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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      The maelstrom of magic was worse than being inside the monoliths. It felt to Thomas Rymour that the whirling magics were scratching and tearing at everyone’s very thoughts, pooling them, blending them to the point where it was hard to tell whose thought was whose. Who felt that this would be the end of them, that he had killed them all? Perhaps that was Six. All Tom knew was that this would have been easy if his sprite wasn’t trapped in a jar. No, that wasn’t his thought, it was Dank’s. Dank who strained against the world, trying to take them all to Faerie without his link to the fay.

      But Tom knew, without a doubt, that it was he that marvelled at the beautiful little life he had discovered: the little girl that Katharine carried inside her. The how and when didn’t seem important. Just the marvel of it. He quested towards the child, swimming through the pool of thoughts and fears to her alone.

      She was panicking, a nameless, wordless, formless fear of the chaos around her. Shush, he told her. Shush. It will be okay.

      She wrapped her feelings around that thought so hard Tom thought he might cry out. So tiny. So helpless. It unmanned him in a moment, filling him with a terror he’d never felt before. Someone needed to keep this little life safe from sickness, hurtful words, cruel looks, from every man who would look her way. And who was he? Just Thomas Rymour. He couldn’t be enough for her.

      But he shielded her from the fear that stripped every ounce of courage he had, and instead conjured for her every good feeling and thought he could imagine. He wrapped her in every little pleasure he could think of. A soft blanket, a held hand, a beautiful warm morning, laughter and smiles and dancing and running for the sheer pleasure of running under warm sunlight.

      And a promise. I will do anything to keep you safe. No matter what, I will protect you.

      Then the maelstrom was gone and he was on his back, staring up into a blurry twilight sky, cheeks warm and wet.

      “Tom?”

      He blinked, pushed fresh tears down the side of his head. Tried to lift himself. His body ached. Exhaustion. Pain. And loneliness. He couldn’t sense the child any more. Couldn’t wrap her in comfort or protection against any distress.

      “Tom, what happened?” Gravinn asked, trying her best to lift him. She looked pale, sick. So did the others. But they all looked at him, concerned and worried.

      Except Katharine. He couldn’t read her expression. “We have to hurry,” she said.

      Yes. That little girl would need a home. And clothes. Money, for food and toys. She would need teaching too.

      “We tried to get us as close as we could.” Dank wiped his mouth. The sour tang of vomit was in the air. “To Emyr.”

      Oh. Suddenly their daring raid to rescue wounded King Emyr from Faerie didn’t seem so important.

      But they were all waiting on him. “Right.” Tom hauled himself to his feet, wiped the tears from his face. Stared at Dank until he took the lead.

      The boy had done well. They were in the barrows, the low, undulating hills that surrounded Emyr’s resting place. The fay didn’t much like the barrows, so they were mostly deserted. But Tom knew that, even if there were no eyes to see them, they were discovered all the same. The fay had a deep link to their realm. The fay would know they were here.

      He’d once worried about merely requesting entry. Now he had broken down the door. Maev would never forgive that.

      The clearing was empty. Emyr lay on his white stone bier as always. But Ankou, the hooded fay who tended to the old king, was nowhere to be seen.

      Ankou never left Emyr’s side. Ever. Tom didn’t know what this meant, but he was sure it wasn’t good. He rushed to the bier, touched Emyr’s hand. Did the old king seem older than last time? Did his wound bleed less? Emyr’s eyes fluttered open and there was peace in them for just a moment before the pain came rushing back to him. He took a breath through gritted teeth before his gaze fell on Tom.

      “I thought you left, son?” he asked. So tired, and in so much pain that Tom’s resolve faltered. Who was Thomas Rymour to decide that it was time for Emyr to return, to fight the fay and protect the people of Tir again?

      But who else was there, if not Emyr?

      “We did,” Tom said. “We came back.”

      “So soon?”

      “My king, there’s no time to explain. I’m sorry.” And Tom put an arm under Emyr’s head, around his shoulders, and lifted him. Fresh blood oozed from the wound in his stomach and he cried out.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Taking you back to Tir.”

      “No.” He pushed weakly at Tom. “I’ll die.”

      “The dwarfs can heal you.”

      “No.” He shook his head with the violent panic of a man who thought he was facing his final moments. “They can’t.”

      “They can.” Tom realised what he had said, and added, “I can’t lie, remember? So, if I can say it, it must be true.”

      That stilled Emyr’s protests and he sat dumb as Tom lifted his legs over the edge of the bier. The others crowded around them and Tom looked for Dank. “Ready?” The boy nodded and Tom turned to Gravinn. “Where do we go?”

      But before the dwarf could speak, another voice said, “There is nowhere we cannot find you, little Tom.”

      Too late. Of course it was. The others turned, parted, and Tom saw Melwas stood at the entrance to the clearing. Tall, handsome, proud Melwas, king of the winter fay, wearing a furious smirk and cruel, black armour. Attended by Herne. Followed by two Faerie hounds, foul, ugly things, skinless and slathering beasts with enormous fangs. They stood as tall as Melwas’ waist, their flayed flesh leaving blood on the grass as they followed their master. Tom had seen them eviscerate aurochs in seconds, their jaws powerful enough to snap a man’s limb from his body as easily as plucking a leaf from a tree. And while Herne was smaller, he was no less dangerous, muscles bunching beneath filthy skin and eyes glowing red and murderous within his hart-skull head. Tom felt his guts twist and freeze with fear. Had he led them all to their deaths?

      “We must admire your spirit, little Tom.” Melwas stepped into the clearing, stalked by his horrific retinue. “We had not imagined it of you. To be so bold, so rebellious.” Melwas stopped and gave them all a flawless grin. “To show so little fear in the face of our wrath.”

      Don’t show him how scared you are, Tom told himself. Don’t give him the satisfaction. “You used me.”

      Melwas clapped his hands together and tipped his head, a condescending gesture. “Bravo, little Tom. We did.”

      “You used me to help you terrorise Tir.”

      “You seemed to enjoy it.”

      “I was wrong.”

      Melwas opened a hand, palm up, as he said, “Right.” Opened the other hand and said, “Wrong.” Then he flicked his wrists, dismissing the ideas with a careless flourish. “Mortal concerns, little Tom. Such things bore us. You must know us poorly if you think we care for them.”

      “No. I know you don’t care.”

      “We should go,” hissed Six. “Dank, take us away.”

      But the boy was pale and stiff as a corpse. The only part of him that moved were his eyes, tracking Melwas around the clearing, tracking the hounds at his heels.

      “Of course, you know we would have had our way, little Tom. Had you failed us, we would have found another mortal to play our game. Him.” Melwas pointed at Six. At Draig. “Or him. Or perhaps we would have finally healed Emyr and sent him back. Now that would have been a true challenge.” Melwas grinned. “To convince the legendary King of Tir to break the monoliths and help us make Tir and Faerie as one.”

      Tom couldn’t tell if it was the pain or Melwas’ words that made Emyr shudder. They had to leave. But Tom couldn’t help but ask, “As one?”

      “As one,” Melwas confirmed, petting a hound at his heel, admiring the blood that the flayed flesh left on his fingers. “No more doorways, no more Circles or barriers. Just one playground for our people.” It made no sense. How could you take two places and make them into one? But Melwas seemed certain as he said, “Imagine it, little Tom. The great castles felled, the stone used to build mighty thrones for us and our queen. The little cities remade into glorious arenas. And those mortals that do not fight and die for our pleasure will instead turn their toil to building great amusements for us.”

      It made Tom’s stomach churn to think of it. He could picture lines of men, women and children queuing to work and bleed and die just to alleviate the boredom of the fay. He couldn’t let that be the world Katharine’s child grew up in. “I’ll stop you.”

      “Will you, little Tom?” Melwas gave him a pitying smile. “Or will you stand aside at our queen’s command like a good little pet?” He lifted a finger to Gravinn and said, “If Mab wished it, would you watch our hounds chase down and devour this little one?” His attention shifted to Dank. “If she told you it would make her happy, would you hold the sharp objects and the burning brands while we tortured him for an aeon?” His gaze fell on Katharine and he grinned. “And would you scrape and bow while our queen exercised her little jealousies on this one?”

      Jealousies that would likely mean eternal misery and torment. And what would Mab do when she discovered Katharine was with child? “No.”

      “No?” Melwas tossed his head and laughed, a hearty chuckle that turned to a growl in a heartbeat. “No?” His eyes were dark and furious as he spoke through gritted teeth. “Always have you defied us, little Tom, always have your bows been too shallow, always has your heart belonged to this one.” Melwas jerked his head at Emyr. “But we will change that. We will hurt you, little Tom. We will show you pain you thought impossible to live through.” The Faerie King advanced, fingers clenching as if he imagined crushing something of Tom’s. Then he smiled, his voice light and empty of all fury and violence. “Then we will stop, and bring you wine and bread, and you will begin to hope that maybe the pain is no more.” A dark delight crept into the fay’s eyes. “But again we will start hurting you. Again we will stop, again you will hope, again we will hurt you. Over. And over. And over. And one day, many centuries from now, we will stop for good. And you will be so grateful, little Tom.” Melwas was close now. Too close. Tom had to tip his head back to meet his eye, and the fay lifted a hand, brushed the back of his fingers across Tom’s upturned cheek, and murmured, like a lover, “You will swear yourself to us, because we made the pain stop at last. You will love us, little Tom. We will make sure of that.”

      I will not break. That’s what Tom wanted to say. I will not break for you. But Melwas had eternity to torture him. Who knew what centuries of torment could do to a man?

      Tom swallowed. Forget the threats. Get Katharine and the child beyond Melwas’ reach. Every other concern could wait for another day. But his voice betrayed him, shaking as he said, “Emyr is my king.”

      “For now.” Melwas sighed a satisfied sigh. “But when we are done with you, a cripple will never compare to our majesty.” And he turned his head to smirk at the old king.

      Melwas was quick. Tom knew that. But he was cocky, too. He thought he had won. So he was slow to react. Slow to see Tom push Emyr aside and draw Caledyr. Slow to see Tom thrust the blade toward his chest. Too slow to twist aside and avoid the blade that slipped through his armour like butter and skewered his shoulder with ease.

      It took Tom a moment to realise that everything had changed. Melwas was roaring a wordless roar. The ground was shaking and rain was lashing down on them. Tom looked up into dark clouds that had obscured the twilight sky in an instant. Rain in Faerie. He had seen light showers before. The fay would revel in them, dance in puddles, huddle under shelter and watch their realm shimmer under a hundred thousand miniature prisms, emerge to gaze at rainbows made of colours unseen in the mortal realm. But this was something new. This was a storm. There were no storms in Faerie. Not ever.

      Melwas dropped to one knee, Caledyr still buried in his shoulder, and the ground shook. Tom looked down, drenched to the skin already, hair slicked to his forehead.

      Tom twisted the sword.

      Lightning flashed and forked across the sky.

      He realised he could end this right here. Right now.

      “I wasn’t sure this would work.” Tom had to shout over the noise of rumbling ground and driving rain. Melwas rolled his eyes to meet Tom’s. But they were empty things. Tom couldn’t be sure the fay understood him. The Faerie King reached for Tom, fingers grasping for a hold, but Tom twisted the blade again.

      The hounds whimpered with a shared pain. They were hunkered to the ground, slinking back, slinking away.

      Herne was gone.

      “But I couldn’t understand why you’d hidden the sword. Why you demanded I bring it back to you.” Tom’s breath was fogging, the air grown chill. Melwas moaned and Tom leaned closer, twisted the sword again. “It’s because it can hurt you. Can it kill you, Melwas? Could I end you right now?” He wanted to. After so many years of dodging the fay’s wrath, after months of being manipulated. It would feel good.

      “Tom!” Katharine screamed and he risked a glance. She was huddled with the others, waving him towards them. “We have to leave!”

      He looked back at Melwas. Felt his fingers twitch around the grip, felt his arms full of anticipation. He felt himself on the edge, ready to pull the sword free and then swing it through the fay’s neck.

      The ground shook again and he almost lost his balance.

      “Tom, we have to leave.” Dank was in the centre of the huddle. Everyone had a hand on him. “Faerie isn’t safe. You’re hurting it.”

      Hurting Faerie. Because he was hurting Melwas. Tom nodded. He’d always wondered if the fay and their realm were one and the same. “Then I can end this now,” he said. He could put an end to years of blind servitude. He’d never be a Faerie puppet again. And Katharine could raise her little girl in peace. Yes. This was how it should end.

      “Not with us inside Faerie. We’re not safe here,” Dank cried to him over the storm.

      “Then go.” Let them escape. It would be worth dying here to protect them. “Take everyone to safety.”

      They shouted at him, all of them, tried to reason with him. But he knew the rightness of what he did. He knew it now. He had always said the fay were dangerous. Not because they were immortal. Not because they were good or evil; they were neither. The fay were dangerous because they didn’t care who they hurt, who they killed, who they manipulated or tortured. They would do whatever entertained them, and the mortal cost wouldn’t even occur to them. But Tom could stop them. Here. Now. Let all of Faerie come down around him. As long as it came down on them too.

      “You kill your queen.” Melwas’ groan was almost inaudible over the rain and the roar.

      Yes. It would kill her. And he would never see that little girl born. His resolve faltered. He had made her a promise. I will keep you safe.

      Perhaps destroying Faerie would be how he fulfilled his promise.

      He felt hands on his shoulders and arms, Katharine slapping at him, pulling him. “Go,” he told her.

      “No.” Her efforts jostled him and twisted Caledyr, eliciting dead moans from Melwas. The fay had given up fighting, hanging limp from the sword. It was strange to see him so still. So empty of his strange, malicious drive. “I’m not going to let you do this,” she said.

      “You’ll be safe,” Tom replied. “Both of you.” He shifted his feet. Readied himself for the swing. Would it end with Melwas? Or would he need to kill Mab too?

      “Don’t leave me alone.”

      “You’re strong,” he told her. He didn’t dare look at her. Didn’t dare test his resolve that way. “If anyone can raise her, it’s you.”

      “She needs her father,” she replied. “And I need you too.”

      So. He was the father. He tried to steel himself for the final blow, but he already knew that he’d made his decision. He wouldn’t abandon his daughter.

      “It would be easier if I didn’t know.” He wasn’t sure why he said it aloud. Perhaps he needed Katharine to know why his resolve had failed. Perhaps he needed Melwas to know.

      He pulled Caledyr free, and Melwas groaned and collapsed. The grass at their feet had grown black and dry, the rain pounding it into dust.

      “Let’s go,” he told himself. Katharine took his hand and led him to the others. Tom couldn’t help but glance back at the Faerie King, who lay on his back and stared unseeing up at the rain that never fell in Faerie. Couldn’t help but enjoy a moment of dark pride that he, Thomas Rymour, had brought Melwas to his knees.

      He let Katharine place his hand on Dank’s outstretched arm.

      “To Cairnakor,” Gravinn said.

      There was no simple tug. It was a struggle, as if Dank was lifting a mountain by himself, climbing a waterfall, staring unblinking at the sun. Tom felt the battle in the very heart of himself, thrashed against the magic that wrapped around them like a malicious, suffocating sheet. Again they were all as one, like individual inks poured into the same bowl, mixing their fears and loneliness together.

      And that tiny new life. That little impossibility. Tom reached for it without thinking, sheltered it in warmth and promises against the storm of magic, against the tidal wave of thoughts and identities.

      He felt her settle, put a thumb in her mouth. His daughter. He could laugh. Or cry. Maybe both. His daughter.

      I will look after you, he whispered. I won’t let anyone hurt you, he promised.

      And he felt Katharine’s relief at his words.
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        * * *

      

      They were thrown into Tir, crashing to the ground. Old injuries awoke and Tom tasted grass. The world was spinning and lurching and he felt very certain he would be sick. He curled into a ball for a moment, taking deep breaths. Deep, cool breaths. But there was a smell of burning in the air that made him feel worse. He opened his eyes, shut them against the spinning, forced them open again and made himself meet the dark gaze of the man standing over him.

      “You’re here,” Tom said, swallowing the bile that threatened to follow his words, staggering to his feet and leaning on his knees. If he’d felt tired before, now he was beyond exhaustion. It was oddly freeing. He felt he could walk for days, if only because he couldn’t feel worse for it. He straightened his back and said, “I won’t ask how you got here.”

      “Because you know I don’t remember.” Ambrose stood still as stone, robes stiff with mud and filth, face shadowed by a wide-brimmed hat. His hair and beard, both a dirty grey, were long and unwashed, and his skin was leathery and wrinkled with impossible age. Yet he did not lean on his simple wooden staff. He didn’t shift or seek a place to sit like many old men. He just stood, impossibly still. Like a statue made flesh. Tom wasn’t even sure if he was breathing.

      The sorcerer’s lips twisted in a smile. “It’s good to see you again, Tom.” His smile didn’t touch his eyes, which remained two pits with just a hint of light. Nothing but an ember, the tiniest spark, trapped deep within the dark.

      The present faded and Tom saw himself sat in darkness, no sun or moon or stars to light the cold, dead world he found himself in. “You lost Caledyr,” someone said.

      A groan from Emyr swept aside the foresight. “My king,” Tom said, rushing to his side and lifting him to his feet. “We need to get you to a healer.”

      “I can’t do it.” Emyr words pleaded for relief, his hands pale and shaking and covered in blood.

      “Just a little farther,” Tom promised him.

      But Emyr’s legs were weak, his steps stumbling. Tendons and veins stood out in his neck like they would burst. “I can’t.”

      “Just a little farther.” But it was no good. There was no way Emyr could walk anywhere. Tom looked at Draig, still sat in the grass. “Help me carry him.”

      Ambrose stilled any response Draig would have offered. “Not you,” the old sorcerer told Tom. “Draig and Six.”

      “Why?” But Tom knew why; Ambrose’s dark stare was resting on Caledyr. “Gravinn, lead the way.” Tom relinquished his grip on Emyr and drew the sword, the blade singing in his grip.

      “A moment,” Gravinn begged, pale and curled around her belly.

      “We don’t have a moment. We need a place filled with iron, and we need a healer.” Emyr groaned, and Tom added, “Now.”

      But the word was barely past his lips when the back of his neck began to tingle and the air began to hum. Magic. He turned, and the air behind him seemed to thicken, like a wisp of a shadow that drew its fellows to it, growing larger and darker, growing legs and arms and solidifying into pale skin and a cruel smile.

      Queen Mab. Stood in Tir, dressed in a tapestry of mismatched clothing and adorned with strange jewels and trinkets. A parody of a Pathfinder. Even her hair was bound in a tail just like Katharine’s. But where Katharine’s outfit spoke to her journeys to foreign lands, Mab’s was designed to accentuate her figure, stretched over her skin, baring her midriff, drawing the eye to a generous cleavage. She was beautiful as ever, and her eyes danced with promise.

      Tom hefted Caledyr, placed his feet where the sword told him to, and tried to ignore how his traitorous heart danced.

      Her smile grew wider and she ducked her chin. When she spoke it was with a coquettish air. “Surely you do not think to use that against us, our Tom?”

      Her manner was all wrong. Just moments ago he had brought her king to his knees. He had violated Faerie, he had threatened to pull it all down. And Queen Mab smiled at him.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      Her smile faded and her manner cooled. “Is that any way to address your queen?”

      The others were still, silent, barely breathing. “Go,” he told them. “Gravinn, take them where they need to go.”

      “We have not dismissed them,” Mab said.

      “Your audience is with me,” Tom replied. He told the others, “Go,” once more and, when Mab bristled, he said, softer, “Let them go. I’ll sheathe the sword. We can talk.”

      “No, Tom,” Katharine said. Tom risked a glance over his shoulder and saw her stood with her hand on her belly and reproach in her eyes.

      “I’ll catch up,” he told her.

      “It seems you are always racing to catch up,” Mab said. And to Katharine she added, “You’ll have your hands full with two of them.”

      Katharine made no attempt to hide her disgust. “Don’t take too much time with this thing,” she told him, and turned and walked away.

      Mab traced a long nail across her own jawline and down her elegant neck. “We have flayed mortals alive for less,” she mused.

      “You have forgiven more,” Tom reminded her.

      “Is that what you ask, our Tom?” Mab let out a throaty laugh. “Do you want to return to our bosom and be told that all is forgiven?”

      Tom tried not to look at her bosom as he asked, “Would you offer forgiveness if I asked for it?”

      Mab looked him up and down and quirked an eyebrow at him. “Would it amuse us to do so?” she mused. Tom tried not to imagine a passionate embrace, her rough touch, the taste of her skin. A rush of blood brought warmth to his face and she raised her eyebrows. “It seems it would amuse you,” she added.

      Fight.

      The sword was right. Mab might be all seductive wiles, but she was as dangerous as any other fay. And she might be only a diversion to separate him and the sword from the others. So he said, “Leave the others be.”

      She stepped closer and looked over his shoulder. “Dank has opened our doors to mortals, and Draig forgot his oath to stop you.” She shrugged and brushed at something on his shoulder. “But no matter. That isn’t why we are here.”

      He could smell her. Jasmine and rich, dark earth. “Why are you here?”

      She pushed her body against his, sliding her hand across his shoulders and murmuring into his ear, “To warn you, sweet Thomas. Our Thomas,” she claimed him. “You did great harm to our king. That will not come without consequences.”

      She had her hand in his hair and sighed satisfaction and desire. This was not the kind of torment he had imagined. “I will bear them willingly, if you spare the others.”

      “You will bear them, willingly or no,” she warned him as another hand snaked around into the small of his back. “You will bear whatever we decide you will.”

      He felt her smile against his cheek. She had hold of him. Entirely. She could pull him back into Faerie in an instant. Part of him thrilled at the thought. Another part was disgusted that he had let her entrap him without a single protest.

      As if sensing his conflict she tightened her embrace, waking old pain in the wound he’d taken from an Erhenni fighter. An Erhenni who had died so he could free Tir from the Western Kingdom. From oppression and suffering.

      “Release me,” he told her.

      A moment of silence. When she spoke, her words were breathy. “Do you really want us to?”

      But it was all a lie. Nothing more than an act. Nothing like the blood and sacrifice he had witnessed and suffered. Nothing like the promise of birth to come. “Release me,” he said again. She stepped back and gazed into his eyes, trying to find something. Let her look. “Melwas threatened me and mine,” he told her. “I hurt him to protect them. If you want me to apologise, Your Majesty, I must disappoint you. Because I’ll do the same to any fay who tries to hurt them.”

      “Even us?” She sounded distracted, as if she was barely listening. Still looking for something in his gaze.

      “It would pain me to do so.” That was true, as much as he didn’t want it to be. “But, yes. Even you.”

      A slow smile spread across her face. “Such fire, Thomas. A fire that would make any maiden weak in her knees.” She placed a finger beneath his chin, and made a satisfied sound that somehow seemed to promise more than mere satisfaction. “Go,” she purred. “Protect you and yours.” She brushed a thumb over his lips. “Hurt the fay we send after you, if you can. Show us this new fire.” She released him and stepped back. Her abrupt dismissal stilled his tongue and, despite himself, he bowed his head.

      “Don’t spoil it,” she told him, and he looked up to see her form softening, like her flesh was smoke being plucked at by the faintest wind. “Do not raise our expectations, Thomas, only to disappoint us. You will like that even less than our king’s wrath.”

      And then she faded into nothing, and he was stood alone on the hill.
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      “What did that creature want?” Katharine demanded when Tom rejoined the others.

      “I’m not sure.” His thoughts still felt foggy, as if her scent had crept in and muddled his mind. Perhaps it had. “But I’m not sure I made anything better.”

      “Please, Tom,” Six grunted. He was waddling backwards along the white gravel road with Emyr’s feet in his hands while Draig had his arms hooked under the old king’s armpits. “Such a shocking revelation might make me drop him.”

      The sarcasm made Tom blink and he drew breath to bite back. But, before he could, Dank asked, “Are they coming for us?”

      The boy’s obvious fear deflated Tom’s anger and he nodded. “They are.”

      “Then does any of this matter?”

      The fay were immortal. They wouldn’t be stopped. Yes, they had Caledyr. But one blade could not keep the whole of Faerie at bay.

      But what could he say? Nothing but, “Yes.” Dank didn’t believe him. That much was clear. But Tom reached out to Katharine, who wouldn’t look at him but was listening intently, and brushed a finger across the back of her hand. “Nothing matters more.”

      Her lips quirked with the effort of hiding a smile. And Ambrose said, “We have time.” The old sorcerer didn’t look at anyone as he spoke. He stared at and through the road at his feet, shuffling along and leaning on his staff as if it was the only thing keeping him upright. “Two days.”

      “Is that true?” Dank asked.

      “You know who Ambrose is,” Tom told him.

      “I don’t,” Gravinn called over her shoulder.

      “Your people called me by a different name,” Ambrose replied. “Melled.”

      That stopped Gravinn in her tracks, and Six grunted. “By all means, let’s stop and stare at the old man. Emyr gets lighter with every step.”

      Gravinn started walking again, but kept looking back over her shoulder. “The Thunder King’s advisor?” she asked. “You live too?”

      “In a way,” Ambrose replied.

      “Do you have to tell the truth like Tom?”

      “No. I don’t.”

      “But you trust him?” That question she directed at Tom, and for a moment he wasn’t sure how to answer. The old man lies. That’s what Nimuë had said. But Ambrose had given him the Call, the one that had saved them from Gerwyn’s rat pits. And Gravinn had it right; Ambrose had been Emyr’s most trusted adviser. Tom trusted Emyr. Did that mean he trusted Ambrose?

      “I believe him,” he said. It was the truest answer he could offer, but it seemed to settle the matter for Gravinn; her eyes turned back to the path ahead.

      “Nimuë called him a liar,” Six grunted.

      “Ah.” Ambrose’s lips twisted into a smile. “Nimuë.”

      “She also said he was a Faerie treasure.”

      Yes. She had. An odd term to use. Was Ambrose a creature of Faerie now? Was this another of their elaborate games?

      “Nimuë only remained Nimuë because of a Faerie boon,” Ambrose told them. “In exchange, the fay told her to watch over me. And over Caledyr. The fay were under the impression that both could be kept. They were wrong.”

      The sword grew larger in Tom’s mind for just a moment, like a giant turning in its sleep.

      “The stories say you were infatuated with Nimuë,” Tom said.

      “I am.” His smile grew sadder. “Until my end.”

      “She was in thrall to the fay,” Six’s voice was strained. “You were in thrall to her. Oen’s blood, are we there yet?”

      “You don’t trust me,” Ambrose said.

      “You’re a quick one.”

      “On the contrary.” Ambrose nodded to his shuffling gait as if his neck didn’t twist the way it ought to. “But Tom can attest to this: being infatuated with someone doesn’t mean you are their creature.”

      All eyes turned to Tom. None of them seemed reassured, and Tom felt his cheeks warm.

      “You and I,” Ambrose said, and turned his gaze away to the horizon. “You and I, Tom. We do what we have to do.”

      No-one spoke until they reached the city.
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        * * *

      

      Cairnakor was a sprawling, cramped creature. The buildings were either close and tall, or squat and teetering on mountainsides. They jostled for space with great chimneys that belched dark smoke into the thick, stinking fog that settled in the streets. The mountains clambered up from amongst the press and the stench to claw at the sky, as if trying to climb away from the miasma, but the swarm of the city kept them from the blue skies with its thick smog.

      There was no wall, no gate, no solid beginning to Cairnakor. Homes began to appear alongside the road, which became stone paving worn smooth by use, and the fog became denser until they could barely see three foot ahead. The air felt thick and unhealthy, still and quiet in the early morning, though the streets were far from deserted; the alleyways were filled with dwarfs lying under rags or blankets. Tom had seen beggars in every town he’d visited, but never so many in one place. What was wrong in Cairnakor that so many were without homes?

      And how could they sleep with all this smoke? It rose out of the chimneys before sinking back into the fog that clogged the streets, making Tom cough and gag. The smell was unlike anything he’d smelt before. Something was burning, or had burnt, but there was no wind to toss away the stench. Tom glanced at Emyr’s wound. Didn’t dwarfs know that bad smells carried disease?

      “You get used to it,” Katharine told him, and he felt a stab of guilt. Why hadn’t his first thought been of her and the child?

      “I’m not sure I want to,” he replied, and lowered his voice to add, “We should leave as soon as possible.”

      “Don’t start fussing over me,” she told him, but her smile told him she was pleased.

      Gravinn lead them down a wide road filled with abandoned carts and rough sleepers before taking them down a narrower path. The buildings on this street had huge glass windows behind which were arrayed a bewildering variety of goods and wares. Bakeries proudly displayed huge platters and trays soon to be filled with warm breads and pastries, and grocers showed off pyramids of apples and mounds of carrots. Tom’s stomach growled and he tried to remember when he’d last eaten. But Gravinn passed them all and stopped in front of another shop. Tom couldn’t read the sign, but the window told him everything he needed to know. Saws and hammers, knives and cogs and instruments of iron stared out at them through the glass. The fay would think twice about entering this place. Tom lifted his hand and hammered on the wooden door as hard as he could.

      The sound echoed down the empty street. No dwarf or creature stirred. He hammered again.

      This time there were rustlings and mutterings behind them. Tom whirled, brandishing Caledyr, but it was only a vagrant in the alley opposite. The dwarf emerged from underneath sheets of paper and blinked sleepily at them. He was, if not well-groomed, then certainly tidier than most rough sleepers Tom had encountered. He was clean and his clothes, while by no means rich, were sturdy and well made. His hair was bound into an uneven tail and his face bore equally uneven stubble, as if he had cut both without a mirror. He offered them a smile filled with yellowed teeth. “You can hammer until you wake the four giants themselves,” he said. “But the proprietor of that particular establishment will not open the door until he decides to open his shop. All you will gain is trouble for others.”

      How did this dwarf know that? Or was this simply a prelude to a request for money? Or food? Tom opened his mouth to offer an excuse, but Katharine stepped forward without hesitation and said, “Good dwarf, trouble has come to us.” The ease with which she spoke to him left Tom feeling embarrassed. “We need the help of those inside.” And she gestured to Emyr, whom Six and Draig had laid down on the street.

      The vagrant paled and muttered something in dwarfish. It was only when Katharine replied in the same tongue that he dragged his gaze away and offered her a weak smile and a question.

      “He does,” she replied. “But we need to take both cirgeon and patient in there.” She gestured to the smith.

      “Whyever for?”

      “It would take a long time to explain.”

      The vagrant nodded, finishing her thought with, “And he doesn’t have time for the telling.” He cast his eyes over them all, weighing them, balancing a decision in his eyes. But when his gaze fell on the sword in Tom’s hand, his eyes grew wide and he breathed something in dwarfish.

      “Part of our tale,” Katharine promised him.

      And at that the vagrant sprang to his feet and rushed past them. “This way,” he hissed. “Quickly.” He dashed into a narrow alley beside the smith that was swathed in shadow and gloom. The dwarf seemed unfazed, stopping halfway down and knocking on a door that was out of sight. His knock was little more than a tap, and the only indication that the door had opened was the whispers, the vagrant’s insistent, the unseen party behind the door incredulous. The dwarf waved them forward, and Tom was too dazed and confused to disobey. A moment later, he found himself staring down at another dwarf blocking the doorway who was dark in both appearance and countenance. Short, overweight, the guardian of the door glowered up at him from under bushy eyebrows that matched the hair on his head, cheeks, and upper lip. “Apologies, master human,” he said a swaggering accent that often dropped the harder letters and sounds from words. “Kunnustenn’s made you promises that ain’t within my power and authority to grant. Good day.”

      “We have a wounded man who needs urgent help.”

      “Then I reckon you should take him to a cirgeon.”

      “We need to take him inside.”

      “What you need and what will happen are two very different things.”

      “Jarnstenn!” Kunnustenn stabbed a finger perilously close to Caledyr’s edge. “Look at it.”

      “A sword.”

      “The sword.”

      Jarnstenn shook his head. “It’s a good replica, no doubt.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “I’m a smith, Kun.” He grinned. “I could make you one in an afternoon.”

      “I’m a historian, Jarn. I’d know the difference.” Kunnustenn took an angry breath. “Let them in, or I’ll stay out here tonight.”

      Jarnstenn glared at the other dwarf for a moment. “Suit yourself.”

      The door closed with a bang that echoed down the narrow alley.

      Whatever was happening here, it was clearly done. And they had wasted time that Emyr didn’t have. “We need to find somewhere else, Gravinn,” Tom called as he began to walk away.

      “A moment,” Kunnustenn called.

      “Time is not on our side,” Tom replied. “Thank you for your efforts.”

      But Kunnustenn only pointed at the door. And, just a moment later, it opened again. “Get inside,” Jarnstenn growled.

      Tom didn’t hesitate. “Everyone inside. Emyr first.” He stood aside to allow Six and Draig to pass with Emyr between them. “Gravinn, you and I will fetch the cirgeon.”

      “I’ll go with you,” said Katharine.

      Tom just shook his head. “Stay close to Ambrose.” He wasn’t sure what made him say it. A whisper of a hint of a foresight, perhaps. No time to ponder it now. When she didn’t move, he added, “Go.”

      She went, but with a scowl. But she went, and that was all that mattered. “We’ll have to hurry,” he said to Gravinn.

      “It isn’t far,” she told him, but she set off at a trot, and Tom ran after her.

      The sun was still struggling against the stinking fog. Unable to burn it away, it managing only a scattered, ethereal light as they ran through the city. The streets remained empty, the world still muffled and quiet. Tom wanted to ask Gravinn about the fog, about the homeless gathered in the alleys, but his lungs were already burning and his feet were heavy.

      “Sheathe the sword,” she told him.

      “What?” His mind felt dull. Was it the smoke or fatigue?

      “The sword.” She was looking over her shoulder at him, frantically waving her hands. “Put it away!”

      He obeyed, his bouncing step making it difficult to slide the blade home, and panted, “Why?”

      “Coppers.”

      The road opened out into a cramped square, filled with a few short, skinny trees imprisoned within tiny patches of fenced dirt. Token attempts at greenery, though they looked brown and wilted. Nevertheless, stone benches were arranged to face them as if they were something to look at, and two dwarfs sat on one of those benches, glowering at Tom and Gravinn as they dashed across the square. They weren’t armed, and they seemed to wear no uniform. But they had the unmistakable air of those with authority.

      Tom waited until they’d left the square to ask, “Were they guards?”

      “Of a sort,” Gravinn replied. “The constabulary certainly guard the pockets of the wealthy.”

      Hired swords, perhaps, without the swords? He opened his mouth to ask, but Gravinn had stopped. She leant on her knees and pointed at a shop window. “Here,” she said.

      Tom couldn’t read the sign, but he could understand the display in the window, saws and a skeleton and a diagram of the dwarf body. Panting, he lifted a hand to hammer on the door.

      “The bell.” Gravinn pointed at a length of rope hanging by the door. “This is a civilised part of town.”

      Tom tugged the rope. The streets were so quiet he could hear the sound of a bell ringing inside.

      But that was the only sound. No-one came to the door. No-one even stirred.

      He rang again. And again. It was only when he’d rung a fourth time that a window opened above them and a dwarf leant out, red-faced and cursing at them. When he saw Tom, he swore again and growled, “What the blazes do you want at this hour?”

      “One of our party is wounded.” Gravinn’s call was weak and gasping. Why was she pushing herself so hard? What ties did she have to Emyr, or any of them? “Only a dwarf of your skill can save his life,” she added.

      But the dwarf at the window seemed unimpressed. “Do you know what time it is?” he asked. There wasn’t a hair anywhere on his head, but he rubbed his chin as if he expected to find some. “Cirgeons need their breakfast too. A civilised dwarf would wait until a more civilised time.”

      Why were they talking about the time and breaking fast? “He’s dying,” Tom said.

      “They’re all dying,” the dwarf replied.

      “We have coin,” Gravinn added.

      “They don’t all have that.” The dwarf eyed them, and Tom waited for him to leap into action, to fetch his tools and herbs and come dashing back with them through the city. But he just nodded. “Very well. Come back in one half of an hour. If he still lives, I will practise my craft on him.”

      The window was closed before Tom could finish saying, “He needs you now!” and there was no answer save the silence of the street. There was no rough sleeper to show them a secret entrance. No alley hiding a side door. Just an indifference that made Tom’s chest tight with rage.

      Fight.

      Yes, he thought. I think I will.

      “I’m sorry,” Gravinn said. “Dwarfs of medicine are like any other. Their shops open and close at appointed times.”

      “And the dwarfs that get hurt outside of those hours?” he asked as he examined the shop window. The panes of glass were small, held in a grid by black iron. Gravinn said nothing, and spoke volumes with her silence.

      Caledyr slid through the iron like it wasn’t even there.

      “What are you doing?” Gravinn asked. But he didn’t want to hear her objections. She’d find out soon enough. The glass creaked as he cut through more iron, some panes cracked and splintered. Finally he’d cut through enough iron to kick once, twice, three times and a section of glass and iron crashed into the shop beyond.

      The sound was deafening in the early morning quiet. There was no doubt it had been heard. But there was no time for subtlety. He clambered through the gap he’d cut, avoiding sharp metal and broken glass until he stood in the cirgeon’s shop.

      This room had been all about display. Shelves on the walls bore skulls and bones and tools and jars with pieces of entrail floating in them. A table near the wall was covered with papers. The ceiling was low, forcing him to bend his back, and even then his head brushed the wooden beams above. This was not where the cirgeon did his work. Perhaps that was in a back room. He didn’t have time to explore; running footsteps announced company before it arrived.

      The dwarf wore a white apron over her cheap clothes, both stained by bloody work. Her mouth gaped and a cheap, slender cigar fell from her lips to the floor. She lifted her hands to cover her mouth as she shook her head and moaned something in dwarfish.

      “Don’t be afraid,” Tom told her. “But a man is dying. I won’t be turned from your door while he needs your help.”

      She lowered her hands, but her gaze never left the sword.

      “You have nothing to fear,” he told her, but thumping footsteps and bellowing anger drowned out Tom’s voice.

      “What is the meaning of this?” the cirgeon roared, but his fury died as soon as he saw Tom’s drawn sword.

      “My friend is dying.” Tom kept his tone calm, even, and unthreatening. “You will come with me, right now, and you will do your best to heal him. You will be paid well, and compensated for the damage I have caused.” He couldn’t help but add, “And perhaps you will think twice about ignoring a dying man in favour of your breakfast.”

      “You can’t do this,” the cirgeon protested.

      “We’ll find out.” Tom nodded to the rooms out of sight. “Fetch your things. He has a serious gut wound. He’s lost a lot of blood.”

      “I won’t.” His protests were weak. “You can’t make me.”

      Tom didn’t want to injure or wound the dwarf. But there was no possibility of letting him be; he had to heal Emyr. So Tom said, “Are you sure you want to test an armed man who has broken into your shop?”

      The cirgeon quailed. But it was the other dwarf who broke the silence. She took a deep breath, straightened and said to the cirgeon, “I will fetch your things, Master Dorstenn.” She left the room with a quiet dignity that was beyond her master.

      “You work for him, now, do you?” he called after her, trying to muster outrage. But it came out weak and feeble. “Dorstenn won’t be bullied by brigands and barbarians.”

      “As I said,” Tom reminded him, “You will be paid well.”

      “Humans think everything can be bought. But there is more to this world than money.”

      “Such as saving a good man’s life?”

      Dorstenn sagged. But he was still unconvinced. Would he save Emyr’s life under duress? Or would he waste time by resisting, and lose Emyr’s life in the process?

      So Tom tried a different tack. “Save his life,” he said. “Take enough to repair your window and fill your pockets. Tell the tale of how you were cool and calm in the face of an armed madman who dared you to save a king’s life.”

      A light flashed in the cirgeon’s eyes, quickly replaced with scepticism. “A king?” he asked. “Surely not King Idris?”

      “He isn’t the only king in Tir.”

      Dorstenn snorted. “Name another.”

      “You’ll meet him soon enough.” Would that intrigue the dwarf? Or would he dismiss Tom as a madman? But the dwarf’s gaze was already growing distant, and Tom guessed he was imagining how he would tell his story, how other dwarfs would crowd around him in a tavern and gaze up at him as he told his heroic tale of adventure. Dorstenn’s lips quirked in a smile, quickly stifled as he drew himself up and painted an expression of stern authority on his face. “You will pay for the damage you have caused,” he commanded. “And I will expect a kingly fee.”

      Already promised, but Tom knew this was part of the tale Dorstenn was telling himself. “Anything you ask. Only help my friend.”

      “Coppers,” Gravinn hissed. She hadn’t climbed into the shop, but stood outside, looking as casual as possible.

      “Don’t call to them,” Tom warned Dorstenn. “It would be a dull end to your tale.”

      He wanted to call out, Tom could tell. But he also wanted the adulation and praise that would come of bearing this adventure alone. So he nodded, lips thin. “They would only delay us,” he said. “I will not risk a monarch’s life by incurring the delay of the authorities.”

      “A noble deed,” Tom said, and saw Dorstenn adding to his own story in his mind.

      The other dwarf came back with two heavy leather bags, so full they could barely be closed. “I am ready,” she said.

      “Then let us go, Mennvinn,” Dorstenn said. “Lead the way, madman.”

      “Tom,” he replied, sliding Caledyr into its sheathe. “I can take those,” he said to Mennvinn, who only bobbed her head, wide-eyed. She dashed ahead and opened the door just in time for the two coppers to walk past, staring goggle-eyed at the smashed window.

      “What occurred here?” asked one of them in a serious voice.

      Dorstenn glanced up at Tom, and for a moment seemed ready to blurt it all out. But his gaze dropped to the sword and he straightened. “No time, Inspector. I have a life to save.” And he invited Tom to lead on with a gesture.

      The coppers called after them but made no effort to pursue. Tom led them at a gentle jog, well aware that the length of his stride was twice theirs. Nevertheless, Gravinn caught up with him, and soon took the lead, taking them back to the smith. Tom tried not to imagine the worst, that Emyr would be still and cold, his life bled away onto the smith’s floor and all their hopes leeched away with it. He had to live. All of Tir needed him to live. Tom needed him to live.

      Raised voices could be heard within the smith. A sudden wave of dizziness struck Tom as they reached the door and his hammering was weak and feeble. It was Six who answered. “Thank Oen you’re here,” he murmured. “We’re one word away from murder in here.”

      The shop itself was deserted, the voices rising up from a set of stairs leading down into a cellar that was filled with iron in various states, piles of unworked bars stacked alongside finished articles. Emyr was stretched out on a wooden pallet balanced on two anvils, lying still and whiter than Mab. Was he dead? Tom didn’t dare move or breathe until he saw Emyr’s chest rise and fall in the most shallow of breaths.

      “Dorstenn,” he said. “Your patient. Do whatever you must.”

      “No,” bellowed a dwarf. This one was older than the others, bald and wrinkled, his dirty grey beard so long it almost touched his knees. It seemed somewhat impractical for a smith. “No-one else is to come in here. Get out,” he roared, flailing a hammer in each hand as he stalked towards them. “Get out!”

      Caledyr was enough to halt his charge, the point perilously close to his chest, the edge slicing hairs from his beard that fluttered to the stone floor. He stepped back, and back again as Tom advanced, clearing the way for Dorstenn and Mennvinn. “Enough,” Tom told the older dwarf. “I have had enough of people telling me what I can and cannot do to save my king.”

      The older dwarf’s eyes were wide, his anger blunted, and he nodded, the action brushing more hairs against Caledyr’s edge.

      Another wave of dizziness struck Tom, and the effort to remain standing was almost too much. He blinked, slowly, and took a deep, shaky breath. “You own this place?” he asked. The dwarf nodded. “You are angry that we have forced our way in, taken over and turned it into a healing house?” The dwarf nodded again. “I understand. I apologise for the disruption. We will pay you well. But I will not let you do anything that puts my friend’s life in danger. Do you understand that?”

      The dwarf nodded. Slowly. “Are we prisoners?” His question was both surly and edged with fear.

      “No.” Tom lowered the sword. The dwarf didn’t move. “You may go, if you wish.”

      “I’ll stay.” As the fear of immediate danger faded, the smith’s anger grew more confident. “But not down here. Too crowded.”

      He was right. Emyr’s temporary bier took up most of the cellar. The others had tried to squeeze themselves into what spaces they could find, but there was little room for Dorstenn and Mennvinn to work. “Perhaps some of us should move upstairs.”

      “Not all of you,” Dorstenn said. “You stay, and you too.” He nodded at Tom and Katharine.

      “Why?”

      “We need some of your blood. He’s lost a lot.”

      “You can take what you need from me,” Tom replied. “But not her.”

      “Tom,” Katharine began. There was reprimand in her voice, but she knew he was right and said no more.

      So he turned to the old smith and said, “Master dwarf, please place my friends where it would be convenient.”

      “Out of my establishment would be convenient,” the dwarf growled, but he waved them forward. “Upstairs with you.”

      “Gravinn, you know the city,” Tom said. “Take Draig and find us some food.”

      “I know the city,” Katharine said.

      “I need you to stay here.”

      “Maybe I need to do something.”

      He was too tired to argue. Whatever reserves he’d been burning had left him, and now he felt tired and cold and weak. “Talk to the owner. Perhaps we can buy some iron blades from him,” he suggested. “And get some rest.”

      It wasn’t the task she wanted. But she nodded and followed the others up the stairs.

      Ambrose’s voice made Tom jump. “What will you do in two days?” The old sorcerer stood in a corner of the cellar, unmoved by the request to leave, wreathed in shadow and as still as the metal and stone around him. But he looked stronger down here. More human.

      “We’ll run.” Tom sheathed the sword and found a space where he could sit. The stone was warm and the relief in his limbs was instant. “The fay know we’re here. We can’t hide from them, but we can make it harder for them to find us.”

      “What kind of foe is defeated by running from it?”

      He was falling asleep. He should get up, make sure the others were settled, that Katharine was okay, that Dorstenn didn’t need him to fetch anything that would help save Emyr’s life. But he just said, “The slow kind.”

      Ambrose’s laugh was wrong, like it hadn’t been used in many years and rust had stiffened the joints and dulled the edge. “You won’t win this war by running.”

      War. No, Tom wouldn’t win any wars. But, “Emyr won a war.”

      “This isn’t his story.”

      He’d open his eyes in a moment. Just a moment. “He’ll know what to do.”

      “He won’t.” Ambrose’s voice was soft, like a father speaking to their child as he slept. “But you will.”
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        * * *

      

      Tom dreamt of Glastyn. The two of them were sat at a small table, each with a glass of wine in their hands.

      “This is your final moment,” Glastyn was saying, and then Tom was in the dark and the cold. Glastyn was gone, and someone was crying. He was holding Katharine’s hand, but her hand was slack in his. “Be strong, just for a little while,” he begged her. “Come back. Please.”

      Then something had hold of Tom’s arm and was pulling him and he woke with a start and an incoherent cry, snatching back his arm and reaching for Caledyr.

      “Peace, sir.” A dwarf, who was she? The memory came back slowly. Mennvinn. Dorstenn’s assistant. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Then you should have woken me gently.” He sounded surly even to his own ears. But what way was that to wake someone?

      “Your friend,” she reminded him, and he felt guilty. He’d slept while Emyr’s life hung in the balance. “He needs blood.”

      He nodded. “Very well.” He took a deeper breath, tried to clear the fog of sleep from his thoughts. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Sit here.” She lead him to a pile of iron slates. “Roll up the sleeve on the arm you favour least.”

      He did as he was told and she tied a length of cloth tightly around his upper arm. Dorstenn was muttering to himself, his hands full of strange tools that poked in and out of Emyr’s gut. “This,” Dorstenn muttered as he worked, “is quite the mess.”

      The words blew on an ember of anger Tom had thought himself too tired to feel. “That mess is my king.”

      “Indeed.” There was a greedy look in Dorstenn’s eyes. “May I ask how he procured such an injury?”

      “In battle.”

      “Battle? Curious.” He grunted as he reached deep into Emyr’s gut, looking at the ceiling as he felt for something. “Your friend picked his opponents well.”

      “What do you mean?” Tom asked as Mennvinn brought over a glass jar and some thin tubes.

      “I mean only that this wound looks worse than it truly is.” He grunted, satisfied, and withdrew his bloody hand. “The blade that cut him was sharp, but it left every major organ unscathed. Whoever wrought this wound wanted to cause pain and immobility; not death.”

      Melwas had hounded Emyr throughout his reign, made every effort to steal his queen, harried his kingdom from coast to coast, before finally fighting him to a stand-still and gutting him on the battlefield. The idea that Melwas hadn’t wanted Emyr to die made little sense.

      But then why had the Melwas allowed Emyr into Faerie, if he hadn’t wanted him to live?

      It was all too complicated.

      “Hold still,” Mennvinn told him, and interrupted his thoughts by pushing a needle into his arm.

      Fight?

      No, he told the sword. But he’d jumped and Mennvinn had stepped back. “My apologies,” she said. She waited a moment, watching him as if he were a wild horse or angry dog. She didn’t move until he nodded, and then she swiftly connected the needle to the glass jar with a thin tube and began to turn a handle that caused his life blood to ooze down the tube and into the jar.

      “How sick will I become?” he asked. He felt a coward for asking it while Emyr lay on the brink of death. But he had to know how strong he would, or wouldn’t, be.

      “We won’t take too much,” Menvinn replied. She didn’t stop turning the handle but watched the tube and the jar and the needle in his arm; she didn’t make eye contact. “You might feel a little tired. Nothing worse.”

      “But my elements.” Now she looked up at him, a frown on her face. “The elements of the body. The humours,” he explained. “Fire, water, earth, air and void.”

      She gave him an indulgent smile, like he was a child. “What about them?”

      “They won’t be balanced.” It was what had made him sick when he left Faerie. An imbalance in the elements of the body.

      “Don’t worry,” she told him. “You won’t get sick. I promise.”

      He wanted to believe her. But she was laughing at his concerns. It made him question what she knew about healing. But he was too tired to argue. Perhaps he would get sick. But Emyr would live. And Tom knew he could rely on Six to make sure Katharine and her child were safe. So he closed his eyes and let Mennvinn drain his life blood, and listened to Dorstenn mutter to himself in dwarfish.

      Finally Menvinn said something in the same language, stopped turning the handle, and slipped the needle from his arm. Blood began to pool in the crook of his elbow and she gave him a piece of cloth and said, “Hold that there.” She wheeled the trolley over to Emyr’s side, connected a different tube to the wounded king and worked a different handle, encouraging the blood into his arm instead.

      “What do we do?” Tom asked.

      “You can go,” Menvinn said. “But not far. In case we need more blood.”

      “Eat something,” Dorstenn added. “Drink fluids. Nothing strong.”

      And then they turned all their attention to Emyr. Tom was dismissed. If he had been tired before, now he felt like his limbs were made of straw, ready to fold beneath him in a moment. Did he feel emptier? Hollow, like a husk? The thought itched at the back of his mind, so he stilled it by putting a finger to his wrist. His blood moved beneath his skin. He pushed himself to his feet, turned to Ambrose, still stood in his corner.

      “Go,” he told Tom. “I need neither food nor rest.”

      Tom believed him and that gave him a chill. What had the old sorcerer done to himself? But Tom shook his head. “Come,” he told him. At his questioning look, Tom just shook his head again. So much talking. He was tired of so much talking. “Come,” he repeated.

      Ambrose stared at him for a long moment before beginning his shuffling step, winding through the cellar towards the stairs, which were narrow and shallow; climbing them left Tom’s legs aching more than they should.

      The shop upstairs was as cramped as the cellar, each room filled with people trying to find a space amongst the wares. Katharine was in earnest conversation with the owner, and Tom went to her first.

      “Are you well?” he asked.

      She smiled up at him; while the dwarf sat on a stool, she was sat on the floor with her back to the wall and her legs awkwardly spread and bent. Her Western shawl covered her belly, but her posture told Tom she was probably showing by now. How long had she carried this child in silence?

      Not silence, he realised. Six was nearby, in heated conversation with the dwarf called Jarnstenn. But, despite how excited the pair were about the device they were talking about, Six cast a glance towards Katharine every now and then.

      He knew. Six knew that Katharine was pregnant and hadn’t said a word. Tom wasn’t sure if he was proud of Six for keeping her secret, or angry with them both for keeping that secret from him.

      Fight?

      “Tired.” Katharine’s response brought him back to the moment and away from Caledyr’s question. Priorities.

      “Here.” He offered his hand, which she took with a frown before making a sound of protest as he lifted her to her feet. “You shouldn’t be sitting on the floor. Master dwarf, is there anywhere more comfortable she could rest?”

      He looked put out, and said something in dwarfish to her. She responded and he stood up and walked away. “He’s not happy,” Katharine told him. “If we weren’t promising him so much money, he’d have called the constabulary by now.”

      “Is it going to be a problem?”

      She took a deep breath and sighed it out. He didn’t like how she had to crouch beneath these low ceilings. “He might decide the money isn’t worth the trouble.”

      Tom sighed too. He’d hoped they could rest here for a time. But why shouldn’t the dwarf be upset? Strangers had occupied his shop, taken his livelihood prisoner with promise of money, yet he had no coin in his hand.

      “What’s our plan?” Katharine asked him.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. He looked at the shawl veiling her belly. “I had an idea. Now everything’s changed.”

      “We should get everyone together and figure out our next steps.”

      “No,” he murmured. They were already stood close, hunkered underneath the dwarfish ceiling, but he closed the gap and touched her elbow. “We need our own plan now.”

      She smiled. It was a kind smile, but she was laughing at him. “Are you planning to whisk me away, Thomas Rymour?”

      Was that so funny? “Maybe.”

      She put a hand over his. “How far will we get after what you did in Faerie?”

      He knew how the fay thought. They preferred the towns and cities, filled with the mortals on whom they loved to play their pranks. So he would find somewhere remote, somewhere isolated where he and Katharine could live in peace.

      And what sort of life would that be for their daughter? Always afraid of people. Never seeing anything but whatever hut or cave they cowered in.

      What kind of foe is defeated by running from it?

      “You said we would stop the fay,” Katharine reminded him. “That’s the only way we can keep her safe.” She still smiled. But she was scared. Terrified.

      He touched her cheek. “I’ll do anything,” he promised her. “I’ll stand between you and any harm.”

      Her gaze flicked, just for a moment, to the sword at his hip. He’d hurt her for that sword. It had wormed its way into his thoughts. He had told her that he’d stop carrying it, but it still sat on his hip.

      “I’ll give it to Emyr,” he told her. But she bit
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