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One







THE TOWN OF Rivenport was deathly quiet, apart from the distant screams.

“We should do something,” Viri said, shifting uneasily from foot to foot.

Rue, her gaze fixed on the ship from which the commotion was coming, made a noncommittal noise. There was, Viri knew, a limit to what the two of them could do. The ship ‒ which was now visibly on fire ‒ was some distance from the docks and drifting further with every passing moment. Even stranger, no one else appeared to have noticed.

“Where is everyone?” Viri asked, exasperated.

Rue just shook her head. She looked perplexed, but not overly so. This was the Weald. Phantom towns and burning ships were the sort of things you got used to.

It would have been easy to walk away. Even for a silverclaw and a druid, there was nothing obvious they could do to help. And yet Viri knew, when Rue turned to him with an almost pained expression, that they weren’t going to.

“I don’t suppose any of them are going to pay,” she said gloomily, and then they were off.

They’d come at Rivenport from the south-west, away from the road, and the trail down to the town was a switch-backing path of tangled brambles and slippery mud. Viri slid and scrambled in Rue’s wake, and just about managed to keep his feet.

By the time they reached the bottom of the slope, the screams had grown clearer, bringing with them the stink of tarry smoke. Rue raced down the nearest cobbled street and Viri followed, until they burst out onto the quay. Rivenport wasn’t large, which made its silence even more apparent. The whole town was utterly deserted.

Which returned them to their problem. The burning ship had been caught by the retreating tide and they had no way to reach it. There wasn’t another boat of any description to be seen anywhere along the docks. Every rowing boat and fishing vessel and all the rest Viri didn’t know a name for were gone.

Along with its inhabitants. A handful of crates had been abandoned at the end of the sea wall, tangled nets piled up beside them, but it was as though everyone in Rivenport had upped and left, possibly in a hurry.

“What is going on here?” Viri asked, knowing he sounded plaintive.

Rue had stopped at the very end of the jetty, black coat flapping around her thighs. Her gaze seemed to skip over the burning, stinking ship, tracing the shore as though some solution would present itself. But Viri could see none and wasn’t expecting Rue to make any better suggestions.

For a moment, they both stood frozen by indecision. Swimming to the ship would accomplish nothing. A vessel of that size must have taken a dozen sailors to cast off, far too many for he and Rue to rescue alone. With no boats and no other aid, they were as trapped as the ship’s crew.

Who were still screaming. It occurred to Viri, belatedly, that perhaps there weren’t any crew on that ship. Surely proper sailors would have tried to cut the flaming sails down, or jumped ship and risked the swim back to shore. Instead, whoever was aboard appeared to be running in circles, drawing up buckets of seawater and trying ineffectually to put out the flames.

As though they couldn’t have escaped if they’d wanted to… Or they were determined to stay put, even if it meant burning to death.

Rue’s fists were clenched. “Is there nothing you can do? What about magic?”

“Me?” But of course. Rue’s magic was one of unmaking; she could attempt to put out the flames with Void, but she might just as easily crumble the ship into oblivion that much faster. Viri’s own druid magic ‒ the Source that was the lifeblood of the Weald ‒ was the Void’s very opposite, life and creation drawn from the ley lines beneath their feet.

Ley lines Viri hadn’t touched since the Summerlands.

But that was only because he hadn’t had to. On their journey east, they’d found the Weald remarkably placid. Merle’s peace lay over everything and the land was calmer than it had been in centuries. There had never even been an imbalance within the ley lines, only the Guardian’s own misunderstood connection to the Goldstone Tower. He could safely use Source. It was only a question of how.

Viri closed his eyes, blocking out the screams with sheer force of will. There was a single ley line beneath Rivenport, following the line of the river from the capital. It was as sluggish as the current, and it dived deep, deep beneath the sea as soon as it reached the shore. So deep, in fact, that Viri wasn’t sure it would respond to his touch ‒ until it surged into his body fiercely enough to knock him over.

He didn’t fall; Rue was by his side, propping him up with both hands. Viri managed a grimace of thanks, and began shaping the Source he’d drawn. It ran slow and steady and ancient, tapped into the sea in a way he couldn’t quite fathom. It spoke to him of dark realms beneath the waves, of cool forgotten caves, of spray beneath the midday sun. This was a world Viri had little knowledge of ‒ and yet the magic called to him as it always did. He could use it. He would use it.

He raised one hand, the other gripping tight to Rue’s arm. The plume of seawater that rose with the gesture surprised even him; it was big enough to engulf the entire ship, and he almost lost control of it in alarm. Rue’s fingers tightened on his shoulder, though, and he sucked in a steadying breath. Shift the plume a little to the right. Shed half its weight in a sucking whoosh that made the waves lap harder against the jetty. And then thrust it towards the ship as though he was throwing a ball…

For a moment, the screams grew louder, fear of the fire eclipsed by terror of the magic Viri wielded. His aim had been true, though, and the wave that broke over the ship was as tight and controlled as one of Rue’s sword thrusts. It landed across the burning sail with a great hiss, rocking the ship sideways.

Viri’s breath caught, his heart labouring in his chest. The steam that rose was greater even than the smoke, filling the air with a white cloud that obscured all sight. The screams were gone, and for a moment so was the ship ‒ but then a gust of wind carried the clouds away and there it was, bobbing gently on the waves with its tattered sail flapping.

Viri heard Rue’s exhale a heartbeat before his own. Silence returned, save for the slapping waves and a gull screeching mournfully overhead. He saw movement on the ship’s deck, figures creeping like black ants from one side to the other. One straightened and made a gesture that Viri thought might have been a bow of thanks.

Viri waved back, relief making his knees weak ‒ and then watched, bewildered, as oars sprouted from the ship’s hull, not to bring it back to shore, but to turn it awkwardly towards the horizon and then swiftly away.

***

“I CAN’T BELIEVE they just left like that.” Viri had started shivering as soon as the ship rounded the headland and disappeared from sight. He’d taken as much of the backlash from his magic into himself as possible, which meant the outward signs had been confined to a smear of greasy water in the harbour. The remaining cost of using magic was left to him alone and he felt, quite suddenly, as though he’d come down with a chill.

Rue threw another blanket around his shoulders, then another log on the fire. They’d drawn the line at sheltering in one of Rivenport’s many empty homes, but they’d made a camp behind the wall of an orchard on the edge of town, and raided a wood pile there was no one left to use.

Finally satisfied with their camp, Rue dropped down beside the fire. “They were running from something.”

Of course they were. Viri’s indignation was feigned, more or less. He knew that a ship full of amateur sailors, who were now without a working sail and who knew what else, didn’t row off into the sunset unless they felt they had no choice.

“A plague?” he suggested, pulling the blankets tighter.

Rue shrugged. “We’d have seen bodies.”

Bodies, or plague pits, or markers outside the town, warning travellers of what was to come. There’d been no sign of any of them, and even the worst malady in the world didn’t empty an entire town in one go. Instead, the people of Rivenport seemed to have left ‒ but their doors were locked, their livestock and cherished belongings apparently taken with them. Viri hadn’t seen a single animal, carriage, or hand cart anywhere in town, and that was on top of the lack of boats. If whatever had happened here hadn’t been planned, there had still been a degree of orderliness to it.

“Could they have been ordered to leave?” he asked.

Rue poked at the fire, deep in thought. “There’s supposedly a new king in Rivenhold,” she said eventually, but that was all she offered. Could the new king have ordered his largest port emptied? It seemed unlikely, but what else could they be looking at?

There was one answer, of course, which explained both Rivenport’s silence and the flaming ship that had failed to return, but it wasn’t an answer Viri liked. It spoke of a town that was deeply, mortally afraid. What, though, could have terrified everyone so much?

Viri shifted, reaching into the pack beside him and drawing out his knitting. He wasn’t particularly proficient, but he’d discovered a need for something he could do with his hands during the long nights on the road. All the other skills Rue had offered to teach him ‒ sharpening knives, gutting fish, whittling ‒ hadn’t really appealed.

Whilst Rue could both sew and knit, it was Van who’d taught Viri the basics. The Cintran bodyguard had turned out to be surprisingly adept, producing a pair of neat socks and a tidy maroon-coloured hat on the journey between the Summerlands and the eastern coast of the Weald.

“Do Cintrans do a lot of knitting?” Viri had asked, fascinated.

“Not a bit,” Van had replied, over the clack of his needles. “It’s too hot in Cintril for wool ‒ but we’re not in Cintril any more, are we?”

Indeed they weren’t ‒ and Viri had every suspicion that neither Van nor his mistress, Lady Besh, had any intention of returning. Rue had been their escort from the Summerlands to the coast, where the two elves were supposed to get on a ship and go back to Cintril to face justice for Besh’s magical crimes ‒ except a week away from Rivenhold, the pair had slunk into the trees one night and not come back. Rue, Viri noted, might have been lying in her bedroll, but she’d had her eyes open at the time, and certainly knew the elves were leaving.

“I don’t suppose Besh and Van made it onto one of those ships,” Viri said, carefully poking one needle into the threads of his last row. What was the rhyme Rue kept spouting? Down the little rabbit hole, round the little tree… It was supposed to remind him what to do, and it didn’t help one bit.

“I don’t suppose they did,” Rue replied neutrally.

Viri put his knitting down. “That doesn’t bother you?”

Rue stretched out a leg beside the fire, casually massaging her knee. “Morrow asked us to see them to Rivenhold,” she said. “After that, it was up to Besh to do what she thought right.”

Viri snorted. The only reason they’d come to Rivenport was to confirm that the Cintrans had got themselves onto a ship, so that Rue ‒ should she ever return to the Summerlands ‒ could report as much to Morrow. Viri had always thought it something of a vain hope. Besh, in his opinion, was both brilliant and utterly amoral. She’d fled to the Weald to escape an execution, and she certainly wouldn’t be going south to face the assassins a second time. Not without Rue’s Void magic to save her, anyway.

But perhaps it didn’t matter. Whatever you thought of Besh ‒ and truthfully, on Viri’s part, that was very little ‒ she’d helped save the Summerlands. She’d set in motion the chain of events that had allowed him to wake Merle, and she’d even tried to stab Duke Sarrick in the throat. That had to count for something.

It was clear Rue’s thoughts were elsewhere, and for good reason. “If Besh escaped, that might be for the best.”

Viri picked up his knitting again and poked desultorily at it. “Because there’s a reason everyone here has fled.”

In the silence that followed his words, the wind whistled through a crack in the orchard wall, and the fire gave a hollow pop. It was easy to feel isolated in the Weald, but all too often there was a sense of presence, of something watching your every move. It was rare to feel so alone.

Rue shifted her weight, as though preparing to spring to her feet. “We’ll go north,” she said. “See if anyone knows about Rivenport there.”

“To Rivenhold?” A spark of something like anticipation kindled in Viri’s chest. Rivenhold had been a thriving city even when the druids were alive, but he’d never once visited. He’d been deemed unfit for that kind of socialisation, at least by anyone who had any say in the matter.

But he wasn’t about to accidentally set anything on fire with Source magic, not any more. He could experience civilisation ‒ the very city they’d saved from Halamar, no less ‒ or what passed for it in the Weald. He could talk to actual people who weren’t Rue, and whose sentences stretched to more than a dozen syllables. There might even be decent brandy.

Except Rue was looking as sour as though she’d been stung on the arse by a whole nest of bees. “What’s that face for?” he asked.

Rue just glared into the fire. “You’ll see.”








Two







VIRI DID NOT see; that was very clear to Rue. To her mind, Rivenhold was a midden decorated in silks, and just about her least favourite place in the Weald. It was worse even than Vilderin; at least that cesspit didn’t pretend to be anything else. But Rivenhold was the capital, which gave it airs and graces it didn’t deserve, and made its people look down their noses at the provincials who scratched a living outside the city.

And then, of course, there was the smell. Rivenhold had been built in a river valley too small for it, so that its streets had become narrow and cramped, its houses reaching ever higher in teetering layers. So much humanity pressed so close produced an aroma of sweat, outhouses, rotting offal, and ‒ for reasons unknown to Rue ‒ an ever-present tang of frying onions.

Viri didn’t seem to smell it ‒ or rather, he surely did, with his senses being half fae and half celestial, but he was too enamoured by the sights to notice. Every leaning house and cobbled street and hand cart selling turnips fascinated him as though he’d never seen anything like it.

It occurred to Rue, as they neared the largest market square, that perhaps he hadn’t. “You’ve never been to a city,” she said, pulling Viri away from a trundling ox cart that was about to run over his toes.

“No,” Viri said, in a long, breathless sigh. “Just Harper Vale, then Aubrin.”

Neither of those were cities. Aubrin was tiny and archaic and flower-scented; Harper Vale was more like the capital in mood, but far, far smaller. In comparison, Rivenhold was a sprawling behemoth, everything bigger and louder and more pungent, and barely comparable to the towns along the Heartroad at all.

Which was why Rue usually avoided it. It wasn’t that city folk had no use for silverclaws. There were simply too many eyes here, too many grasping hands ‒ and too many watchful souls who might recognise any magic she let slip.

Rue expelled a deep breath through her nose and steered Viri around a particularly noisome puddle. She wasn’t going to make that kind of mistake any more, not with the Void. The last year had taught her a control she still found somewhat alarming, even if there had been few occasions to make use of it recently. Work for Moonruin Investigations had been limited during the journey from the Summerlands, and yet…

Her experiences there had given her a hope she hadn’t felt in a very long time. Her magic could be a tool, honed and refined and brought out only when she needed it. She no longer needed to be afraid of what she could do ‒ and no one needed to be afraid of her.

That was the theory, anyway. Make it public to those around her that she carried the magic of the fabled ‒ and infamous ‒ Dread Queen, and they’d soon see how long cool heads prevailed.

And there were other reasons to be wary, too. Back at the Great Enclave, when she’d faced Halamar, he’d seemed singularly dismissive of the druids ‒ and he’d said some yet lived in Rivenhold. There had been something smug in the way he’d said it, as though such druids were… Frauds? Unworthy of the name? It hadn’t been clear. All Rue knew was that Halamar had made the revelation only to her ‒ and she’d spent the many months since deliberately not mentioning it to Viri.

That might, she realised now, have been a mistake. If there were druids here, how long would it be until someone mentioned them aloud? Viri had his hood pulled down over his distinctly green hair, but there was something otherworldly about him even so, and he wasn’t shy about revealing his druid heritage to anyone who’d listen. Most of them didn’t believe it, but here, in Rivenhold? Someone might well reveal what they knew about druids.

But it wasn’t a secret, Rue told herself. She’d made a calculated omission, because anything Halamar thought amusing would only bring pain to the rest of them. Viri was better off not knowing.

And he was perfectly well distracted, anyway. At every corner, there was something new to catch his attention. Shops with proper glazed windows, towering church spires, stalls selling silks and books and caged songbirds, even if they looked to be on the verge of dropping off their perches. Rue could see Viri preparing a cutting remark about that, and had to drag him away before he got into a fist fight. They were right on the edge of the market square, anyway. At least… Rue thought they were.

They rounded a final corner, and then the vast plaza lay before them. And vast it was, when there were no market stalls to be seen. Rue had the strange, disconcerting feeling of having turned the wrong corner, or having seen something she wasn’t supposed to see. Where there had once been a bustling market, one she’d shopped in several times before, there was now an expanse of empty cobbles, only a handful of people hurrying past with their heads down.

Viri didn’t seem to have noticed anything wrong. He spread his arms and exclaimed, “Ah, Rivenhold!”, as though they were witnessing one of the world’s great wonders.

The disconcerting feeling was spreading down Rue’s spine, making her hands and feet tingle. At first she’d thought it was only the time of day, but the whole city felt somehow… subdued, perhaps even with an edge of fear. There were too few people on the streets, too few shops open, too many windows closed and doors barred. And that was after Rivenport, so silent and abandoned. What was going on here? Where had everyone gone?

Viri had taken a few steps forwards. “Shall we go to the market?” he asked hopefully.

“This is the market.” Rue surveyed it again. There were cleaner patches on the cobbles, as though structures had once stood there; she was fairly certain the nearest one had been home to a matronly woman selling sausages. Now, all that remained was an odd layer of fog, swirling across the cobbles at ankle-height, turning everything dank and gloomy even under the afternoon sun.

“They must have moved it,” Viri said, clearly unwilling to be perturbed. “Or maybe it’ll be here tomorrow?”

“It used to be here every day.” Perhaps Viri was right. Perhaps the market had moved, or had its charter altered; that was the sort of thing new kings did, wasn’t it? Or perhaps it had been a poor growing season so far and there was nothing to sell.

Except the rest of the Weald was basking under Merle’s blessing, and all along the road they’d seen crops ripening early, fields full to bursting. An empty market here, where all roads converged, simply didn’t make sense.

Viri had his head on one side. “Has Rivenhold always been a magical city?”

“Magical?” Rue couldn’t feel magic of any description, but still… “Not that I’ve ever heard.”

Viri shrugged. “Well, it’s magical now. Everything’s sort of… humming.”

Viri himself was humming, too, a pleasant but rather tuneless little ditty. Rue shook her head. There simply wasn’t much magic in the Weald; that was the very reason Besh had chosen it for refuge. But maybe there were vibrations in Rivenhold that had always been there, and only someone as sensitive as Viri could feel them.

“It’s nice, actually,” Viri said, sounding vague. He seemed to realise Rue was staring at him. “What? It is. It makes me feel at home.”

There was nothing homely about Rivenhold as far as Rue could see ‒ Aubrin had been homely, and Silverhill wasn’t bad, but not this dreary place ‒ but who was she to argue? Viri certainly seemed happy enough.

Rue sighed. “I need a new sword belt and fresh soles on these boots. We’ll ask about Rivenport on the way.”

Which was absolutely the last thing she wanted to do, when she could turn around, leave the city, and be back in Silverhill and her own bed in three days ‒ but that was the silverclaw life, of course. Old habits died hard.

***

MORE THAN HALF of Rivenhold was shut. Rue had to lead the way down street after street, seeking out increasingly smaller markets and dingier back alleys, before they found anywhere worth visiting. Viri was determined to be cheerful, but Rue found the city’s drab air not just disappointing, but downright dismaying. She would have said everyone was still asleep after a feast day, except the dilapidation ran much deeper than that. Windows were boarded up, drains blocked, and even the wealthiest streets were long overdue having their horseshit shovelled and their street lamps cleaned.

Worse was the sense of furtiveness and even dread she saw at every turn. Shopkeepers would peer through half open doorways, then slam and bolt the door when they saw a stranger approaching. The lines at even the best-regarded food stalls were meagre, the vendors hunched and wan. Everywhere Rue looked, she saw backs turned, shoulders raised, hats pulled down low over drawn faces.

They found a stall selling leathers where Rue bought a new belt ‒ twice what it was worth, but at least it hadn’t been chewed by rats, unlike her old one ‒ and sat outside a cobbler’s shop whilst her boots were resoled. The cobbler wouldn’t let them into the shop, for reasons he wouldn’t elaborate on; it was only after a flash of Viri’s charm that he handed out a stool so that Rue didn’t have to stand around with her socks in the muck. No one would answer their questions. Every mention of Rivenport brought looks of either confusion or, inexplicably, despair.

The latter Rue understood only when an old woman selling buttons gripped her arm and whispered hoarsely, “Them’s the lucky ones, even if they foundered on the rocks. We should have got out when there were still ships to take us.”

Rue prised her hand free, disturbed. Could Rivenport really have been emptied out by city folk fleeing south? And fleeing what?

She was about to suggest they turn west and head back to Silverhill even with dusk approaching when Viri swerved aside. The shop he’d seen was an apothecary’s, the window hung with dried herbs and an alarming array of animal skulls. Theatrical hokum, if you asked Rue, but Viri practically had his nose pressed to the glass.

“Do you think they’ll sell starwort?” he asked, but as Rue had never heard of the stuff, she could give no answer.

Viri bulled his way inside, not waiting to see whether the apothecary was taking customers. The bell over the door rang with a sepulchral note, and the shelves inside were gloomy with more herbs and dusty jars, but at least no one emerged to throw them back onto the street.

Rue didn’t immediately see the apothecary; he was a goblin, tiny, white-bearded and wizened, perched on a stool in a dark corner behind the counter. He greeted Rue with a stiff wave of one hand, but it was clear his attention was on Viri.

Viri, who was now pacing the shop like a caged tiger, eyeing the wares as though he might eat them. “Do you sell starwort?” he asked, more aggressively than Rue really thought necessary. “What about white tary sage? Candle moss? Jack-be-quick?”

The goblin leaned forward a little and leered at them, displaying a row of pointed teeth capped with gold. “What sort of question is that?”

“Well?” Viri demanded. “Do you?”

“Do the moons rise in the sky at night? Does Aelos bless us with the passage of Time?” The goblin was still grinning, though it wasn’t entirely friendly. “All that and more, my boy. How much do you need?”

The strange, competitive dance over, Viri returned the grin with equal ferocity. “As much as you’ve got of all of them ‒ and I’ll take three ounces of red tarin bark, too.”

The goblin inclined his head, as though accepting that he was beaten. “Someone knows his onions. Do you want the bark powdered or in sticks?”

Rue turned away to study a lump of resin swimming soupily in a green glass jar. A part of her knew she ought to take an interest, but none of Viri’s precious ingredients could be found out in the woods, when you were footsore and injured. Better, in her opinion, to rely on the herbs and roots you could find in a pinch, a hundred miles from an apothecary.

She only returned her attention to the conversation when she realised it had moved on from supplies.

“Rivenport?” the goblin was saying, a note of derision in his voice. “Haven’t had a decent shipment from there in two months. Ships leave again as soon as they come in. Most of my cargo’s still lying around on the quay in boxes, far as I can tell.”

“We could have had all this for free then,” Viri said, gesturing to the packets now spreading across the counter.

“You could have brought them with you. Come from the port, did you? Anyone left there, or have they all been sensible enough to go with the boats?”

“We didn’t find anyone to ask,” Rue said, approaching the counter.

“Then those who couldn’t sail away have decided to take their chances in the forest ‒ just like those still in Rivenhold would do, if they had any sense.”

“Yourself included?”

The goblin showed his yellowed teeth again. “I expect some of us are just too damned stubborn to leave.”

Rivenholders were ridiculously loyal to their cesspool of a city, Rue always found. The whole place would have to be ablaze or underwater ‒ or both ‒ before some of them would flee. “But you think what’s happening here will reach Rivenport eventually,” she said.

The apothecary spread one age-spotted hand. “The dock folk certainly think so, and who am I to gainsay them? Such is the reach of the Ashen King.”

For a moment, it felt to Rue as though all the air had been sucked out of the room. The Ashen King. The name meant less than nothing to her, but that didn’t seem to matter. It had a weight to it, an undeniable texture of history and meaning.

“Who,” she said slowly, “is the Ashen King?”

The goblin’s face shuttered. “Who said anything about that?”

“You did,” Viri put in, quite clearly rolling his eyes. “Are you going to get me that red tarin or not?”

There was a chorus of popping joints as the goblin slid off his stool and crossed the room. Rue watched as he moved with agonising slowness, her shoulders itching as though someone had a bow trained on her.

“The Ashen King,” she said again. “That’s Rivenhold’s new ruler?”

The goblin didn’t turn around; there was a wary stillness to his posture, as though they’d backed him into a corner. “Some call him that, aye.”

“That’s a curious name for new blood.” Rivenhold’s old king had been a boor and a drunk, and his daily dealings had nearly bankrupt the city. Only the intervention of the three largest merchant guilds, as Rue had heard it, had saved Rivenhold from dereliction. There had been, then, a rather unseemly degree of rejoicing when he’d died and his bright young nephew had taken the throne instead ‒ and that had been barely a year ago. What could he possibly have done to warrant such a nickname?

The apothecary slowly reached a jar down from the shelf, and even more slowly placed  it on the counter. “There are some things,” he said finally, “‘tis best not to speak of.”

And that was it. Viri shrugged and gathered up his purchases; Rue helped him bundle them into a bag. The goblin refused to look at them again, and spoke not one more word as they left the shop. Rue glanced over her shoulder as they stepped outside, just in time to see the ‘open’ sign flip to ‘closed’, and hear a key turning firmly in the lock.

***

RUE WAS IN no mood to let herself be unsettled further. It had been a long day, and she found she disliked Rivenhold ‒ if such a thing was possible ‒ even more than she had before. The crowds might be gone, but the eerie silence and drifting mists that had replaced them were hardly to be savoured.

By dusk, the streets were almost entirely empty. Rue chivvied Viri along, noting once again that he hardly seemed to notice the quiet, the dirt, the sense of watching eyes. He was again humming to himself, a tune that rose in the middle before trailing off with a melancholy air. It wasn’t exactly making Rue feel better.

She almost let out a sigh of relief when the Gilded Tusk came into view. The inn was three floors high and bedecked with iron balconies that looked like they’d been stolen from some other, grander building in a land far away. The tusk of its name ‒ eight feet long and twisted, rumoured to belong to everything from a whale to a unicorn ‒ still hung above the door, its gaudy gilt long since replaced by faded yellow paint.

But the inn looked exactly as Rue remembered it. The same yellow front door, painted to match the tusk. The same flagged steps, worn down in the middle by thousands of passing feet. The same troll in the doorway, who frisked them for weapons and took most of Rue’s half dozen blades.

Rue kept her hand on her sword, the one she’d inherited from Merle, until the troll looked her in the eye. “Lose this one and I’ll personally decorate the rafters with your entrails. Understand?”

The troll gave a lazy yawn, displaying rotten but still distinctly impressive tusks of his own. “Won’t let it out of me sight.”

He’d heard it all before, Rue knew, and she had a feeling the warning was unnecessary anyway. The sword had been a gift from the Guardian, handed over to Rue’s care. There was no obvious enchantment on it, but she suspected a weapon like that would be hard to lose ‒ unless it wanted to be lost, and then threats would do no good at all.

The inn’s common room was also reassuringly familiar. The dwarven matron behind the bar was polishing glasses; her two elven barmaids ‒ a pair of twins whom Rue suspected were on the run from forces unknown ‒ had grown a few years older, but looked much the same. One, yawning as widely as the troll, directed Rue and Viri to a table.

“Meat,” Rue said, her stomach growling. “And one of those Westhouse ales.”

The barmaid nodded, and offered Viri a far more charming smile. He didn’t need magic to win people over, Rue thought. Those green eyes, those cheekbones, and those dimples when he smiled? He could have half the Weald eating out of his hand, should he choose it.

“Brandy,” he said, steepling his fingers on the table, “and no meat for me.”

The barmaid looked momentarily perplexed. “It’ll be turnips and gravy, then,” she said.

Viri shrugged. There was no druid tenet against eating meat, but perhaps he’d spied the state of the kitchen. Rue would take her chances. The Tusk had never done her wrong before, and she was damned hungry.

The barmaid sauntered off, swinging her hips in a fashion that Viri wouldn’t have noticed in a thousand years. Instead, he was surveying the room, nodding equitably to the men dicing at the next table, the old couple bickering by the fire, the hooded figure apparently slumbering in the corner. Rue let her own gaze settle on that one, just for a moment. Tall, well-built, cloaked and booted, of indeterminate race and gender ‒ and almost certainly handy with a weapon or two. She hoped the troll on the door had been as thorough with that one as he had with her.

Her concerns were swept away by the arrival of their meals. The meat was tender, the gravy salty and savoury, the ale fresh and light on the tongue. The Gilded Tusk might not look like much, but even Viri scraped his plate clean and asked for a piece of bread to mop up the juices.

Afterwards, they both sat back, sated. For just a heartbeat, Rue could understand what Viri saw in a place like Rivenhold. The gentle murmur of conversation, the roaring fire, the hot food, and what she knew to be reasonably clean and comfortable beds ‒ this was a world away from so many of the journeys she took. Why shouldn’t they have a little comfort once in a while, the convenience of shops and taverns and new faces for Viri to talk to? She could almost forget that the rest of the city no longer seemed to be anything like this at all.

It didn’t last.

Viri was on his third brandy, and Rue was just finishing her first ale, when she realised the hooded figure in the corner was no longer so somnolent. In fact, they were sitting upright, their face still shadowed by their hood, but with every appearance of listening intently.

Listening to Viri.

Rue had been halfway ignoring him; when he nattered on after a meal, he seemed to expect no one would be listening. But someone was, and he was halfway through a tale about growing up in Zanesker ‒ and he’d even summoned a little druid magic at the ends of his fingertips to illuminate his wild hand gestures.

“…of course, Amaury was having none of it, and he summoned up this great big golem of a vine creature, a real titan of a thing with glowing eyes, right out of the stories about behemoths ‒ and before anyone could persuade him otherwise, this thing went crashing off into the mosswood‒”

He stopped, finally, when Rue kicked him in the shin, and let the druid light die away. Rue diverted her attention from the hooded figure just long enough to realise Viri was staring at her balefully, his eyes red-rimmed. He rarely drank; she was starting to wish he hadn’t tonight.

“What did you do that for?” he asked, sounding as wounded as a whining puppy.

Heads were already turning their way. There was little chance of this going quietly, but Rue tried anyway. “This isn’t a good time for one of your stories,” she murmured. “Especially not one with embellishments. There could be anyone about.”

“Liars and thieves and murderers, you mean?” The words were joking, but too late Rue realised he wasn’t as addled as he looked. Before she could divert his attention elsewhere, he’d swivelled in his chair to study the hooded figure. “Oh, you mean them.”

Rue would have kicked him again, but she was too late. Viri was on his feet, and if he sounded a little drunk, he was as perfectly poised and balanced as ever. So poised, in fact, that he practically skipped over to the stranger, with everyone else in the common room watching.

Viri came to a halt a mere three paces from the figure in the corner. Only now did Rue realise that between Viri standing and the stranger sitting, the pair were of a height. Not that that troubled Viri at all. He put his hands on his hips and, loud enough for all the common room to hear, said, “My friend and colleague thinks there might be thieves about. Would you happen to be one of them?”

The stranger didn’t move. They were, in fact, almost preternaturally still. They had to be staring at Viri, though. There was no way to miss him.

Viri seemed to take the lack of response as a challenge. “Because we’re perfectly capable of dealing with thieves. We have, in fact, dealt with much worse. You’re looking at none other than Moonruin Investigations. This here is Rue Silverclaw, famed hunter and slayer of monstrous beasts.”

Rue, usually incapable of embarrassment, wanted to hide her face behind the table. Viri wasn’t just revealing who they were to anyone who cared to listen. He was making them sound like arrogant prats in the process.

Nor had he finished. “As for myself, you are in the presence of none other than Viridian, child of Felutha, and the last druid in the Weald. In other words, you’re more than welcome to try to rob us ‒ but we won’t be held responsible for the consequences.”

Too late, Rue realised Viri wasn’t just throwing about tall tales. There was a different spark of magic to his words, this time. There had to be, given the awed and slightly glazed faces turned his way. Several of those present looked ready to applaud.

Indeed, Viri swung away from the hooded stranger and dropped into a sweeping court bow ‒ which was when the stranger stood up.

Rue’s breath turned to sand in her throat. She’d known the stranger was tall, but how tall still came as a shock. Their hooded head almost brushed the bottoms of the rafters, some eight feet above ‒ and Rue couldn’t help thinking that, beneath the cloak, they were somewhat stooped.

Viri emerged from his bow and turned, practically in the stranger’s shadow. Even he looked a little surprised, taking half a step back before he realised that wasn’t what the famed last druid would do. Rue pushed to her feet, cursing the fact she’d given up her sword at the door. The stranger should have done the same, but those hands were big enough to throttle Viri in the blink of an eye.

Viri took another step back, this time managing to make it look graceful. “Good sir,” he said, voice pitched to carry, “are you in need of assistance?”

Someone, in some dark corner, let out a guffaw that suggested Viri’s charm had finally failed. Thankfully, the stranger didn’t seem to hear it. They didn’t so much as nod to Viri before they swept round him and made for the door.

Viri gave another bow towards their retreating back, and this time someone actually clapped. Rue let out a wary breath and released her fingers from their hold on the edge of the table. Viri swept his hands into the air, declared another round for everyone present, and the cheer that followed was almost loud enough to mask the slam of the common room door in the stranger’s wake.

***

“OF ALL THE bloody stupid things, Viri.” Rue sounded grimly exasperated, which Viri suspected he deserved.

“I didn’t know so many people had arrived,” he said, grimacing. “Three silver, for eleven drinks! I don’t know about thieves, but that’s daylight robbery‒”

“I’m not talking about the money.” Rue stopped on the landing halfway up the gloomy stairs and spun on her heel. They were, Viri supposed, reasonably flush with cash for once; Morrow had been generous with his travel expenses. But Rue hadn’t finished. “What were you thinking, drawing attention to us like that? We’d be far better getting in and out of Rivenhold without anyone knowing we were here.”

“What? Why? Shouldn’t we be drumming up business? Morrow’s coin won’t last forever.”

Rue started up the stairs again, and shot back over her shoulder, “We’ll find work in Silverhill.”

“Why not here? I know it’ll be nice to be home again, but what difference would a few more days or weeks make? There must be plenty of jobs here.”

“I don’t want the sort of work Rivenhold has to offer,” Rue said roughly, as they reached the top of the stairs. “There’s nothing in this city for either of us.”

She paused, surveying the line of doors along the corridor ahead ‒ and for the first time, a worm of doubt invaded Viri’s thoughts. Why was Rue in such a hurry to leave when they’d only just arrived? Rivenhold would have its own guards, of course, but there was surely work they wouldn’t undertake. And what about all the cityfolk who wanted escorts to other towns, or deliveries making? Weren’t there monsters in the sewers and giant rats in the cellars? Those were the sorts of stories he’d always heard about the city.

Perhaps Rue found it all too demeaning. Out in the wilds, her work often lay between life and death, making a real difference to every person her services touched ‒ but wouldn’t a few weeks of easy money be welcome once in a while?

Or was there something else, something he was missing? Rue was spectacularly bad at keeping secrets from him, and even worse at lying, but for once Viri wondered…

No, he was too drunk to be able to tell, and maybe it was the brandy that was making him suspicious in the first place. “What about Rivenport?” he asked instead.

“You heard the apothecary,” Rue said roughly. “Everyone who could leave has already done so, and there’s nothing else to be done.”

“Fine.” Viri threw up his hands. “We’ll leave, if that’s what you want to do.”

“It is.” Rue finally settled on a door and shoved their key into the lock with unnecessary force. “And until we’re gone, you need to keep your tongue on a shorter leash. We’re not in the wilds any more, Viri. You can’t keep prancing around as though you own the place.”

All Viri’s worries ‒ about Rue’s secrets, about Rivenport, about the giant in the hood who’d been paying far too much attention to them ‒ fled. “Prance?” he yelled, following Rue into the room and slamming the door behind him. “I do not prance!”








Three



DESPITE ALL THE comforts of the Gilded Tusk, Rue couldn’t sleep. She could spend weeks on the road, camping in the rain and snow, sleeping under trees, and nothing but a dire emergency would wake her ‒ as Viri could attest. Here in the city, though, with that strange fog creeping through the streets and that pervasive atmosphere of unease, she felt as restless as though ants were biting her toes.

Eventually, she rose. Viri slept peacefully on the other side of the bed, his emerald green hair spread across the pillow and his skin glowing with a faint inner light. He could be equally restless at night, under the light of the twin moons, but thankfully the brandy seemed to have knocked him out.

As for that little performance in the common room… In some ways, Viri had a point: they needed work, and you couldn’t find that if no one knew you existed. Rue just didn’t want any work Rivenhold could offer her ‒ and she wanted Viri out of the city as soon as possible.

There was a glimmer of guilt in that, she knew. It just wasn’t one she wanted to examine too closely.

The room’s threadbare curtains were half open, letting in a streamer of wan light. The moon Narime was up high, half veiled by cloud. Rue perched on the windowsill, massaging an ache in her knee. She wasn’t old, not even by the standards of the Weald, but she’d spent more than a decade as a working silverclaw. It didn’t take long for a life like that to take a toll. She should ask Viri about it, she supposed ‒ he had a little healing magic, a rarity in the Weald. She’d never bothered him with it, though. Perhaps that was pride, to go with the guilt.

She yawned wide enough to make her jaw creak ‒ so wide, in fact, that she thought for a moment that weariness was making her see things.

There were shapes, moving through the streets below. Rue saw amorphous shadows first, which morphed into weirdly twisted people as her mind sought to make sense of what was out there. All the hairs on her arms rose. The shapes were, she realised eventually, a little of both: humanoid, but not quite right, and as dark as though they’d been stitched from night.

Her first instinct was to wake Viri, but something made her resist. He was still sleeping peacefully, lighting the room with the glow of his flesh. The fact that he hadn’t woken already made her hesitate still further. Viri, for all his oddities, had impeccable instincts of his own. If there was magic abroad, he should have been awake in a heartbeat.

But he slept on, and Rue watched in silence. She would have said her eyes and her tired mind were playing tricks on her, if she hadn’t felt cold down to her bones. This was more than a mere illusion, even if it felt half like a dream.

Which was a feeling that only intensified as the figures multiplied. First, there were a dozen or so, streaming down the handful of streets she could see from the inn’s high window ‒ but as she watched, there were more, and more still, and flickers of movement in every street and alley and courtyard within sight. Rue couldn’t begin to put a number to the odd shapes, but there had to be three score at least, and perhaps even hundreds.

There was a pattern to their movement. It took Rue several minutes to discern it, as the shadows drifted from one street to the next and her heart thudded so loudly she thought the shadows might hear it themselves. They were spreading out across the city ‒ and they were all moving downhill.

Rue’s gaze rose, skipping over the rooftops and settling on the crest of the eastern hills. Rivenhold lay in the bottom of a valley, but its wealthiest residences climbed the slopes to north and east ‒ and one very particular building sat at the top. The Red Keep, home of the king himself.

Rue stared at it for a long time, a deep sense of unease overtaking her. Her scalp seemed to tingle with it, and her palms were damp with sweat. She thought again of waking Viri, but she doubted even his eyesight would pierce the darkness at such a distance. The Red Keep
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