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  Foreword


  A new fantasy world emerges from the shadows


  From the outset, writing The Tales of Einarinn and subsequent series, I had a very clear concept of magic in that world. For a start, everyone with or without magical skills knows that it exists. Elemental wizardry and mages are organised and hierarchical because any lack of control can have disastrous consequences. Aetheric magic is its opposite in many ways but without control and understanding, Artifice is similarly useless, if not quite so potentially destructive.


  As a writer though, you’re always asking yourself ‘What if...?’ and that’s often spun off what you’re currently writing. What would it be like to write in a fantasy setting very different to Einarinn? What if magic wasn’t fully understood? What if it was so mysterious and dangerous that it had to be kept hidden while its practitioners unravelled its secrets piecemeal? What if those with magical talent had to be watched and controlled, maybe made an offer of training they could not refuse? What if the consequences of the wider populace learning that magic is real are too disastrous to contemplate?


  Invitations to write short stories offer an ideal opportunity for writers to explore such ideas, especially when an editor asks for something that’s not set in an author’s established world. I began exploring these ideas in 2008, when I was invited to contribute to the Imaginary Friends anthology. Since then, I’ve written half a dozen short stories set in this new setting, the River Kingdom, exploring and expanding on that original concept. In 2013 the invitation to write a serial novella for the new Aethernet e-magazine edited by Barbara and Tony Ballantyne offered me the opportunity to write a longer story. Naturally I seized that chance.


  Readers who’ve come across one or other of these stories have often contacted me wondering where they can find other stories set in this new and very different fantasy world. As it turns out, the original publications where some of these pieces appeared are not particularly easy to track down. So I am very pleased to be offering this collection gathering together these different insights into the River Kingdom. Once again it has been a pleasure working with Wizard’s Tower Press, as well as with Ben Baldwin for the cover art, and Sophie E Tallis for the map.


  I am also indebted to Julia and Philip Cresswell for going over the collected text and highlighting the inconsistencies and continuity issues inevitable when stories have been written over such a long period with the underlying concept evolving as I did so. Accordingly there are have been some edits and clarifications to a few of the stories for this collected edition.


  I look forward to continuing to write about this new world.


  Juliet E. McKenna
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  Walking Shadows


  ‘Leshina! Stop flirting with the troopers!’ The old woman’s bark ripped through the clamour like a knife through silk. Everyone froze; servants, delivery boys and all the horsemen making ready to depart.


  Wait a moment.’ Creases deepened in Sarese’s gaunt face as she closed her eyes. A low murmur ran around the room.


  Leshina half-smiled. ‘What will nosy ears hear you saying?’


  ‘Don’t expect any sympathy when you’re all tears and swelling belly.’ Sarese wasn’t amused. ‘Well? What did you learn?’


  ‘There were several keen to get a hand in my bodice.’ Leshina sat down on the low stool by the hearth of the little chamber and retied the blue ribbon in her long blonde hair. ‘Out to impress me with their closeness to their highnesses.’


  ‘I know you don’t like playing the tease.’ Sarese laid a consolatory hand on the young woman’s shoulder. ‘But we’d be fools not to take advantage of the way you look.’


  ‘Never mind.’ Apprehension clouded Leshina’s azure eyes. ‘Only Kemeti still concerns us.’


  Sarese wasn’t pleased. ‘Jastro?’


  ‘No.’ Leshina was certain


  Sarese frowned. ‘Jastro was pretending he had a hound-whelp—’


  ‘His majesty gave him a brindle from the spring litters,’ Leshina said helplessly. ‘He has no need to imagine a puppy now.’


  Sarese clicked her tongue, exasperated. ‘And Kemeti?’


  


  ‘She’s still so young.’ Leshina knotted her hands in her lap. ‘Can’t we wait? This time next year, the question might not even arise’


  ‘This is her ninth summer. If she were going to outgrow imaginary companions, she’d already have done so. Jastro’s barely out of his sixth winter.’ Sarese’s faded eyes were hard as diamond. ‘And she’s the paramount king’s daughter. If she truly has the magic within her, think what it will mean? The rest of us can come out of the shadows and see our defence of this realm acknowledged.’ She laughed without humour. ‘Cavalry captains boast about their swift horses but we’re the ones who really watch the distant borders out in the empty plains, making sure no-one encroaches—’


  ‘I may be new here but I know that much.’ Leshina stared at her lap.


  Sarese sniffed. ‘So the sooner we know if Kemeti has the magic within her the better. The sooner she can be taught its strengths, warned to keep its secrets. Is her imagined friend still the same?’


  ‘It’s still the river-boy.’ Leshina looked up. ‘Why is it so often a river-child?’


  ‘If you’re six or seven summers old at everybody’s beck and call, realising everyone else’s wishes are consulted before your own?’ There was some sympathy in Sarese’s fleeting smile. ‘Wouldn’t you want a friend who’s seen realms so far upriver that minstrels have barely heard of them? Who knows what’s truly in the lands downstream beyond the Nilgeh Mire that no two tales can agree on? Prince or peasant, children envy the river traders’ freedoms.’


  ‘Maybe.’ Leshina was unconvinced.


  ‘What’s his name?’ Sarese demanded. ‘What does he look like?’


  ‘Like any river-boy. Yellow hair, dark eyes.’ Leshina twisted her fingers together.


  ‘Does he have a name?’ snapped Sarese.


  ‘She calls him Achel.’ Leshina closed her eyes. ‘And he has a dog.’


  ‘If that appears...’ Sarese looked thoughtful. ‘That’ll mark the strength of Kemeti’s imagination.


  ‘But she’s so small.’ A tear ran down Leshina’s cheek.


  ‘No matter.’ Not a pin shifted in the iron-grey twist of her upswept hair as Sarese shook her head ‘We’ll only have tonight before the barons start paying court to their majesties.’


  Leshina shivered despite the spring sun warming the room. ‘What if she fails?’


  ‘White Pastures is a big castle.’ Sarese folded her arms tight across her bony breast. ‘With servants used to caring for Rasun.’


  Tears welled in Leshina’s cornflower eyes. ‘He was older than Meti when he faced his trial—’


  ‘Don’t you wonder if we’d intervened earlier, perhaps his magic could still have been safely shaped?’ Sarese snapped. ‘Not testing Meti won’t save her from herself, if the magic within her is strong enough.’ She broke off to lay her hand gently on the girl’s shoulder again. ‘It wasn’t your fault though, what happened to Rasun. You must believe that.’


  Leshina managed to nod but couldn’t speak.


  ‘Get about your usual duties until their majesties arrive.’ Sympathetic, Sarese was still implacable. ‘Then spend as much time as possible around Kemeti. Whenever you catch a glimpse of her friend, fix him in your mind’s eye.’


  Leshina nodded, still silent. As she went out, she let her fearful tears fall. Since weeping would convince everyone she’d taken an undeserved tongue lashing from the old crone.


  The rest of that day kept her too busy to fret. Housekeepers set every maid of all work to polishing the bedchambers and making up beds with fresh, scented linens. Every dust sheet was removed and the fine furnishings beneath brushed regardless of such precautions while the footmen fetched fine silver, glass and statuary out of storage. Bare-chested yardmen beat carpets hung on racks out beyond the gates while the girls swept hearths and polished fire-irons and servant boys replenished log baskets against the evening chill still coming off the river. Dusk was falling by the time the white stone steps of the main entrance were finally scrubbed.


  While the other girls slept, unheeding, exhausted, Leshina stared at the ceiling of their garret. What if Meti failed the test? What if she passed? What would she think when she learned what power she had within her. Would she realise what had happened to Rasun? Would she ever know that Leshina…?


  The slam of the door startled her awake. The uncurtained window was pale with dawn light and the other girls were already pouring icy water from the ewers to wash away lingering sleepiness.


  They breakfasted in the servants’ hall watching the yardmen unloading barrels and sacks and provisions wrapped in muslin or oilcloth. Errand-boys brought baskets of more precious foodstuffs, wrapped and sealed in the coarse yellow paper the river-traders brought from some downstream land.


  Then the maids were set to work ornamenting every room with fresh-cut flowers and wiping away any trace of dust brought by night breezes. Leshina had barely returned to the lower hall for noon’s bread and cheese when the first outriders’ arrival echoed around the courtyard.


  ‘Klyssa, Isette, Asteri, to go to the front of the house and attend to the children’s carriages.’ Sarese clapped her hands. ‘And you, Leshina. And stop yawning!’


  Leshina hurried after the other girls, scarlet-faced.


  ‘You weren’t here this time last year, were you?’ Isette slid her a sympathetic look. ‘Don’t worry. We’ve done all the really hard work.’


  That’s what you think, Leshina thought silently.


  They ran up the stone stairs to the heavy door separating the lower halls from the castle’s upper reaches. Eyes demurely fixed on the black and white floor tiles, they walked swiftly to the front entrance.


  Leshina hoped anyone noticing her nervousness would put it down to the searching scrutiny of the two senior housekeepers already waiting there.


  It seemed like an age before the first carriages crunched around the broad gravel sweep to draw up in front of the steps. An age, and yet, far too soon.


  The housekeepers acknowledged the children’s attendants with cordial reserve before welcoming the princes and princesses.


  ‘Highness, what a beautiful gown.’


  ‘Prince Perisen, you’ll soon be as tall as your sister.’


  As elegant as her mother, Princess Giseri swept past with a rustle of lace-trimmed skirts, perfumed ribbons coiling amid her auburn ringlets. Tarifa followed, doing her best to mimic such poise. Perisen spared the gathering a good-natured, short-sighted smile before returning his attention to the book he carried.


  ‘I have a hound pup.’ Tousle-headed, shirt rumpled and breeches creased, Jastro ran up the steps. ‘Mirich, I’m training him myself.’


  One of the other footmen nodded at the girls. ‘Go and help with the luggage.’


  Leshina looked hard at the empty air behind the youngest prince. Not even the slightest trace of his once-imagined dog lingered at his heels. Disappointment hollow in her stomach, she followed the other girls out into the spring sunshine.


  A prudently aproned maid of honour was helping Kemeti out of the second carriage. Another was bundling muslin into an incongruously plain pail. The acrid smell of vomit momentarily rose above the spice-studded scent pomander thrown on top.


  ‘Everyone keeps saying I’ll grow out of it.’ A blush of embarrassment stained Kemeti’s pallor. ‘I’d like to know when.’ The faintest echo of her father’s famed temper coloured her tight words.


  Sarese knew how ill travel made the child, Leshina thought with silent anguish. How could they put her to the test?


  Then she glimpsed the shadow behind Kemeti. A shadow strong enough to defy the sunlight. Looking around. For an instant, looking straight at Leshina. Then he vanished.


  ‘Quickly,’ another maid of honour scolded, standing by the first carriage. ‘Before their majesties arrive.’


  Leshina hurried to take Jastro’s toys and games, Giseri’s jewel casket, Perisen’s books and Tarifa’s embroidery basket.


  


  It was wholly dark when Kemeti woke. Where was she? Then the sourness at the back of her throat reminded her of the horrible journey.


  Why couldn’t they just live in one castle, she thought crossly. Why did she have to be jolted over endless leagues with the turn of every season? Because her father had to make his presence felt in every corner of his vast kingdom, yes, she’d been told that often enough. Because the great river was the kingdom’s heart not its boundary. But why didn’t Jastro ever get sick?


  At least she felt better now she had slept. If she could just rinse away the foul taste in her mouth. As she sat up, she was puzzled to realise her bedroom was unusually dark. Who had laid the fire so badly it had left no glowing embers? As the feather-stuffed quilt slid down to leave her exposed to the night chill, Kemeti shivered.


  ‘Feia?’ Her words fell oddly in the dead air. ‘Feia, I want some cordial!’


  There was no reply and Kemeti realised no light from her night maid’s candle was edging under the door. She scowled and swung her legs over the side of her soft warm bed. Feia was supposed to stay awake in case she was needed.


  As her bare feet found the rich wool carpet, she realised her bladder was uncomfortably full. She dropped to her knees, reaching beneath the carved bedstead for the chamber pot.


  A hand fastened on her wrist. ‘Meti?’


  She screamed and tried to pull away but the grip on her wrist didn’t yield. She screamed again and again, so hard she tasted bile, her heart pounding.


  A spiteful chuckle in the darkness silenced her. ‘No one’s coming.’


  It was true. All she could hear was her own rasping breath. No cries of alarm, no running feet, no guard throwing open her door.


  ‘It’s just you and me, Meti.’ The iron grip released her and she fell backwards.


  Horrified to feel a hot thread of urine between her legs she clamped her knees together. ‘Who—’ Words stuck in her throat. She scrambled to her feet, stumbling on the hem of her long cotton nightgown.


  Whoever had been hiding beneath the bed crawled out with another soft laugh. ‘It’s me, Achel.’


  ‘What?’ She stood uncomprehending in the darkness. Then she ran to the window to wrench open the shutters and moonlight streamed in. Outside, the wide silver loop of the mighty river embraced the castle park’s carefully nurtured copses. The city sprawled beyond the outer wall, beyond her mother’s pleasure garden. Everything was just as it should be outside. But something was very wrong in here.


  Long fingers fastened on her shoulder and pulled her back around. ‘I was talking to you.’


  Kemeti shoved the hand away, clumsy with fear. ‘Who are you?’


  He was taller than her, older, blonde hair drawn back from his sallow, angular face. His dark eyes were hard beneath scowling sandy brows.


  ‘I’m Achel, your friend.’ Irritated, he planted his hands on his hips, bare-armed in his long leather jerkin and coarse breeches, barefooted as every boatman standing proudly on his deck. ‘You don’t seem pleased to see me.’


  ‘But—’ If some curious boy from the river traders had managed to sneak past the gates and the guards, incredible as that might be, how did he know to call himself Achel?


  ‘I’m dreaming,’ Kemeti realised aloud.


  His sudden slap stung her face. ‘Are you?’


  As she gaped at him, she couldn’t deny a shock of recognition. How could that be? She searched her memories of all the times she’d watched the river boats, out in the gardens, from the towers of the other castles the seasons took her to. No, she hadn’t ever seen him, not really.


  But somehow she knew deep inside her that he was the boy she’d imagined so often by her side. But he wasn’t the friend she had longed for.


  ‘Go away!’ She couldn’t help glancing beyond him towards the closed door.


  ‘No one’s coming.’ He laughed, cruelly amused.


  ‘You’re not real,’ she protested. ‘You can’t be.’


  ‘No?’ He reached forward and pinched her upper arm, twisting the tender flesh through the cloth of her nightgown.


  ‘Ow!’ The unexpected pain redoubled the ache in her bladder.


  ‘You wanted me here.’ He scowled.


  ‘What do you want?’ She was not going to wet herself. Pressing her thighs together, she blinked away furious tears. ‘What are you going to do?’


  ‘Whatever I please.’ He looked idly around and picked up one of her books from a side-table. ‘To pay you back.’ He started tearing out pages with slow malice.


  ‘Stop that,’ she shouted, outraged.


  ‘Afraid you’ll you get into trouble?’ he sneered. Dropping the book, he swept a fine china dish from the mantelshelf into the hearth. ‘You will, you know.’ Laughing, he smashed a crystal tree hung with necklaces beside it. ‘Because no one else can see me but you.’


  Kemeti rejected the futile hope of saving her treasures and ran for the door. She slammed it behind her, fumbling for the lock. As her fingers fastened on the key, Achel threw his shoulder against the other side. The jolt threw her backwards, the key lost in the darkness.


  ‘You won’t get rid of me that easily,’ he promised ominously as he pulled the door open.


  Kemeti didn’t waste breath replying, bolting from the antechamber into the corridor. But everything was wrong. There were no lanterns. Window shutters that should be safely closed stood wide, uncaring moonlight pooling on the narrow carpet.


  She rounded a corner, then another, shivering with cold and fear. Was there anyone here? She threw open the door to Giseri’s rooms but the ante-chamber was empty.


  Kemeti pushed the door shut without actually latching it. She bit her lip as she hitched up her nightgown and used a shapely vase as a chamber pot. This had better be a dream, otherwise she’d have some explaining to do. She was just setting the vessel down when a deep-throated bark startled her. A dog?


  ‘Seek, Scaff, seek.’ She could hear Achel encouraging it.


  Dry-mouthed, she remembered imagining a dog at his heels, one of those rangy brindled curs that leapt from deck to deck. But she’d never imagined a name for his dog, she thought bemused.


  Panting echoed louder as the dog turned into the corridor. She shoved the door all the way shut with a frantic whimper. The river-cur barked triumphantly and she heard its feet thud on the floorboards. Its claws scraped at the wood as it growled, low and menacing.


  Memory paralysed her. She couldn’t breathe. That terrible night when Rasun had been taken ill, he had had shrieked about birds in the room, birds that no-one else could see.


  He’d screamed for his servants, for Giseri, for their mother and father. When they’d already been standing there. Rasun’s empty gaze had slid straight over them, unseeing. He’d blundered about, weeping for fear of the darkness, when their father was summoning countless branches of candles.


  She knew from servants’ whispers that Rasun was still lost in his incomprehensible madness. Had she gone mad too—?


  Her panicked thoughts dissolved in utter confusion.


  ‘Good boy, Scaff.’ Achel raised his voice on the far side of the door. ‘Kemeti, come out of there at once!’


  A feeble flicker of indignation countered the wretchedness overwhelming her. He presumed to command her? Kemeti bit her lip and concentrated on holding the door closed. The river-cur growled angrily, scrabbling harder, faster. As it snuffled at the base of the door, she could feel its breath hot and moist on her bare feet. She screwed her eyes shut, fighting the choking terror rising in her throat once again.


  ‘Come out,’ Achel snapped. ‘Or you’ll be punished all the more.’


  Outraged, Kemeti’s eyes snapped open. Only her father and mother could order her punished. And she hadn’t done anything wrong. He was the intruder here, him and his horrid cur.


  One of her father’s big hounds would defend her from this horrid river boy, she thought with desperate fury. She wasn’t afraid of the robust hunting dogs and they liked her. They wouldn’t tolerate this cur in their castle. Introducing them to Jastro’s new whelp had taken all the kennelmen’s guile, to save the pup from being torn to pieces.


  A questioning whine made her yelp with fright. Spinning around, she pressed her back against the door. There was a shape in the room with her, a shadow beneath the window. Only it was made from moonlight rather than shade. How could that be?


  She realised she could make out the outline of a sizeable hunting hound. Long muzzled, its head cocked to one side, floppy ears pricked with curiosity. Its ruff of thick white fur was fluffed up, curled tail held high over its muscular rump.


  Only it wasn’t real. Kemeti could see right through it. But as it whined again, expectant, she realised she couldn’t see the upright of the lamp stand through its flank any more. Somehow it was getting more real.


  On the other side of the door, the river-cur barked furiously. The hound’s silent snarl drew its black lips back from perfect ivory fangs but it didn’t move, still looking keenly at Kemeti. Now she could see the darker grey inside its ears, under its belly, inside the curl of its wagging tail. It made as if to take a step forward but paced on the spot instead, as the best-trained hounds did until a command released them.


  ‘Come here, boy.’ She bent to offer her hand. The hound thrust a solid wet nose into her palm, its warm tongue licking her icy fingers. She stroked it, feeling thick softness beneath the harsher upper coat. It hadn’t been here a moment ago but it was undoubtedly real.


  The river cur was barking hysterically now. The hound kept its eyes fixed on Kemeti’s face as it growled low, deep in its chest. She felt its hackles rising beneath her hand. It was real and it was an ally. Wrenching the door open, she urged the hound on with hand and voice. ‘See him off, boy!’


  The white hound sprang on the river cur. Taller but lighter-boned, the other dog was unable to resist the solid impact. Snarling, the hound crouched astride the cur as it whimpered, bowled over, pale belly exposed. Moonlight shone on the hound’s gnashing teeth then they fastened in the river-dog’s throat. Gurgling, the cur drew up its hind legs to rake at the hound’s belly but the heavier dog shook it like a rat, breaking its neck with an audible snap.


  Kemeti stood, staring, mouth open, shivering with cold and fright. Achel swore an oath the stable boys used. She looked up, startled, to see him running away though the moonbeams and shadow dappling the corridor. Where was he going? Who else might he hurt? Jastro?


  ‘Chase, boy!’ She surprised herself by shouting to the white hound. ‘Bring him down!’


  Obediently abandoning its kill, the dog pursued Achel, its eager barks echoing back from the stone walls.


  Steeling herself, Kemeti edged past the slaughtered river cur. Her toes cringed at the thought of sticky blood on the carpet. But as she strained her eyes to try and see any stains in the gloom, all she could make out was the pattern of interlaced leaves.


  Kemeti blinked and there was no river cur. It was only an illusion wrought by the weaver’s design meeting the moonshine’s deceit. Like one of those pictures in Perisen’s book, where a beautiful girl in a sumptuous gown became a hook-nosed old woman swathed in a wrap if you looked at her the right way. A cloud slid over the edge of the moon. When Kemeti looked again, she saw the hapless beast curled motionless in its death agony.


  Tears stung her eyes. She hadn’t meant to bring an innocent animal here to die in such pain, whatever that horrid Achel might say. If she had truly done something to cause this, she didn’t know how and she really hadn’t meant to. She blinked, wiping her nose on her sleeve, struggling not to cry in earnest.


  But this wasn’t over. She could hear the white hound baying triumphantly and Achel shouting foul curses at it. It must have him trapped. There must be someone she could find, a guard who could throw him into a dungeon. If this really was all somehow her fault, she must try to put things right, mustn’t she?


  Trembling with apprehension, she screwed up her courage and opened her eyes. As she looked, she saw the dead cur fading away. Just as moonlight had shaped the white hound, now the river-dog was dissolving into the shadows before her very eyes. She thrust a hesitant toe forward only to feel the soft dry wool of the carpet. The dog wasn’t real. It had never been real.


  You imagined me.


  Achel’s words echoed in her head.


  She had. She had imagined him, and his dog. Because just about every trader’s boat had a cur or two pacing its decks, splashing after the boys when they swam ashore, walking circumspectly behind the elders when a river clan anchored to pay formal visits on the city’s merchants. But it hadn’t been a real dog. Just the idea of a dog.


  Kemeti groped for understanding but that was beyond her. She settled for concentrating on what was in front of her. Nothing. The dog had been nothing, not really. So Achel was nothing. Not real. And she’d tell him so. Not stopping to risk her new boldness foundering on some further inconvenient thought, she hurried towards the barking and shouting.


  The white hound had Achel cornered. The river youth was pressed into a door recess where a side passage ended in a narrow window. He was cursing, vile as a trooper and Kemeti saw him kick at the dog. The hound’s gleaming teeth missed his tanned foot by a hair’s breadth and he hastily thought better of it.


  As he saw Kemeti at the corner of the corridor he yelled at her, enraged. ‘Call it off or I’ll make you sorry!’


  She could hear fear undercutting his wrath but wouldn’t let satisfaction distract her. ‘You can’t do anything to me,’ she said stoutly. ‘You’re not real.’


  ‘I’m real enough to slap you senseless, you little bitch!’ Achel tried to take a step forward but the hound snapped at him.


  ‘No, you’re not.’ Kemeti couldn’t help the tremor in her voice. She swallowed and pressed on. ‘You’re just someone I made up when I was thinking about river boys.’ She pictured all the youths she’d seen, on walks with her maids, riding in the castle grounds. There had been so many glimpses of different boats, on journeys through the city or up and down the highroad that followed the great river’s winding course across the vast plains of the kingdom. None of them was Achel. They were all different to him.


  ‘I am—’ He gasped and fell back, the door resounding with a hollow thud. ‘Hah,’ he spat. ‘Hear that?’ He hammered a clenched fist backwards to bang the door again.


  But Kemeti saw the weakness in his legs. His face had blurred into uncertainty, a shiver of moonlight running through his body. ‘You’re not real,’ she insisted. ‘You’re just—’


  As she hesitated, Achel stood upright again, stronger, bolder. ‘You know nothing,’ he said with contempt.


  ‘I just wanted a friend,’ she shouted with sudden anger. ‘I was lonely. I wanted someone to share things with, to play games, making up stories, like I used to do with Rasun—’ Anguish choked her as she recalled all the times she’d been missing Rasun so badly, she’d pretended she had someone there to replace him. That’s how all this had started. None of it was real.


  Gritting her teeth, she forced herself to continue. ‘You’re not real. I made you up. You’re not even right. If you were a real river boy come ashore, you’d have boots on.’ She was yelling at the top of her voice now, infuriated. ‘They only have bare feet on board their boats.’


  Images ran through her mind, of all the shirtless, shoeless youths she’d ever seen. They were real. This one was not. As she thought this, she realised she could see the outline of the doorframe through Achel’s shirt.


  ‘And you’d have brought a cloak,’ she added scornfully. ‘It’s a cold night and you’re dressed for high summer.’


  Insubstantial as smoke, Achel opened his mouth but could make no sound. Kemeti could see the moonlight through him now.


  ‘Go away.’ Her conviction was firm now, hard as iron. ‘And never come back.’


  Abrupt shafts of light pierced him, shining through the empty hollows of his eyes and mouth, and he vanished.


  


  Sarese’s vice-like hand restrained Leshina. The younger woman blinked away her own tears, her vision flickering back to the lantern-lit warmth of the real corridor. Somewhere overhead, she could hear a maid or a manservant’s soft footsteps. The castle never entirely slept.


  With an effort, she focused on the empty darkness again, where Kemeti stood alone with the white hound gazing obediently at her.


  ‘I’m sorry.’ The little girl scrubbed at her tear-stained face with the cuffs of her nightgown. ‘I know you came to help me but you’re not real either. Please go away.’ Her voice broke on a sob. ‘I want to go back to bed and wake up and this all to be a dream.’


  Leshina held her breath, tense.


  The white dog dutifully lay down, its nose on its forepaws, and dissolved into nothingness.


  ‘Good girl,’ Sarese murmured with satisfaction. ‘Her magic’s strong. She’ll do well.’


  The two women stepped backwards as Kemeti came running towards them, unseeing, still lost in the deserted unreality of the castle confining her imagination. They followed her back to her room where the maid Feia dozed in the antechamber, thanks to the powdered oblivion Sarese had dosed her supper with.


  Entering the bedchamber, Leshina saw Kemeti scramble into bed, pulling the covers over her head to muffle her weeping.


  Sarese was looking around and Leshina knew she was seeing the real and the unreal side by side. ‘Don’t break the necklace tree,’ the old woman decided. ‘But smash that dish in the hearth. She’ll need something to convince her it was no dream.’


  Leshina nodded, not trusting herself to speak.


  Sarese’s thoughts were already moving on. ‘I’ll let the others know in the morning, as much as is necessary. Make sure you’re at hand to answer her questions.’ She chuckled. ‘You had better empty that vase she peed in. But ask her what she knows about it, if you think she needs a prompt. Right, let’s get back to our own beds.’


  Satisfied, Sarese walked briskly from the room without a backward glance.


  Kemeti’s sobs were slowly subsiding beneath the quilt. Leshina slowly closed the window and the shutters, her heart wrung with pity and guilt. Then she closed the shutters on the unreal window too, and lit the thought of a candle besides, in case Kemeti woke in that terrifying darkness again.


  She set the dish in the hearth and broke it with a savage stamp of her foot. Never mind Sarese’s instructions. She’d wait out the night here in case Kemeti woke up before daybreak brought her securely back to reality. She could guide her home.


  She was not going to see the little girl abandoned like Rasun. She owed him that. Since she owed her very existence to his fertile imagination, his adolescent longing shaping her seductive curves, her alluring blondness. But she had been too bemused to help Rasun. Well, now she understood. Now she could repay him by being Kemeti’s friend.


  

  The Ties That Bind - Chapter 2


  I can’t say how long I sat there, snared between dread and utter confusion. Then the knocker rat-tatted again. The door swung open. Teutel hadn’t latched it. Astrila stood on the step, a shawl shielding her head from the morning chill. A linen-draped basket hung in the crook of her elbow.


  Seeing Teutel sat on the stool, she shrieked. He had his back to the doorway so she couldn’t see his face. I did. I saw instant aggression twist his lips in a snarl. I saw the hands loose in his lap clench into menacing fists. Then a shudder ran through him. He blinked, swiftly, once, twice, thrice. His expression turned wary as he rose and turned towards Astrila.


  She saw none of this, blinded by tears of joy. As she rushed across the room to throw herself onto his chest, her basket went flying. Carefully sliced and buttered bread and thick, sustaining soup spilled across the floor amid the shards of an earthenware basin.


  I stared, still sprawled inelegantly on the flagstones. Teutel hadn’t returned my embrace but slowly and awkwardly, he raised his hands to encircle his sister. Astrila sobbed, incoherent with emotion as she buried her face in his shoulder.


  I saw his eyes narrow, still wary but now calculating as he stared towards the open door. There was still no hint of warmth or affection in his distant gaze. Nothing of my loving, beloved husband.


  Cautiously, I got up. His head snapped around and his eyes fixed on me, cold and challenging. His abrupt movement interrupted Astrila’s weeping. She took a step backwards, wiping away tears with the hem of her shawl.


  ‘Oh, Deyris!’ She turned to me before she could see Teutel’s ugly expression and wrapped me in a crushing hug. ‘Oh my dear girl.’


  I held her tight and closed my eyes, wishing with all my heart that I would open them to see my husband just as he had been. But when I looked, that same stiff stranger was silently studying us in an eerily measuring manner.


  ‘He – is not himself,’ I said haltingly.


  ‘Teutel?’ Astrila spun around, concerned. ‘What’s the matter?’


  ‘That’s my name. This is my home.’ A faint smile now curved his thin lips.


  I had no notion why but I found that more chilling than his earlier blankness.


  ‘Teutel? Don’t you know me?’ She took a step towards him, holding out her hands. ‘It’s me, Astrila, your sister!’


  ‘Astrila,’ he said slowly. ‘My sister.’


  But I could see that he hadn’t recognised her in the least. But he reached for her, curling his fingers around her own.


  ‘Deyris?’ She turned to look at me, concerned. ‘What’s wrong?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ I said helplessly. ‘He’s just arrived, but he’s making no sense.’


  ‘Deyris?’ He echoed Astrila, looking at me.


  I couldn’t help a shudder. That wasn’t my husband’s loving greeting.


  ‘Are you hurt?’ Astrila raised a hand to brush the chestnut locks from his forehead.


  He shied from her touch like a startled horse. Knocking over the stool, he whirled around and kicked it away, fists clenched.


  Astrila retreated, taken aback. ‘What’s the matter with him?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ I snapped, provoked.


  Astrila pulled her shawl tight around her shoulders, biting her lip. Teutel stood motionless and stared back at her, unblinking. She twitched, startled, when he smiled that eerie smile.


  ‘You’re Astrila, my sister.’ His cold eyes slid to me. ‘You’re Deyris.’


  ‘That’s right,’ Astrila said eagerly. ‘Deyris, your wife.’


  ‘My wife,’ he echoed.


  He hadn’t known that. The realisation sent shivers down my spine, swiftly followed by a still more chilling thought. Would this cold, violent stranger expect to share our marriage bed when night fell?


  I turned to Astrila. ‘He must see a doctor.’


  Whatever was wrong with Teutel went far beyond an apothecary’s skills at tending trivial injuries and everyday ailments. We needed the medical lore husbanded by the Horned God’s acolytes. Golden Mother forgive me, I wanted him safely in the masked priests’ care, not here in our home staring at me with those cold, dark eyes.


  ‘Help me take him to the temple.’ I was too afraid to try forcing this intruder wearing my husband’s face to the Crescent Moon Gate without help.


  Astrila hesitated. ‘We’ll send for my mother’s personal physician.’


  ‘What? No!’ I protested.


  Between the apothecaries and the priests, with their arcane knowledge and surgeries, physicians like Master Fyrid battened on women like Mistress Menore, prey to megrims and imagined maladies when all that truly ailed them was lack of occupation and exercise.


  Astrila drew me aside towards the kitchen door. ‘If we take him to the temple, think who will see us? Who knows what rumours will go swirling along the gutters with the other filth? Father has already gone out this morning to tell his most trusted partners that Teutel has been killed. That news is surely already spreading. What will people think if they hear just as quickly that it is a lie?’


  I stared at her. ‘Who cares what people think?’


  But I knew that Teutel would care, when he was restored to himself. He was so proud of his family’s good name; among the most trusted and respected of all the merchants trading up and down the Tane and the Dore.


  ‘We must learn what is wrong discreetly,’ Astrial insisted. ‘Then we can share the truth with our partners when they come to call on Father.’


  I shook her hand off my forearm. ‘The Horned God’s priests are sworn guardians of both truth and secrets.’


  Teutel’s hollow voice interrupted whatever she might have replied.


  ‘To call on Father.’ He went striding towards the open front door.


  ‘Where are you going?’ Astrila rushed after him.


  ‘To call on Father.’


  ‘Of course,’ Astrila said with relief.


  He hadn’t been answering her question. He had merely repeated her last words. Couldn’t she see that?


  But somehow those words had caught and held his attention. Something prompted him to leave. I grabbed my own shawl and my keys, catching up with Astrila on the doorstep to hold her back.


  ‘Wait. Let’s see if he knows where to go. That will tell us something of what he’s forgotten and what he hasn’t.’


  I was such a fool. Though I had no way of knowing it back then. As I locked the door and hurried after Astrila, I was only considering which of the Horned God’s shrines was closest to Master Menore’s house. I would go and explain to the priests myself, while Teutel was safely within his father’s doors. Meantime, Mistress Menore’s physician was welcome to hum and haw and wave vague hands and pocket her husband’s gold.


  No. First we must see if Teutel could even find his way to his parents’ house. I grabbed Astrila’s wrist. ‘We will follow but we must not guide him, if we’re to see how badly his wits are impaired.’


  She tried to free herself, anguished. ‘I would rather get him into a hireling carriage and away from all these gawkers.’


  ‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘See, no one is even giving him a second glance.’


  Astrila couldn’t deny it. As Teutel strode purposefully along the street, men and women busy about their own business paid him no heed at all.


  ‘He is taking the right road,’ she said breathlessly.


  ‘Come on.’ I released her and we followed. The two of us drew more attention than Teutel as we scurried along; shawls askew, no baskets in hand and skirts flapping around our ankles.


  He followed the usual route as steadily and unerring as water flowing downriver. As he turned the final corner Astrila was smiling tearfully. ‘See, he knows his home.’


  ‘He knows his old home.’ I swallowed a choking lump in my throat. Why couldn’t he remember the life we had built together?


  Astrila seized my hand, torn between her own relief and her wish to comfort me. ‘His memories will all come back to him. I’m sure of it.’


  I wished she had something more than goodwill to convince her. While we were hastening through the city, I had recalled a girl a little older than me who I’d known as a child. Living among the tanneries was hazardous and one day she was trampled by a dray horse. Although she had lived, her head was left dented by an iron-shod hoof. Where she had once been an amiable, biddable child, now she fought with her brothers and sisters in the narrow streets. She lashed out, screaming, at her mother and father as they sought to keep her fed and clean.


  One day the Horned God’s priests had come to take her away. No one ever saw her again. No one dared ask her grieving family what had become of her. I hadn’t thought of her in twenty years. Perhaps I could wait just a little while before finding the nearest Crescent Moon shrine—


  Astrila broke into a run as Okem’s startled shout rang down the street. ‘It’s all right, truly,’ she frantically assured the gatekeeper. ‘Master Teutel is not himself but we’ll soon see him restored.’


  I twisted the fringe of my shawl around my trembling hands. Okem was looking askance at Teutel, as well he might. Teutel was glaring at him with the ugly aggression I’d seen when Astrila arrived at our door.


  ‘Quickly, open the gate!’ she scolded Okem. ‘Send the hall boy for Master Fyrid. At once!’


  Shocked and bemused, the gatekeeper lifted the latch. Astrila ushered Teutel through the thatched archway. Thankfully there were no morning callers waiting on the bench seats within the four sturdy brick pillars.


  ‘See,’ Astrila urged. ‘You know our father’s house.’


  ‘Our father’s house,’ Teutel murmured as he followed the path to the door.


  ‘Mistress—?’


  Okem looked to me for answers but I had none to give him. I could only echo Astrila.


  ‘Send for Master Fyrid, if you please’


  Okem thrust his fingers between his lips to send an ear-splitting whistle ripping through the dewy morning.


  The household’s youngest servant came running around from the tradesman’s door. He skidded to a halt, gaping
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