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    One


    



    The most important truth Rue Silverclaw knew was one her mother had taught her as soon as she was old enough to walk: unless faced with the direst circumstances imaginable, you never ventured into the deeper reaches of Dusken Weald at night.


    Yet here she was, crouched under an oak tree, and it was definitely dark. Only the thinnest slivers of moonlight pierced the forest canopy; without those, Rue wouldn’t have been able to see at all.


    It was all right for her mother, who crouched a few feet away. Lanthe was three-quarters elven and maybe a little fae, with a tangled family tree that had given her finely tuned senses and impeccable night vision. Rue, on the other hand, had inherited every human trait her parents possessed.


    Human senses and moonlight might be a poor substitute for elven eyes, but they were enough – thankfully, or not, depending on your point of view – to see the white tree that lay ahead.


    It was an elm, or it had been. Now, the trunk had turned to purest bone, smooth and gleaming. Every leaf had done the same, and fallen to the ground like a carpet of paper-thin porcelain. It made the trail easy enough at find, at least: a whole line of bone trees, stretching away into the woods.


    Lanthe straightened from where she’d been studying the soft ground. “The girl hasn’t left any footprints. It must be carrying her.”


    ‘It’ being the bone wraith they were tracking, a creature that turned everything it touched to bone. Rue had never seen one; even her mother, with all her years as a silverclaw, had come across one only once before. On that occasion, the creature had petrified half a village before Lanthe managed to kill it. This time, Rue knew, she was determined to put a stop to it far sooner.


    Rue certainly wasn’t going to argue. She’d grown up a silverclaw; there had been no discernible point in her life when she’d become one, or taken a vow, or even started training. Killing monsters – the bestial kind, and more rarely human ones – was simply what she did.


    Lanthe touched the nearest bone tree, then nodded to Rue. “Follow my lead.”


    They slunk through the shadows much like wraiths themselves, flitting from one tree to the next. The petrified trunks were pale monoliths in the darkness, an eerie path through the otherwise trackless forest. The wraith had made no effort to conceal its passage, but then Rue wasn’t sure the creature was even capable of such a thing. Bone wraiths existed to feed, to corrupt everything they touched, and little else.


    That corruption seemed to appeal to them most where children were concerned. Bone wraiths could be indiscriminately vicious, like the one Lanthe had encountered before, but usually they chose a single target to steal away into the night. Rue had always found that more sinister by far.


    It seemed to take half the night to get close to the creature, and Rue’s shoulders were tight with anticipation by the time Lanthe called a halt. They’d passed thirty-four bone trees, some right next to one another, others spread over a considerable distance; Rue thought they must have covered at least four miles since leaving the village.


    After the thirty-fifth tree, the darkness began to deepen. Between one step and the next, the ground dipped, falling away into a hollow that showed only as impenetrable black, even in the moonlight. For the first time, Rue hesitated, pure survival instinct taking over. For one thing, there was that single truth: you didn’t go into the dark places of the Weald if you valued your skin, especially in the dead of night. For another…


    Lanthe had stopped three feet away and was looking back over her shoulder. “See anything?” she asked, in that gruff, smoke-roughened voice of hers.


    Rue’s hand settled on the hilt of her sword. “Not down there.”


    There was a pause as Lanthe surveyed the way ahead. “I’ll guide you. Follow my footsteps.”


    Rue nodded. She didn’t need elven hearing for that; she’d spent a lifetime training blindfolded, tracking and trailing and fighting by sound alone. Sometimes, in a spot like this, it was all you had to go on.


    Still, she hesitated, just enough for Lanthe to see. There was darkness in more than just the forest, after all.


    Lanthe made a small sound in the back of her throat. “I need you to watch my back, Rue. There’s no time for mistakes, and I can’t do this alone.”


    Rue nodded again, though her mother’s words hadn’t really helped. She knew her responsibilities without being reminded of them. Sometimes, knowing them wasn’t enough.


    Lanthe had already turned away, descending step by step into the dark. Rue caught every footfall: the placement of it, the heaviness of the tread, the direction her mother was heading down the slope. And then she followed.


    Time slipped away as she descended into a world of pure sound. She knew before she’d taken each step how the hollow dropped away before her, how far ahead Lanthe was, where she’d stepped around trees or deadfall. Rue’s own feet were invisible, as were the tree boles she brushed against, and the damp foliage that rustled overhead. Once, something cracked a fallen branch, sharp and heavy to her right. Rue froze, holding her breath until her heartbeats slowed. She caught the snuffling of some creature moving off in the other direction, and then her mother’s footsteps a dozen feet ahead. Quickly, almost running, Rue caught up.


    And then they were at the bottom of the hollow, the tangled forest floor smoothing out ahead of them, and Rue could once again see the faintest trace of light.


    It didn’t reveal much. There were the dim outlines of trees, ringing the hollow. There was a pale smudge perhaps a dozen feet away, low to the ground and impossible to ascribe detail to.


    And there was a scream.


    Rue’s senses were so attuned to sound that the scream cut her to the marrow. She flinched back, then sprang forwards in the next breath – straight into Lanthe’s outstretched arm.


    “Easy.” Her mother’s voice was little more than a breath. “Follow my lead.”


    Though every protective instinct beat in Rue’s head – that, after all, had been a human scream – she forced herself to still. When Lanthe crept forwards, not making the slightest sound now, Rue followed as she’d been ordered. Her heart hammered in her chest, unease making her fingertips tingle – and then the nausea joined it. She could hear something like a boar’s snuffle, and she’d worked out what that smudge was. The bone wraith, crouched over the source of the scream.


    “Ignite.” Lanthe’s shout was the only warning Rue got. She threw an arm over her eyes as the hollow was flooded with light, shining out from her mother’s clenched fist. The charm was a petty thing with a single use, bought from some trinket merchant back in Rivenhold and completely without subtlety – but subtlety was one thing they no longer needed. In the darkness of the Weald, it shone like a star brought to Aeterna’s soil.


    And bone wraiths weren’t used to the light. The creature screeched in protest, rearing up and stumbling backwards, clawed hands at its eyes. It took only a moment to regain its balance, but that was enough for Lanthe to throw the charm aside and draw her sword.


    It was always an extraordinary sight, watching her mother go into battle. The approach to middle-age had only honed Lanthe’s skills – and her ruthlessness. Her sword sliced into the bone wraith’s outstretched hand, steel grating against the creature’s claws, then withdrew with a viper’s swiftness. The wraith was still screeching, and it seemed to have no defence as Lanthe’s blade plunged towards its chest.


    Rue didn’t wait to see the outcome. She began to circle, weaving back through the trees to pass behind the flailing bone wraith. The stolen girl lay unmoving in the centre of the hollow, but the scream had definitely come from her. She had to be alive.


    A flurry of crashes came from the fight, and a sound like snapping bone. Rue darted around a tree, coming out on the edge of the clearing – right into the bone wraith’s path.


    Lanthe’s assault had clearly been too much for it. The creature had turned to flee, only to find Rue between it and freedom. It swiped at her head with curved claws, and Rue ducked.


    Too late. She grunted in pain as a claw caught her shoulder, tearing through layers of wool to slice into skin. Rue was already moving, kicking at the wraith’s ankles, but it seemed to have too many joints and her foot bounced off solid bone. Abandoning that plan, she caught her balance, got her hands under her, and pushed herself up.


    The wraith’s taloned foot caught her in the stomach. She hadn’t expected anything as human as a kick from the creature, and it slammed her into the base of the nearest tree. Before she could gain her feet, the wraith’s claws sank into the front of her coat, puncturing the leather jerkin beneath.


    Rue’s reaction was pure instinct. She grabbed the wraith’s wrists, fingers digging into the layer of papery skin that overlay the bone. As the wraith tried to sink its claws into her chest, Rue pushed back, a harsh cry of exertion escaping her. The creature was strong, inhumanly so – but in that moment, faced with being skewered alive, Rue was stronger.


    She felt the wraith trying to draw back, its renewed screech filling her face with cold, foetid breath. Rue clung on, because to release the creature felt like inviting certain death. She was rewarded by a battle cry from the middle of the clearing, and then Lanthe’s sword slicing clean through the wraith’s neck.


    Its head fell away with a hollow thump. There was no blood, only a wisp of pale smoke from the creature’s severed spine. The whole fight had taken only minutes, but Rue’s arms felt wooden as she pushed the body away. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to move them tomorrow.


    Lanthe stood on the creature’s other side, leaning on her unsheathed sword. She pushed sweaty hair from her eyes, giving Rue a nod. “All right?”


    Rue levered herself away from the tree. She could feel a trickle of blood down her left arm, where the wraith’s claws had scraped her, but she didn’t think it had gone deep. She nodded in return, feeling her mother’s approval like a warm hand against the back of her neck. She knew she’d fought like a street brawler, all raw strength and too much reliance on luck, but it was better than the alternative. It was human.


    Lanthe kept her blade clear of its scabbard, standing guard as Rue crossed the clearing. With the bone wraith’s death, the unnatural darkness had lifted, and pale moonlight spilled over them. The girl lying at the base of the largest tree was unconscious, arms stretched out straight at her sides – which made it all too easy to see that the right one was now a gleaming edifice of bone.


    Lanthe cleared her throat and spat onto the ground. “Bastard thing. How far did it get?”


    Rue leaned over the girl, gently probing her eerily cold arm, then lifting the hand. “Up to the shoulder. There’s no movement in her fingers. Should we…?”


    She didn’t know how to ask the questions that had sprung to mind; all of them were unpleasant.


    Lanthe shook her head. “Leave it. We’re to get her back to the village. That’s all.”


    Rue began hauling the girl up. She’d survive, most likely, but to survive with an ossified arm in a place as superstitious as the Weald wasn’t necessarily a blessing.


    The girl was upright, sitting on the sodden ground, when her eyes fluttered open. There was neither recognition nor fear to be seen in her expression. Her gaze was blank, her pupils huge. Her body was still limp, and yet…


    “Beware.” The word grated from the girl’s throat, so guttural it was almost unintelligible. “Beware the child of ruin, beholden to the moon, for she is the Dread Queen come again. She will ravage earth and sky, scorch the seas, unleash the magic of the Void to–”


    “Have you finished?” It was barely a question; Lanthe’s voice was flat. “Because some of us have heard all this before.”


    The girl fell quiet. Her eyes closed as suddenly as they’d opened. Rue resisted a sudden desire to let her fall to the ground.


    Lanthe spat again. “The day we stop hearing that prophecy from every half-baked seer in every one horse town will be the day I can die happy. Come on.”


    Rue did as she was told, pulling the girl to her feet and holding her there. She tried to shake some of the tension from her shoulders without her mother seeing. It was true they’d been hearing the same prophecy since the day she was born, but she couldn’t be quite as relaxed about it as Lanthe was. It stuck in her head, more than just a childish rhyme now that she was old enough to understand who it was about.


    “That bit about the moon was new,” she said uneasily, shifting the girl’s weight onto her uninjured shoulder.


    Lanthe took a long look at her, then folded her arms. “Used any Void magic lately? Ravaged any skies or scorched any seas? No? Then it’s just the same old horseshit. There’s nothing to worry about.”


    Rue nodded, adjusting the girl again. Her newly ossified arm made her heavy and difficult to hold onto. Better to focus on that; it was clear from her mother’s face that the matter of the prophecy was closed, as usual.


    Indeed, Lanthe was surveying the clearing. “I’m going north.”


    “What?”


    “Look at that trail. It’s been used recently, perhaps by the wraith. I’ll check there are no more victims before I meet you back at the village.”


    There was no use arguing. Lanthe ran this operation, and Lanthe made the decisions. If she wanted to go on, she’d do so; Rue just had to follow orders.


    “You’ll be back by dawn,” she said instead.


    Lanthe turned that hard gaze on her. “You know I will. You can collect our pay, if you want, and get yourself a bath. That inn might not have been as shit as it looked.”


    “Fine.” Rue began pulling the girl up the slope out of the dell, knowing it was going to be a long walk back to the village if she didn’t wake before then. It might still be easier, though, than dealing with the hysterics that waking up in the middle of a rescue could bring.


    She looked back only once, to see her mother sawing through the wraith’s bony wrist. A hand would make a less unwieldy trophy than its severed head, and it always paid to have proof a target was dead. Neither of them wanted to take the risk of surviving the fight and not getting paid – just in case only one of them made it back.


    ***


    A thin daylight lay over the village of Westbrook. There was never much light in the Weald, it was true – the trees always crowded back in, no matter how often they were cut down – but mornings in early spring were particularly dark. Rue tried not to let it look like she was staggering into the village, though in truth she was bone-weary and about ready to drop her charge onto the nearest dry patch of ground.


    The girl’s family lived on the north edge of the village, perhaps the reason she’d been such easy pickings for the wraith. The mother spied Rue before she’d even opened the garden gate, and came running up the path with a wordless cry. After that, there was the usual bustle that accompanied a homecoming like this: doors banging, feet slapping, shouts in every direction as the girl was carried away by her parents. Rue saw herself into the dark kitchen, taking a stool beside the fire.


    She felt the change as soon as the girl’s bone arm was discovered. The elation in the house turned to a new, strained kind of silence, parents and siblings alike falling quiet. There was a pause before the kitchen door opened, and the girl’s father strode in. Rue could feel his indignation, though it faltered at the sight of her. Not because there was anything unusual about her, or even – for once – because she was spattered in gore. She simply had an air of weary cynicism in situations like this. She got that from her mother.


    “The wraith…” His words trailed off.


    “Dead.” Rue picked at a newly formed scab on her knuckles. There was blood on her shoulder, she knew, and the bruises along her side ached. She was ready for that bath Lanthe had suggested – but only when her work was done. “A hard fight, but it won’t trouble the village again.”


    The girl’s father – Rue thought he was a woodcutter, by his clothing and the corded muscle in his arms – nodded slowly. “There seem to be more of them every year.” A pause, in which Rue could hear soft weeping from the next room, then: “Cynthie…”


    That, Rue recalled, was the girl’s name; she’d almost forgotten it. “The wraith was on the verge of eating her. They ossify the outer extremities first. Means the victim can’t escape whilst their rib cages are being cracked open. Bone wraiths always leave the heart till last.”


    The woodcutter swallowed audibly. Now, finally, he was starting to understand how lucky his daughter was, bone arm or not. “Thank you. Your… Your fee’s on the table. Should I wait…?”


    “My mother followed another trail, in case it belonged to the wraith. Sometimes there are other lairs, other victims. You can consider the job done, though.” She scooped up the leather purse, tucking it into her belt. There was unlikely to be any silver in it, she knew; Lanthe rarely set fixed fees. People paid what they could afford, which was little enough in a place like the Weald – but it was honest work, and at least they were doing some good.


    She got to her feet, adjusting the brace of knives on her hip. She studied the woodcutter’s uncertain face for a moment, then nodded and saw herself out. There was a chance Cynthie’s prophecy in the dell wouldn’t be the last; this was the sort of situation that could awaken something previously buried, and turn an ordinary child into a seer. Given how superstitious the family were over the girl’s arm, though, it was probably better not to tell them.


    Because, whatever else happened, Cynthie wouldn’t have an easy life. Even if she didn’t recall what had happened in that dark hollow, the physical mark of it would forever be on her – and impossible for everyone else to ignore. She would become their own fears made flesh.


    Cynthie would adapt to that, or she wouldn’t. It would break her, or make her, or somewhere in between. That was what the Weald did to everyone it harboured, though: tempered them, or reduced them to dust.


    Rue knew that better than anyone.


    ***


    Westbrook’s only inn was a single storey of wood and shingle, moss creeping up the walls and green smears across the rippling window glass. The inside was passably clean, though, and it had the advantage of a tiled, heated room at the back with a single copper bath in the centre. No running water, of course – that was rarely available in the Weald, outside towns like Rivenhold – but it was quiet enough at that time of morning that the innkeeper was willing to have some of her people haul in buckets. The water was even halfway warm by the time they’d finished.


    Rue scrubbed herself clean with a scratchy cloth and a bar of hard soap. She stayed in the water until it was cold enough to make her shiver, despite the dirty scum on the surface. This, after all, was a rare luxury.


    It was only once she’d dressed, eaten a bowl of oat porridge – hotter than the bathwater, and laced with honey besides – and stepped back outside that she realised how late it was. The sun was past its zenith by at least an hour, the morning market in the village square already halfway dismantled – and there was no sign of Lanthe.


    She went back inside and straight to the counter. “Is this the only inn in Westbrook?”


    The innkeeper was a sour-faced woman, and the question made her sourer. “My fare not good enough for you? If it’s fine cuisine you’re after–”


    “I don’t care about the food. My mother, Lanthe Silverclaw. She was supposed to meet me here.”


    The innkeeper only scowled at her. “Hasn’t been anyone in here this morning besides you. I haven’t seen no silverclaw.”


    “You’re looking at one,” Rue snapped, but she was gone again before the innkeeper could reply.


    A chill wind had picked up outside, a reminder that winter hadn’t entirely loosened its grip. Rue stalked down the main street, past the market and back towards the north edge of the village. Few people arrived that way, and the road was narrow and overgrown. After a moment’s study, she found her own footprints in the mud, close to where the road forked for the woodcutter’s house. There was no sign of any fresher tracks.


    She couldn’t afford to spend all day in the inn. To keep warm, Rue paced around the village. Through the empty market square, past the well and then the inn, through the churchyard and round the back of the smithy, where the heat bled right through the thick stone walls. Once, she followed the south road down to the river bridge, but there were tolls to pay to go any further, and there was little chance her mother would come in from that direction.


    If she was coming at all. By dusk, there was still no sign. A chill had descended on Rue that pacing couldn’t shift.


    She was almost back to the inn when she heard raised voices. She turned north, and by the light of the rising moon, saw a gathering of people. In their midst was an older man, dressed in the greens of a forester. There was blood on his forehead, and his right arm was bound up in a sling. A sling with a distinctive knot at the shoulder.


    Rue pushed past the villagers, putting herself in the forester’s path. “Who bound your arm?”


    There were murmurs of consternation from the crowd, but the forester’s gaze fixed on her with a look of relief. “You. You’re the one she wanted me to find. Her daughter, aye?”


    “Where is she?”


    The forester rubbed a hand over his forehead, and frowned when it came away sticky with blood. “There was eight of us, cutting black spruce along the creek. It was Annie as saw it coming. She started hollering her head off, but it was too late to do any good. We all scattered, but this thing came for me. A… a blue-eye, she called it.”


    Rue winced. Blue-eyes were a nasty breed of mountain ogre, almost as hungry for flesh as bone wraiths. It was rare for them to come so far south, but if one had spied the foresters when their backs were turned… “You saw my mother?”


    The forester nodded vigorously. “Came out of nowhere, she did. That damn beastie just about had its jaws at me throat, and the next thing I knew, it’s keeling over. Stabbed it right through the heart, she did. I ain’t never seen such strength.”


    It was skill that allowed Lanthe to pierce a blue-eye’s thick hide right to its heart, not strength, but Rue didn’t say so. “Then where is she? Did she go after your friends?”


    “Didn’t have chance. She was just telling me the others would have to find their own way back when they grabbed her.”


    A cold finger of dread stabbed Rue’s gut. “Who did?”


    The forester shook his head. “Soldiers, or some such. Could have been duke’s men, ‘cept we hardly ever see them up here. Didn’t recognise the coat-of-arms they were wearing, either.”


    “And they took my mother?” Dread was giving way to confusion. This didn’t make any sense.


    “Aye.” The forester was still shaking his head. “And after she saved us from that ogre. Don’t seem fair.”


    Rue ground her teeth rather than reply. These villagers might treat crimes committed by their lords as both an inexplicable and inevitable fact of life, but silverclaws paid no fealty to any duke. The extremities of their work, the fact that they did things most folk neither would nor could, made them a people apart. Not sacrosanct, exactly, but it was a fool who attacked the one thing keeping the monsters from his door.


    “There’s been new faces down at Harper Vale,” one of the other villagers muttered. “Mercenaries, perhaps. Not proper duke’s men, but they seem to have the run of his keep.”


    Someone else scoffed, but Rue caught the man’s shoulder. “New faces? Are all of them soldiers?”


    He nodded. “Aye. My sister went with the last train of timber wagons. She saw them. Marc went into the keep. He could tell you more.”


    Rue didn’t need to know more. There had been stories coming out of Harper Vale for months, of the old duke forming new alliances, the sort that didn’t always sit right with his people. It wasn’t silverclaw business – they hadn’t been down to the dukedoms of the Heartroad in half a year – but still she’d heard the rumours.


    She couldn’t imagine what soldiers would want with her mother, but the forester wasn’t lying. He had the smell of ogre on him and the ring of truth in his words, whilst soldiers from Harper Vale were the only duke’s men who’d know the area well enough to avoid passing right through Westbrook. They’d taken Lanthe, then – which meant Rue had a long walk ahead.

  


  
    



    Two


    

    The closer Rue got to Harper Vale, the less she liked it. She and her mother avoided the Heartroad, when they could help it; the rulers of the little dukedoms and baronies along it were prone, in Lanthe’s words, to getting ideas above their stations. Far better to take their work from the villages that eked out an existence in the wilder, more northerly parts of the Weald, or bypass the Heartroad altogether in favour of tempestuous Vilderin.


    But the villagers of Westbrook had directed her to Harper Vale, the keep they paid fealty to. Rue still couldn’t fathom why mercenaries would have abducted her mother, but the trail did indeed seem to lead that way. In every village, she’d asked questions. Few people had seen any sign of them; those that had frequently reported a prisoner. It was the best – indeed the only – lead Rue had.


    There had been more rumours, too, the stories growing wilder with every telling: the duke in Harper Vale had been deposed, or kidnapped, or murdered in his bed; there was a magician in his keep, able to use sorcery despite the limitations of the Weald; Aelos Themselves had blessed the town, or cursed it, or transported it to some other realm. By the last village between Westbrook and the Heartroad, Rue’s eyes were ready to roll right out of her head.


    The road had been growing more travelled for days. By the time Rue reached the Heartroad itself – wide, paved by hands none now remembered, and as well-maintained as anything in the Weald ever was – she was passing several travellers an hour, woodcutters and messengers and merchant wains. Half of them wanted to stop, too, to exchange meaningless greetings and pointless gossip. Lanthe sometimes had a taste for such things; she could keep a whole common room enthralled when she wanted to. It was a taste Rue had never developed, though. Trees, monsters, campfires in the forest: such were the pillars of her existence. People… Those, she could do without.


    Reaching Harper Vale only put her more on edge. The forest had been cleared for miles in every direction, and kept clear at considerable expense. The town sprawled along a shallow valley, the river Seloth meandering through its heart. For all its look of prosperity, though, the place was ringed by high walls, iron spikes embedded in the top. Not to keep out people – the duchies rarely went to war – but as protection against the things that lived in the forest. The Weald was vast and wild, and town or no town, it couldn’t be tamed for long.


    Rue would have taken a few monsters in exchange for so many people. They thronged through the streets, talking and laughing and shouting. It was a thousand common rooms rolled into one, stinking of middens and cattle. This was the price of security, Rue knew – of high walls to keep the monsters out, and guards to patrol the roads. She’d much rather take her chances alone in the forest.


    The duke’s keep – Harper Hill, they called it – rose above the north end of town, in a loop of the river. It had high walls of its own, hard-faced men patrolling the battlements. Rue studied those for a while, as they paced and sharpened their swords. They didn’t look like town guards, not the sort she was used to. No soldier in the Weald was soft, but there was a difference between the kind who manned town gates, and those who braved the wilds. These looked like the latter.


    But here they were, guarding a duke’s keep, a long way from trouble. Rue was starting to believe the rumours of newcomers, after all.


    Instinct told her to walk away; for once, she didn’t listen. This wasn’t the heart of the Weald, where a single misstep could see you dead in a ravine, or torn apart by a monster. These were people, who could be reasoned with, or at least bargained with. She hoped so, anyway. Lanthe hadn’t instilled a great deal of confidence in townfolk in her, and especially not in arrogant men-at-arms.


    Rue strode up to the keep’s open gates, eyeing the portcullis drawn up overhead. There were two men with pikes standing guard, both wearing embroidered white surcoats over mail. She didn’t recognise the emblem, of a tree with wide branches spread in a knotwork pattern. None of the dukes had a coat-of-arms like that; even in the towns, folk were suspicious of the Weald’s trees. In Rue’s experience, they were right to be so.


    One of the guards took a step towards her before she could reach the gate. “Hold, in the name of the Archdruid. State your business.”


    Archdruid? Rue raised an eyebrow. She might have laughed in his face, if days of hard travel and strange talk hadn’t left her so on edge. There hadn’t been any druids in hundreds of years – and this was supposed to be Duke Sarrick’s keep.


    “I’m looking for my mother.” There was no use beating about the proverbial bush. “I have reason to think she’s here.”


    She’d expected joking from the guards, talk of washerwomen or ‘companions’; it was what she would have got from a duke’s men. These two merely stared at her, though, their expressions blank. It was more unnerving than jokes by far.


    Rue scowled at them. “She’s a silverclaw. Lanthe Silverclaw. She was ambushed and abducted in the forest north of Westbrook, by mercenaries wearing a sign no-one recognised.” She nodded meaningfully in the direction of the guard’s own chest.


    Both of them were frowning now. They exchanged a look, before the first said, “Lanthe, you say? About your height, short hair, a scar on her left temple–”


    “And a nose that looks like it’s been broken a dozen times,” Rue finished. Her instincts were positively screaming at her now. She didn’t like the looks on the guards’ faces, of mingled anticipation and wariness. “So she’s here.”


    The guard didn’t answer. He was eyeing her, and for the first time, Rue realised they knew who she was. Not just a girl out of the woods, anonymous and slightly feral. They knew her true name, and at least some of what it signified.


    The first guard reached for her arm, then seemed to change his mind. “You’ll come with me.”


    “To see my mother?”


    “To see the Archdruid.” The guard swallowed, and a hint of something that looked alarmingly like fervour entered his eyes. “He’s been expecting you.”


    ***


    Harper Hill had, Rue quickly discovered, even less to recommend it than the town. The keep was built on an inhuman scale, with vast doorways and echoing halls, and windows too high to see out of. It spoke of the pride of its architects, of men who wanted to make themselves look bigger, and inadvertently made themselves look small. Even in early spring – and it definitely was spring this far south – the place was cold and draughty and unwelcoming. Rue was glad she hadn’t arrived in winter. It had to be impossible to keep warm.


    The guard from the gate had been joined by two more, who marched her along the corridors in formation. They weren’t just mercenaries, Rue realised, as they rounded a corner with a great deal of jingling. They all wore decent armour, including spurs, which meant they were knights – but what knights spent their days guarding gates and escorting ‘guests’? Not a bit of this made any sense, and hadn’t since Westbrook.


    Finally, they reached a pair of monumental doors. The first guard, the one who’d brought her all the way from the gate, rapped on them with a gloved fist. An indistinct voice called from inside, and then the doors were being pushed open – and Rue was being pushed inside. She caught herself before she could stumble, but only just.


    It wasn’t just the abruptness of the entry that left her blinking, either. The room beyond the high doors could have seated forty for dinner, or sixty if the diners were more interested in the food than personal space. It was even more austere than the rest of the keep, though, neither tapestries nor rugs on the walls, and not even rushes to soften the stone floor. A bare desk stood in one corner, beside a row of windows open to the breeze and the sunlight. The grand fireplace was unlit, swept clean as though it hadn’t seen a fire in weeks.


    The sole individual in the room was just as lacking in adornment. He was perhaps Lanthe’s age, with copper hair swept back from a meticulously clean-shaven face. He wore only an undyed linen shift and leggings; despite the cold floor, his feet were bare.


    The three guards who’d accompanied Rue all dropped to one knee, right fists to their left shoulders. Their expressions were practically zealous, which she didn’t like one bit. These knights had the look of those who followed a shared vision, which was usually enough to make men both shortsighted and vicious.


    “Archdruid.” The first guard bowed his head lower. “Forgive the intrusion. She, ah, presented herself to us at the gate. Says she’s–”


    “The silverclaw.” The druid – if that was truly what he was – had his hands behind his back, as though he’d just turned from studying the view. “How… efficient. I didn’t expect you so soon.”


    Lanthe would have cautioned subtlety, but Rue had no gift for it. “You kidnapped my mother.”


    The druid made a noncommittal noise. He nodded towards the guards, sending them scurrying from the room without a word. The double doors banged shut behind them, leaving only silence.


    “Rue Silverclaw.” The druid spoke with some satisfaction. “Or should that be ‘Ruin’?”


    Rue scowled at him, but he didn’t look as cowed as his guards. Clearly, they all knew who she was, and all that entailed. What she couldn’t fathom was why they cared.


    “My destiny is my business, and mine alone,” she said.


    “I would imagine, should you indeed prove to be the Dread Queen reborn, quite a few people will care.” The druid took a few steps towards her, but stayed, Rue noted, out of the reach of her sword. No-one had troubled to disarm her, which she took as a good sign – or a very bad one. “However, I happen to believe that destinies can be broken, our paths rewritten. I have little interest in the prophecies of backwater witches.”


    Rue nodded slowly. There were days when she wished she had the same reception everywhere she went, and yet… “You still abducted my mother.”


    The druid inclined his head. “For which I must apologise. My men were instructed to follow the trails of any monsters sighted in areas you are known to frequent.”


    “Doing silverclaw work, were they?”


    “Only as a means of finding you. Once they had done so, they were to strike a bargain with you and your mother. However, when they came across your mother alone, wearied from a fight with an ogre…”


    Rue raised an eyebrow. “They took matters into their own hands?”


    “Just so. I must say, I do not entirely blame them. I do not relish violence, but I required your presence here, without prevarication or delay – and here you are. There is something you – and only you – can do for me. Will you take refreshment?”


    Quite the change in subject. It was true she could use a drink, but she wasn’t about to show weakness here. “Just get to the point.”


    The druid held up a hand, as though to slow her down. “Will you permit me to explain fully? My name is Yaen Halamar, to those who know me.”


    “And to those who don’t?”


    “Archdruid Halamar, as you will have already guessed.” He placed a hand on his chest, fingers splayed. “It is my very great honour to be the last druid left on the continent, perhaps on all Aeterna.”


    Rue resisted an urge to shake her head. This was ludicrous. There were no druids left and hadn’t been for centuries. Where could this one have sprung from? No-one even knew how druidic magic had worked, and that was if the stories were anything more than fairytales.


    A humourless smile touched Halamar’s lips. “I can understand your scepticism. However, I believe my position speaks for itself. Those knights who brought you inside serve me and me alone. Their numbers grow every day. Duke Sarrick himself was kind enough to permit me use of his castle until my order can establish more suitable headquarters in this region.”


    “He’s not dead, then?” Rue had little interest in the duke, save to ascertain the truth of the rumours. Harper Vale wasn’t the largest town on the Heartroad, but it was also far from the smallest, and a dead duke would cause no end of trouble.


    Halamar’s smile thinned. “Duke Sarrick has repaired to his hunting lodge for a few weeks of well-deserved rest. He has proved a fine friend to the Order, and I’m sure will continue to do so.”


    Rue had never met Sarrick – he wasn’t the kind of duke to employ silverclaws personally – but by all accounts, he was a bit of a shit. He was exactly the sort of man who’d go off to hunt whilst someone else ran his town. “What order would that be?”


    “The Order of the Holy Light. It is a grand title, perhaps, for a very simple mission: to reconnect the will of humankind with that of Aelos Themselves. The Weald defies the order with which They imbued the rest of Their creation. Its dangers are an affront. We must become this land’s protectors, its guardians – and its masters.”


    Rue almost rolled her eyes. More ludicrous posturing. The Weald was untameable, almost unknowable. She wouldn’t pretend to know whether Aelos either knew or cared about this place they called home, but Their magic was certainly beyond anything mortals could grasp ‒ as was the Weald. Living within its bounds was both a battle and a negotiation, but both were conducted on the understanding that eventually, inexorably, the forest would win.


    “All these knights, and servants, and dukes at your beck and call.” Rue let her gaze drift away from Halamar, as though bored. She was rewarded by, from the corner of her vision, seeing his eyes narrow. He should have no reason to court a lowly silverclaw, yet here he was, answering her questions. She couldn’t escape the feeling he was trying to impress her – and he wasn’t pleased to see he was failing. “But you still kidnapped my mother to bring me all the way here.”


    Halamar regarded her for a moment, then folded his hands behind his back. “There are prophecies, and then there are rumours of another kind. I would imagine being immune to magic is a very useful ability for a silverclaw, no?”


    A chill went down Rue’s spine, faint annoyance giving way to apprehension. He was right, of course; it had saved her more than once. It was also a characteristic she kept very well hidden, and one of the reasons she and Lanthe had never travelled beyond this northern, largely magic-less land. Put simply, she didn’t know where her immunity came from, but it was a vanishingly rare talent – and both she and Lanthe had always known that anyone who learnt of it would desire to make use of it.


    And now here she was, her mother taken, and all her secrets in the hands of this man who called himself a druid. It didn’t matter about his title, in truth. He had undeniable power, over his men, over the duke – and now over her.


    “You may deny it, if you wish,” Halamar went on. “However, doing so would not avail you. I’ve spent many years studying the whys and wherefores of this land. Such is the lot of a druid. And patience… brings rewards, one might say.”


    “Many years, and many spies,” Rue said.


    She’d expected argument, but Halamar inclined his head. “Though I would not put it so bluntly… Yes, in a sense. Carrying the will of Aelos prompts those I meet along my journey to confide their secrets in me. Yours are no different.”


    Rue didn’t know much about the ‘will of Aelos’. The dual creators of the world and Time itself were too lofty a subject for her, and she’d never had much use for religion. Secrets, though… Someone had spilled hers, certainly. She’d lived more than two decades in the Weald, and it had been impossible to completely hide her magical immunity from everyone she’d ever met. A secret like that could easily be passed from one person to another, and another after that, becoming a rumour like all the others about her. Halamar had been lucky to connect those rumours with her, and then to catch her in his web, but it was as he said: patience brought rewards.


    “What do you want?” she asked flatly.


    At least Halamar had the good grace not to look smug. “South of here, where the forest reaches its limits, there is a valley. In that valley lies a series of ruins. The magic over them is exceedingly potent – which is where you, rather than a contingent of my knights, come in.”


    “You want me to retrieve something.”


    “Quite the opposite.” Halamar’s eyes – the colour of stormclouds, she noticed now – glittered. “A lone individual can be found in those ruins. Histories refer to him as the Moonchild, and he is an enemy of all that I seek to build. I want you to kill him.”


    Rue raised an eyebrow. “I’m not an assassin.”


    “No. You are a slayer of monsters, and the Moonchild is neither a true child nor a human. I cannot think of anyone better suited to this job.”


    Just for a heartbeat, Rue considered refusing. Perhaps she could break Lanthe out of the keep’s cells, or strike some other deal… Her prevarication didn’t last. The bargain Halamar offered was a straightforward one – even if he had gone to extraordinary and devious lengths to arrange it – and Lanthe always insisted a true silverclaw never turned down a job.


    Except… Would Lanthe take this job? She wouldn’t like Halamar any more than Rue did, and the first hint of him knowing their secrets would have sent her running for the hills. For once, though, picturing Lanthe’s response helped Rue little. Lanthe was of no use to Halamar here, save as leverage; wherever Rue’s magical immunity came from, it wasn’t hereditary.


    “I want my mother released,” she said, folding her arms. “And payment. Twelve crowns a day, and supplies provided before I leave Harper Vale. No more questions asked, on either side. I’ll have it done by the end of the month.”


    Halamar took her demands in silence. If he felt either amused or irritated by them, he didn’t show it. “Agreed, save on one point. Your mother will remain here. I shall consider her my honoured guest


    

    

    

    
  

