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CHAPTER ONE

Hellevir stood on the balcony, looking out over the palace gardens. It was night, but a sea of lanterns lit the bushes and trees, a mottled patchwork of latticed darkness and yellow light. Out on the canal, the waters were gently creased by the prows of boats, and from their decks the soft ripple of music could be heard, interrupted by the chime of glasses and the high notes of voices, the trill of laughter. 

‘Don’t let all the bugs in,’ came a voice behind Hellevir. She turned towards Sullivain, who sat reading by the fire, the wisps of her pale hair glowing in the firelight like burning wool. Hellevir obligingly came back into the room and closed the door, slipping the latch into place. She sat opposite Sullivain and picked up her book from the table, but didn’t open it. Instead, she watched the glowing logs and the flames that danced above them. The Princess regarded her over the pages of her own book, and then lowered it with a sigh. 

‘Are you worrying again?’ she chided. ‘I’ve told you already, everything will be fine.’

‘You can’t know that,’ Hellevir replied gently. 

‘Yes, I can. The De Neïd ships have weathered worse storms than this.’ Her lip twitched upward in a half-smile. ‘Besides, I know it’s true, because I can see the future.’

Hellevir couldn’t stop her own smile from growing. 

‘Is that so?’ she asked playfully. 

‘Yes. And I predict everything will be fine. And that you’ll fetch me another glass of honey brandy.’

Hellevir huffed a laugh. She stood up and took Sullivain’s glass, refilling it from the decanter at the side of the room where her pipe sat, waiting to be cleaned. 

‘See?’ the Princess said as Hellevir handed over her drink, Sullivain’s cool fingertips brushing hers. ‘Clairvoyant.’

‘Uncanny.’

‘I think when we open up the new vineyard that’s what I’ll call the wine. Clairvoyant.’

‘As long as buyers don’t think it really grants them powers.’

‘Won’t you have a glass?’

‘No. I want to think.’

‘You’re so serious. When you brood you look like you’re trying to solve the problems of the world.’ She pouted. ‘Why are you so serious?’

‘One of us has to be,’ Hellevir said, looking down at the five fingers of her left hand. ‘Although aren’t worries supposed to fade in dreams?’

Hellevir awoke abruptly, with the sensation that she had just tripped and was about to land on her face. She emerged groggily from her tent, then sat down in its doorway with a huff. Her horse, Dune, turned his heavy head to regard her, ear flicking. 

It was just before dawn, the air cool and sweet-smelling and the birds making a din around her. Hellevir rubbed the dream from her eyes and stretched, rolling her arms to work out the knots from lying on the ground. She really had to invest in a bedroll. For years she’d been saying it, and she still hadn’t got around to it. 

She sat for a while, arms resting on her knees, looking at the smooth skin of her knuckles, where the little finger and ring finger of her left hand used to be. The thicket grew lighter around her. 

Another dream of Sullivain. She dreamed of Sullivain, Princess of the Chron, almost every night now. The dreams had become such a regular thing, so normal, that when Hellevir lay down to sleep she found herself expecting to see Sullivain; in her study drawing something in charcoal, reclined in a boat with a bowl of strawberries at her elbow, sat by the edge of a canal sharpening her blade with a whetstone. 

A loud caw distracted her, and a heavy black raven landed on the saddle propped up against a tree. She smiled and gave his neck a scratch. 

‘Good night’s sleep?’ Elsevir asked, leaning into her hand. 

‘Yes. I mean no.’ Hellevir frowned. ‘I had another dream of Sullivain.’ The raven cocked his head to the side. 

‘That’s not new.’

‘No, but this time I knew I was dreaming. I woke up because of it.’ She got to her feet stiffly, leaning heavily on the tree trunk. ‘It felt so real. Like I was actually back in Rochidain, but not quite.’

‘What do you suppose it means?’

Hellevir sighed and stood with her hands on her hips, looking out over the valley below her campsite, and beyond to the distant snow-capped mountains. She was a long way from home. 

‘That my mind doesn’t have enough to occupy itself,’ she muttered.

She shook herself, annoyed that she had already wasted so much of the morning, and set about making a quick breakfast and seeing to Dune. She welcomed the mundane simplicity of everyday tasks, although she still ruminated over the dream, remembering how vivid it had been. The lights in the palace grounds. The near translucence of Sullivain’s wayward hair. The pipe beside the decanter, full of cold ash. 

Hellevir had been wandering for three and a half years since departing Rochidain, the capital of the Chron. Three and a half years since she had raised Princess Sullivain from the dead for the third time, and for her pains had almost been flogged as a heathen by the Peers of Onaistus, who had accused her of tempting the Princess from the Path of Light. Three and a half years in which she had drifted from town to town, down full and empty roads, across old and new bridges, through wind, rain, sunshine and snow. Her body had become lean from the saddle, her black hair long and her skin touched with the sun. She enjoyed the clip-clop of Dune’s hooves on the road, the tug of his reins in her hands, the peaceful mindlessness of wandering and thinking about nothing but the next place to sleep, the next place to trade, the next place to eat. 

Wherever she went she was welcomed, albeit reservedly, as she brought poultices and tinctures, herbs and spices. People sought the travelling herbalist on the road, stopped her when they recognised her by the black eyepatch and the large raven upon her shoulder. 

Sometimes, when she was tired and her thoughts were pulled towards Rochidain, her natural defences worn thin with fatigue, she shivered in the dark, eyes wide as if she could see the memories playing out amid the shadows. 

Hellevir’s wanderings had brought her into the west, up towards the foot of the mountains, and her intention was to continue along the trading paths that led towards Gal Earith beyond. She would not leave the country, however, but would stop at one of the final towns on this side of the mountains, Claridain, before circling back south-east. She’d heard the area was rich in maple trees, an invasive species from further west; the sap and bark were supposed to be good for treating sore eyes and blindness, and the inner bark for coughs. It was also said that the sap was delicious as a tea. 

Hellevir reached the town in the late afternoon. The year was just tipping into autumn, the sun still warm and casting long shadows ahead of them along the dirt trail. The air had grown colder and crisper as they rode higher. When she stopped to drink from a stream, the water tasted clean and cool, reinvigorating her for the final few miles. The last stretch of road was open and empty. With a smile, Hellevir urged Dune into a canter, and then a gallop. He whinnied – Hellevir thought he would have made a fearsome warhorse, with a battle cry like that – and kicked the dirt up behind them as they charged down the road. Hellevir grinned broadly, her hood whipping back from her head and her hair streaming wildly behind her. They cleared the remaining miles in half the time Hellevir had expected. When they arrived in Claridain the sun was setting, and Dune was slick with sweat but invigorated, his ears pricked and his step light. Hellevir patted his neck. 

‘We needed that, eh?’ she asked, and he tossed his head to say he agreed. 

They halted by a tavern that was surrounded by bright red maple trees that gleamed in the setting sun. The innkeepers owned a paddock not far away, and beside it stood a shed that was locked at night where they said she could keep the tack. Hellevir rubbed Dune down, and only then noticed that he was favouring one forehoof over the other. He’d lost a shoe somewhere back there in their gallop.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ she muttered, and he replied that he hadn’t noticed. ‘We’ll have to get that dealt with. I’ll see if there’s a blacksmith here.’

She asked the innkeeper and he directed her to the edge of town. Claridain was small, but it was one of the last trading towns on this side of the border and did well for itself. The marketplace was well-maintained and had a belltower in the centre, although today it was empty of stalls. As she led Dune across the open space she noticed an apothecary, its brightly painted sign gleaming in the sunshine, and made a mental note to stop by when she had time. 

The blacksmith’s forge was perched at the top of a hill, overlooking the red woods at the foot of the mountains. Hellevir surveyed the countryside as she held Dune’s head. There were ruins to her right, odd, still shapes among the swaying trees, black amongst the red. 

‘Quite a view, isn’t it?’ the blacksmith remarked as he came out of the door. Hellevir smiled. 

‘Dramatic colours,’ she commented, gesturing at the woods and the ruins. 

‘Used to be a fort, you know. One of a few dotted around the area.’ 

The blacksmith was a big man, the years etched into his skin as if he were carved from gnarled wood. His forearms were as thick as a tree trunk. 

‘So, what can I do for you?’ 

She explained, and he picked up Dune’s hoof to have a look, scraping away some of the dirt. 

‘Shouldn’t be a problem to fix. You ride him a lot?’

‘Most days. We travel.’

‘You a trader?’

‘A herbalist. Is he all right?’

‘His sole is a little bruised, see the pink? I’d say he could use some rest from the road, but he’s a strong horse, healthy otherwise, no pus or cracks or suchlike.’ He dropped the hoof. ‘Say, do you want me to do the others? They’re looking worn, and his front right is out of balance.’

Hellevir glanced at Dune, who flicked his ear to indicate he would appreciate it.

‘Yes, thank you,’ she said. They could afford it. ‘Will it take long?’

‘Not normally, no. Thing is, I have to do the Peer’s workhorses too, and he asked first. I won’t be able to get to yours until tomorrow.’ 

Hellevir went still, like a rabbit realising it’s caught the eye of a hunter. A single heartbeat pulsed through her like a wall of flame, leaving her whole body tingling in its wake. 

‘Peer?’ she repeated. ‘There’s a temple here?’ The blacksmith nodded, oblivious to her reaction as he picked up another of Dune’s hooves. 

‘On the other side of town.’

Hellevir bit her lip. All it had taken was that single word, Peer. It was turning circles in her head, and the urge to turn around and leave Claridain, continue on to the next village, felt like a physical push. 

She shook herself, told herself to be reasonable. She could handle a Peer or two. Dune needed some care, and by the sounds of it a rest from the road too. The blacksmith seemed to know what he was doing, and who could say when she’d next run into a good farrier? Besides, Claridain was a big enough town; perhaps she could avoid any Peers who lurked here. 

‘That’s fine,’ she said. ‘I’ll bring him tomorrow?’

‘Should be finished with the workhorses by noon.’ He glanced behind her. ‘Ah, here we are.’ Hellevir looked around too, and felt her heart skitter like a frightened deer at the sight of a man dressed in the greys of a Peer. She curled in against Dune’s side as he led forward two shire horses with hooves the size of dinnerplates. He had a sharp look in his eye, scowling against the sunlight with his lips pressed thin, as if the morning brightness irritated him. She was reminded of a vulture.

Dune felt her trembling, and turned his head to nuzzle her elbow as she gathered his reins to leave. She patted him distractedly, and stayed on the horse’s other side as she led him out, letting his shoulder hide her. She heard the Peer acknowledge the blacksmith, greeting him with Light shine upon you. 

She knew, logically, that she was overreacting. She knew that not every Peer would be like those in Rochidain, quick to condemn her, to punish her as a heathen. But whenever she saw that grey, the glint of the twelve-pointed star, her stomach tightened and her back tensed with the memory of the cold air on her bare shoulders, the sound of the whip’s tails crackling against each other as it was raised high behind her. Three and a half years later, her body still reacted as if she had just risen from the pit of sand where they had forced her to kneel, Sullivain’s coat warm around her.

She brought Dune back to the paddock, determined to move on as soon as his hoof allowed. She let him loose, and as soon as he was out on the grass he began to roll like a colt, legs in the air. Despite her anxieties she found it hard not to chuckle. 

The tavern where she was staying doubled as a performance hall. Now, players were tuning their instruments, the fiddlers running up and down scales, and the pleasant background noise promised a rare evening of music. 

Hellevir sat near the stage, a bowl of hot stew in front of her and a chunk of herbed bread beside it. The stew was delicious, the warmest thing she’d eaten in days, and she wished Elsevir were here to enjoy it with her. She smiled as she imagined him surreptitiously pecking at the breadcrust, as if she wouldn’t notice. 

Now and then she would send him to Rochidain, to watch and listen, and carry back to her the stirrings of the capital on his dusk-dark wings. Sometimes he brought her news of the Order of the Nightingale, tidings from the priestesses with whom Hellevir had been friends, Sathir and Edrin, or he checked on her family and let her know that they were well. Sometimes he brought her rumours, wriggling like worms in his beak, about the Peers, the court, the Princess. 

Hellevir was always keen to hear news, but right then, sitting on her own in a strange town, she felt like she lacked a piece of herself without him, a limb or an eye. She missed his comforting weight on her shoulder, and she wished he was there to tell her not to worry about the Peer. One of her hands rested in her pocket, playing with a piece of paper that was dog-eared and tattered from years of rubbing between finger and thumb. It was a nervous tic she’d developed, and it showed itself whenever she felt unnerved or alone. The paper should have been reduced to crumbs by now, yet it had somehow held its shape. 

She stirred the stew with her spoon, feeling glum, and was thinking she might treat herself to another bowl when she felt a presence to her left – she’d started to intuit whenever someone was on her blind side – and when she turned, she found the Peer she’d seen earlier looking down at her. She flinched, almost spilling her stew. 

He was dressed informally, identifiable as a Peer only by the twelve-pointed star medallion on his chest; otherwise he might have been a farmer. He smiled at her, a reserved smile with no force behind it at all. It reminded her of the Peer who used to be friends with her mother, Peer Laius. He was a little younger than Laius had been, but he still stood as straight.

‘I’m sorry to startle you,’ he said, in a city accent that was as proper as they came. She wished he would move around the table; he was making her twist her neck to look at him out of her good eye. 

‘My peripheral vision isn’t what it used to be,’ she said stiffly. ‘Can I help you?’

‘I heard from Garren that you are a herbalist,’ he said. ‘The blacksmith,’ he clarified at her blank expression. 

She couldn’t think how to deny it without obviously lying. ‘I am.’

‘May I sit?’ She tried to think of a reason why he may not, but he’d already taken it upon himself to settle opposite her, resting his elbows on the table and interlacing his fingers. ‘We don’t get herbalists through here often,’ he commented.

‘I don’t imagine so.’

‘Are you travelling through to Gal Earith?’

‘No.’ She didn’t want to disclose more information than she had to. He tilted his head, noting her reticence. 

‘Are you shy?’ he asked. Hellevir bristled. 

‘It’s my business where I travel,’ she said. ‘Do you want to trade?’ 

He leaned back, considering her and tapping the tabletop with his finger. His sleeve stretched and she noticed that he had a Dometik drawn on the inside of his wrist, one of the many symbols she only half-recognised from her time in proximity to her mother’s temple in Rochidain. It was not just drawn, but tattooed, a circular brand that seemed to coil about itself like an eel in knots.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘We’re running low on medicines, not just raw herbs. Our healer is new and still learning, so our stocks have depleted as he’s been finding his feet.’ Hellevir was about to reply when the musicians, finished with their tuning, broke into a cheerful jig. She glanced back, and saw a woman stepping on to the stage, her bright red hair escaping from its braid in wayward wisps which reminded her abruptly of Sullivain. The woman held a tambourine, and she beat it in time as she began to sway. The music led her in, and when she started to sing her voice was rich and full, almost too loud where Hellevir was sitting close to the stage, but this was the first good music she had heard in months so she didn’t much care. It was a cheerful song about lovers meeting by a riverside.

Hellevir pulled herself back to the present and returned to the Peer, but his attention was as gripped by the singer as Hellevir’s had been. He stared at her openly, a little too transfixed. It reminded Hellevir of a cat stalking an oblivious bird. Against her instincts, she drew his attention back to herself.

‘Tomorrow,’ she said. ‘I’ll bring what I have to the temple. You can see if I have anything you’d be interested in.’ He dragged his gaze away from the stage and inclined his head. 

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow.’

‘I will be taking my horse to the blacksmith, after yours have been seen to. I will meet you at noon there.’ He nodded and tapped his head in the Onaistian farewell, leaving her with her heart beating a little too heavily.

‘What an unpleasant man,’ she muttered to Elsevir, who was perched on her left shoulder, before remembering the raven wasn’t there. She imagined him puffing up his ruff in agreement, the lights of the tavern playing with the midnight blues of his feathers, and missed him keenly. Hellevir moved herself around so she could watch the musicians better, resolving to put the Peer out of her mind altogether. 

That night she and Sullivain sat and read by firelight. They had no need to speak. 

Hellevir allowed herself a long morning at the tavern, taking the opportunity to relax in the luxury of a real bed, and enjoy a real bath. She put her travelling clothes out to be cleaned and left her letters with the innkeeper to send with the next messenger heading for Rochidain. At midday she collected Dune from the paddock and took him back to the blacksmith. 

‘When should I come back for him?’ she asked Garren.

‘Give me an hour or two?’ he replied, holding up a shoe to Dune’s hoof to see if it was the right size. ‘Oh, did Aedus find you?’ 

‘Aedus? Is that the Peer?’

‘Yes. I told him there was a herbalist in town and he said he’d look for you.’ The blacksmith got to work, not seeing how stiffly she stood, how her eyes kept flickering to the gate. 

The Peer arrived when she was looking out over the valley. From here the trees swept down, red and green interspersed by the odd prick of black ruins that emerged like charred bones from beneath a bed of leaves. She jumped as he addressed the blacksmith. 

‘They’re just round the back,’ Garren said, and vanished through the workshop to fetch the Peer’s horses. Hellevir was left with the priest in the courtyard, and busied herself cleaning the grass from Dune’s mane. 

‘He’s a beauty,’ Peer Aedus said, patting Dune’s flank. Hellevir didn’t comment. In the light of day, outside of the gloom of the tavern, the Peer’s hair shone brightly, slicked back by wax of some kind. His hand flickered over it sometimes, as if to brush down wayward strands that weren’t there. ‘Where did you find him?’

‘He was a gift,’ she said. ‘When I lived in Rochidain.’

‘Quite a gift.’ He folded his arms, and she didn’t know whether he was implying something or not. ‘You don’t have the accent for Rochidain.’

‘I wasn’t raised there,’ she said stiffly. She could feel him watching her as she examined Dune’s ears for grass seeds. 

‘You’re not very talkative, are you?’ he commented. 

Hellevir was saved from answering by the blacksmith, who reappeared around the side of his forge leading the two shire horses by their reins. She wished she’d said she’d meet the Peer by the temple; now she would have to walk with him the whole way across town. 

‘Would you mind? Holding two is a strain on the arms, after a while.’ Obligingly she took the reins he offered her and gave Dune a final pat on the neck. He turned his head to look at her anxiously.

‘It’s only a couple of hours,’ she told him without thinking. She felt the Peer watching her and bit her tongue. People talked to their horses all the time, she told herself. It meant nothing. She was suddenly glad Elsevir wasn’t there.

‘So, what is a herbalist doing out here?’ he asked her as they walked back towards the temple. Hellevir took some comfort from the heavy presence of the shire horse beside her and stroked his nose over her shoulder. 

‘I could ask the same of a Peer,’ she retorted. 

‘I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.’ She didn’t like the way he looked at her when he said that, his blue eyes intense upon her; his gaze seemed to pierce through the first few layers of her. It was an unsettling feeling, not least because it reminded her of the way someone else used to look at her, through her, into her. Dark eyes that coiled with shadow. 

This was different, though. Perhaps because the black-eyed glance hadn’t pried, hadn’t tried to find out, because it knew already, could see all the layers without having to scrape them back. She shivered as if she’d felt a sudden cold breeze. 

‘I came for the maple trees,’ she conceded. ‘You don’t find them anywhere else in the Chron.’

‘And here I thought you were on the run for stealing a nobleman’s horse.’ 

Hellevir glanced at him and couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. ‘I told you, he was a gift.’

‘What sort of service warrants a gift like that?’

You have no idea, she thought. 

‘I told you mine,’ she said pointedly. He looked like he was about to press her, before he changed his mind, and gestured with the end of the reins to the still town, the red trees, the view over the valley behind them. As the gesture pulled up his sleeve she caught another glimpse of the Dometik, stark against his pale skin. 

‘I wanted quiet,’ he said. ‘A bit of country life.’ Hellevir glanced at his hair, slicked back in the city style, the neatness of his nails, and didn’t believe him. ‘The town has stories to tell. The mine, the ruins; a lot has happened here, although you wouldn’t think it to look. Here was as good a place as any.’

‘A historian, are you?’ she asked.

‘Hardly. But I take an interest. When did you leave Rochidain?’ he asked her suddenly.

‘Over three years ago,’ she said, hoping he’d assume she had nothing new to tell him. 

‘Was the Queen mad at that point?’ 

Hellevir felt her back stiffen. ‘No,’ she replied quietly. ‘No, I don’t believe she was.’ 

It had started as rumours, whisperings in tavern corners, overheard gossip between merchants’ stalls: the Queen was losing her mind. Prone to violent outbursts, forgetting those around her, a risk to herself and others. When the rumours began to strengthen, growing from whispers to common knowledge, Hellevir had been tempted for the first time in years to write to Sullivain, to see if she was all right. She’d even gotten as far as holding the quill in her hand, before she’d shaken her head and rolled up the parchment again. Rochidain was her past, she shouldn’t be inviting it into her future. Regardless of how often it appeared in her dreams. 

‘Of course, that whelp of hers rules in all but title, now,’ the Peer was saying. ‘The heir of the De Neïd line. A pity the Queen doesn’t have the wits to support her any more.’ When Hellevir didn’t answer he glanced across at her. She kept her eyes firmly on the road, not trusting herself to speak. ‘I’m sorry,’ the Peer continued, ‘have I said something wrong?’

‘Is that your temple?’ Hellevir asked, pointing. 

They’d come to a simple building, whitewashed with arched windows. The door was open and a maid dressed in grey was sweeping out the leaves from the porch. The Peer led them around the back to a large pasture, where they let the horses loose. In the fields that ran alongside, Hellevir could see they were growing vegetables, fenced off and hung with nets, and further back in the woods were tended fruit trees. A boy was working in one of the beds, spraying the leaves. 

‘Lykus,’ the Peer called, and the boy looked up. ‘I’ve brought your herbalist.’ The boy came over; he was a man really, Hellevir realised, but built so slightly, his arms too long and feet too big for him, that she had assumed he was a youth. He walked with a stoop as if he were self-conscious about his height, and pulled anxiously at his sleeves, which were too short to cover his wrists. 

‘This is Lykus,’ the Peer said, patting him on the arm; Hellevir didn’t miss how the young man raised his shoulder slightly as if to ward off the contact. He didn’t like being touched, but Aedus failed to notice. ‘He’s our resident healer. Lykus, why don’t you take …’ He paused, evidently realising that he didn’t know her name. 

‘Hellevir.’

‘… Hellevir to the storerooms, show her what we’re missing? Show her the greenhouse too. Maybe she can say why the herbs are doing so badly.’

‘Yes, P-puh.’ He stopped himself, then tried again. ‘P-puh-Peer. Where will you be?’

‘I have some business in town. I’ll leave you to it. I’ll be at the tavern later this evening, herbalist. You can let me know then the cost of resupplying our stocks.’ He tapped his forehead and left, hair shining bright as an ade coin in the autumn sunlight. Hellevir noticed the young Peer glowering after Aedus. Then he collected himself and smiled shyly at her, but it wasn’t a full smile. 

‘This way, miss,’ he said, and took her through the vegetable patch back towards the temple. Hellevir noticed that the beds were all well-tended, the crops lush for this time of year. She said as much and he blushed, ears going crimson. ‘Thank you, mi-miss,’ he said. 

The stores weren’t nearly as bad as Peer Aedus had implied. They already had most of the herbs they needed, just not in consumable form. She took out her own equipment and bottles, got herself settled, and showed Lykus how to make a tea out of dried leaves, or a poultice with some of the bandages from her bag, or a tincture from the extracts. He listened avidly, and only stopped her once to fetch a notebook so he could write it all down. He already had a lot of knowledge at his fingertips, but it was disjointed knowledge. He knew that willow was good for pain relief, but not that only the inner bark should be used, harvested in early spring, and macerated first and allowed to steep – one part bark to two parts alcohol – for four to six weeks to make a tincture, with a dosage of one teaspoon per day in water. If you were short of time, the bark could be chewed by itself. A tincture was her preference because it lasted a long time, but it could also be made into a tea or an oil. 

Lykus asked her many sensible questions, and before she knew it, the sun was coming in at a slant through the window and casting long evening shadows along the road outside. 

‘Who usually supplies you?’ she asked, looking up at the flowers and stems hanging upside down from the walls, drying out. 

‘N-no one,’ he replied. 

‘You gathered and dried all of these?’

‘Yes.’

‘You have a good supply for winter, but you should use fresh plants too. They’ll have more kick. Who taught you herbology?’

‘My mother, O-O-O-Onaistus keep her,’ the boy said.

‘She was a herbalist?’

‘N-no, but she knew the heh-heh …’ He took a breath, released it. ‘He-hedgerows.’

‘Can you show me the greenhouse?’

He gathered up his notebook and led her back through the temple – giving her a glimpse of the incense-heavy Assembly room, dimly lit and undisturbed around the circle of sand at its centre – and into the garden. The greenhouse was a box of glass in the back courtyard. Glass must be expensive to bring out here; Hellevir wondered how the Peers had managed to get it all the way from wherever it was made, and how they had afforded it. Inside the air was muggy, and the plants lining the walls were small and a little sad-looking. 

‘It’s too hot in here,’ she said, pointing up to the sun beaming down on them. ‘You should cover the roof.’ She prodded a leaf on one of the plants. ‘Chamomile is hardy, you can keep it outside, but direct sunlight will dry it out.’ She put her hands on her hips, surveying the small space. It wouldn’t be a bad place to grow tomatoes. She thought fondly that Milandre, her old tutor, would have liked it, and imagined the old healer tutting over the state of the chamomile. 

‘W-wi …’ Lykus stopped and didn’t try to speak again. Hellevir glanced at him and saw he was looking at the plants by his elbow.

‘What do you want to ask?’

‘W-w-w-will you be here a long time?’ he said.

‘I don’t know. My horse needs some rest from the road.’

‘Will you t-t-t-teach me? I’ll show you which m-m-maple trees make the best sap.’ 

Hellevir glanced at the wilting plants around her, and then towards the temple. She didn’t like the thought of spending longer than she had to near Peer Aedus, but he hadn’t seemed inclined to linger around her either. Besides, she could very much use the money after seeing to Dune’s hooves. She could almost see Milandre’s raised eyebrow. 

‘All right,’ she said. ‘If not for your sake, then for the mint.’

Hellevir wasn’t looking forward to meeting the Peer in the tavern. She told herself she had only talked to him twice, which was hardly a firm foundation for assessing someone’s character. Even so, when she saw him waiting at the same table by the stage, watching the red-headed singer as she warmed up for her set, she had to resist the urge to turn and walk out again. Business first, she told herself. His eyes slid to her as she sat down, and she tried not to shudder. 

‘A drink?’ he asked, and before she could say no he’d indicated to the barmaid that she should bring over another pint of beer. ‘So, how much will a restock cost?’

‘You have most of the essentials. I’ve stocked you up on ginger and a few other things you don’t grow around here, as well as some bases and bandages for making up the medicines. Altogether, fifty ades.’ She paused. ‘And I’ve agreed to teach Lykus more about herbology.’ 

The Peer winced. ‘And how much will your tutelage cost?’

‘Let me put Dune in your pasture while I stay here. The tavern charges too much.’

‘That’s it?’

‘That’s it. Lykus will show me the best maples for medicine.’

‘Right. I suppose there’s no harm in that.’

‘You’ll no longer require a herbalist. I’d say I’m doing you a favour.’

‘And you think Lykus can pick up what he needs to know?’ He looked dubious. 

Hellevir scowled at him. ‘He’s got a stutter. It doesn’t mean he’s not smart.’

The Peer was about to reply, but the music started up again, and he turned his head towards the stage so sharply that the collar of his coat dug a groove into the skin of his throat. Hellevir watched him watch the singer, unnerved by his fascinated expression. She told herself that music troupes mustn’t come this way often, that he just appreciated having pleasant songs to listen to for a change, but the way he watched the singer, as avid as a carrion bird waiting for its pick of a wolf-pack’s kill, made her feel naïve for even considering it. He was just a lech. The singer either didn’t notice or pretended she didn’t, as she smiled and swayed to the rhythm. When a pint of beer was put down on the table for Hellevir, Aedus didn’t even glance at the barmaid. 

Hellevir cleared her throat as the song ended, and he looked back at her, blinking as if he had forgotten she was there. 

‘Where were we?’ he asked, without even having the decency to look abashed. 

‘You were going to pay me sixty ades,’ she said. 

‘I thought you said fifty?’

‘I’m letting Lykus use my equipment to make up the medicines.’ 

‘Right.’ He took out a money bag and counted out the coins, each with the clean profile of the Queen stamped on it, a galleon on the obverse. Hellevir swept them into her own pouch, and was about to get out of there when the Peer stood instead and excused himself, saying he would no doubt see her at the temple when she came to teach Lykus, and that she was of course welcome to attend the morning Assembly. 

Hellevir just nodded and watched him go, noting the way his gaze still lingered shamelessly on the stage even as he reached the door out of the tavern. Her hand drifted to the slip of paper in her pocket, worrying its edge. She was so preoccupied with thinking about the Peer’s stare that she didn’t notice the song had ended, or that someone had come up on her left side. 

‘Excuse me.’ Hellevir jumped, turning her head to look up, and saw the singer. She was a tall woman, willowy, her hair the colour of a fox’s pelt.

‘Yes?’

‘May I ask who that man was who was sitting with you? Was he a Peer?’ 

Hellevir winced. ‘Yes, I’m sorry he was staring.’

‘No, no, I’m not angry.’ To Hellevir’s surprise the woman blushed, the colour rising from the collar of her shirt up into her hairline. ‘I just saw him watching and wondered who he was. I don’t mind people looking, really.’ 

‘He’s the Senior Peer at the temple here. Aedus is his name.’ 

The singer looked like she was about to reply when one of the other musicians came up to her, rubbing rosin into his violin bow as he walked. 

‘What happened on the second verse?’ he asked irritably, ignoring Hellevir. 

The singer grimaced and massaged her throat. ‘It’s the high notes,’ she explained. ‘I’ve been having trouble with them recently. I thought I’d go an octave down instead of up.’ 

‘Coming down with something?’

‘I hope not.’ 

‘Some broth will sort you out. Cook’s set some bowls aside for us.’

She shook her head. ‘Not for me, thank you. Maybe later.’ 

He shrugged in a suit yourself sort of way, and left to put his violin in its case. The singer waited until he was out of earshot, and then slid into the seat opposite Hellevir. Hellevir noticed that her hair was curling on her forehead with sweat from the strain of singing for so long. The woman fidgeted, glancing at the patch over Hellevir’s eye, then away again as if she didn’t seem to know whether she should look at it or not. 

‘You’re a herbalist, aren’t you?’ she asked. 

Hellevir nodded and took a sip of her beer. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘My name’s Hellevir.’

‘Eloé. I … I was wondering if …’ She stopped, fingers worrying at a bracelet around one wrist. 

Hellevir put her beer down. ‘When are you due?’ she asked gently. 

The singer sagged. ‘How did you know?’ 

‘I’ve seen a few births. You’re feeling nauseous? That’s why you don’t want food? And your voice has gotten lower? And …’ She gestured to the singer’s chest, which was straining the buttons of her blouse. ‘How far along are you?’

‘I’m not sure. Maybe six months?’ She laughed at Hellevir’s surprise. ‘I’ve hidden it so far, under this.’ She gestured to her baggy skirt. ‘It’s a small baby, I think. But the troupe won’t want to keep me on with a baby in tow.’ 

‘They don’t sound like your friends.’

‘Business partners, really,’ she said. ‘I’ve only been with them for a year. Perhaps I’m being unfair to them. Perhaps they wouldn’t care.’ She looked down at the bracelet doubtfully. 

‘So what do you want from me?’ Hellevir asked. The singer squirmed a little, biting the inside of her lip. 

‘I … I tried to get rid of it. I took black cohosh and something else …’ She stared at the floor, trying to remember. 

‘Yarrow?’

‘Maybe, yes. Something the apothecary gave me, but it just made me feel ill.’ Hellevir didn’t say anything. Black cohosh was something she knew relatively little about, as it didn’t usually grow in the Chron, although she had heard it was helpful for women moving past childbearing age. Hellevir usually recommended a tea of tansy and pennyroyal leaves. ‘But you’re not supposed to do that any more, are you?’ the singer went on. ‘Onaistus forbids it. It condemns the baby to the Nothing before it’s had a chance to pursue His Promise.’ Hellevir shifted, uncomfortable. 

‘Are you Onaistian?’

‘No.’

‘Then what do you believe?’

‘I don’t know,’ Eloé said, a little helplessly. ‘I believe I wanted it gone before. Now I don’t. I’ve carried it, I’ve started talking to it. Now I just need something for the nausea.’ She smiled a little sadly. 

Hellevir nodded. ‘It’s a little late now, anyway,’ she said softly. 

‘I’ve not told anyone. You’re the only one who knows, besides the apothecary.’ 

‘Is it just nausea bothering you?’

‘Yes, but isn’t it supposed to stop at some point? I’ve been feeling sick since I first found out.’

‘It can still happen this late on. How are your legs?’ 

The singer chuckled. ‘Knobbly like tree roots.’

‘I can give you something for that. Honey would be good for your throat, if you need to stretch to the high notes, but I wouldn’t strain.’ Hellevir leaned back in her chair and opened the bag at her feet, full of her herbs and readymade medicines, thinking aloud. ‘Rosehip oil wouldn’t be a bad idea for the stretchmarks, but they’re not in season yet. Perhaps some witch hazel and calendula oil for the veins. A nettle rub would be good, too.’ She rummaged for a moment and cursed to herself, realising she’d left the bag containing her tools – her weights and measures and her pestle and mortar among them – in the supply room at the temple, when she’d been showing Lykus how to prepare dosages. She’d been so on edge, being at a temple, around Peer Aedus, that she’d lost all focus. 

‘Is there somewhere I can meet you to give you everything?’ Hellevir asked. 

‘I’ll be singing again tomorrow evening. Can we meet beforehand?’

‘Yes, that’s fine. I’m in the room at the top of stairs on the left; come and find me and I’ll talk you through it all.’

‘Thank you.’ Eloé glanced at Hellevir’s open bag. ‘How much is this going to cost?’ she asked tentatively. Hellevir hesitated.

‘What can you afford?’ she hedged. 

‘Ten ades? The inn pays us five ades each for the week.’

The medicines Hellevir planned to put together were worth at least double that, but she just nodded and smiled. She’d earned enough from the Peer to last her a while. 

Eloé left to sing her next set, clambering up on to the stage with a broad grin. She clearly loved her music; Hellevir hoped the troupe would let her stay on once the baby came. She pushed her empty tankard aside and pulled on her coat, before making her way through the crowds and out into the night. 

It was evening outside, the air brisk higher up in the mountains, and the stars clear and clean. They looked like petals strewn across a black lake, and Hellevir took a moment to gaze up at them. It was at times like this that she felt the loss of her eye. She missed how huge vistas used to be, how broad the sky. Now she felt as if she were looking at it all through a box. 

The temple windows were flickering with candlelight. It gave Hellevir pause, wondering if she was going to disturb anyone, but she needed her things. She let herself in the back. Her equipment was where she had left it when she’d been showing Lykus the sort of thing he should buy for the temple, if he wanted to make medicines rather than purchase them. She gathered her own supplies into her bag, thinking how Milandre would have rebuked her for being so careless with the tools of her trade, and slung it over her shoulder before slipping back out into the corridor. 

In the time she’d been gathering her things, someone had locked the back door for the night. She tried the handle, but it wouldn’t budge, and she sighed, irritated. She’d have to go through the front door, and beg forgiveness from whomever was in the main Assembly room on the way. She hoped it wasn’t Peer Aedus. 

The Assembly room was circular, and the corridor wound along its edge to enter it via a side door. Hellevir peeked in, her eyes smarting from the incense being burned. She was at the top of the stone-cut pews which tiered down to the central podium, the altar and the sandpit. The air was thick with the intoxicating smoke of incense, but that didn’t prevent her from seeing the man kneeling before the pit, a black smudge of a figure frantically drawing and redrawing in the sand. She could hear him muttering, repeating the same words like a chant, and knew it was Peer Aedus. 

A coil of unease drew itself up from her stomach and wrapped around her chest. Something about the way he was crouched there brought back memories, a sharp recollection of her own curved back as she’d knelt in the sand. 

Hellevir told herself she should just go, that whatever was happening was none of her business. Instead, she set her bag down silently, and descended the steps as quietly as she could. 

All she could see was Aedus’ back, the scattering of sand over the stone as he drew, a ceremonial goblet on the ground beside him. His grey Peer’s coat was cast to one side like the skin of a seal, and he wore a simple shirt that strained across the clenched muscles of his shoulders. She slipped down into one of the pews so she could see around him, and felt her insides churn. She put a hand to her mouth, stopping the sound that might have escaped and betrayed her. 

The Peer was holding a knife slick with blood. He held out his other arm oddly, as if displaying the Dometik she’d seen on his wrist, although she couldn’t see properly from her angle. The blade was dripping red, as if he’d gashed his arm open. He was tracing and retracing the same Dometik into the sand with the tip of the blade, staining the whiteness dark with his own blood. 

‘Control in all things,’ he murmured, in rhythm with the lines he drew. Despite the amount of blood he had lost, his tone was calm, even, as if he were simply reading aloud from a book. ‘Control in all things. Control in all things.’ 

Hellevir had seen enough. She drew away, keeping quiet, although the Peer seemed oblivious to anything in the outside world, with eyes only for the blood and sand. She picked up her bag and left, her whole body shaking. 




CHAPTER TWO

Hellevir planned to leave at first light. She knew Dune wasn’t ready, but she wasn’t going to spend a minute longer than she had to in a town with a mad Peer. She’d go a few villages south-east, to some small town where there were no Peers and no Temple. Elsevir would find her, he always did. 

She distracted herself by preparing Eloé’s teas and tinctures that night, doing her best to put the Peer out of her head, but her hands trembled as she ground dried nettle leaves for a poultice. She also added some of it to a tea with raspberry leaves, peppermint, and dried ginger. Ginger only really grew in Rochidain, where it had been imported into the western gardens from places further east even than the Archipelagos. She already carried her own calendula salve made from whole dried flowers and beeswax. 

Now she decanted some of her witch hazel tincture, adding a few drops of it to the salve for Eloé’s sore legs, and buried herself in the mundane and the practical … but the image of the smoke-filled room, the Peer bent low over the sandpit as he bled on to the pattern he had drawn, seemed to be etched on to the back of her eyepatch, and it was all she could see. 

When she was finished, she spent a long time just sitting in front of the fire, trying not to think. The slip of paper in her pocket finally tore, yet when she removed her hand to stir the fire then returned it to her pocket the paper was whole. She was familiar with its strangeness, and once again began rubbing the corner of it with her thumb, until it grew soft.

She wished she could leave right away. Claridain was no place for her. She’d had her fill of zealot priests in Rochidain, and she had no desire to attract the attention of another one. But then it dawned on her that she wasn’t the object of that attention. It wasn’t because of her that the Peer had been kneeling before the pit, tracing and retracing the Dometik – the symbol for Control, she assumed – in his own blood. It was because of Eloé, it had to be. 

Hellevir wondered if she should warn the singer, then imagined Eloé had enough to worry about with the child she was carrying and her uncertain place within the troupe. And as Hellevir sat there, her eye wandering the flames in the hearth, she had to admit to herself that she didn’t know the meaning of what she’d seen, didn’t know if there was really any danger at all. She forced herself to be calm about it all, and not to assume anything, but the way the Peer had watched the singer, the hunger in his eyes, told her exactly what he was trying to control. All the same, it was none of her business what urges drove other people. As long as he never acted on them, it was none of her business. 

None of her business. 

It took her a long time to get to sleep. When she finally did, her dreams took their usual path, and she sank into them with something like relief. It was a familiar comfort, and she allowed it to engulf her. 

They were at one of the royal balls. Sullivain stood, leaning on the railing overlooking an endless sea, untouched by breeze or wave, as still as the surface of a mirror, which vanished into a hazy horizon. A knot within Hellevir, tight and hard, loosened at the sight of the Princess, and she had the sudden urge to wrap her arms around her, hold her tight. She wanted to breathe in the smell of wine, the torches, the rosewater Sullivain always dabbed in her hair. She wanted to banish the fear that had followed her from the waking world, which now grew gnarled in the back of her mind like a persistent weed, and replace it with the stark bloom of Sullivain. 

A golden mask dangled from the Princess’ fingers, and she twirled it on its ribbon as they stood side by side and watched the dancers on the boat fluttering in formation like swarms of starlings. Sullivain wore a heavy collar encrusted in jewels, and it glinted hypnotically. Such a vivid thing, Hellevir thought, her eyes captured by the playing light, for a dream. 

The music was distant, as far away as it had been long ago, on a similar boat, when she and Sullivain had danced by torchlight. That background noise that Hellevir so associated with Rochidain – the trill of music, the light laughter, the clink of glasses carried on high trays by white-gloved attendants – filled the space, becoming its backdrop, its stage. 

Sullivain was swaying slightly in time with the music. Her teeth glinted in the warm light as she smiled and held out her hand for Hellevir’s. 

‘I like this, you know,’ the Princess commented, looping Hellevir’s hand through her arm. She was warm, as hot as a stone left in the midday sun. 

‘I’d be surprised if you didn’t,’ Hellevir replied. ‘You host parties every week.’

‘Not that,’ she said. ‘Dreaming together. I like to dream with you.’ Hellevir didn’t react to this. In the dream, it seemed a reasonable thing to say. She only felt pleased, as if the Princess had complimented her waistcoat. 

‘I do too,’ Hellevir admitted. ‘I like who you are here.’ Sullivain raised the mask to her face, winking at Hellevir through the eyeholes. 

‘And who am I here?’ she asked. Hellevir realised the mask was a lion’s face, the mane sinking perfectly into Sullivain’s hair. 

‘You’re my Sullivain,’ Hellevir said. The glove which lifted the mask, Hellevir realised, was dark blue, although the Princess was wearing her customary white and gold. ‘It doesn’t match,’ she pointed out. 

‘Of course it doesn’t,’ Sullivain replied, matter-of-fact. ‘The white doesn’t match yours either.’ Hellevir glanced down at her own hand, and saw she was indeed wearing one white glove that stretched up to her elbow. Her other was the matching blue. 

‘You stole my glove,’ she remarked. Sullivain laughed. 

‘You gave it freely,’ she teased. The music changed and she clapped her hands – dark blue and white – and seized Hellevir by the elbow. ‘My favourite. Come on, let’s dance!’

Hellevir couldn’t help but laugh and follow her on to the dancefloor. She was still smiling when she woke up to the dawn chorus, and the light spilling in through her window. It took her a moment to remember where she was, half-convinced that she was in her own room back at the Order of the Nightingale. When the dream faded and she saw through her own eye again, she refused to admit to herself how strongly she wished she were. 

Hellevir was on the brink of leaving, her bags all packed at the end of her bed and a handful of coins ready for the innkeeper as she finished her breakfast, ready to depart as soon as she picked up Dune from the blacksmith’s, when Lykus foiled her plans. He appeared at the tavern door, nervous in his grey uniform, and haltingly offered to take her to the maple grove where the trees with the sweetest sap grew. They were a little further up the mountain, he said, but worth the climb, and he could show her some of the other sights on the way.

She hesitated. Her body strained to be on the move, but Lykus looked so sincere, and she remembered belatedly that she’d agreed to help him learn some herblore. Guilt prompted her to smile and nod, thinking the walk would be a good chance for her to tell him she was leaving. Besides, she did want to sample the maple trees.

The sun was still rising as they left the village. Lykus was carrying a bucket, which held a bore and spile. 

‘Spring is the best t-t-t-time,’ he said as they started up the path through the woods. ‘But autumn is all right, if we c-c-cover the holes for wi-winter. It will taste b-b-b-bitter, though.’

‘Do you harvest a lot of the sap?’ 

He shrugged. ‘It is good to s-s-sell,’ he said. 

‘Did you grow up with the trees?’

He nodded, his long hair falling about his eyes. When he stammered, he blinked. ‘I used to live in the next t-t-t-t-town,’ he said. ‘M-m-m.’ He paused and swallowed. ‘Mother used to bring us out here every year.’ He kept his answers short and to the point, to minimise the number of words he had to say. She asked him how he’d come to work at the temple as a Peer-in-training. ‘When M-M-M-M-Mother died I tried working on the farms.’ He gave her a sheepish look. ‘I was c-cl-cl-clumsy. The farmer didn’t like the way I s-s-sp-spoke.’

‘Have you always stammered?’ she asked as gently as she could. She hoped he didn’t mind her asking. People would ask about her eye without a hint of shame, and while it had eventually stopped making her uncomfortable it was still a good indicator of whether the person was worth her time or not. 

He shrugged, and the movement itself was nervous. 

‘I think so. I can’t always get the w-w-words out, like they’re l-l-l-l-locked.’ He thumped his chest with his large hand. ‘I have trouble with n-n-n-names. N-normal words, I can feel them coming, change them last m-m-minute and t-t-trick my tongue. But you can’t change n-n-names. The P-P-Peer doesn’t like it either.’

‘Is he unkind about it?’

He did that nervous jerking shrug again. 

‘He tries not to be,’ he said with a smile. 

‘What do you know about the Peer?’ she asked him. 

‘He came when the old P-P-Peer died,’ he said. ‘P-P-P-Peer Orcus. I l-liked him. He didn’t m-m-mind how I spoke. S-said O-O-On-Onaistus had time for me all the same.’

‘Do you know where Aedus was before he came to Claridain?’

She tried to make the question sound nonchalant. Lykus hesitated, then shook his head, saying nothing. The hesitation was awkward, and Hellevir knew he wasn’t telling the truth. She really wanted to press him, but instead she made herself drop the subject, and asked about the history of the area, remembering the comment the Peer had made that there was more to this place than the maple sap and the blacksmith. Lykus relaxed a little, apparently relieved not to be pushed for an answer.

‘The t-t-t-town’s very old,’ he said. ‘One of the first built as a halfway point between Gal Earith and the rest of the Ch-Ch-Ch-Chron.’ He gestured right towards a gap in the trees, looking out over the valley where Hellevir remembered seeing black ruins the day before. ‘There used to be a f-f-f-fortress. W-watchtowers. They were built here because of the mine.’

‘The mine?’

He swung the bucket back the way they had come. ‘The S-S-S-S-Sage Mine. Coal and iron. I’ll show you on the w-w-way back. The blacksmiths were famous. Made armour for k-k-kings.’

‘The Sage Mine?’

He shrugged, the motion easier than it had been before. ‘Sage grows around the old entrance. I like to g-g-gather it.’

Something stirred in the back of her mind, as if she’d half-heard someone call her name. She blinked and it was gone, leaving behind the feeling that she’d forgotten something important, like dust in the wake of a horse’s hooves.

The maple grove Lykus led them to was beautiful at this time of year. The canopy was the crimson red of silk. The air smelled absurdly like spring, as if they had stepped back in time. 

Lykus showed her how he drew sap from the trees, boring a hole in the bark of a broad trunk and tapping it with the spile. He indicated Hellevir should taste some, and she caught a droplet on her fingertip. It tasted like sweet water.

‘It’s nicer in s-s-s-spring,’ he said, hanging the bucket underneath. ‘S-s-s-sweeter. We’ll leave the bucket overnight.’ Hellevir bit her lip. Overnight. She couldn’t still be here tomorrow. But before she could say anything he started talking about the temple gardens, asking her what she’d recommend for keeping the aphids off the squash plants. Feeling like a coward, Hellevir let herself be distracted as they made their way back to the village. 

They stopped by the Sage Mine on the way. It turned out to be just a hole in the side of the mountain, lopsided like a mouth caught mid-yawn, but Hellevir didn’t know what she had expected. It was so old, Lykus said, that all the wooden beams holding it up had long since rotted to nothing, and a lot of the tunnels had collapsed or flooded. Hellevir lingered, using her knife to cut the white sage that grew around the opening and collecting it in her pockets to dry later, still feeling like she was forgetting something. She held the sage to her nose, and the smell pulled at the half-forgotten thing almost painfully, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. 

Lykus pointed out the old fort – its ruins looked like mounds of charcoal – and where you could still see the edges of the quarry if you looked at the sides of the valley. It was eroded and overgrown with forest now, but there was still something too even about the way the land was cut away, as if a giant had sliced the hills off with the side of its hand. 

The feeling that she was forgetting something important followed Hellevir back down the path, all the way into the town, where she said goodbye to Lykus so he could help Aedus prepare for the morning’s Assembly. She was so distracted that when he said he would see her later, she just nodded.

The niggling feeling followed like a shadow at her heels as she wandered around the town, her mind elsewhere, before it was time for her to collect Dune from the blacksmith’s. She nearly forgot to pay the man when he brought Dune around and showed her the fine job he’d done on the new shoes. She didn’t notice a bucket on the ground and tripped over it, almost sprawling flat.

‘Something on your mind?’ the blacksmith asked her, grabbing her elbow to right her. She shook her head, conscious of how scatty she was being. 

‘No, sorry,’ she muttered. ‘I’m not altogether myself this morning.’

‘We all have such days. Say, I …’ He stopped, rubbing the back of his broad neck as if trying to decide whether to speak. ‘You should know the Peer asked me whether there were any signs on your horse,’ he went on. ‘Anything to suggest he wasn’t … well …’

‘Wasn’t mine?’ she guessed, tone hard.

‘Well, yes. Just thought you should know, is all.’

‘Thank you. He was a gift.’

‘I don’t doubt. He’s just a fine horse, you see, so the Peer thought it best to check.’

‘Yes, I see.’ She didn’t like the thought of the Peer checking on her. Indignation sat hot in her chest. She glanced back at the gate. If he could pry into her, then why shouldn’t she pry into him? ‘Do you know much about the Peer?’ she asked hesitantly. ‘Where he worked before Claridain, I mean?’

The blacksmith shrugged, stroking his beard. 

‘He came here when the last senior died,’ he said. ‘From a temple in Marduke, I heard.’

‘I don’t know of it.’

‘Little place on the coast, north of Rochidain.’ He began clearing his tools. ‘Not sure why anyone would leave the Rochidain circle for somewhere like this, but I suppose it’s as good a place as any to spread the practice. Perhaps they’re hoping they can put someone in Gal Earith, one day.’ He straightened. ‘Can’t say as I reckon much by the practice itself, too much ceremony for me, but can’t see any harm in it. Seems to inspire good in a lot of folk, and we need some of that these days.’

After Hellevir thanked him, she took Dune to the tavern, tying him to a post while she fetched her things to leave. Eloé’s tea and tinctures sat to the side of the hearth, neatly arranged and labelled; Hellevir hoped belatedly that the singer could read. 

The sage was still in her pockets, getting crushed, and she pulled it out, thinking perhaps to add some to Eloé’s tea before she left. Some of the leaves fell on to the floor, and as she bent to pick them up she noticed that one of them was not a leaf at all, but a slip of paper. 

She hesitated, looking down at it. Even though it had sat in her pocket, growing crumpled and weathered, dog-eared from the number of times she’d rubbed it absently, stained from the things crushed on top of it – before somehow restoring itself every time she reached for it again – she hadn’t brought herself to read it in years. Even so, she still remembered every word it contained. 

As if watching herself from far away, she picked it up and reread the three lines written in a neat hand. 

A wise mouth imparts sound advice:

When blind and breathless,

Do not try to sing. 

She sat down heavily on the wooden floor, the loose sage leaves skittering in the draught she caused. She put a hand to her head, eye flitting across the lines again, then rubbed her face. 

It felt like she was looking at the uniform of an office she hadn’t held for years. The uniform of the woman who could walk and talk with Death. 

When she was twelve years old, Hellevir’s mother had died in childbirth. Hellevir had closed her eyes and ventured into the half-light of Death, and spoken with the being who resided there. The being with black eyes and a mocking smile. He had given Ma back to her in exchange for a lump of coal, her little finger, and a sliver of her soul. 

Years later, she had raised the Princess of the Chron, and Death had offered her a bargain. Instead of demanding parts of her body, such as a finger or an eye, he charged her to find treasures in the living world which carried their own weight of blood. She had found three around Rochidain, and had needed every one of them to bring back Princess Sullivain not once, not twice, but three times. 

Her hand drifted to her eyepatch, the price Death had demanded from her the last time she’d had no treasure to trade. She recalled Death’s cold hand as he traced his thumb across her brow, over her cheek, when she’d bargained to bring her brother back to life after he had been pierced through the heart by the Queen’s blade.

The riddles, the little slips of paper with nonsense scribbled across them, were the map Death gave her, a guide to each treasure.

A wise mouth imparts sound advice. The Sage Mine. The mouth of the cave, surrounded by sage. A bizarre riddle just like the others she had solved, that only made sense in the most specific of circumstances, and only to her. She swept up the rest of the sage absently, holding it in her fist, and took a long breath of it. She almost choked, it smelled so strong, and she knew this was what had been at the back of her mind, plucking at her like a violin string that needed tuning.

The next precious thing was here in Claridain. 

Of course it would be here, in the last place she wanted to be. Of course it had caught her mere moments before she would have been on the road, her bags packed and her mind set on the next village. She sighed, teeth clenched, the sage tight in her fist.

Well, she wasn’t going anywhere yet. She got to her feet, bracing herself. She’d need a lantern. 

She borrowed an oil lamp from the innkeeper, and reluctantly told him she’d be staying for one more day. 

The way felt longer than it had that morning, as if the path up through the woods had somehow stretched, but the smell of the sage on the air told her when she was close. She turned off from the road where Lykus had taken her, and as she trampled through the herb it released its heavy scent around her. 

The mouth of the mineshaft yawned ahead. It looked hungry, like it was hoping she’d step inside so it could close – slowly, carefully, so she wouldn’t notice – until at the last moment she’d turn and find herself trapped in the darkness. She shuddered at the thought, and chided herself sharply for letting her imagination get the better of her. Even so, as she drew closer the darkness within seemed only to grow denser. A breeze picked up, rustling the sage and hitting the rocks at such an angle as to make them hum like broad pipes. It was a low, melancholy sound. 

The opening was small, and she had to duck her head to get inside, where she found herself in a small cave. The walls were sharp and jagged, but the light from the woods didn’t penetrate far enough for her to see what was at the end of the space. She stooped to light her lamp with her tinderbox and held it high. The roof of the cave descended, narrowing into a tunnel. Not having another choice, she followed it, bending down so she could see. At the end was a hole. A dark, jagged hole. And it was just large enough for a person of Hellevir’s size to fit through. 

Hellevir recoiled at the thought. She couldn’t even see where the tunnel ended, and what if it didn’t? What if it just kept going, getting narrower and narrower until she found herself wedged? No one knew she was here, no
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