious Agga, they lead him to his death at the webbed hands of the Kallipuk Agga was keeping alive until he was ready to skin it. They then make their way toward the Hayholt, but do not tell anyone who they are, because Miriamele learned of Pasevalles’ treachery back in Nabban, and she does not know who truly rules the Hayholt now. Along the way, they hear news of Simon’s supposed death fighting at Winstowe. Miriamele is stunned and heartbroken, but she is still the queen and must continue on to the Hayholt for the sake of her people.

The mortal Jarnulf, once Nezeru’s companion after he joined her group of Norn soldiers, has left that company to pursue his real goal—the death of Utuk’ku—but fails when his arrow seems to pass right through her as she leads a mighty army of Norn Sacrifice soldiers south toward the Hayholt. Jarnulf is captured and is about to be interrogated by the Norn magician Akhenabi, but he avoids giving away all the secrets he knows by using the old, dried dragon’s blood he had found while helping the Norns capture a living dragon (later used to raise Hakatri in a magical ceremony). By plunging his finger into a pot of the blood, he suffers such pain that Akhenabi cannot read his thoughts. When Jarnulf is sent back to his cell, which he shares with the giant Goh Gam Gar, he discovers the blood has burnt off the tip of his finger.

Jiriki has reached the Narrowdark Valley, where he meets with his uncle Khendraja’aro, but Jiriki has now learned of Utuk’ku’s march southward into mortal lands and tries to get his uncle’s help to defend the mortal castle, the Hayholt, against her attack. Khendraja’aro at first refuses, because they are fighting the rest of the Norn army there, but at last lets Jiriki recruit a few other Sithi to go south with him to help Jiriki’s mortal friends. (Jiriki does not know anything of what has happened to Simon and Miriamele.) This small force then sets out to travel the long road to Erkynland and the Hayholt.

Nezeru’s mother, Tzoja, who we have learned was one of the twin children of Josua and Vorzheva, so long missing, has been recruited for her mortal healing knowledge to work directly for Queen Utuk’ku until the Norn Queen leaves captured Naglimund, supposedly to lead the Norn army south to the Hayholt. Tzoja and her fellow slave, Vordis, aid Jarnulf, who has escaped from  his Norn captors, but though they help Jarnulf stay away from the soldiers, they are all still prisoners of the Norn army, and are forced with the other slaves and Norn nobles to leave Naglimund and march north in a great group toward the Narrowdark Valley, with no idea of why this is being done to them.

Morgan and Nezeru, mortal and Hikeda’ya warrior, have wandered into a strange relationship, and have even become lovers, though insists nothing more than convenience is behind it, though Morgan is more than a bit smitten with her. They make their way into the Narrowdark Valley, because she wants nothing to do with either side—she is hunted by her own people her people’s enemy, the Sithi—but soon find that the Norns are beginning to make their way into the Narrowdark in force.

When she and Morgan finally reach the valley, they encounter the much-rumored uro’eni, a monstrously huge ogre tall as a church steeple, though they can see little of it in the darkness in which it always appears. They barely escape being crushed and Morgan saves Nezeru at the last moment, which complicates their already odd relationship, since previously it has generally been her saving him

In a cell under the Hayholt, Simon thinks he has been rescued when Jiriki’s relative, the Sitha Yeja’aro, arrives to give him a message, but the message is of no use to Simon in his current predicament and Yeja’aro, willing to do only exactly what Jiriki told him to do, refuses to help Simon escape, but leaves him a Sithi witchwood knife to kill himself if he chooses. Simon is not pleased but does his best to use the knife to get free from his shackles, but only manages to remove one.

Meanwhile, also beneath the Hayholt, but even deeper, Simon’s young granddaughter Lillia has been struggling to survive, staying alive by eating the food put out to trap her by the Red Thing, a mysterious and deadly being who has set snares, flung nooses, and set out poisoned nails all over the undercroft of the castle, and can somehow manipulate the passageways by moving walls around. Lillia survives a physical attack by the creature and, while fleeing, finds an upward route and follows it, desperate to find safety.

South of the Hayholt, Jesa and Queen Miriamele have reached the loyal Erkynlandish city of Meremund. Miriamele makes plans to take a small army to the Hayholt to defeat Pasevalles, whom she now blames for Simon’s apparent death as well as other crimes. Jesa insists on going with her and bringing the baby, and Miriamele reluctantly agrees.

Tanahaya, Aditu, and Lady Ayaminu reach Anvi’janya, a Sithi city set in a great cavern in a mountain, and Tanahaya tells Aditu that she is carrying Jiriki’s baby. Aditu is pregnant too, but much farther along, and Aditu makes a prophesy about Tanahaya’s coming child. But Tanahaya is upset with both her dear friends Aditu and Jiriki when she learns the secret behind the struggle for Tanakirú in the far-away Narrowdark Valley, a place forbidden to all Sithi centuries ago by Amerasu Ship-Born, greatest of the Sithi matriarchs, who died  during the Storm King’s War. But Tanahaya loves her friends, and does her best to forgive, though it is hard to have lived with a lie for so long. The secret of Tanakirú is not revealed to the rest of us at this point, though.

A messenger comes to Anvi’janya to report that the Sithi fortress in the Narrowdark has been overwhelmed by a Norn army led by an undead warrior—Nezeru’s former chief, Makho—and that Aditu’s and Jiriki’s uncle Khendraja’aro has been killed. The few remaining Sithi have retreated to the northernmost end of Tanakirú at the head of the valley in a last-ditch stand against Utuk’ku’s forces, though even those who know the valley’s secret still do not understand why the Norn Queen wants to possess Tanakirú so badly.

In the Hayholt, the monk Brother Etan—after returning with the news of what happened in Winstowe (Simon’s apparent death) and discovering that Tiamak and Thelía have fled Pasevalles’ clutches and disappeared—has been made a prisoner as their accomplice. Pasevalles has left the Hayholt, supposedly to bargain with Queen Utuk’ku, but shortly after that an astonishingly large Norn army appears at the Hayholt, overcomes the meager defenses, and Norn soldiers rush in and begin to set the Hayholt on fire. Etan manages to escape, then does his best to help others in danger from the apparently unstoppable Norn attack.

At the same time, as the castle begins to burn, little Lillia finds her way up out of the undercroft and into the dungeon, where she finds her grandfather Simon, who has won a fight to the death against one of Pasevalles’ henchmen despite having one arm still shackled, using the knife Yeja’aro had left. She unlocks his remaining shackle and together they climb up out of the dungeons only to discover the castle in flames and a vast Norn force surrounding it. Simon encounters Jiriki, who has led his Sithi followers to the Hayholt but has been overwhelmed by Norn Sacrifice soldiers. Almost as soon as they are reunited though, Simon and Jiriki are both astonished to discover that the thousands of Norns who surrounded the castle gate have abruptly disappeared, along with Queen Utuk’ku, as if by magic. Only a few Norn corpses remain, though the burning of the castle is very real.

A bizarre, supernatural figure wrapped in burning bandages stumbles toward them. This is Ommu the Whisperer, another creature resurrected from death by Utuk’ku, and as the terrifying thing approaches them, it collapses. A moment later Simon’s granddaughter cries out that something is inside her. Ommu’s spirit has leaped from the dying, burning body into Lillia.

And in the far distant northern mountains around the Narrowdark Valley and Tanakirú, Magister Viyeki, who has been given the immense task of having his builders tunnel down through a stony peak into the valley below so the Norn Queen’s soldiers can attack the Sithi defenders from behind, discovers that the undead Sitha Hakatri, the spirit confined in Ruyan the Navigator’s ancient armor, has escaped his sarcophagus and is wandering through the heights. Viyeki (and Prince-Templar Pratiki) still do not know what purpose the revenant Sithi is to serve, but they know they must recover him or they will  be executed by Utuk’ku, so they take several soldiers and pursue him. They find him sitting on the edge of a precipice high on the mountain, staring down into the misty valley of Tanakirú and listening to something they cannot hear, but which clearly fascinates the resurrected Hakatri. They bring him back to the camp, the escape thwarted but the mystery still unsolved.
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Foreword 

Hakatri
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Why did you call me back into this world? he asked when he was drawn out of the dark into wakefulness again. Though he had no body of flesh, he still was beset by pain he thought he had left behind with life itself, and also tormented by thoughts that would not leave him. Why did you pull me out of blessed unknowing? And how do you wield such might, to break the bonds of death itself?

Ask no questions, Hakatri of the ­Year-­Dancing, the Voice of Three told him, You have been summoned because only you can do what must be done. You alone of our kind have truly been touched by the blood of the dragon. It burned you, but it also changed you. Only you can create the bridge to the power that I need. You alone of our people can compel that power to serve my great ­need—­that is, our great need.

Many have felt great need since Jenjiyana the Nightingale led us out of the Garden and into the new lands. Hakatri felt a wave of displeasure from the Voice at his mention of Jenjiyana, which puzzled him. But few of our folk have ever had the craft to drag the dead back from their rest. How is it that I live ­again—­if this can be called life?

You wallow in your own suffering, said the Voice of Three, and he felt the sting of its scorn. Do you not see that you have been honored beyond all other Gardenfolk, Hakatri? I convened the Three Who Are One, the mightiest spell that has ever been sung in these lands, just to bring you back. And I must draw continuously on that strength to keep you in the world of the living, though each moment the song goes on, it costs me greatly. But I do it for our people, to save us from the mortal vermin who destroyed our kind and murdered your family. Will you not do all you can?

It was meant to shame ­him—­even in his dreamlike confusion he could sense ­that—­but instead it struck a spark of resistance. And which One are you, who speaks for all the Three?

That is not your concern. The ­thought-­voice softened. It is very hard for you, as only I, of all who live, truly know. Because I too have traveled in the realms beyond the Veil and know how different things there can be. You are weary at being pulled back into existence, wracked with pain you thought left behind, and confused by both memories and things that seem like memories, but are only dreams. Trust none of them. Hear only my Voice.

These words put doubt in his mind. Could it be true? Might some of the recollections that had come swarming back to him be phantoms, things that  never happened? If so, then what was real? He knew he was Hakatri of the Zida’ya, and he knew he had died after years of suffering, but everything beyond that now seemed doubtful.

Sleep again, prince of ­Year-­Dancing, said the Voice of Three, and he felt a power beyond the words take hold of him. A great task lies before you, but it is not yet time. Sleep and rest. You have been awakened for a great ­purpose—­one that will bring your people glory and a lasting peace, a purpose that you alone can accomplish.

The questions that still troubled him began to fray and drift away, like mist dispersed by a fresh breeze. The Voice spoke truly, he decided: too much thought only brought woe. Exhausted, he once more surrendered to emptiness.

Again, he drifted up into waking, but this time he could not discern what had roused him: the Voice of Three had not spoken, but something had reached him in the void as he drifted, neither dead nor alive, neither completely asleep nor truly awake, a mote of suffering in a great and indistinguishable void.

Is it time? he wondered. Am I to perform the great task the Voice of Three spoke of, and then be released into blessed, blessed oblivion once more?

Because something had summoned him up from sleepy darkness; he knew, though he could not say how or why he knew it. He tried to search outside himself for what had reached him, but the senses that fed him in life were now being starved. In the darkness of his sarcophagus, sight meant nothing, and the heavy Navigator’s helmet of bronze, crystal, and golden wires denied him sound and scent as well. But even in death, he could remember what it was like to feel. Even during the agonizing misery of his life’s final days, as his ship sailed pointlessly on and he writhed helplessly in his berth, he had still been able to smell rock roses, rosemary, and the sweet tang of sea buckthorn drifting to him from the nearby coast. Consumed by his pain then, he had barely noticed their scents, but now that he was sealed away in the Navigator’s armor like a tomb offering in an ancient, stoppered jar, he remembered and yearned to feed his senses once more.

But something had awakened him, he knew, and though anything but insensibility brought him back to terrible pain, suffering was Hakatri’s old and familiar companion, and it could not keep him from wanting to feel.

So, deep in his dark prison, he struggled now to learn what had awakened him. After a period of throbbing silence, he found it again at ­last—­a faint but ordered throbbing, something he knew he had never felt before, though it also seemed oddly familiar. Rising then falling, it had the form and cadence of music.

Music? Could the dead hear music?

Hakatri had grown used to floating in darkness and silence except for the occasional intrusion of the Voice of Three. In the brief moments that the Voice had brought him out into the world of the living, he had perceived what lay beyond his prisoning armor as a madness of unrecognizable forms and dim  flashes. But now, his attention was caught and Hakatri felt himself truly awake for the first time since he had been dragged back into this strange afterlife. And something in him resonated to the music’s distant strains, even longed to join with it. But in his prisoning sarcophagus, it seemed he could only yearn toward it, as a man dying of thirst might ache at the sound of falling water he could not reach.

What is out there, beyond my prison? I want to know. This was an entirely new thought. Where does that music come from? Am I the only one who can feel its call?

Driven by an urge he had not felt in so long he could not identify it, he reached out in search of life and movement beyond his unbodied self. As he narrowed his thought, he could even begin to separate these presences into individual clusters. Each one, he realized, must represent some kind of living thing. Many such presences were gathered around him, some moving, some still.

Excited by this new freedom, Hakatri let his thoughts continue drifting outward, out beyond the living creatures clustered around him. As his awareness expanded, he began to sense little eddies of thought from these shades, but the thoughts were small, little more than the rote performances of life among the living.

Could such small, insignificant things as these have brought me back? No, their presences are too small. They must be the living servants of the Voice of Three.

But something other than these shadows had caught at him, had sparked his dreamy interest, and now that he had sensed it, he clutched at ­it—­at first only dimly, as he might once have walked toward a river for some time before recognizing its murmur. But as he fixed his attention on the distant, inexplicable music, he could sense it was something more powerful than anything else around him, even the Voice of Three.

And it sang. Separate and unique from anything else in the dark obscurity of Hakatri’s surroundings, it sang. And in some way, the song found a resonance in Hakatri himself, as if the armor that held him captive somehow also heard the song and even rang in sympathy with its slow, complicated music, in matching, chiming ­tones—­an unexpected resonance he could feel in his very being. For the first time, the sheath of crystal and gold in which he was prisoned was bringing something to him instead of merely sealing him away. As he fixed his thoughts on the music, he could hear the inexplicable song more and more clearly. He could feel the song. And it called to him.

Hakatri summoned his strength, determined to follow the mysterious song. It was not the play of muscles and bone he fought to accomplish, but a thing much ­stranger—­the pure hardening of will to be used in place of living flesh. Moving his nerveless, fleshless limbs, and thus moving his casing of armor, was a matter of cold calculation, of decision after complicated decision. He lifted the gauntlets that should have had hands inside and tried to remember how his living hands had felt, how they had moved. When the gloves’ empty fingers finally spread, he pushed upward on the sarcophagus lid with the force that a b ody would have given him. At first nothing happened, and Hakatri ­despaired—­he could not even be certain whether his hands and arms had moved at all. He tried again, ignoring the pain that nearly always tormented him even though he had no body to be tormented, as if the dragon’s blood had burned not just his skin and bone but his very spirit. Then he narrowed his will until he became nothing except an upward force, and at last the lid tilted and an angled beam of light played across the scratched crystal of his helmet’s eyeholes. The weak glow was only the shadowed interior of his wagon, but it felt as redemptive as sunrise.

He could not have guessed how long it took him to struggle out from the massive witchwood box. His armored movements were grotesquely slow and difficult, but the lure of the mysterious song had now supplanted all else. It promised to return everything he had ­lost—­senses, understanding, even his freedom. It called, and slowly, agonizingly, he clambered out of the wagon and into the blindingly bright starlit night to answer that call.

He was ascending now, following the song, although directions like up and down were only important to him because he needed to keep the Navigator’s armor upright. Some steps were harder than others, some angles more difficult, but though he often had to stop and consider how to proceed, he continued to climb. The mysterious song grew more and more ­powerful—­a wild, ­many-­voiced music unlike anything he had ever heard. Unlike the Voice of Three, he could hear no individual parts in the song, only a magnificent swelling chorus that strengthened as he clambered upward into the heights, until he could think of scarcely anything else.

But at last he found he could go no farther. Though the lure of the song remained as compelling as ever, a great chasm, a darkness, now gaped before him. The music was so alluring that he almost tried to continue toward it across the naked air, but he knew that though he no longer had a physical body, the armor in which he was prisoned was real and that he could not exist without it. He folded himself into an awkward seated position beside the edge of the cliff and listened to the sublime singing, for a while forgetting everything else.

But it was not long before the strands of another kind of song began to insinuate themselves into the glorious, seamless chorale. This new music seemed out of rhythm with the throbbing perfection that had drawn him here, but it had a power of its own. Desperate to keep his connection to the first, greater music, he tried to shut out the new song but could not. Instead, the interloping melody grew and slid its tendrils into the song that had brought him until he could no longer separate one from the other. He could sense living beings nearby, faint, moving spots of heat, breath, and spirit, and knew that the minions of the Voice of Three had come to take him back into confinement.

But Hakatri did not want to go. He did not want to hear the new song, a paean to surrender, a sluggish stream of ideas and tones that deadened his will and slowly numbed him to everything except the control it sought to impose on him. The glorious and greater music was now gradually but inexorably  eclipsed, until finally he could hear it no longer. He felt those living figures surround him and urge him to his feet, then he was guided back downward, though a part of him yearned to stay near the source of the strange, beautiful music forever.

It is unlike anything I have ever known, he ­thought—­a power beyond all others.

A new idea came to him then, even as he stumbled in ­near-­blindness—­a frightening, exciting idea. A power like that could be a weapon if I can learn how to wield it. A weapon against the mortals who have destroyed my family and my people. A weapon that will destroy our enemies and avenge us.

And then I can rest again. The pain will be gone, and so will I.







PART ONE
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Dance of Sacrifice

My son is dead, killed by one who shared his blood.

The queen’s son died, but lives still in stone; 
I see his face everywhere and every day.

The grief felt by our Mother of All is shared by all her 
people. Bells toll her sadness with each hour,

But my son’s search for the Garden is a secret to all but me.

—from the daybook of 
lady miga seyt-jinnata
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They Bite Fierce
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Fincher, the captain of the Elysiamansa was a thick, bewhiskered man with a maimed left hand. He spoke surprisingly softly most of the time, except to his crew, at whom he bellowed like a madman about what seemed to Jesa the most mundane shipboard matters.

“Three bells!” he would howl so loudly that Jesa had to move away from him. “ ‘Ware that bar!” And when she would try to make her way from one end of the pitching ship to the other, he would sometimes shout “Wet deck, m’lady!” so loudly from right behind her that she could have sworn he had crept up on her just to do it.

For someone who had spent much of her life in and around boats, Jesa was finding it difficult to enjoy the voyage. The cog on which she and the queen ­sailed—­along with quite a few fighting men and almost as many sailors who seemed always up in the ropes, whistling like birds and swinging like ­monkeys—­rose up in the front and the back so far that it almost dizzied Jesa to look over the bow rail at the churning river below. In her childhood the boats had all been flat things, usually poled or rowed by one person, and so low that the younger Jesa could even trail her hand in the green Wran waters, at least until her father or uncles reminded her about the crocodiles.

On the second day, Jesa joined Queen Miriamele and Captain Fincher on the high ­castle-­shaped structure at the rear of the ­ship—­which end, she had learned, was called the stern. Since she had Duchess Canthia’s little Serasina in her arms, Jesa kept her feet planted solidly on the deck and well away from the ship’s rail. “Why are they rowing when yesterday the sail was up?” she asked the captain. “I can feel wind and it seems no less strong.”

“Ah, there is a good question, m’lady,” said Fincher in a gentle, serious voice. “The answer is simple enough. Yesterday, we set sail with the sea tide under us. Today we must row upriver because the Gleniwent is against us. Hoy!” he suddenly shouted, making Jesa jump. “Beshrew me, what are you about there? Mind that yard!” He saw her put her hand to her pounding heart and was all apologies. “So sorry, m’lady. Meant no harm. Just those be-damned skiving  sailors.” He made a fretful face. “Sorry for the cursing, Y’r Majesty. It’s not often we have the tender ears of royalty on board. ‘Fact, it’s never happened before.”

“Do not worry, Captain. You should hear my husband when he is in a rage. Once Archbishop Gervis fainted dead away at one of Simon’s ­outbursts—” Her smile faltered.

Jesa quickly said to Captain Fincher: “If I am not impolite to ask, sir, what happened to your hand?”

Fincher looked at the extremity in question for a moment, as if he had forgotten it. The two smaller fingers were gone, puckered lumps of flesh all that remained. “Ah, that. Well, m’lady, it were a rope. They bite fierce, ’specially when they’re tied to a sinking anchor. Begging y’r pardons and hoping that weren’t too unpleasant to speak about.”

“She asked, Captain,” said Miriamele. “No need to apologize.”

He nodded and thanked her, then made his excuses, bowed low to the queen, and clattered down the stairs to upbraid the oarsmen in a voice like a ­war-­horn.

Miriamele was silent for a while, but before Jesa could summon up a subject of conversation to distract her from her sorrows, the queen said, “And how is the little one? Is she feeding well?”

“Yes, Majesty. Many people in Meremund told me sea air improves the appetite, and it seems true for ­her . . . but not for me.” She shook her head. Jesa had been sick several times the day before, and the only reason the pitching voyage had not sent her to the rail again was that her stomach was empty.

“It’s not sea air, though,” said the queen. “It’s river air here, since we’re on the river. I don’t know if that works the same way.” She sighed. “It is so slow, traveling against the current! It will be dark long before we reach Storm Cove.”

Jesa did not know anything about either Storm Cove or the broad Kynslagh Bay itself, of which the cove was just a nick in the shoreline, but she knew that was the place Miriamele planned to leave the ship before advancing on the castle with soldiers. She had wondered why they would not simply berth at one of the castle docks until she realized that Miriamele did not expect a friendly welcome.

How strange, Jesa thought. For a queen to come home after most of a year and expect, not a welcome from her admiring subjects, but an attack by those left to protect the place.

Miriamele was stroking Serasina’s small head where the blanket exposed it. “I must have been mad to let you talk me into this arrangement,” she said, then gave Jesa a shrewd look. “I know you would not leave the baby unless you had ­to—­but why were you so bent on coming with me?”

Jesa thought for a moment before answering. “Because I trust no one else.”

The queen was surprised. “What do you mean? Lady Dorret would have treated you well, as would many others, especially with you under my protection. And did you not trust Duchess Canthia and others in Nabban?”

Jesa was concerned that she had confused the queen, but she was not entirely  certain she understood it herself, so she did her best to order her thoughts before replying. “I trusted them not to hurt me, Majesty. I trusted Canthia because I was her friend since we were ­children—­though she forgot that sometimes.” At the thought of her friend and mistress, tears came to her eyes. Holding Serasina with both arms she could not wipe them. A moment later, to Jesa’s astonishment, the queen reached out and gently rubbed the tears away with the back of her finger.

“You loved the duchess, didn’t you?”

“Of course. She was a good person. She did not ­deserve—” And then the tears came again, this time in floods. At last she handed the baby to Miriamele so she could wipe her eyes properly. “I am sorry, Majesty.”

“Nothing to apologize for. But you still haven’t answered my question. Why do you trust me more than anyone else? Because ­queens—­rulers in ­general—­are notoriously bad risks for trust. For one thing, we seldom see people as individuals because we are always thinking of them as subjects, as a nation.”

“But that is it,” Jesa said. “You are not that way. Everyone in Nabban saw me as a servant, or as Canthia’s childhood friend, or as a woman of the Wran. Not one of them ever looked at me and saw me.”

Miriamele looked skeptical. “If you are saying I saw the truth of who you really are, Jesa, I’m afraid you’re mistaken. Only in the time we have spent together have I come to know how clever and brave you are.”

“But you did not make a mask for me to wear.”

“I don’t understand.”

Jesa was frustrated. She had set out to tell the queen how much she respected her but had made a muddle of things. “It is what we say in the ­Wran—­or at least on Red Pig ­Lagoon—­when someone thinks they know a person before they do. That you never did, Majesty. When you met me, you did not see just another servant, just a ­dark-­skinned girl from the swamp. What you did not know at first you waited to find out. That ­is . . . rare.”

The queen looked at her for a long time. “And to think Westerling is your second tongue. You astonish me, Jesa. And you shame me, too. I would like to believe I am the person you think I ­am—­I would admire such a person ­too—­but I am afraid I am far more flawed than that.”

Jesa laughed. “Which is just what such a person always says when others praise them.”

“Do you see what I mean?” said Miriamele, and now she was smiling too. “Too clever by half.” She started to hand back Serasina, then stopped long enough to plant a kiss on the child’s ­half-­exposed forehead. “Look at her. On a ship, in a country she’s never been in, and she’s just sleeping ­like . . . ­like . . .”

“Like a crocodile,” said Jesa.

Miriamele laughed, startled. “I was going to say, ‘like a baby’, but it seemed too obvious. Do crocodiles sleep a lot?”

“They pretend. It looks like they are asleep, but truly they are watching.”

“I don’t think Serasina is pretending to be asleep.”

			
			

“I know.” Jesa smelled the baby, whispered a few words to her before turning to the queen again. “And anyway, she will not bite. No teeth yet.”

Miri sighed. “It’s hard to wait. I want to see my home again. I want to see ­my . . . my people again.” She shook her head as if to clear away cobwebs. “Enough of that. How do you fare? Do you think you could eat something?”

Jesa shuddered. “Not yet. But the baby will be hungry soon.”

“I could use a little something myself,” said the queen. “Let’s go see what Captain Fincher has to offer us.”
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“Husband,” said Lady Thelía, speaking quietly, “you know I am not a ­faint-­hearted woman. That is correct, is it not?”

“I have never found you anything but courageous and firm.”

“I am pleased to hear that. Then perhaps you will understand that it is not a mere lack of courage that prompts me to say that I am most uncomfortable with this pursuit.”

“I do not like it either,” said Tiamak. “But the fact remains that something in front of us is bleeding.” He lowered his torch. Drops of blood gleamed with reflected light. “Since there is a good chance that whatever is bleeding is the same thing that has tried several times to kill us, I want to find it while it is wounded. These dark places under the castle are perilous enough without us being hunted by an unknown enemy, too.”

“You see, that is just my point.” She was still whispering, but Tiamak could tell she was on the verge of getting louder, so he stopped and waited. “We are following something that has tried several times to throttle us,” she continued. “You have said several times that you think whatever it is may also be responsible for the numerous traps we have so far ­evaded—­mostly by luck.”

“And by bundling ourselves up like Qanuc trolls,” he said. “That has been much help, at least with the poisoned needles littered about the place.”

“This is no beast,” she said. “We know that. It has made traps, and it also seems to be using levers and winches to change the paths here beneath the Hayholt. This is a thinking creature.”

“I cannot argue with that. In fact, I think I was the one who first suggested it.”

She let out a long, exasperated breath. “I want to go back to the safe hiding place we found, Tiamak. I am tired and frightened. I do not want to come upon that thing if it is wounded, whatever it is, madman or clever ­beast . . . or something worse.”

“Neither do I. Still, if we can find where its lair is, we can at least avoid that spot. And if we find it ­dying—­well, then we can perhaps finish it off.”

“You think it was caught on one of its own envenomed spikes?”

“I don’t know. I thought I saw something else, just before the light blinded me. Another person, but small, like one of Simon’s troll friends.”

			
			

“There are no trolls left in the castle!” she said, just remembering to keep her voice low. “And treacherous Pasevalles would be searching for us if he knew we were down here. Why risk revealing ourselves to anyone?”

Tiamak lowered the torch again. “Ah. Luck appears to have deserted us,” he said sadly. “See, the drops are getting smaller. It was a minor wound, it seems.” He took another few steps, bending low to the ground. “And now they have stopped altogether.”

“Then let us go back.”

Tiamak raised the torch and peered at a vast wall of ­close-­packed ­dirt- and ­soot-­covered stones. “I think we must be close to the base of Hjeldin’s Tower,” he said. “See, there is what looks like the great foundations of the Inner Bailey wall. We must be somewhere under the southern gatehouse.”

“Hjeldin’s Tower!” Thelía was horrified. “That cursed spot! That is the last place we should seek. The red wizard’s old haunts. And we seem to be chasing his ghost.” She made the sign of the Tree.

“I am not superstitious in that way, my dear,” he said. “But neither am I completely without fear. That is why I have my knife and torch, and you have that heavy piece of wood that you have been clutching so tightly for so long.”

“Do not tease me, Tiamak. I am not in the mood. We have followed this bleeding phantom for what must be hours. Do you still know how to find our way back to our camp?”

“It is not much of a camp,” he pointed out. “Everything we brought down we still carry on our backs or in our purses.”

“It is a place where we were untroubled by the terrible thing that lives down here,” she said flatly. “Tiamak, come back! Where are you going?”

“Just a little farther, my dear. I see an opening in the wall at the end of the corridor.”

“Oh, you man!” She hurried to catch up to him. “Just because I left the church and my order to marry you does not mean I cannot divorce you. I do not accept Mother Church’s authority to yoke me forever to a madman.”

He stopped, gesturing for her to come close. “Dear Thelía,” he said in a whisper. “If I lead you astray, you will likely not need to divorce me, because one or both of us will be dead. Now, please just stay silent while we explore this chamber, or whatever it is, then afterward I promise I will be led by ­you—­back to our previous camp or anywhere else.”

She gave him a furious look that could have set the contents of an alchemical flask boiling, but then lifted the piece of wood back onto her shoulder and followed him along the corridor.

At the ­opening—­a broken stone arch that had collapsed halfway, leaving a space at the bottom big enough to crawl ­beneath—­Tiamak handed her the torch, then got down on his knees and first listened, then sniffed the opening. “If there was anything in here, it has been dead for a long time.” He made a face. “It smells dreadful.”

“Husband . . .”

			
			

“Hand me back the torch.” And so, holding it before him, doing his best not to singe his own eyebrows, he crawled through. On the other side he rose to his feet and held up the torch as he turned slowly in a circle. “By the cold, cold hand of She Who Waits,” he murmured after a moment of silent shock. “I have never seen anything so terrible.”

In mere moments, Thelía had crawled beneath the broken arch and stood beside him. Tiamak heard her gasp. “What hellish place is this?”

At first, crawling, he had been only able to see the bones and filth that littered the floor, like the offal of some fierce carnivore’s den. But with the torch held high, the whole chamber was revealed. At the center of the room a square basin was cut into the stone floor, as large as a royal bathtub, with pillars at each corner. The basin was covered with a crusty brown and black stain, but it was what hung above it that held the eye. Two ropes crisscrossed the space over the basin, and from those ropes hung a dozen or more animal corpses, each hanging upside down by tail or hind ­legs—­rats, squirrels, cats, and even a larger, headless torso that looked like it might once have been a hunting hound. But at the very center where the ropes overlapped was the unmistakable shape of a naked human body. It had been a woman, and the throat had been ripped out by something that had left a ragged red wound. The rest of the body, though, was as white as snow under the light of Tiamak’s torch.

“Sweet Elysia, Mother of our Redeemer,” Thelía moaned. “What devil’s work is this?” She stared at the ­upside-­down corpse. “Is it one of the Norns? It is so pale!”

Tiamak took a few steps closer, holding his nose with the fingers of one hand against the awful stench of putrefaction. He lifted the torch close to the dead face. “I think not. By the bits of clothing still hanging from the legs, I would guess it was one of the castle’s serving maids.”

“But so white!”

“Someone has drained out her blood. I ­suspect—” He had to pause as his gorge rose, then settled again. “I suspect that is what filled the basin.”

“I want to get out of here,” Thelía said, in a tone that admitted of no argument. “We must leave. This stinks of sorcery.”

“I agree, and we will leave, yes. I want only ­to—”

Tiamak did not finish his sentence because something abruptly dropped on him from above, enfolding him like the wings of a huge bat, and he was driven to the ground by the force of it. Before he could begin to understand what had happened, he felt rough claws tear savagely at his neck and face, then his head was rammed again and again into the hard floor, scattering his thoughts and filling his skull with black stars. Then he felt a blow like a blacksmith’s hammer, and though it did not strike him anywhere that he could feel it, it reverberated through him. A heartbeat later, the strangling thing slid off him.

When Tiamak could again understand where he was, his wife had hold of his arm and was trying to drag him onto his feet. “Do not pull my arm out of  my shoulder,” he said in a complaining tone, still not quite certain what was happening.

“Dear God, your eye!” She sounded terrified. “What has that thing done to you?”

He reached up to his brow and felt torn flesh and a pain that was just beginning to throb. His fingers came back wet. “I think I can still see out of it, but I am bleeding badly.” He staggered to his feet, and only then became aware of the red thing lying before him. The torch, which had tumbled from his hand, lay on the floor so that the unmoving shape was half lit, half in shadow.

“I hit it as hard as I could,” Thelía said. “I smashed its head in. I think I killed it.”

“I hope so. If not for the heavy cloth around my neck, it would have torn out my throat. But I am bleeding there, too.”

Still groggy and unsure, Tiamak almost fell over before he managed to retrieve the torch, then stood swaying over the ragged red thing that had attacked him. His wounded eye had now swollen closed, and blood from his face and throat spattered on the ground.

“Oh! Husband, you are badly hurt!” He had never heard Thelía sound so close to utter panic. “We must go!”

“Not until I see what this is.” He reached out his foot and shoved the thing over onto its back. It was lighter than he had expected, certainly after feeling the strength of those choking fingers, and despite his earlier words against superstition, Tiamak was all too ready to discover that his wife had knocked down some demon. He leaned over and flicked the hood of the ragged garment out of the way, then lowered the torch so he could see, revealing a grotesque face smeared in red and brown and a sagging mouth with only a few teeth, but those few had each been scraped or filed into points. It was horrible, but it appeared to be human. “By They Who Breathe Darkness,” Tiamak said in soft astonishment, “I think it is a woman.”

“A woman? Who is she?”

“How would I know, wife? She is covered all over in dried ­blood—­I think she bathed in it.” His gaze flicked back to the basin and the string of corpses hanging over it. “Oh, gods of my people,” he said, “this is a terrible place. And all this time, we were living only a few steps above it all. All this time!”

“We have to leave this place,” she said. “And do not even think of hauling that stinking corpse back to our camp so you can examine it, though I do not doubt you would like to.”

Tiamak was kneeling beside the body now, turning the head from side to side so that even with only one eye working, he could see the profile, the prominent nose and chin. When the thing’s hood fell back, he saw that the scalp was shaved. “Who could it be?” he wondered aloud. “It almost looks as though she imitated the red priest himself. But it is not ­Pryrates—” Again he stopped, this time because an idea had seized him. “I think I know who this was,” he said.

			
			

“Tell me after we have left,” his wife said. “Your wounds must be ­foul—­they need cleaning. And this place sickens me. I do not want to stay another moment.”

But Tiamak was deep in thought and continued speaking as though he had not heard her. “When Pryrates came to the Hayholt, he brought a servant with him, a woman named Munshazou. She is listed in the household accounts once or twice. She lived in Hjeldin’s Tower and, I presume, acted as cook and maid for him. She was never seen or heard of again after the Storm King’s War and the fall of Green Angel Tower. It was assumed she had died in those last hours, as so many did, but her body was never found.”

A tremor shook the walls around them. A scattering of dust and a few small stones fell from above.

“Husband—!”

“It is just an ­earth-­shake,” he said, looking down at the motionless, ­rag-­draped body, curled against itself like the shell of a dead spider. “I suspect that this is what has been living down here,” he said. “The ­she-­thing that has killed so many ­animals . . . and ­people . . . and has bathed in their blood as well.” He stared at the gaunt, ­red-­smeared features. “And she was likely responsible for the traps and poison nails down here as well, and thus most likely the murderer of poor Prince John Josua.” He shook his head, overwhelmed with a sense of futility. “No ­monster—­at least, not a ghost or ­demon—­except this horrible woman, Pryrates’ servant.”

“Husband, I thought I saw her ­breathe—”

An instant later, the seemingly dead creature grabbed him, her terrible nails clawing for him once more. Tiamak let out a cry of disgust and fear.

“Not servant!” the thing shrieked in a raw voice that sounded as if it had been long out of use. “Not servant! MOTHER!”

He kicked at it, trying to push himself backward, but the red thing clung to his legs. “Get out of the way,” cried Thelía. “I will hit her!”

“You all kill my son,” the ­red-­painted horror screeched, her few teeth showing against the dark of her throat like the standing stones on Thisterborg. Tiamak managed to snatch up the torch, which had fallen. “My lovely Pryrat. But soon I bring him back. Soon I bring him back!”

Even as she spoke, she tried to pull Tiamak down to the floor, long, scrawny fingers clawing at him. Without thinking, he struck her with the torch. The pitch caught in the tatters of her clothing; a moment later, she was ablaze. Screaming in a way that sounded like nothing human, the thing he had named Munshazou straightened, batting at the fires with her hands, but the fire only strengthened as it blazed up her rotting clothes. Still screeching, the red thing turned and staggered toward the far corner of the collapsed chamber. In that fearful, expanding moment Tiamak assumed she was mad with pain from the flames and would batter herself against the far wall like a trapped fly, but an instant later she tumbled over an invisible edge and vanished. Tiamak and Thelía both hurried forward and found what had obviously once been a well, though the cover had long since fallen to pieces.

			
			

Tiamak got down on his knees and cautiously stretched his head over the hole, ignoring the blood that ran down his face and dripped from his chin. He could smell damp below him, but even holding out the torch he could see no water below and heard no sound of a splash, only darkness and silence.

“She has escaped!” Thelía cried. “She is free again. Tiamak, we must leave!”

“I do not think she has escaped anything,” he said. “She was burning alive, and the well is deep. She could not survive ­such—”

Again the earth trembled, and this time the shaking was so strong that the broken arch through which they had entered scraped and shuddered. The stones settled so that the opening became half the size, and in the torchlight Tiamak could see showers of stone fragments and cracks running jaggedly through the stonework.

“Out,” he said, but his wife was already crawling out through the now smaller opening, and Tiamak did not hesitate to follow her.

On the other side they stood in the corridor for a moment, but stones and dust were falling here too, and some of the pieces shaken loose from the shadows above were as big as a child’s head. “You are badly hurt. We must go back to our camp,” Thelía said. “Oh, husband, hurry!”

“No.” Tiamak shook his head. “We cannot go back down. Do you not smell the burning?”

“It’s your torch,” she said, but he shook his head again.

“No, it is more than that. See?” He held the burning brand high. At the upper edge of its light, trails of smoke seeped down through the cracks in the vaulted ceiling. Already the air was thick with it. “We cannot go down. Somewhere above a fire must have broken ­out—­a bad one, hot enough to crack the very stones. We must go up if we want to live.”

“But Tiamak, Pasevalles and his soldiers will seize us if we reveal ourselves.”

“Place that danger against all those thousandweight of stone falling on us.” He grabbed her arm to get her moving back down the way they came. The rocky groaning grew louder, as did new and frightening percussive noises like the clapping of giant hands. “We must get out before more walls come down.”

Even as he spoke, another crash sounded behind them and a great gust of smoke and tumbling debris flew out of the archway from the chamber they had just quitted, stopping all conversation. Tiamak yanked his wife’s scarf up over her nose and mouth, then did the same with his own. Hand in hand inside a small sphere of torchlight, surrounded by darkness and smoke, they ran along the shuddering passageway.
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Miriamele did not know what hour of the clock it was, only that she had been asleep. She struggled upright, tatters of dream falling away. Someone knocked again.  

“Who . . . ?” asked Jesa, rolling over and pulling the baby to her.

			
			

Still muzzy with sleep, Miriamele reached for the knife she kept close, then put her bare feet on the floor. “Come in, then,” she called.

The sailor in the doorway was holding a hooded lantern. Miri lifted her hand to shield her eyes from the glare. “Begging pardon, Your Majesty,” he said. “Captain Fincher and Lord Norvel ask you to join them on the foredeck.”

She wiped her eyes. “What time is it?”

“An hour left of the early watch, Majesty. Sun’s just coming up.” He hesitated. “Captain asks you to put this on, if you please, Ma’am.” He held out what looked like a heavy bundle.

“What is happening, Majesty?” asked Jesa from the bed.

“Nothing. Go back to sleep.” Miriamele took the offered garment, thinking it was a heavy thick cloak against the cold weather, but the weight of it surpassed any cloak she had ever lifted: she almost dropped it in surprise. “This is armor!”

“Yes, Your Majesty. Captain says please put it on, then come to the foredeck.”

“I do not know how to do it,” she said. “Help me.”

If it had not been the middle of the night, and if she had not been worried about why the captain had summoned her, the following moments would have been rare comedy. Though Miriamele wore a ­night-­dress and had pulled a shawl around her shoulders, the lieutenant kept averting his eyes as though she were naked, which meant he was more of a hindrance than a help with the sagging, overlarge shirt of chain mail.

“Let us hope that I do not have to run away from anything,” she said as the sailor tried blindly to fasten the catch on the back of the armor. At last he found it and stepped away, still looking tactfully in any direction except where she stood. Miriamele felt weighed down already, as if she had worn one of her court dresses into the bath.

“Lead on,” she said. “No, walk behind me until we are on deck, please, in case I fall backward down the stairs.”

At first all she could see was black water and an eastern horizon delicately washed with the pink and orange of early dawn. She followed the lieutenant up to the raised forecastle where the captain and Baron Norvel were waiting for her. When they saw her, the baron bent a knee and the captain bowed.

“It is early, Captain Fincher,” she said. “I did not expect to be awakened yet, and I think you might have found me something more comfortable than this to wear.” She lifted an arm weighted with a wide, armored sleeve.

“My apologies, Majesty,” he said. “But I did not want to take chances.”

“Y’do look a bit like St. Ebbe, drowned in a barrel,” said Norvel.

“Thank you, Baron. That makes me feel holier, if not warmer.” She turned back to the captain. “May I ask why you called for me?”

Fincher was staring over the side at the black water. The rosy glow on the horizon tipped the waves with light. “Look, Majesty. Do you see that?”

Miri advanced to the rail of the forecastle and looked down. A confusion of  slippery, gleaming shapes fell and rose among the swells. She thought they must be dolphins. “Yes. ­And—?”

“Those be kilpa, Majesty. At the mouth of the Kynslagh.”

She stared as one of the shapes rolled in the water, revealing the gleam of eyes and the black hole of a mouth before slipping beneath the waves again. She felt a moment of disgust and unease but was not badly frightened: half a dozen kilpa were not much danger to a ship carrying two hundred armed soldiers. “I have seen kilpa before, Captain. And though it disturbs me to see them so far north of their usual haunts, I have already heard many tales of this. Was it truly necessary to call me from my ­bed—­apologies, your bed, since we have taken your ­cabin—­to see it?”

“I did not call you out in the cold to see kilpa, Majesty,” said Fincher.

For the first time, she noticed the tremor in his voice and her heart sank a little. “Then what?”

“You will see in a moment, when the Gleniwent bends again at the inlet and we pass the headland.”

As the captain spoke, Baron Norvel moved closer as if to shield her. For the first time since the knock on the cabin door Miriamele’s heart began to race.

She did not have long to wonder. Within a few moments they slid past the great black cliff that had been blocking their view and the Elysiamansa entered the Kynslagh.

“Mother of God,” she said in a hushed, choked voice. “Mother of God, what is that? What has happened?” The horizon had not been turned orange by the light of dawn, she now saw, but by flames mounting to the sky from the far shore.

“I fear it is the Hayholt, Majesty,” said Norvel, his voice empty of his usual cheer. “It is on fire.”

Miri stared at the flames whose towering heights almost seemed to scorch the low clouds, an inferno that stretched from high Swertclif all the way to the seawall edging the Kynswood. “God save us,” was all she could say.
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The Thing Inside
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Simon stood by the ruins of the Hayholt’s Nearulagh Gate and held his granddaughter by her shoulders, afraid to pull her near. He felt as if his heart was being ripped in two. The smoldering, bandaged demon that had come with the Norns had somehow left its own failing body and leaped into this precious child, and it was all he could do not to try to shake it out of her.

“Lillia,” he said. “Grandfather’s here.”

“Something is gravely wrong,” said Jiriki. The Sitha was striped with cuts and smears of blood but seemed more or less whole.

“I know that! That horrible burning thing has got into Lillia, somehow!” Simon was frantic. “Get the demon out of her!”

“Grandfather, make it stop! I don’t like this,” the child said in her natural voice, that of a frightened child only seven years old. She squirmed in his grip, eyes full of tears. “I don’t like it!”

Jiriki came and kneeled beside her. He laid his hands on her temples and she quieted. “You are right, Seoman,” he said. “I can feel another presence, but it is like nothing I know. Perhaps the wisest healers among my people can help her, but none of them are here.”

“Yes, Jiriki, something is gravely wrong,” said a voice that was not Lillia’s, though it issued from her throat, her mouth. “I cannot see all of Utuk’ku’s ­intentions—­the queen of Nakkiga has removed herself from me, doubtless thinking me exhausted and useless now that I have done her bidding ­here—­but I can sense that she is full of triumph.”

“What are you?” Simon demanded. “Get out of my granddaughter, you foul thing! I would rather see her dead than possessed by you, ­hell-­creature.”

To his astonishment, the raw voice ­laughed—­not a laugh of exulting villainy, or even of contempt, but the sad sound of something disappointed. “Have you forgotten me so completely, Simon Snowlock?”

“Who are you? What are you?” he demanded, near tears himself.

“You know me well, Simon. You met me first in my hut beside the lake, you and little Binabik, when you were driven out of the Hayholt in your youth.”

A bizarre, impossible idea floated into his head. Something in the voice had  been familiar, but his terror had kept him from hearing it. “It cannot be. It cannot be.” He took a long, shaky breath. “Geloë? Is that truly you?”

“Ah.” His granddaughter’s head nodded in calm acknowledgement. “So I am not forgotten after all.”

Startled, Simon set his granddaughter ­down—­she stood stiffly where he put ­her—­and took a step back, heart pounding, sick in his stomach. “No!” he said, holding up his hands as if to ward off an attack. “It can’t be. You’re dead!”

The startlingly cold eyes followed him. “Death is not as simple as you have been taught.”

To Simon’s astonishment, Jiriki dropped to one knee. “Geloë—­Ruyan’s own, last of the line. Can I hope that you offer us help? Or has the queen of Nakkiga made a slave of you?”

“She did, for a little while. But now I am my own once ­more—­at least while I have the strength to keep my true self hidden from her.” She lifted her ­hands—­Lillia’s small hands. “This is hard for me and uncomfortable for Simon’s granddaughter. I will try to explain quickly, because time is a luxury we no longer have.”

“Get out of her!” Simon pleaded. “If it’s you, Geloë, I can’t believe you want to hurt a child this ­way—­frighten her out of her wits. Come out of my granddaughter!”

“Do not be foolish, Simon.” The rough voice seemed flat, almost empty of human feeling. “I cannot leave her or I will cease. There is nowhere else for me to go, and I have worked too long and too ­hard—­and kept myself secret through a thousand ­horrors—­to give up now, when I am most needed.”

“Then whatever you’ve done, do it to me instead,” he said. “You’re hurting her. Come into me.”

Again, the preternaturally calm expression, a single shake of the head. “I would not have entered a child if I had any other choice. I did not. Only Lillia has a heart and mind that will still stretch to hold me, that can survive this intrusion without tipping into madness. Please, do not beg me anymore. It is difficult enough for me to do what must be done. It is difficult enough for me to live with what I have already done at Utuk’ku’s bidding.”

Jiriki, still kneeling before her, looked up. Simon heard approaching riders, but he was still fixed on his granddaughter and the ­thing—­a thing he still did not ­understand—­that lived inside her now.

“But you were dead,” he said helplessly.

“Yes, my body died, or at least I left it behind. But as I told you, it is all more complicated than you can know.” She turned toward the approaching riders. “I can explain all, but now we must hasten north as swiftly as we can.”

“North?” Jiriki said. “I heard you say we had been tricked. Part of that is obvious ­now—­where ten thousand Hikeda’ya Sacrifices stood is now empty air. Was that your doing, Geloë?”

“Yes, and I used up nearly all my strength fashioning that illusion. Utuk’ku sent me here with the few hundred real Sacrifices she was willing to throw away. They are the  ones who burned the castle, and they are the ones who, like Marshal Muyare, were killed when your people came to break the siege.”

“But why would the Norn Queen do all that?” asked Simon.

“In part, to divide our forces. Perhaps also for revenge.” The childish shape shrugged. “That may be why they came prepared to burn the Hayholt. Utuk’ku is the oldest, and her ways are hard to fathom. But her greater motive Jiriki knows, though he likely did not recognize it until now.”

Simon turned. The Sitha’s golden face had gone pale. “Tanakirú?” Jiriki asked. “The Vale of Mists?”

“Yes. She has decided that she must have it,” Geloë said. “But she tried to make it seem she meant to strike at the Hayholt. She wanted you to bring a sizable portion of your warriors here to defend it.”

“I brought all I could,” said Jiriki. “It seems I must be grateful for my people’s reluctance to aid the mortals, because if I had got my way, I would have brought many more.”

“Counting is foolishness now,” Geloë said. “Every Zida’ya is needed in Tanakirú. Utuk’ku is moving against it in haste and with great force. It may be only days before she has taken the valley and everything in it.”

“I will tell my people here to make ready,” said Jiriki, and swung himself back onto his horse, calling to the other Sithi with words like low birdsong as he gathered them together.

“But why?” demanded Simon, still struggling to understand. “Why did you do all this, Geloë? How are you ­here—­alive again? And why were you serving the Norn Queen?”

“Questions I will not try to answer until we are riding north,” she said. “Find a horse. Mount up. I will ride on the saddle before you.”

“But I have only just escaped from Pasevalles’ cell! My people don’t even know I’m alive.” Another, darker thought struck him. “Are you saying there’s a war in the ­north . . . a war against the White ­Foxes . . . and that you want me to take Lillia there?”

“I do not dare to leave her body, Simon. And without me, even if Jiriki’s people were ten times as many, defeat would still be inevitable. You cannot conceive the dreadful price Utuk’ku might exact if she wins.”

“But I can’t take Lillia there!”

“You can and you must, I fear. There is no other hope for men or Sithi, and the stakes for my own folk might be even higher.”

“Your own folk?” Simon felt battered, as if he had been struck in the head over and over, until the world spun around him. “What does that mean?”

“The Tinukeda’ya,” she said. “Though we call ourselves ­Vao—­the changeling folk. I am the last of the Navigator’s line, Simon. Ruyan Vé was my ­many-­times-­great grandfather, but he is long gone into shadow. All my people’s ­hopes—­and all your peoples’ hopes, too, both Sithi and ­mortals—­now rest on ­me . . . and I am weary. So weary that I can barely hold myself together. We must ride now. There is no other choice.”
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With the help of the cook Brannan and several soldiers, Brother Etan finally managed to get Aengas down the slippery steps beside the seagate, where other survivors were already gathered, many of them soldiers who had fought to save the castle and failed. As Brannan held a cup of water to his master’s lips, weary Etan stared up at the ­smoke-­wreathed spike that was Holy Tree Tower and at the blazing roofs of the throne hall and the royal residence. The monk was full of a curious numbness, though his thoughts were all hopelessness and loss.

All the treasures collected here in this castle, all the ­history—­gone in a single night! It was a catastrophe so huge it would not fit into his thoughts except in pieces. Oh, merciful God, and the people who lived here! He looked around the seagate dock and made a rough count. Four dozen souls, five dozen at the most, huddled together as flecks of ash drifted and danced. Is this all that survived? And have we survived in truth, or will the Norns come now to finish us off?

“I swear it was the king’s ghost come back,” he heard one of the soldiers say to a comrade. “I saw him! He was ­mad—­furious!”

And so begin the stories, Etan thought. We need them to make sense of terrible things. One day, the destruction of this place and the angry ghost of King Simon will be in a book, with no witness still alive to say otherwise. A new idea came to him with a shock like a body blow. God preserve us, Lord Tiamak’s books are burned, too! He worked so hard to gather that library for so many years, the wisdom of so many minds and so many hands. Now they are all gone. For some reason this realization finally broke through the monk’s numbness and he wept.

Someone patted him on the shoulder. He looked up to see one of the Erkynguard. “Don’t cry, Father,” the soldier said. “God has gathered them all to Heaven.” But the man’s own ­ash-­blackened face showed the tracks of tear stains.

Perhaps he has lost his family, Etan thought. He has surely lost comrades. And yet he consoles me while I weep over books. But he knew it was not just the books he was mourning, nor even the lost wisdom contained in them, but the loss of an entire world. Just a year ago the king and queen had both been alive and the Norns merely frightening old stories from a bygone time. Now the king and queen were dead and everything was ruined, everything burning, the life Etan had known vanished into swirling smoke and a drizzle of filthy rain.

St. Sutrin’s! It struck him like another blow. Is the great church gone too? Usires our Ransomer, preserve us from such evil! Have the cursed Norns burned down Erchester as well?

Etan nodded to the soldier who had tried to comfort him, made the sign of the Tree in the air, then began to climb the steps back up to the castle.

“Where do you go, Father?” asked the guardsman in alarm. “It is all burning there.”

			
			

“It may not be burning everywhere,” he called over his shoulder. “I go to find out.”

“Godspeed, Father.”

“Brother,” he said, but quietly. “I am no one’s father, but I am meant to be everyone’s brother.”

Etan returned to the Inner Bailey and climbed a section of the wall that still stood. To his immense relief, he could see that Erchester still seemed to be standing and whole, its buildings ­red-­lit by the castle’s rippling flames. Best of all, he could make out St. Sutrin’s tall spire still looming above the other structures, limned in scarlet. But other than the glare from the burning castle, no other lights showed anywhere in the city’s dark spread. Have all the people of Erchester run off? he wondered. Or are they hiding? But why didn’t the White Foxes burn the city too?

As he tried to make sense of this, he was distracted by movement below him in the westernmost part of the otherwise deserted Middle Bailey, and he saw two small figures holding onto each other as they staggered toward the Kynslagh side of the castle. He wondered briefly whether they were survivors or Norn soldiers, but then his attention was seized by the sloping defensive earthwork that only a short time earlier had been covered with thousands of Norn soldiers. Now they were all gone, the slope empty but for a few dark, fallen shapes.

Etan was thunderstruck. How could such a thing be? How could even the mysterious Norns appear in such numbers and then suddenly vanish? And why? It made no sense at all, and for a moment he could only wonder if he was ­dreaming—­if everything that had happened might have only been a nightmare.

But then his attention was caught once more by the figures struggling across the narrow part of the Middle Bailey. One of them had now fallen to the ground, and the other was crouching beside it, as if praying or trying to shake the other awake.  

God reminds me, Etan thought. I must leave the great matters to others and look to the small. He looked out across the slope beneath the ruined outwall one more time, wondering if the Norn army were only hiding until survivors showed themselves, but the grassy slope was always kept short: there was no place for even a small company to hide, let alone the massive army that he had seen with his own eyes. It almost seemed as if the Norns had sprouted wings and then, like a monstrous flock of birds, flown away.

As Etan reached the bottom of the staircase, he could see that a battle had taken place at the foot of the ­stairs—­a battle that would never be sung about. Many bodies lay on the ground, most of them ordinary ­castle-­folk, though he saw armored Erkynguards and a few dead Norns as well. The castle people, unarmed men and women, seemed to have been chased toward the stairs by the invaders, then the guardsmen had come down to help them. He made the Tree and said a shortened version of the Mansa sea Cuelossan over them all, victims, defenders, and even attackers, not because he could forgive the Norns, but be cause he was in a hurry to find the survivors he had seen. But as he made his way back out through the Inner Bailey he encountered so many more bodies that he gave up trying to bless them all.

The air was becoming harder to breathe because of the dust from the collapsed tower and the smoke pouring from the blazing residence, but despite burning eyes from the soot, he at last spotted a kneeling figure and hurried toward it. When the hooded shape looked up at his approach with a face full of terror, he was so surprised that he missed his footing, stumbled, and almost fell.

“Lady Thelía?” he cried. “Can it truly be you? Oh, praise Usires, I thought you dead.” A new shock followed the first. “And, God’s mercy, is that Lord Tiamak there?” He hurried forward to kneel beside her. “Is he badly hurt?”

“I do not know.” Thelía’s face was pale in those few spots where she was free of dirt and bloody scratches. “He was attacked. The creature who did it is dead, I think, but my poor husband bleeds so much, and he has been getting steadily weaker. Help me, Etan! I am so frightened for him!”

Etan turned Tiamak over. He seemed insensible, and though it was hard to tell through the thick cloth that wrapped him from neck to ankle, Etan could see Tiamak’s chest moving up and down. His face and neck were deeply gouged and covered in blood, especially the area around his left eye; so much so that Etan could not be certain the eye was still whole. He did his best to clean the wounds but had nothing to work with except the sleeve of his shirt, which he used to wipe away the worst of the blood. “I think he will live,” he told Lady Thelía, “but we must pour some strong wine on those cuts, especially on his face. Let us take him down to the seagate where the other survivors are waiting.”

Suddenly Tiamak’s good eye opened. “Etan? Is that you? Do not waste time worrying about ­me—­I am only scraped and scratched.”

“It is a bit worse than that,” he began, trying to keep his voice calm. “You are bleeding ­badly—”

“Doesn’t matter. I need you.” He grimaced. “Ah, I wish I did not. I hate myself for ­this . . . we are all so ­weary . . .” Tiamak closed his eye again.

“Husband, save your strength,” said Thelía.

Etan squatted beside the Wrannaman. “I should be able to carry you to safety.”

Tiamak’s eye open again. “No! Not yet. Thelía and I will find our way to the seagate, now that you have told us. But I fear I must ask you to do something else for ­me—­oh, forgive me, Brother, because it is something difficult and terribly dangerous.”

Etan felt a tightness in his gut, as if a snake had coiled around his innards and squeezed. “What do you mean? And where have you two been all this time?”

“Underneath the castle,” said Thelía breathlessly. “When we learned that Pasevalles would arrest us, we took the things we had put aside for such a time, then hid in the ruins beneath the Hayholt. It is another world down there, Brother ­Etan—­a strange and dreadful place.”

			
			

Tiamak suddenly began to writhe on the ground. For a frightening moment Etan thought he was suffering some fit, but then realized that he was only trying to shrug off the peddler’s pack on his back. By the time Tiamak finished his face was bleeding afresh and he was breathing hard beneath his thick clothing. “First, Brother, tell me,” he gasped, “did you get my letter to the king at Winstowe?”

So many things had happened, it took a moment for Etan to remember. “The letter. I took it to Winstowe, yes,” he said. “But the king did not read it.”

“Why not?” Tiamak struggled to sit up. His wife did not seem able to decide whether to help him or force him to lie down again.

“Because, although the king was not wounded, he collapsed during the fighting there. He died shortly afterward.”

Thelía let out a sudden cry of grief. Tiamak stared at Etan as though he did not believe him. “The king?” he said. “King ­Simon . . . is dead?”

“I fear it is so.”

“Did you see his body?”

“No, my lord. Pasevalles had me locked up, saying I must have been a party to your treason. But others told me they saw the king’s body go to the funerary priests.”

Tiamak slowly shook his head. “No. I cannot believe ­it—­but perhaps I only want not to believe it. Pasevalles is a monster. You know that, Etan, do you not? He has been behind many of our troubles, and perhaps was the author of the queen’s death as well. Is he with the survivors?”

Etan shook his head. “Pasevalles is gone. Reports say that he rode out with his own guards a sennight ago to try to parley with the Norns.”

“To join them, most likely.” Tiamak dabbed at his bloody face with his padded forearm, wincing. “If this dreadful news is true, I will mourn Simon when there is time. A most bitter ­loss—­He Who Steps on Sand, forgive me! I should have seen all this much sooner!”

“Husband, you cannot blame yourself,” said Thelía. “Pasevalles fooled everyone.”

“He had help.” Tiamak seemed to find a little new strength. “Our greater enemy Utuk’ku directed him somehow, I feel sure. Now I must make my request, Brother.” He paused, slowly turning his head from side to side. “I am so dizzy! Oh, Etan, if I could think of any other way to do this, I would not put this burden on ­you—”

“What burden? What do you want of me?” Etan was overwhelmed. Trying to tell Tiamak and Thelía what had happened in their absence had only made him more aware of how bad things truly were. “Pasevalles is ­gone—­you can reveal yourself now. There are many waiting down at the seagate dock who will be joyful to know you survive.”

“Not all, I’ll wager,” said Tiamak with a small, grim smile. “But we will make our way there soon enough. First, though, I must pass my burden on to you. Did you know the Sithi were here?”

			
			

“Is that who drove the Norns away? Because there were thousands of Norns outside the walls, but they all vanished in a moment, as if they had melted into the air.” A moment later the whole of what Tiamak said struck him. “Hold—­the Sithi? They were here?”

“It’s true,” Thelía said. “We saw them from the top of the Granary Tower. When we came out of the tunnels and saw the flames and the dead, we climbed up to better understand what had happened, and where might be safe to go. The Sithi came riding and fell on the Norns.”

“They were few,” Tiamak said, “but they came on so bravely that for a moment I felt hope, despite the enemy’s numbers.”

“The ­Sithi . . .” Etan shook his head. “I saw nothing of this. It must have happened while I was helping Aengas and the others to the seagate.”

“My friend Aengas lives? May your God bless you for that, Brother.” Tiamak shook his head and tried to rise, but his wife’s slender hand kept him down. “But our time grows short.”

“What do you mean, time grows short? The Norns are gone now, whatever the reasons. The castle is ruined, but Erchester seems to be largely unharmed.”

“You do not understand,” Tiamak said. “The world will burn, and Utuk’ku will be the one who puts fire to it. This has only been part of a larger plan, and I do not think even the Sithi can see all her design. That is why the thing I carry must go to them. They must know what I have found.”

“Must go to the Sithi? What must? What are you saying?”

Tiamak reached into his pack and pulled out a small wooden chest covered in painted scenes that even the burning buildings were not bright enough to illuminate. “In this box is something that the Sithi must see. It might be enough to end the fighting, or at least to help the Sithi guess at the Norn queen’s strategy. It must be given to Jiriki or his sister ­Aditu—­they will know what to do with it.”

“What is in it?” A new chill moved through him. “Is it Bishop Fortis’s terrible book?”

“No, not that. Something stranger than anything men have made. But it must reach the Sithi.”

“You keep saying that, my lord, and it frightens me. Do you mean I must take it to them?”

Tiamak looked at him for a long moment. “Do you believe your God watches over you, Brother?”

Etan was caught by surprise. “Of course!”

“I am glad. I am not always so certain of my own gods, but I find myself reluctant to doubt them just ­now—­and we will need all the aid that both your Heaven and mine can provide. Yes, I need you to ride after the Sithi. I do not know where they go, but I can hope they will leave more trace than they usually do, because they will be in terrible haste.”

Etan was beginning to feel angry. After everything he had gone through, he was being asked to do still ­more—­and it was something that sounded utterly m ad. “Ride after the Sithi? The fastest riders in the world, with horses swifter than even the best the Thrithings breed, while I have no mount at all? And somehow find them when I cannot even know where they are headed? How am I supposed to do such a thing, my lord?”

“Please forgive me, Brother.” Tiamak’s bloody face twisted in unhappiness. “I would not ask it if there was any other way. I would take it myself if I could.”

“You cannot even sit up,” said Thelía. “And you may still lose your eye, husband. You are going nowhere.”

Tiamak stared at her, but Etan saw no anger, only desperation and fear. Then Tiamak reached past the shredded and bloodied collar of his tunic and fumbled out something that Etan could not quite see except for a length of chain. As Tiamak pulled it over his head he grunted in pain, but he waved away his wife’s hands when she bent to help him. “Here, Brother,” he said. “This is overdue, I fear, but better late than not at all.” He thrust his hand toward Etan.

“What is it?” But even in the dim light, he recognized the golden thing a moment later. “Your League of the Scroll medallion?”

“No—­not mine. It is yours now.” Tiamak sighed and dragged himself up into a sitting position. A new dribble of blood started down his cheek.

Etan shook his head. “I do not understand. I have seen it many times. It is yours.”

“I have wanted to make you a member of our league, Brother. Now I do ­so—­if you will accept it.” Tiamak was panting from the exertion of raising himself.

“But this is your ­badge—!”

“It came to me from another Scrollbearer. If we live to happier days, I can have another made for myself. But you have earned this with your fidelity and your courage. Do you accept it, Etan?”

For a moment he felt his mind sway, as if he stood balanced on a dangerous spot. He looked from the pendant to the small wooden chest. “You wish me to chase the Sithi and give them this box, and then I will be part of your Scroll League?”

Tiamak waved a bloody hand. “No, no, if you accept this, you will be a Scrollbearer no matter what, Brother. Whether to seek after Jiriki and his immortals, that is up to you. I would not force you into such great danger against your ­will—­how could I?”

“But I don’t understand any of this.” Etan felt short of breath. He was being compelled to a decision that would have been difficult even with a long time to consider. “What is in the box? And how will I ever find the Sithi?”

“I cannot answer the second question, I fear. But you must believe me when I say that time is growing ever shorter and that the errand is vital.” Tiamak had clearly used most of his available strength: Etan had to bend close to hear him. “As for what is in the box, you may look for yourself, but you should not do it now. Time is short.” He took a ragged breath. “We are all at the end of our powers, dear Etan. But if we stop fighting, our ­defeat—­and ­worse—­is assured.”

			
			

Etan took the scroll pendant from Tiamak’s hand and stared at it. The gold parchment and quill made him miserable, reminding him of all the irreplaceable books that had been destroyed in the Norn attack, but he could not bear to tell Tiamak and Thelía of that ­loss—­they would learn soon enough. “Yes, then. I will take the box to ­Jiriki—­or at least do my best to catch up to them, though I have no idea how I will do it.”

“May your God bless you,” said Tiamak, and finally lowered his trembling hand. “And may my own gods watch over you, too.”

“There are survivors at the seagate,” Etan told Thelía. “You can get help there.”

She made the sign of the Tree, then helped her husband to his feet. If Etan had not reached out a hand to steady him, Tiamak would have fallen, even with his wife holding his arm.

“Go with God, Brother,” Lady Thelía told Etan. “May our Lord watch over you.” She looked scarcely better than her husband. Etan could not imagine what had happened to them under the castle but did not have the strength to inquire.

Tiamak was unsteady, holding onto his wife with one hand. He shook his head, his good eye now spilling tears. “Ah, is the king really dead? Is Simon truly gone, or did I imagine that?”

“I wish I could tell you otherwise,” said Etan. “By the time I returned from Winstowe, our good king had died from an apoplexy.”

Tears were running freely down the Wrannaman’s face now. “Even if we survive, we have lost so much!” He reached out and squeezed Etan’s hand. “Go now, Brother. Haste is your best chance to find the Sithi before all trace of them is gone. Take the box to Jiriki or his ­sister—­or to whoever now leads the ­Sithi—­and know I that would never have asked you if I saw any other choice. Take care. I cannot bear to welcome another Scrollbearer only to lose him.”

The last Brother Etan saw the pair, Lady Thelía was supporting her husband as they both trudged across the Middle Bailey, headed toward the seagate.
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Simon still found it hard to believe that Geloë had survived her ­long-­ago death, but here she was, hiding in the body of his granddaughter like a cuckoo’s egg in the nest of another bird, though she seemed to have retreated again. He clutched Lillia’s sleeping form to his chest and stumbled after Jiriki down the slope below the gate, heading toward Erchester.

“Good God,” said Simon. “I don’t see anyone in the city at all. Where have the people gone?”

“Fled, or at least many of them have,” Jiriki told him. “We saw hundreds upon hundreds crossing the graveyard and filling the roads.”

“I understand none of this.” A sudden memory surfaced. “Your servant, that Sithi ­fellow—­you sent him to me.”

			
			

“So Yeja’aro reached you. I am glad. But he is not my servant. He is the father of my sister’s child.”

Simon had been about to complain about that strangely unhelpful ­messenger, but a moment later he realized what Jiriki had said. “Your ­sis . . . do you mean Aditu? Aditu has a child?”

“Not yet. But ­soon—­perhaps even at this moment it is coming.”

“Is she here somewhere?” Simon asked, craning his neck to search among the Sithi, who were now gathering on the empty slope where the great army of Norns had stood only a short time before. “It would be good to see her.”

Jiriki shook his head. “She has gone to the high city of Anvi’janya to perform the ­Year-­Dancing ceremony, but we will not go there. Our destination is northeast of that place, in a valley called ­Tanakirú—­the Vale of Mists where the Narrowdark River ­runs—”

Just then, one of Jiriki’s fellow Sithi rode up and called to him in the Sithi tongue, a swift, liquid flow of words. Jiriki replied in kind, and for a long moment Simon could only wait.

“I must go look for my kinsman, Ki’ushapo,” Jiriki said when the other Sitha had ridden away. “He is missing, and he is not among the fallen. Even his horse is gone.”

“I think I know that name,” said Simon.

“You do. He met you when you were young. He went to Urmsheim with us, where the dragon’s blood scarred you.”

“I hope he has not been hurt.”

Jiriki’s face was even more grim than it had been. “As do I. I cannot leave without trying to find him, but we will have to ride north soon, no matter what. Wait for me here, Seoman.”

“I’ll go with you. I should discover how many of my people have survived the Norns’ attack. They will need me.”

Jiriki surveyed him with a doubtful eye. “The castle is still on fire and stones are still falling. It will be dangerous enough for us without having to protect you and the child, too. Also, you look to me as though you are exhausted and very sore.”

All too true, Simon realized. The need of the last hours had let him ignore the worst effects of his long captivity by Pasevalles, and even to fight, but that borrowed strength was flowing out of him fast. In fact, by the time he could think of another argument for him to accompany Jiriki, the Sitha and his fellows had already gone.

Simon awoke to Jiriki bending over him. He had fallen asleep sitting up, with a silent Lillia still cradled in his arms.

“I have a horse for you and your granddaughter, Seoman. Mount up.”

It was hard to piece the world back together again. “Did you find your friend?”

Jiriki’s face was composed, but Simon thought he saw pain, even desperation,  in his eyes. “No. We cannot find him on the field or in the outer ring of the castle, and farther in, it is still mostly aflame. But we cannot wait any longer.”

“I’m sorry.” He remembered now who Ki’ushapo was, a handsome Sitha with pale golden hair, but the thirty years since then had rubbed away almost all the other memories. “But I still don’t understand what’s happening. Not where we’re going, or even why. I should stay with my people. They haven’t seen ­me—­they may not even know I’m alive. They are without homes, the castle is on ­fire . . . and you want to take my granddaughter with ­you—!”

“Seoman, you are my friend,” Jiriki told him. “I would not compel you, and even in this terrible hour I will not steal the child out of your arms. We can talk more of everything that is happening as we ride, but on the living memory of the Garden, I swear that if you do not heed Geloë’s words, you may doom us all.”

Simon could only shake his head. He knew Jiriki was telling the truth, and despite how unbelievable it all was, he could not doubt that the woman who had died so long ago was now somehow alive in his granddaughter. But it still seemed an impossible choice.

The childish form in front of him stirred. “Grandfather . . . ?”

He pulled her closer. “Lillia? Is that truly you? Oh, thank the Lord!”

“What happened?” She freed one hand from his enveloping embrace and rubbed her eyes. “My head hurts. It feels like I’m ill. I don’t want to be ill.”

“Bless you, child,” he said.

Lillia turned to look up at him. “Why do you sound so strange, Grandfather? And why are you crying?”

“Nothing, nothing. I’ve just lost too many people that I love.”

“I will let you and your grandchild speak to each other,” Jiriki said. “But a few moments only. Then we must ­leave—­with you or without you, as we must also do with my kinsman Ki’ushapo.”

Simon could not remember having seen Jiriki so cold, so ­hard-­faced, though the Sitha’s expression softened as he turned to the child on Simon’s lap.

“And I give greetings to you, young Princess Lillia,” Jiriki said in a gentler tone. “You have not met me before, but my mother named me Jiriki. I hope to speak to you again.”

“Who was that man?” she asked as Jiriki spurred his horse back to his people, who had swiftly buried their dead and were helping their wounded onto horses. “He was ­funny—­his hair was the color of lavender flowers. And his eyes looked funny, too.”

“Jiriki is a Sitha,” said her grandfather. “And one of my oldest friends.”

“A Sither? Really?” She looked after Jiriki, ­wide-­eyed. “I thought fairies were little.”

“Only in stories,” Simon said and draped his arm around her once more. “I think we are going to travel with them for a while. But for now, you rest. Later you must tell me how you came to be under the castle.”

“Am I in trouble?”

			
			

“No, child. I promise you are not.”

Lillia settled back against his chest, already having taken in several things that would have rattled the wits of any adult. “I’m glad I found you, Grandfather. I was scared, but now we can be brave together!”

He did not reply, but only hugged her more tightly.

They might not have been riding at their fastest pace, but the Sithi horses were swift and smooth, and the first glimmer of dawn had only just touched the sky when they reached the Stanshire Gap, many leagues north of Erchester. The meadowed hills, brown and sere with winter, flowed past Simon on either side, and he found himself nodding, but the knowledge of the precious child clutched against his chest kept bringing him up out of his drowse with a start.

So tired. What have I done? He had deserted his people in their hour of greatest need, the castle burning, the citizens of Erchester scattering into the wild; and only God knew what had happened to those still inside the castle.

But Jiriki says we must go north this moment, and I can’t leave Lillia. I can’t let anyone take her away from me now. If my dear Miri is watching from Heaven, she would never forgive me.

And ­Geloë—­how could she still be alive, thirty years and more since her death? Alive and without a body, nesting in his granddaughter. He had known since he first met the wise woman, in those ­long-­ago days when he had also first met ­Binabik—­and Miriamele too, though he had not realized it at the ­time—­that Geloë was not like others, that she had knowledge and perhaps even powers that were hers alone. But nothing he had known of her could prepare him for this.

Thirty years dead. He had a moment of true fear as he thought of it. How can Lillia stand it? What will it do to her?

But one thing had not changed. Geloë had always been slow to explain things, but he ached to understand what had ­happened—­and what would happen.

They rode on, the Sithi around him in a great, shining horde, as the first light warmed the sky. Some of them were singing. It might have been a war song or a love ­song—­Simon could not ­tell—­but the unfamiliar words and strange melodies wound around him as he rode, as though he moved in a dream.

But I don’t dream, he thought. That has been taken from me.
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