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They won’t hear me.  
Even my footsteps are silent; drowned by the elders’ ruckus that channels its way through the passageways, chasing me through the dark twists and turns, finally weakening as I scurry down a stairwell in search of a memory. The further I creep along the narrow hallway, the din above me muffles; barely discernable as I reach Eshnae’s chamber. No longer gasping, I pause to listen at her door. Silence. The wooden door under my hand is warmer than the stone at my feet, and as I lean against it, it glides open and closes behind me as if I do not exist. There’s space for me to breathe here; and my lungs suck at the air, over and over, as if they were prisoners desperately grasping for fading light. 
They won’t find me here. 
My shoulders slump. Of course they will.
They always find me.
Eshnae! I’ve never seen her run before. She’s twice my age. I hope she makes it.
Her room is smaller than it appeared in my childhood memories. Like me, she’s lived surrounded by cold stone, yet she’s been afforded a threadbare cloth that hangs over a small opening in the wall, allowing a soft light to play over her bed and chest. If I stretch as high as I can, my nose reaches the ledge of the window created by the missing stone. The brittle cloth holds firm under my gentle enquiry. On the other side lies the courtyard of Brennyn Hall.  
     As a child, I had no reason to wonder where her room was positioned within the Hall. One of her chamber walls meets the outer courtyard wall, and this window faces the main stable. The leather of my shoes pushes into the ridges in the stones as I strain to lift myself higher and catch a glimpse of the capping stones of the wall on the left. I hop down from my perch and try again; this time checking the right, where the gates that open the courtyard to the outside world stand tall. My toes sting, cramping at their unnatural hold on the tiny ledge of stone and beg for release. Shouts in the courtyard hold me still, breathless. My eyes dart around the walls, and the creak of the opening gates silences the pain in my toes and feet. 
A small group of guards make their way across the courtyard towards the gate. Feeney follows them as they stumble along in a huddled formation and, once closer to the gate, struggle with the weight of their charge. They toss Eshnae's body outside the walls for her clan to collect. It rolls once or twice, settling next to the orange dots of some wild marigolds. The guards turn back to the Hall and I drop from my perch, uncertain of whether they noticed the cloth returning to cover the hole. 
I have found my bearings.   
Feeney flaps and squawks into my head as his talons scratch down the stone walls. The din inside my head causes me to tumble and my hands beat at my head in fury and grief. There is no way to stop his noise. Panic washes over me, toys with me, threatens to consume me, then ebbs away. The last of my bravado from my stand in the great hall drains through my feet as heaviness drags me to the ground. My arms wrap around my body and for a moment I believe if I just squeeze hard enough, tight enough, I will keep the pain from spreading.
I am wrong.
Curled tightly into a ball, I squeeze and writhe, convinced I can control and bear this moment. I’m practiced at remaining silent as the pain works its way through my body, accusing and blaming, ripping and tearing, searing and sealing. Eventually my heartbeat slows, my breathing becomes steady and my mind clears. 
“Get away from here!” I imagine Eshnae pulling on my arms, pleading for me to stand, but I don’t move. I remain curled on the floor of her room and wonder if anyone would bother to collect my body from the gates. 
[image: image-placeholder]I nod a welcome to my sanity, grateful that I didn’t wander into the open fields in my panic to escape. My mind is partly back, wandering and exhausted in a field of its own. The stone against my cheek soothes me, drawing the heat from my face, and my eyes close. Just as my eyelids settle, the coolness becomes sharp and forms itself into icy fingers that grasp at me. They’re still hunting me. I push myself from the floor to escape the chill; my warm palm bringing my cheek back to life. Distant voices in the hallway force my brain and body to panic and reconnect before they are ready.  
     Strangely, nothing lives inside those seconds—just a paralyzing void of indecision. Yet I emerge from their emptiness, opening the modest chest at the foot of Eshnae’s bed. The blanket inside unfurls neatly onto the bed and leaves enough room for me to squeeze into the chest. I make adjustments as I go, pulling at my robe when it catches on a large splinter and twisting and turning underneath its cover until my body takes up the least amount of space. My arm twists and contorts to pull the lid closed. 
     Confined now, I calm myself by concentrating on my breath. Next to my face, tiny seams of light show through cracks in the wood, but my mind finds more relief with closed eyes. Eshnae’s straw doll is here somewhere with me; a hint of its comfort reaches my nose as hot, stale air squeezes my lungs and my body protests its contorted position. My heartbeat pounds in my ears and threatens to burst through my chest. I command my body to breathe slowly, to be calm, as my mind races with thoughts of suffocation and panic. 
I should have run. This won’t work.
They’ll find me. 
Get out!
I need air!
The door swings open with a bang and snaps my thoughts to silence. Determined footsteps and sharp voices enter the room. The men grunt and shuffle their feet as they move towards the bed. They would’ve already been to my chamber, seen the smashed in door and the shreds of my dress on the floor. But it’s not what they think. It never is in this place. 
A loud crack vibrates through the stones and the floor of the chest, and I imagine the bed flipped to its side. 
“Waste of time,” one of them mumbles. 
“Isn’t she the Lady of the Hall? She wouldn’t be down here now, would she?”
“Feeney said to look everywhere.”

The chest tips, and in a sudden thud, is kicked or shoved to its side. The light changes inside my cocoon as the lid flops open and my body tenses and rolls with the momentum. The rush of cool air is a relief; I hope the guards don’t notice the exchange. Every muscle tense, I push harder, fighting against gravity and my inevitable discovery. A loud laugh outside the room distracts them and the men make their way through the doorway, shouting as they join the sport further down the passageway. I allow myself to gulp in the cool air around me as my muscles ache with fatigue. I won’t move until the halls have remained silent for a while.
[image: image-placeholder]I creep around Eshnae’s room in the shadows of dusk. An unearthly stillness intensifies the noise of the horses charging in and out of the courtyard. This constant contrast from peace to chaos, when I least expect it, infuriates me. I wish for the peace of darkness.  
In the fading light, I examine the stonework of the ages. Brennyn Hall is ancient, and each generation has added to its history and size as time passed. According to the Council of Elders, it was bloodshed and battle that had kept the Hall from intruders during the last uprising. Those brutal years wiped many clans and families from our history and the elders claimed as long as the Hall stood, there was hope. I run my fingers along the rough-cut stone in this section of the Hall. Did the soul that laid these foundations ever mean for one of their descendants to prefer death rather than stay within its walls another night?
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I sigh into the growing darkness. There was nothing unusual about this morn.  
But the events that followed, that led me here. . .
And the words Eshnae said as she ran . . . 
Patches of the day flicker in and out of my mind like candlelight trying to hold its own against a breeze. Snatched of light here and there. But understanding? I’m more confused than ever.
I gulp a breath as my chest constricts at memories. A wishing that events weren’t so, but wondering what else they could possibly be. 
[image: image-placeholder]I had woken dreaming about waterfalls again.  
Eshnae had stopped describing anything outside the walls many summers ago, but her story about the waterfall had always been my favorite. 
A stream has no choice but to follow the form of the earth.
My arm flopped over the side of the bed and wondered if waterfalls scrambled desperately against the forces that pushed them forwards. Or whether they simply abandoned themselves to the fall and caused delight just being what they are; powerful and uncontrollable. What would that look like? What would it feel like? My fingers slid down my neck. Sore throat. Not that anyone heard my screams in that part of the Hall, anyway. 
The dark tapestry that hung precariously above my bed threatened me, just as it did every morning. Come on then! Fall! Suffocation might take too long for my comfort, but perhaps that’s all I deserved. 
The keys. They grated iron on iron like they usually did in the lock and rattled me from my challenge to the tapestry. My two maids, Eshnae and Bree, had entered as my feet touched the floorboards. They swept in a cloud of nervousness with them, the same cloud that arrived in the Hall every Council Day. 
It was only a few silent steps across the chamber to my dressing stand, a carpeted circle raised a step above the floor and only a little wider than my body. Beside me, Eshnae held the copious amounts of fabric meant to transform me into the respectable “Lady of Brennyn Hall.” 
I widened my eyes and turned to stare into hers, mocking our morning ritual. Our noses almost touched, just like they’ve almost touched every single morning of my sixteen summers. Her eyes were soft and sad. Wisps of her dark brown hair escaped and fell around her weary face like they did every morning; no matter how she tied her hair. I used to imagine that if the flowers returned to her hair and the smile to her lips, she might have dared to sprout wings and fly around that miserable Hall scenting it with the marigolds from her forest clan. But today was like every other normal day. There were no smiles, no wings, and no marigolds. She nodded once, and I turned to face my reflection in the large mirror before me. 
“You know he will want to check your eyes today,” she reminded me.
My jaw tightened. 
Of course he will. 
Bree’s expression was wooden, obeying the edict that only chosen servants could communicate with me—lest I fill them with evil, but her eyes contained her usual spark of youthful defiance. She gave a slight tilt of her head, wishing me a good morning, and with my eyes I wished her one in return. Then the pair gently guided me, removing my sleeping garments, and dressing me for the day ahead. 
Bree bent to retrieve my clothing and a plait of her dark hair fell to the side of her neck. The pattern woven into her braid was only visible when touched by the gentlest light. It reminded me of the Trothsman who had arrived at the Hall the day before. Not the Trothsman himself; it’s impossible to see under their dark clothing, but his horse—so sleek and powerful. The fastest horses in the land. Always black, forever energetically pawing at the ground or sweating with the heightened rush of an important message. Such majestic and fearful creatures. It’s quite strange to admire something so dangerous, to swoon over their beauty and then earnestly hope their shining coats don’t come calling for you. They seem to glow with an eerie light of their own, but the luster of Bree’s hair reminded me that their glow is a mere reflection. An illusion. 
I fingered some curls of my own hair hanging near my waist, hoping for a reminder of something as glorious as the color of a Trothsman’s horse, but the only thing that came to mind was a dented copper pot I saw in the kitchen as a child. I flicked my hair away and squinted at my reflection, trying to imagine myself with elegant, long, dark hair, but all I saw was a fuzzy golden glow and I lost my balance on the stand.   
Eshnae didn’t even look up as she gently corrected my stance. Far away from my daydreams of horses and hairstyles, she stitched me into the day’s dress. Her fingers moved with incredible skill and confidence over the green fabric, as if something had pre-destined them for that moment. My hands were useless in comparison. 
What did they do? 
What had they ever done? 
Bree motioned for me to lift my arms to the side of my body, level with my shoulders. 
Was that my life? To stand there like a tree, forced into a dress, my useless hands flopping at the ends of my branches?
They pulled the dress tight, and I frowned at the reflection in the mirror; I wondered what I did, or didn’t do, to earn my particular fate. Surely our choices determine our fate. And if we alter our choices, we can alter our fate, so is anything really inescapable after all? My expression was as blank as when I had woken and didn’t offer me any answers. Emotions only betray, giving the Hall an advantage—they’re best kept hidden. I pursed my lips together and smiled in reprimand at the foolish girl in the mirror, the one who seemed to think choices fell from the sky, the one who wasted time thinking about choices when she had none of her own, and I squeezed the tears away before they did anything more than moisten my eyes.
Eshnae bound the soft leather shoes to my feet, then brushed at the unruly waves on one side of my head. Bree braided the other in our practiced routine to bring my hair under control. Confined within the dress, I too, was now under control. They joined me at the mirror and we honored their creation. An image so polished and perfect that it serves as my armor. Eshnae quietly took my hand, but there were no smiles, only concern. 
Bang! I flinched, clenching Eshnae’s hand as my chamber door smacked against the wall. Four guards charged in, shuffled, and created their formation before me. I relaxed my grip on her hand, grateful for support, and stepped from the stand with all the grace I could muster. 
She led me to the center of the formation, two men at the front and two at the rear, that would deliver me down the stone passageways of Brennyn Hall. The guards never seemed proud to be in service, and every moment in their presence was as tense and unpredictable as their simmering anger. 
Not that I would ever have preferred the Trothsmen to surround me. A strange cloud of emptiness follows those ones, as if the darkness of their clothes sucks in everything around them. Could I ever be like them, bound to the Hall, bound to nothing but duty? Dead inside, passionless. At least they know what they are, who they are. What would it be like to look one in the eye? What would their eyes say? What stories would their souls tell? 
Around me, the guard’s eyes were filled with wretched pain and an anger so fierce my eyes sought refuge from them on the floor. That walk was always the same. We followed ancient pathways, yet the steps we took lead us nowhere. Hidden in its sameness was my own routine of memory and emotions. They acted as glowing daggers on my heart, searing that moment into oblivion. Each stab and slice reminded me I tried to be obedient but somehow always failed, and that willful rebellion would result in much worse punishment. In time, the bruises and cuts healed, the tears ceased, and Brennyn Hall had won again. I was obedient only because they couldn’t punish me if they couldn’t fault me. By the time we reached the lord’s chamber, my light was closed to the world, and my heart as sealed, constrained, and protective as the costume I wore.
The guards peeled off as they made their delivery, and left me exposed to the lord seated at the far end of the chamber. Dull light from a nearby window made a half-hearted attempt to illuminate his seat but was beaten back by the dust and darkness before it even entered the room. My stomach wrung and pinched at the sight of Feeney by his side. A wiry, dark-haired man, Feeney always reminded me of a raven sitting on the lord’s shoulder squawking and making judgments. His black eyes bored into me and a smirk crept its way across his beak. 
Breathe. 
The mere sight of the man caused actual pain in my body, as if his presence contained some strange vice or torturous rack that squeezed my stomach and chest so tightly I had to use all my energy and concentration simply to breathe, leaving nothing for me. 
Breathe. 
A guard’s fingers clamped around my upper arm and pushed me forward. “Kneel!”
I clenched my teeth and complied, grateful for the skins between my knees and the stone floor. 
The lord forced his gluttonous body from the chair and lurched towards me. My focus stayed on his chair until his belt and the plush fabric of his tunic swallowed my vision. His hand latched onto my chin, squeezed and jolted it towards him. Pain shot along my jawline, but I refused to show him any acknowledgment. He stared into my eyes but didn’t see me—his eyes darted, searched, and scanned. Then he had grunted, unfulfilled, released my chin and signaled for me to stand. I obeyed and quickly dismissed the tingling urge to rub my chin. The lord turned and mumbled something about today’s council as Feeney moved to interrupt him with a nod in my direction.  
The lord turned to face me again. “Smile!” he barked.
And I obeyed. I was his show, his achievement.
Yet, I know to keep quiet about the waterfalls that fall softly upon my head, as smooth as a jug of warm oil that fills my body with knowing and vibrant visions. Even if I could speak freely, I’d never tell him I feel the unexpressed intentions of others, that I am sure of secrets never acknowledged. The decree that demands I remain silent keeps me safe. My thoughts and understandings, however evil they might be, are the only things left to wrench from me. They are mine.
He turned his back on me, but rather than take his seat, the lord had looked through the window and leaned into the wall as if he begged it to hold him up, and sighed so deeply I wondered if he might be ill. I only wondered. I didn’t care. He sighed again and watched the only road that leads from the forest, crosses the fields and continues to the gates of the Hall. 
Without turning he announced to the room, “The elders are arriving, Ashling. The guards will escort you to the great hall.”
I bowed my head. 
“Yes, Father.”
[image: image-placeholder]Two guards held the heavy arched doors open for my arrival and channeled me towards my seat. Icy air cut through the odor of stale wood smoke and goose bumps rose under my clothing. My feet stepped silently onto the raised platform that contained my solitary chair; the carved balustrade was designed to ensure I would always be on display while it sectioned me away from the remaining floor. The elders were yet to enter, and apart from the guards who remained at the door, I was alone to ponder the vast room. It was a space large enough to hold endless possibilities, but at each full moon remained as dark and lifeless as if the moon had not graced us with her wisdom at all.  
Narrow windows created slices of light that beamed along the long wall. Their glass panels bent the light and looked like a crone’s fingers trying to scratch a message into the waxed heavy tables. The elders would slam their fists on those slabs of timber by the day’s end, ensuring enough noise to scare away the silence. Any message left there wouldn’t be seen. Nor would they would see it along the walls, nor on the doors at each end of the great hall; there was nowhere to leave a message there. No truth was welcome. 
My chest stung, and no matter how I shifted in my seat, the dress wouldn’t let me catch my breath. My heart boomed in my ears and nausea rose and fell within me. Just another council day. 
Remain calm. 
Breathe. 
My hands rested dutifully in my lap, but underneath, I pinched my fingers with such force that my mind stayed occupied on the pain. To survive today, that’s all I needed to do.
Survive. 
Life’s easier if I focus on one thing. It seems there are many ways to die before you’re fully dead. Lots of steps, like a staircase. Each step takes you further down until you’ve forgotten how far you’ve descended. You don’t even notice the darkness; you become part of it. And nothing much matters down there, anyway.

The elder’s shouts invaded the great hall before their bodies, and even with the warning, their presence buffeted me when they arrived. Tension followed the elders like a strong wind that then settled and clamped around my body. The danger didn’t lie in their daggers or their swords. Their leathered armor was always imposing with its studded metal and thick belts, as were the strongmen who attend council by their side. The danger lurked inside them, as unpredictable and savage as a wounded dog.




[image: image-placeholder]

Most of the elders acted as representatives of the lord’s holdings and were men I saw at every council. They ignored me and my jagged breath and continued to argue, back slap, posture and preen, and only formed a loose order of respect when the lord arrived and took his seat. Feeney trailed behind him, shiny, dark and smooth, the jeweled book of law under his arm. I concentrated on the invisible dagger that twisted inside my stomach. I pinched at my hands again and forced its blade to turn to mist.  
There was nothing unusual in council either. Reports from each holding brought the elders to order; cheers and thumped tables for the Hall’s successes, shouted promises of retribution for anything less. There was more tension this moon though; as if they all feared to address something. The coming unrest; maybe it all started with Ronell. Maybe it was him that sent this day awry. 
Elder Ronell stood. Of course he did; his province was in the East. The others saw his holding as a barrier to protect them. They needn’t worry about the unrest—surely it must destroy Ronell before it comes to them, and he has good men. 
"News comes from the East," he began. Ronell stood firm, coughed away the tremble in his voice, and tugged at the sleeves that covered his scarred arms. I’ve watched his scars appear and change in shape and color with each full moon council. He might be an elder, but at least he fought alongside his men in battles worthy of his strength. “Unsettling rumors of lights—of noble houses and cities falling. None are like they once were.”
Silence. 
My chest ached, and the pain spread through my body. Breathe.
“Death to the invaders!” a voice shouted, followed by loud agreement from the others. 
“It travels this way, my Lord.” Ronell raised his voice and covered the rumble of the elders. He faced them now, extending his hands to calm them before dropping them to his side. “And all should know: there are no invaders—this unrest… it comes from within.”
The elders erupted and shouted curses of death at the unrest, yet searched each other’s eyes for solidarity, checked for stability in their alliances, and questioned who could best withstand this fresh assault moving in from the East. Even now, I don’t understand why no one mentioned the Eariss.
Feeney squawked into the lord’s ear and stood, positioning his hands under the book he held as it effortlessly fell open and revealed its laws and consequences. He straddled the words, riding them with unquestionable authority; drawing from the pages a host of brutal examples to bolster the men and remind them of his power.
“Only the strictest of our laws,” he said, holding the book aloft, “Will keep your holdings safe from any ruthless uprising. Those who foster this unrest are lawbreakers, and we will treat them as such!” 
The men raised their arms, cheered, and thumped on the tables for good measure.
Why didn’t he tell them all he knows about the Eariss? My eyes strained and I corrected my frown before Feeney noticed. Surely it would have comforted the elders if Feeney told them the things he regularly spat at me? How the Eariss was behind the uprising and was coming to feed on my evilness and spare everyone else? Then they’ll all be safe. He could even tell them about how he’s going to banish the Eariss forever after it destroys me. Surely that would have calmed them. I’ve seen how the thought of the Eariss brings terror even to Feeney’s eyes. Yet the bedlam continued. 
It comes from within.
Elder Ronell’s words stirred inside me as a strange concoction of excitement and dread. The last unrest had been so brutal, the Hall had created new laws to end the murderous rioting as people fought for power and houses fell. It wasn’t just the invaders who slaughtered entire families; ambitious, mid-born families took advantage of the bloody chaos with their own sense of justice. Now any suspicious or untimely high-born death results in the rewriting of the family’s succession. But Ronell said this is inside the kingdom. What level of brutality would they need to defeat unrest from within? Invaders were surely easier to deal with.
It was then that Feeney developed a small twitch. He seemed oblivious. My teeth pinched at the lining of my mouth so I didn’t smile. Whenever someone mentioned the unrest, it was as if they had stuck him with a pin. Each pin spread him open like a raven in a butterfly collection. Could simple pins hold his menace? Would there ever be enough pins in the world? The elders continued to question him, urging him to clarify his stance, and he became flustered, stumbling over his words. His hand wiped at the leathered scar on his cheek as if he was trying to wipe it away; at other times, he swatted at it. He eyed me and talked to the elders, agitated. The pressure within him swelled; I tasted blood in my mouth.  
My humor had fled. Comply. I needed to stay blameless. 
Thoughts are forceful things though, barging in without asking and ransacking my mind. Memories don’t understand boundaries and they gently seduced me before they twisted and turned with such savagery, they made me catch my breath. I pinched my hands to remain stoic under his gaze while the images flashed before me. Memories sent by Feeney himself to terrorize me. 
A fingernail pierced my skin. 
I refused to break.
[image: image-placeholder]Council moved on, its business unfinished and unsecured. Feeney looked at me, his eyebrows raised in challenge as he announced the first trial. 
Did he know?
He must have.
He knew my heart ripped open with every untruth. That watching their bullying sport caused me physical pain, that holding my silence and being party to their trials terrorized every part of my body. 
Two guards walked a bent man to the center of the gathered elders, who closed in around him. Feeney strutted around the man and made accusations of treachery and poisoning, his wings wide and flapping to stir up the elders. The accused looked at the floor, bewildered and resigned. He wore peasant’s clothes, his dirty shirt hung from his body as forlornly as his head. Dried blood matted strands of his hair and in my mind’s eye I saw him in the sun, working the fields. His two children. His home. His life. His innocence. 
Then blood. 
The knife I thought had faded to mist turned violently in my chest. My breath came in tiny gasps, bile crept up my throat. Outwardly, I sat with my hands perfectly poised in my lap, but inside I crawled along the floor of the great hall, heaving and weak, clutching at my heart. Pain bound me and allowed no escape, and still the peasant wiped his hands. 
By the Stars man, would you stop wiping your hands! 
My palms were hot. Red from rubbing them on my skirt. I hadn’t even noticed. Feeney watched me and chuckled.
Enough! 
My legs pushed me to stand as if I was some kind of offering on their behalf.
I cleared my throat, more in horror at my action than to actually speak, while my fingers fumbled along the oak balustrade before me, half grasping and half sensing. Slack-jawed elders who had momentarily turned to stone stared up from the floor before me. 
“She speaks,” one said.
It did not surprise me they were astonished or had no idea how to behave. Neither did I. What was the protocol? I’d never spoken in Council.
Feeney’s dark eyes flashed from the other side of the gathering, and he strode towards me. I’m familiar with the blows impudence brings. I had to speak before he got any closer. My hands fidgeted along the rail as I tried to find the right words. 
“Traitors should be punished!” I called to the men, and they replied with cheers and curses. 
Feeney’s sharp attention switched between the men and my face and he slowed his stride, standing cautiously with the men on the floor. 
“This man carted hay for Feeney this morning; at Feeney’s direction.” 
My voice was squeaky, unsure, and a quake shuddered its way from deep inside me to my skin. At that moment, retreat was still possible. I could apologize. Perhaps I’d only receive a simple beating. But in the center of the elders was the face of a man torn from his family, blood streaks in his hair and eyes wider than I had ever seen. I also saw in vivid detail the events of that morning, as smooth and clear as the water I imagine tumbling over my head.
I pointed to the peasant, who dropped his gaze to the ground. “Another poisoned the lord’s horses—for this very sport. And for treachery. Feeney is your traitor!” My voice was now strong and sure and surprising.
The elder’s shouts dissolved into a confused argument, and I grasped the balustrade as the quake threatened to overtake my body completely. 
A guard touched Feeney’s shoulder, and he flung the guard to the ground and stood on his throat. “Don’t touch me!” he screeched with a force well above the elder’s din.  
It was as he always said. I had spoken and the entire world was falling apart. 
Lord Brennyn’s voice bellowed, “Ashling! You will sit down!”
Feeney lunged at me then, flapping his wings and squawking, and the elders yelled and fought among each other; unsure if I’d gone mad or told them the truth. Perhaps I was mad, because I smiled at the chaos. The peasant escaped through the far door and I waved to him. If they had killed me then, I would have died happy. A life saved on my account. A worthy swap, the lightness of his joy to justify the weight of my existence. 
Feeney jumped the balustrade and pulled the hair at the back of my head. Pain shot through my scalp and my back arched as he pulled my head towards him.  “How dare you—filth!” Droplets of spittle landed on my cheek, along with his insults. 
Amusement faded from my heart, sucked into that strange viciousness in his eyes, but I wasn’t scared. I conjured up a small smile and a quiet proclamation. “Liar.” How I wish my eyes could have transformed to daggers, dig his eyes out and finally end the rage that lives in them. It wouldn’t strangle my bravado, force me to cower in the corner and await my punishment. I would not behave. 
“Earisssssss!” he squawked for all to hear and threw me to the ground. Was it just to confuse the room?  
The Eariss was here? Where? It’s come for me? 
I rubbed at my eyes and the room was in such an uproar it was as if another hundred men had entered the hall. The sound of so many swords released from their sheaths at once sounded familiar—it was the magnified rasp of the iron lock. The elders shouted against evil and drew their weapons, unsure where any of their alliances now lay. The room swirled with fear. Fear of being overtaken, fear of losing, fear of nothingness. I knew little of the Eariss, only that its evil presence would destroy our world.
“Feeney, explain yourself!” The elders surrounded him; weapons drawn. Feeney jumped back with his arms wide to control the crowd and calmed them, assuring them justice would be done, while the lord continued to shout across the hall for me to sit down.
I scrambled to my feet and within seconds, Eshnae appeared beside me and pulled me from the fringe. My eyes widened to absorb the turmoil around me as she dragged me back through the doors of the great hall. 
I created something, even if it was only chaos. 
We raced through the hallways; Eshnae in the lead. My dress, ever my captor, threatened to trip me as often as Eshane’s robe tangled her feet. The shouts of the elders and the horror on Feeney’s face acted like strong ale on my mind. Drunk with pleasure, I smiled, almost laughed, with the joy of it all. 
Feeney—explain yourself! 
Excitement bubbled through my chest, erupted into laughter and sapped the energy from my legs. The flames of the torches flickered with the rush of our passing. It always saddened me that these walls needed torches on a midsummer’s day, but today I laughed at their weakness. 
“Hurry along, girl.” Eshnae pulled my arms, her voice fighting its way above the shouting elders. She babbled about clans and legends as we headed towards my chamber. It was easy to dismiss her voice when there was more joy in conjuring images of their shocked faces. I giggled and leaned against the door frame.
“Did you see his face, Eshnae? Did you see it?” 
Her muttering dissolved to whispers as she concentrated on the lock. I opened my mouth, but she held up her hand, pushed me through the door and locked it behind us. 
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Eshnae’s face was red, she panted and puffed out words that made no sense.   
“Eshnae, I wish you’d stop your mumbling. I just saved a man’s life. What on earth have the forest folk got to do with this?”
Eshnae’s voice was laced with sorrow. “I was told to keep you safe and I’ve failed.” She extended her hand toward me. “Look what they’ve done to you. Look what I’ve done to you. Just look!”
 Green skirts billowed over my legs, but I couldn’t see anything that showed what she was talking about. I was still searching when I caught Eshnae’s movement from the corner of my eye. She charged towards me; her eyes filled with rage. I backed away but not in time as she ripped the dress from the front of my body, tearing the fine fabric from the stitches she had so deftly worked a short time before.  
I covered myself with my arms. “Eshnae, have you lost your mind?” 
She tugged at the emerald sleeves and when they wouldn’t rip; she peeled them down my arms, jerking my limbs when the sleeves refused to obey. With a single-minded determination, she removed every thread of my costume, my image and my restraint, and left me standing in my undergarments, surrounded by a sea of green. She stepped back from me panting; her face a curious mix of loyalty and pain.
“You must be free. Get away from here! Now! Before you….” Her voice quieted to a mumble. 
My teeth didn’t clench at her command; Eshnae had never ordered me to do anything. She removed the traveling robe from around her shoulders and hid it beneath the pillows of my bed. She offered her hand, and I stepped out of the remnants towards her. Still holding my hand, she took a breath, stepped closer and bowed her head. 
“My confession, dear Ashling.” 
My hand wanted to recoil. Confessions are for the dying. A life without Eshnae? What have I done? She would end like the others. But I couldn’t pull my hand away. I wouldn’t cause her more pain. I took her other hand in mine, bowed my head so it leaned against hers, and closed my eyes to accept her last statement of peace. 
“My dear, you must know this truth—my ambition placed you in danger. This fool is to blame. Grand halls and fine clothes....” She squeezed my hands to her chest and sobbed. “They told me to keep you safe in the forest, keep you hidden. I–I didn’t believe. You have to go now. Go! Find what hides in plain sight.”  
I opened my eyes, staring into hers as they had done so many times before. This time her eyes were so sorrowful they poured her heartbreak into my own heart that was threatening to burst with pain.
Sudden shouts in the hallways. Our heads snapped towards sound.
“They’ll be here soon,” she whispered, and I chased her to the door and held it ajar. 
“What’s hidden, Eshnae? Where do I look?” 
She squeezed halfway through the gap, stopped, and leaned back to kiss me on the forehead. 
“It’s you, don’t you see?” Her lips moved within the crack of the door. “The truth is hidden right in front of you. Use your eyes. The world waits for you to see. This world needs you to see.” 
The click of the lock vibrated in my chest, and she was gone. My focus stayed on the lock while I tried to absorb what was happening. My heart pounded in my ears. Its steady rhythm set the pace of the spinning room. Heavy footfall and shouts outside my door caused me to retreat. My eyes stayed on the door as I stepped backwards, finally aware of the true danger on the other side. I don’t care for my own life, and he knew that way before I dared admit it to myself.
The chamber door burst open and a cloud of splintered wood delivered the door to the far side of the room. I watched it slide by, determined to not be shaken by his latest tactic. The guards charged, then halted at the sight of me in my underwear. Feeney’s anger blinded him as he stormed in and grabbed my shoulders, shook me violently and screeched, “Where is your maid?” 
My contempt surprised me. Teeth clenched, I stared deep into his black eyes, daring him to something I knew nothing of, but feeling unafraid. His claws dug into my shoulders and he shoved me to the ground with such force he had to stride after me before he could slam his boot onto my chest. Above me, he collected mucous and saliva as I tried in vain to wrench his foot from my body, and turned my head as he aimed, splattering his disdain over my cheek and neck. He released his boot, clipping my chin in promise, and shook his taloned finger. 
“Look what you’ve made me do. You will watch them die, and this time you will weep!”  
The shout in my mind couldn’t make its way to my lips. He stepped over me and rallied his guards in search of Eshnae. I scrambled after them, wanting to shut them out only to discover the locks I had despised all my life have abandoned me, leaving me frail and unprotected. 

An unscathed fragment of green cloth made a welcome rag to remove every trace of him from my skin. Torn cloth and splintered timber lay everywhere about me, and unsettled dust formed bars of light across the room. My focus drifted to the pillows. Eshnae’s command returned and sparked life into my trembling legs. Each step I took towards the bed charged them with strength and resolve. 
As I pulled the robe from its hiding place, a tiny straw doll fell to the floor. Its gentle thud softened my heart. My fingers curled around it, and the familiar faded straw crinkled in my hand as I instinctively brought the doll to my nose. Not half the size of my hand, it contained the most kindness I’d ever received. I closed my eyes and breathed in once more, the hint of horse hair just discernible now. With a smile, I remembered Eshnae telling me that hair from Mardu’s mane filled the little doll. I remembered long nights when I would rely on its scent to remember him and beg him to return and rescue me. I thought about the horses that donated pieces of their mane over the years for Eshnae to continue her gift, providing secret comfort to a frightened little girl. I remembered to open my eyes before my memories show me the blood seeping around the cobblestones. Eshnae’s latest gift to me was time. I dropped the doll onto the bed, secured the robe around me, and moved towards the shattered door.
The continuing shouts and thumps from the great hall were louder at the doorway. The lord’s voice boomed in the lulls, then the snaps and snarls of the elder pack took it down. I imagined them watching, circling, as they demanded Feeney die for his treason. Some shouted a reminder it was the prisoner on trial, a louder voice interjected for the death of the accuser. I rushed to the bed, grabbed the straw doll, and ran through the doorway at speed.
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The moon rises through the small window in Eshnae's chamber and shares her wisdom with me. The hallways are quiet enough for me to hear her.
“But that’s the difference you see,” I whisper to her, “I will make it this time. I’ve no idea what Eshnae was talking about, but the answer is out there. And she said I must go.” 
Do the people outside the walls, the ones Eshnae told me about in secret; the ones who live in villages and forests, and farm the land and swim in streams of water, does the Hall silence them too, or will they provide the answers for me? I bite my lower lip. What if they don’t exist? What if every story she told was untrue?  
The moon is round and bold and takes up most of the window space. My breath catches in my throat. If I can fit through there, I’ll avoid having to navigate the hallways. The chest rasps across the stones and I squeeze my eyes shut, wishing I had thought of moving it while horses were in the courtyard. Laying the robe underneath the chest dulls the sound a little, but it takes longer than I’d hoped to position it under the window. 
From atop the chest, I lean up and forward, not knowing what I should hope for. My arms reach through the thick wall as the stone edges of the hole scrape the skin on my shoulders, but I’m sure I can make it through. I rock side to side and wiggle backwards. My feet find the chest again and I jump down, wrap the robe around me and stand on the chest again, but the hole is too snug on my shoulders. I won’t fit if I take the robe with me. 
The hallway is not an option. I consider my plan again. 
What plan? 
There is no plan, only a desperate longing to move forward.
The robe falls to the floor with a soft thud. I shuffle into the window space, my arms pulling me through until my head is clear of the wall. Dark clouds now stifle the moon’s light, but I notice the shadow of the courtyard wall on my left, the vile cobblestones below me, and there’s occasional foot traffic in the distance. The courtyard wall is out of reach. Even if I was standing, I couldn’t leap that distance. Squinting, I spot an irregular placement of stones above me. Turning over in a confined space tests my patience, but I move in small increments and am soon on my back with my shoulders free of the wall, my arms and hands stretching above me. The ledge that the odd placement has created is not as wide as I’d hoped, but it’s a solid beginning. This has to be my way out.
Eshnae’s room is humble and quiet when I re-enter to prepare myself. The robe comforts me with her presence as I wind it around my leg and place the doll between my teeth. Hoisting myself up to the window, I ease my way through the thick hole on my belly. My chest is soon free and I struggle to suppress my grunts as I turn around to face the night sky. A bold moon hides behind a cloud and shares the moment of suspension with me; we are both neither here nor there.
 My finger grip slides along the gritty ledge as I pull my lower body through the window. More ledges reveal themselves as my arms reach higher. The drop to the courtyard below isn’t life threatening, but being discovered there surely is. I pull and push and stand on the outside of the window space, hanging onto the overlap of stones above me with my hands. The stones scrape my face as I look across to the wall. It’s only a short distance away. The other side of the wall slopes into the fields and is higher, but I’ll half-climb, half-fall it if I have to.  
I take a breath and support myself from the ledge. My fingers and hands sting and scream as I ask them to support my bodyweight. They tremble, threatening to dump me onto the cobblestones, as I desperately try to placate them by shuffling to find a firmer hold. A better handhold soon relieves my hands and my feet find a slightly wider ledge. A slinking sensation runs down my left leg. The robe! The stone's surface has loosened it and I point my toes up to create a hook to stop its fall. As I turn my head to see how close I am to dropping the robe, I notice red spots in the distance. 
There are approaching torches on the road.
Trothsmen!
Fear shocks me into action and mutes every muscle in my body as I scramble towards the wall. One more large stone across and I grunt as I stretch my right foot and it encounters the top of the courtyard wall. My right hand, then my arm, hugs at the corner of the Hall. I’m almost there. I place as much weight as I can on the stable capping of the courtyard wall. My left hand releases its grip on the stone as I pivot and lean down towards the courtyard to collect the robe dangling from my foot and I lose my balance. 
No! No! Not the courtyard! 
My arms flail around and tangle in the now-loose robe. I flap blindly and swing and sway in panic, then over-correct my balance, falling backwards from the top of the courtyard wall into the darkness. 
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Pain unlike anything I have experienced before is radiating from my chest. I can’t move, I can’t do anything, I can’t even breathe. Anger rises. I’ve made it outside the wall only to die flat on my back on the ground! I imagine the guards finding me in the morning and console myself that they will at least report that they found me  outside the walls.
 My breath returns, small timid gasps at first, then huge gulps as the pain eases. I look up at the shadow of the wall and clench the earth around me; cool blades of grass interlock my fingers in welcome. I hesitate before I let them go, then cautiously check my limbs for damage. I wince at my own touch but am thankful nothing appears broken. 
The moon shares enough of her light for me to see the shadow of the robe, and after a short search, I find the doll nearby. I stand and take in the dark fields while a cool breeze draws goosebumps on my skin. The forest waits for me at the end of the sloping fields, yet I can’t resist looking behind to the stones towering above me. Their darkness reaches into the night sky and tries to cover the stars, but the further I move away from them, the more light I see. My arms swing the robe over me in a flourish, and I invite the walls to watch as I pull the hood close to my face and head to the woods. 
The edge of the forest beckons me inside just as the moon takes her place to brighten the fields behind me. The trees, sparse at first, have closed around me, blocking the light and making the way more difficult than I imagined. A gap in the canopy allows me to stand in the moonlight and adjust the robe, thread the doll to my belt and choose which direction to travel. All I see is darkness. 
I push the hood from my head and stumble into the dark bramble, tripping and grasping blindly at everything. My mind tries reasoning with me, but I ignore it, focusing only on my need to keep moving. With each step, my ability to distinguish between real and imagined threats blurs. My hands and feet land on things that slush and move and wiggle. A scream tightens my throat and battles the belief that I should remain silent and unseen, but loses before it gains any strength. My eyes do their best to adjust to the darkness, ignoring my quiet pleas that I much prefer ignorance. Patches of dappled moonlight highlight shapes and branches that appear familiar and solid—until they move unexpectedly. I can’t trust my own senses. Panic rises with each step that leads me away from everything I’ve known. I don’t know where I’m going or what I’m doing. My shoes slip in the mud and I tumble and become further disorientated. Nauseous, I vomit as I move, my hands scratched and bruised from clinging to things I’m not sure even existed. 
My feet are heavy as I come across a low bush and shake it, only half prepared for whatever might emerge. After a few more shakes, I crawl in under its fanning branches. Stray twigs pull at my hair and scratch at my forearms, but I ignore their protests, curl into a ball and cover myself as much as I can with the robe. The earth is soft under me. My body releases its tension and pain as it melts into the heaviness of exhaustion. 
As I rest into the earth, my body disappears. There is nothing in the world but my thoughts, but my eyes remain open in the darkness. When I close them, faces appear. Flashes of scenes and shouts. Blood and cobblestones. I try to keep my eyes open, but before long the scenes play again and I can’t make them stop. They march across my open eyes, leaving me unsure if I am dreaming or if they have invaded my mind.
Eshnae is speaking, but a bird squawks so loudly I can’t hear. 
The chest screeches across the courtyard and shatters. 
Bree’s body is dressed in green and thrown into my chamber. 
Elders shout and scream. 
Eshnae’s sorrowful eyes. 
Feeney’s laughter. 
Squawking. 
Trothsmen. 
Blood. 
My body jolts and I lift my hands to my eyes to be sure they are open. My hands touch the branches of the bush surrounding me.
I am awake. 
Alive. Under a bush in the forest in the dead of night. 
I am free of the Hall.
And I don’t feel anything. I am numb.
[image: image-placeholder]I awake with a start and squint at the morning light. I lay still, safe within the leafy hollow, and listen and watch with wide eyes. Birds converse in songs and calls both loud and soft while other life buzzes and whirs by. A certain crispness, a strange and refreshing newness, scents the air. One bird calls; I listen for the reply of another and smile when I hear it answer.   
My mind tries to convince me I am dreaming. I’m not interested in arguing, and I roll to my side to enjoy the song. I’m sore but rested. My heart feels as heavy as an iron lock, but as I close my eyes to listen to the forest’s song, it stops seeking my attention. Perhaps it is listening too. There are no stones here, so maybe it will feel safe. Is this what safety feels like? Sweet songs and rest, color, and not a stone in sight? The crescendo plays and dances with the silence, and little by little the forest noises settle into a soft music of their own, creating tunes and melodies only heard by the quiet and attentive. 
I crawl from my hiding place and stand to brush stray leaves and twigs from my clothes and hair, squinting as my eyes adjust to the dappled sunlight coming through the trees. It’s not as bad as I thought. Once free of its shadows and my imagination, the forest is warm and accepting. Greens turn to yellows when the sun hides behind them, and as much as I’d like to explore, reminders of the Hall creep into my mind and the urgency to move tugs at me. It leads me towards sloping land where a small stream in the gully quenches my thirst. The sound of cart wheels and horses’ hooves wind their way through the trees and tell me where I will find the forest road. 
On my way out of the gully, I listen for more horses, straining, hoping for a clue, and I slip on a rock and tumble halfway back into the gully. Wet leaves cling to my lower legs and slide off as I wipe them away, leaving streaks of light mud on my skin. The fall hurt more than it should have, and I sit and catch my breath, rubbing at my body where bruises upon bruises are likely to appear.
The forest road first appears as a clearing in the trees. I peer at it from behind thick trunks, crouching in the underbrush as I move closer. The road is quiet now. It’s only a serene dirt path through the middle of the woods, yet it could fill with charging Trothsmen at any time. I pull the robe tighter and walk alongside the road, hidden by the trees and ready to draw on the forest’s protection in an instant. The simple strip of dirt that travels beside me is an enemy waiting to attack, and I eye it with suspicion at every opportunity. Pain chants at me with each low bough I pull myself over. Every sting in my muscles reminds me that as I squeeze between bushes and vines, I move further from the Hall. 
My hands pull me over a log and I notice their strength for the first time. It hurts to make a fist, and my fingers wiggle with the joy of release. Although untrained and weak, I feel ridiculously brave. Thoughts of intimidation fire me to a challenge rather than fear. I smile at the thought and my skin pulls at the bruise on my chin. My hand moves to calm it, and I see Feeney’s boots and his wild eyes. I don’t tremble. My body keeps moving forward. A branch snags my hair and I raise my hand to untangle it. The bumps of the plaits under my fingers remind me of Eshnae. 
Those sorrowful eyes. 
What did she say? Hiding? Waiting?
My muscles tense with each question I have no answers for. Thoughts travel down paths that lead nowhere. No matter how hard I try, I don’t know the answers—I don’t even know the questions. My mind feels as bound as these vines I’m trying to fight my way through. Tangled and woven, tighter and thicker, until they strangle my thoughts and stop me from moving. 
The vines on the other side of the road don’t tangle around the trees as badly. In my mind, I make a path through them before I creep my way towards the road. My shoes snap twigs on the forest floor, and the sound echoes through my body as I hide behind a tree on the roadside. Up ahead, the bend in the road looks peaceful enough. I focus on the thick trunk that will hide me once I have sprinted across and am safely on the other side. 
Go! The moment my feet touch the road, an agitated horse appears at the bend. Nostrils flaring, he charges towards me, his terrified eyes blind to anything but his foe. The momentum of my second step places me directly in his path and into his fear. I raise my hands as he rears, and his panic flies like feathered wings from his body and dissipates into the forest. He bounces on his forefeet as he calms and I rub his belly to assure him all is well, grateful he is not injured. Big brown eyes watch me gather the long reins that trail behind him, freeing them of the thin branches and weeds he has collected along the way. A playful neck scratch releases dust between my fingers and he swings his neck around in delight as we laugh silently together at our chance meeting. 
A man runs from the bend towards us, and I leap to the other side of the horse. Checking my robe is secure, I lower my gaze and wait. He stops, places his hand on the horse’s flank and, in between great heaves of breath, beams a thankful smile. The horse stands steady. 
“Oh, thank the Stars he stopped!”  
The young man leans over, his large hands resting on his knees, and concentrates on his breath, that is now less gasping and more puffing. I step around the horse’s head, scratching his jaw, but more interested in the man’s work clothes. His shirt drapes over the muscles of his back and I tilt my head as I try to guess his guild and position. He looks dirty, and then I remember I rolled down a gully this morning and smile. He looks up and I wipe it from my face with a question I direct to the ground. 
“How far along the road have you run?” 
“Oh, about one marker,” he says, then stands with a final puff for flourish. “Took a few tumbles in my eagerness, I’m afraid.” He rubs at his elbow and spots of blood seep through the coarse weave of his shirt. He takes the reins and wipes a comforting hand over his horse, then gently shakes the loosely wrapped reins in my direction. “And thank you. Most would have let the horse be on its way or taken it as their own.”
“We met in the middle of the road. Quite suddenly, in fact.” 
“Well, I’m glad he had the sense to bump into you.” He offers his hand. “Galen.” 
I take his hand and shake it gently, “Ash… ling.” By the Stars! How could I be so stupid? “Ashling of Lewtshire,” I correct. “An idle traveler.” 
My mouth is dry, and my eyes couldn’t be wider if I held them open with my own fingers. I pull the hood of the robe closer around me. Not exactly a lie, but not exactly the truth, either. I haven’t thought of who I will be. I am turned inside out, my feet suddenly aware they stand on open ground. Galen’s forehead pinches into a quick frown, then smooths to an odd look I’ve not seen before. Unsure? Suspicious?
“Well met. I’m Galen of the farm down the next lane and I wish to thank you, Ashling of Lewtshire, for stopping my crazy horse.” He bows in mock reverence, smiles and motions with his head towards the road. “Shall we walk together?”
And I obey.
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We retrace his run at a calmer pace. The horse walks between us, and my eyes are constantly on the woods. Galen leans forward and uses his free hand to ruffle the dust and leaves from his brown hair.  
“No, seriously, how did you stop my horse? He bolted when the cog on the old cart broke. Just look at how calm he is with you.” 
I shrug. Strange question. Surely Galen listens to his own horse?
What a relief to discover that Galen is a talker. He tells me about Maeve, his wife, and his daughter, and how they were on their way home from the markets at Smoutlea when their cart broke.  
“I think it’s the cog pin, but I didn’t have time to look. See, you trust a Tallefix and this happens—the whole thing came down with such a crash—even scared my little Joss, and she’s a tough one.”
“You’ve met a Tallefix?” I forget to hide my excitement, or my lack of knowledge. Eshnae always told me that the Tallefix could heal or fix anything; they always sounded like heroes. Galen’s story disappoints me, but I’m excited to find that Tallefixes are real people. Eshnae was truthful about the strange people that traveled the land with a horse and cart, relaxing people with mystical tales before they performed their magic. Or, in Galen’s case, their lack of it.
“Yep, but to be honest, I don’t know
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