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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            THE SPRING TIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      Tamsin came slowly to himself.

      He drifted for a long time at the lapping edges between waking and sleep, not quite dreaming, not quite thinking. Even half-asleep he knew it was an inexplicable peace. He held himself there, floating in the warmth, his soul open to the sun, listening to the song of water and wind, the coming and going of the sea.

      There were birds singing. Not sea-birds, or not the sea-birds of the waking world; these sang like the memory of birds in the bright and brilliant country of Elfland, the Home Across the Sea, before everything.

      The dim thought came to him that perhaps he had nearly woken before, drawn into himself by soft familiar voices, voices that sang the old songs, gentle hands that brushed his hair and stroked his face. But he could not remember: not without waking fully. And he knew even in his half-dream that he did not want to wake fully. When he woke, this dream of peace and warmth and wholeness would break as a wave upon the shore, and leave only the fragmented remnants of himself to struggle sodden and heavy to his feet. It had happened before. Many times before.

      He had been very young indeed, the last time there had been peace on waking. For thousands of years he had woken to the pressure of all the curses with which he had doomed himself, the pain and the grief and the gnawing restlessness. When he woke from this dream of singing birds and sunlight there might, indeed, be singing birds and sunlight, but there would be no peace. There would be the silver sword in his hand, the shadow-woven cloak on his shoulders, the endless turning away from comfort. Even with all his enemies long since slain or gone away into their own long rests, there was no rest for him.

      Nevertheless Tamsin felt as if he were floating in to shore, borne on gentle waters, the air warm and welcoming, fully embraced. He tried to stay there, one moment longer, but the more he grasped at the feeling, the less he could hold. Resignation settled in, the familiar cold comfort of the only remaining choice, how to respond to what he faced.

      Perhaps he could stay another night here, wherever his feet had last taken him. Two nights were all he was granted, two nights in one place before the curse set him once more moving. Perhaps, if there were in truth birds, and sunlight, and what peace could be found Over the Waves, even he could have one day where he … rested.

      He could not remember if he had passed one night or two in this place, wherever it was that might be full of singing birds.

      Had anywhere been full of singing birds? He did not remember birds singing before he wrapped himself up in his shadows, trusting in the silent weaves to keep him safe through another cold night. It had been so long since he’d been … alive, in any true sense. His memory was starting to fail. He was beginning to lose names. Words. He could not even care.

      He had thought more than once he was fraying, fading, his weary soul wearing away his body’s housing at long last, nothing more, in the end, than what he had become, the ghost of long-dead vengeance still staining a world that had no need or want of him, the bright sword in his hand the star of his own much-heralded doom though there were none left to reckon it.

      And yet he woke. He passed whatever point it was that would have let him sink back down into the whelming sea of oblivion. He became ineluctably more aware of himself, drawn to that shore of consciousness he had for once managed to evade a whole night through.

      He flooded into his body as if poured by some kindly but irresistible hand from a jug of soul, and lay there for a long, long while, listening.

      The birds were still singing. He could not fathom their song: there were too many birds, and their voices were too sweet, too liquid, too fast.

      (Had he once been able to understand their words? Or had that always only been his friend, his rival, left behind so long ago?)

      They were not sea birds at all.

      He did not know their names. He listened, drawing their song into himself, their music into the deep wells where he kept his own music, for when he found himself once more alone in the dark and silent places.

      Those were leaves in the wind, not waves on the shore. He listened, safe in his own net of shadows and silence. He did not need names. The birds were singing: there were no enemies here.

      There had not been enemies for a long time. All the goblins and monsters Tamsin had fought were gone now; all the other elves were gone, too, long ago across the sea.

      Tamsin’s family had died long, long ago, but for a time other elves had lingered in the land Over the Waves, before it had been poisoned, before it had died, before Tamsin alone had been left. He alone had wandered the wastes, witnessing the long and deadly winters, the slow and hesitant springs.

      Perhaps there had been birds, at the end, here and there. Perhaps even that land was healing after the long and dreadful wars. Tamsin did not remember. He remembered his cloak of shadows and silence, the sword in his hand no longer needing to be drawn, the ceaseless wandering through ever-stranger lands.

      Scent came next: he breathed in, out, lingering in the slow patterns of rest. The air was sweet and fresh, scented as with many growing things in the spring of the year.

      Faint images came to mind, memories from long ago, of a garden full of irises, purple and gold blooms rich as ripe plums to the nose, gold-dust pollen on the nose of the one—who was it? (he had left her behind, as later all Tamsin’s family had left him behind, so long ago)—she had stuck her face deep into the blooms, declaring rapturously that she would be a bee, a queen among bees, and drink deep of the nectar until she was drunk with its sweetness.

      Tamsin sat up.

      He sat up, because whatever was in the waking world would be better than falling into those memories. Fraying and fading he might be, but he was not yet so wholly lost to himself as that. Not yet.

      His head swam, and he pushed at strange masses of silky stuff half-covering him until he could rub his face with his hands and blink crusty eyes open and—breathe.

      The birds were still singing. He blinked against bright sunlight. Green, and green, and green—trees? grass?—his eyes focused: a greensward, a lawn, speckled with tiny pink and white flowers—daisies?—and those were—were golden-bells, with cups no bigger than a child’s fingernail.

      Tamsin stared at the green grass, which was brighter than anything he’d seen—anything he could remember seeing—(was that true? But he could barely remember the time before the Oath, before the Breaking of the Lamps, when the sun and the moon were not yet set in the sky)—he breathed.

      There were grey shadows from nearby trees, gentle on his eyes. He feasted himself on the colours: the grey and the green, the graceful shapes of trunk and branch, the lawn sweeping up the small hillock upon which he sat.

      At the base of the mound there were, indeed, irises, purple and gold as in his memory, and silver and wine-red too, and white touched with gold and white touched with blue and white fringed in silver-pink like the inside of a shell. Tamsin breathed in the air, which was sweet and that kind of fresh that felt cool and warm at the same time, refreshing as a draught of spring-water.

      There were darker shadows puddled around him, falling over his shoulders, still draped over his back, catching in his ears, the corners of his eyes. They were a strange silky texture, sparkling with static electricity, warm and almost pleasing on his skin. Tamsin closed his eyes. He had not realized how far he had fallen, that he sat in sunlit peace and found a better comfort in the old dark shadows of his curses.

      Had he not been done?

      He had hoped he was done.

      Why was he here, if he had not faded? He could not be home, could not be Across the Sea, could not have finally abandoned his exile and damned his brothers to the final consequences of their misbegotten Oath. Not after so long.

      There had been no ship, not for him. Could have been none, after so long. The only way home for him was through the gates of death, and he could not take that road.

      They had sworn themselves to the Eternal Night if they did not reclaim the holy fire bartered from the mountain with their father’s soul. Tamsin and his brothers had sworn it. He was the last—the last—he bore the responsibility for fulfilling the Oath, in the faint hope that thereby he might keep his brothers’ souls from the Eternal Night.

      Tamsin breathed, and listened to the birds singing, and tasted the air, and remembered without detail that long-ago time when he was a mere elfling laughing with his brothers in the sweet youth of the world.

      Eventually he braced himself. In the echoing spaces of his mind he focused, as if he were to sing power into the world, and he sang silently until his body resonated with the silent music of his imagination. Only then did he open his eyes again, protected as best he could make himself against the lingering traps and enchantments of the Old Enemy. They were weak after so long, but so was he, after so long.

      He lifted up his hands to touch the smokey-dark shadows clinging to him—and stopped, stunned, when he realized what he touched was hair.

      His own hair, tumbling in great wavy masses around him, shadow-dark in this bright sunlight. It caught in his elbows and under his hips as he shifted position, trying to make sense of its existence. He had hair—of course he remembered he had hair—of course he knew that his hair was dark. It was just that it had been so long since he’d seen a mirror that he had forgotten what it looked like.

      He had kept his hair shoulder-length so he could wear mourning braids, even though there was no one to see them, no one to care. It had been long habit by then, the two braids from his temples, coiled around his head in a coronet, held in place by a length of ribbon. He had rarely unbraided it, except when it occurred to him to wash it, or when it grew enough that the braids loosened. Then he would take his belt-knife and saw six inches off the ends of each braid, and burn the leavings with a quiet wish (he had so long ago forfeited prayer) that his brothers would find rest and healing in the Halls of Rest, despite their Oath and what they had done in service of it.

      Tamsin tugged this inexplicable cloud of hair free from where he was sitting on it, and wondered what it meant that he had woken in this strange, too-beautiful, too-familiar place, with his heart at a kind of peace and his hair loose and longer than he’d ever worn it.

      There were strange knots in it, catching his fingers as he clumsily tried to shove the strands behind his ears, and—no, his mind was catching up with himself now, those were braids, intricate and far finer than anything he had been able to manage since his hands had been crippled⁠—

      He dropped his hands to stare at his palms, ignoring the way his hair slid back over his shoulders, pooling around him.

      (He had been vain of his hair, once. Alone of his brothers he had favoured their father, Tamsin’s hair dark to his brothers’ red copper. He had never been the most handsome of his brothers, nor had his hair been in any way special—in colour it was very common amongst their people—but it had been his, and shown off jewels well, and its texture was lovely. Another thing he had long since forgotten.)

      Tamsin’s hands had been scarred by the snap of a fire-demon’s whip, caught foolishly in his bare hands after he’d dropped his sword to kneel at the side of his brother who had died in the battle of Sawwalith (at the side of the third of his brothers who had died in Sawwalith, for the seven of them had entered the enchanted woods, and two only had left). That had been … he didn’t know how long it had been. But well did he remember how the wounds had never healed. He had been able to grasp his sword through the pain, able to make his fingers bend enough to wield it, because that was what he was needed to do. But little else.

      Now, in this dream that was not a dream, with sunlight on his head and birds singing undisturbed all around him, the only dark shadows the false ones of his own hair, Tamsin looked at his hands. The livid white-red weal of the burn had faded to pink, and the puckered and melted flesh was only a ridge to his questioning thumbs. It was still visible, still ugly, still a marker of his folly and his grief—but there was no lingering burn, no bone-deep ache; he could move his fingers.

      Tamsin had once been reckoned a great bard, before the dragon had taken his voice and the fire-demon the skill of his hands. Before the rising of the sun and moon. Before he had sworn that Oath and started down the path of becoming a monster. Before he had understood anything.

      He stared at his hands, head bent, until his tears filled his cupped palms. The sun had descended in the sky: orange-pink beams streamed through the trees surrounding him, catching the tears into flame. He jerked his hands apart at the flash of beauty, and splashed himself with the tears, cringing back as if they would in truth burn. And yet they didn’t.

      His hands were healed. The gnawing, dreadful restlessness was gone. He—he might be able—he might be able to speak (he could barely think, sing⁠—)—

      He might be able to live.

      He could not grasp it. He had thought he was fading. He had forgotten everything.

      Tamsin breathed deep, deep, deep, and lay back down in the curve his body fell easily into, his hands folded beneath his cheek, knees drawn close to his chest, tucked into himself like an unborn babe within the womb, and fell once more asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            THE SWORD OF THE FIRNOI

          

        

      

    

    
      His second waking was swifter.

      The birds had fallen silent for a time, and began again to sing. Tamsin roused as the chirps and chuckles and querying notes gathered together into the complex, overlapping songs of the dawn chorus. This time he sat up easily, less dizzily, and remembered that his hair was everywhere. He brushed it out of his mouth, and wondered a little more consciously about the braids holding some of it back. When his fingers touched something hard, metallic, he was quicker to realize it must be an ornament and untangle it from his hair.

      It was indeed an ornament, a hair-comb of an untarnished silver metal. Moon-silver, he recalled slowly, turning the comb in his hand so it caught the soft unfocused light of the last stars, the yet-hidden sun. One of his brothers, the smith (the second to die at Sawwalith, in those woods where the enchantments caught both the enemy and their own forces, come to aid those who dwelled there—but that was long, long ago—)—Tamsin’s brother the smith, second in their tally of brothers—or was it third?—he had been the one to capture the moon’s light into silver, rendering the metal untarnishing, luminous, strong and yet light.

      This must be his work, or the work of those he had taught. It had the echo of a song Tamsin had once known, though it was not quite, or not only, the song of his brother the smith …

      Had he ever taught any apprentices how to make the moon-silver? Tamsin could not recall.

      He could not even recall his brother’s name.

      And yet the comb was here, in his hands, having been tucked into his hair while he slept.

      He turned the comb in his hands. It was not a design he recognized, though it was something someone who had known him when he was young might have thought he’d like: extremely simple, a curve like a wave or the wing of a bird or the neck of a harp, perfect.

      He ran his fingers along the teeth, flicking his nails against the tines so they sang sweetly in the air, soft vibrations on his skin. He listened, his hair slithering around his shoulders, his tears falling silently.

      The light was changing, gold flushing pink from silvery-grey. Even more birds were singing. Tamsin looked up, away from his hands, up at the circle of trees that surrounded him. Small birds were perched in the highest branches, silhouetted against the sky, so tiny for the sound pouring out of them.

      He stood slowly, unsteadily, trying not to catch himself in his hair. There were no clinging shadows here, sticky as cobwebs, devouring memory and emotion alike. The birds would not have been singing like that if he were anywhere near those haunted woods; the air would not have tasted like honey-sweet sunlight; the wind would not be fragrant with plum-scented irises.

      There were no shadows but the gentle ones of the twilight before dawn; it was his own dark hair in the corners of his vision.

      He straightened, shoulders back, lifting his chin against the strange weight of his hair. He was clothed, in his own familiar tunic and leggings; he had been lying on his old grey cloak. His hand fell to the hilt of his sword, but touched nothing. No sword-belt, no sword.

      A spark of panic caught in his chest. Tamsin forced himself to breathe, reminded himself again that the birds were singing, the irises blooming, the air was fresh and free as the barely-remembered air of his childhood, and his hands were no longer broken.

      His hands, and—and it seemed, in these first minutes of awakening, that he was no longer burdened with … anything.

      He had fulfilled the Oath⁠—

      Had he? But he remembered fire in his hands—but there had always been fire in his hands, after the fire-demon’s whip—and yet now there was no fire, holy or fell, in the curve of his scarred palms, when he stretched his fingers …

      Had he died? He did not remember. He could not remember anything, but that he had been cursed, and his hands broken, and now he was not, and they were not.

      Perhaps he had died, and it was the hands of his dead family he remembered in his hair, braiding those intricate braids, tucking this comb into the mass of it. Perhaps this was what happened, this healing, this long sleep, when you died.

      There were stories that elves would return from the Halls of Rest when they were healed of their mortal wounds, return into new bodies to walk the bright fields and forests of Elfland once more.

      He had never seen it: those who died Over the Waves were gone, gone, and walked no more amongst the elves there. Not even Tamsin’s brothers, Oathbound as they were, had come back in any form but his vain imaginings.

      It had been a long, long exile for Tamsin, and the sun and the moon had not yet been set in the sky when last he had walked the meadows of home, but the air—oh, how he remembered the taste of the wind! And the birds were singing, still!

      He had been silent for so very long. He did not know whether the dragon’s death-curse would still coil around him, fire crackling in his lungs as soon as he tried to utter a sound.

      And yet his hands were healed. The Oath was gone. He seemingly was no longer cursed with restlessness⁠—

      The sun rose, and Tamsin remembered the first time the sun had risen, so very long ago, and he opened his mouth and sang what he had sung then, a triumphant song of praise for the light in the dark.
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        * * *

      

      Tamsin could not account for his hair. Even as he sang, it fell from behind his ears, fluttered into his face, whirled about him under the influence of the light breeze. Although he tried to gather it in his hands, the wind whipped it into his mouth, and at that he broke off his song. His voice was breathy, pitchy, hitching unbecomingly anyway—hardly the sound and skill for which he’d been named Tamsin Tammorath, Tamsin of the Golden Voice, long ago.

      It had been at the very least several thousand years since he had been cursed by the dragon with silence: that he could sing at all was something of a miracle. He laughed at himself for immediately criticizing his own performance.

      Hearing his own laugh ring out struck something awake in him. A sense of himself, perhaps—a yearning to go, to move, to find other things to laugh at, to talk about, to sing⁠—

      If he was back home, if he had managed to win his return, if he were free, if he were healed⁠—

      It was all too much to think about, after so long silent, alone, broken, lost. Tamsin took another breath, coughed, coughed again, cleared his throat, and resolutely finished the dawn-song despite how he sounded.

      He stretched his arms over his head, fingers wide and so astonishingly free of pain. He felt more himself than he had in—he would call it recent memory. No need to dive too deep into past hurts when all was made new and bright and full of possibility.

      It occurred to him he did not know anything at all about what Elfland was like, now. He did not know how long he had been asleep—save that it was long enough for his hair to grow into this ridiculous abundance—he did not even know how he had been come to be here.

      He had no idea what had happened, back Home, here, in all the years he had spent Over the Waves. Was Tirn of Firn still king? Was Tamsin’s mother still alive? Did the gods still live on the mountain in the west? (Had they kept his father’s soul, that old bargain, for the fire that had been stolen?) Had his people come home through the Halls of Rest? Had his brothers returned to life, no longer Oathbound, no longer broken?

      Was anyone still alive?

      Or was this more of what had happened in his long exile, in the land Over the Waves, and Tamsin had once again outlived everyone?—No. He could not believe that. Someone had braided part of his hair, at some point; someone had left him that moon-silver comb. Surely not everyone had gone to the Halls of Rest or some land even further west and left him to face the world alone. Not again. Not here. Not home.

      He reached for his sword-hilt again, the habit of millennia, and stopped again. He firmed his mouth against the panic washing through him. He did not need a sword here. He did not.

      He breathed, and let the air hum in his mouth, his throat, singing comfort to himself at a level inaudible even to other elves, a level below the curse’s snare. He could sing comfort, sing silence, sing endurance—to himself. He’d needed his sword for almost everything else.

      He could sing out loud, now, again. He tried: a song of comfort, a little power pushed into it⁠—

      All the birds screeched and scattered into the sky. He stopped immediately.

      Before the dragon, Tamsin had been a very powerful Singer. Before the dragon, he had long since turned his voice into a weapon. After the dragon, he had spent thousands of years attempting to guide the power of Song through subvocalizations. He had succeeded with a bare few things, slowly and excruciatingly eked out of the trickle of magic that could be wrought without audible song.

      He would have to be careful, he decided, standing very still as the birds wheeled overhead before slowly and begrudgingly settling back down into their perches. His power had not dissipated, but his skill had. And—there were no enemies here. He could slay with his voice, very easily.

      He had slain so many with his voice, before the dragon. He had not forgotten that.

      He put his hand down to his sword, seeking comfort in its familiarity, in the one tangible thing he had left of any of his family—and this time felt a trickle of shame twining through the panic when once again his hand closed on empty air. He should not need his sword. He should not. He did not.

      Tamsin had borne the same weapon since the first years Over the Waves, a moon-silver blade made by his brother the smith in the first year after the moon rose. He had not been more than arm’s-length from it since—well, at least since Sawwalith. Probably many years before then. It was not entirely odd of him to feel off-kilter, even naked, without it.

      Now all he had was his hair, and a moon-silver comb. Hopefully whatever Power had brought him here had not turned his sword into the comb⁠—

      He pulled agitatedly at said hair, trying to ground himself with the pressure, and when that failed, took up the silver comb. Perhaps running his thumb over the teeth would do, if he could not touch the pommel of his sword.

      The comb was too delicate, too beautiful, too much a part of this paradise that had once been home and was not, could not now be. Running his thumb over the teeth, the elegant sweep of the curve, a shimmer of music resonated in the air. Tamsin gripped it in his hand, a hand that was no longer a claw, no longer brutal; his fingers could be delicate. Could learn again to be delicate.

      He wanted his sword.

      He tugged at his hair. It helped, a little, if only by making him feel foolish and young.

      His hair really was absurdly long. Standing, it fell in glossy waves to the back of his knees. It didn’t quite curl—it never had, he vaguely remembered wishing it would, when he was young, when some one or other of his brothers had had coppery curls and ringlets—but it was much healthier than he could remember it. A shining black, just a hint of red where it caught the sunlight, glorious as it twisted between his fingers, around his wrist.

      He put his hand down to his sword—no, no sword—he would not panic, he would not, this was Elfland, this was safe, the Old Enemy was fallen and gone, bound away in the Eternal Nothing where his lies could not come twisting through anyone’s minds again, and the weight of his death-curse was no longer crushing Tamsin⁠—

      Tamsin breathed. He was alive. He was free. The birds were singing. He did not need a sword. He had three extra feet of extremely beautiful hair instead.

      And a voice, and hands that were scarred but no longer crippled.

      He didn’t need to be a warrior any longer. Not here. Not now. Not ever again. There had been many years—so many years—when the idea that one day he would be able to set down his sword had been all that kept him going. One day, he had told himself, when that compulsive restlessness had driven him away from yet another resting-place. One day it would all be over. One day he would be able to stop fighting. One day he would be free.

      Now, to all appearances and what little he could remember it was that one day. It was over. He was free.

      Tamsin clenched his fist in the air, and then lowered his hand and made himself open the fist again, spread his fingers wide, press them against his hip, where the tunic felt loose and unmoored without his sword-belt to cinch it. It was over. He was free.

      He wished he had been able to set down his sword properly, lay it down somewhere significant, choose.

      He breathed. The birds were singing, and the air was scented with irises, and the sun was shining, and the wind was fresh as a draught of water. He had bound away all his choices long, long ago, the first time he lifted up a sword, when he swore that dreadful Oath, when he lost himself. That he had come to this other side and didn’t get to make the decision to be done himself …

      He breathed. Of course he hadn’t. He had forfeited that right. Long, long ago Tamsin of the Golden Voice had become Tamsin Tamurzîn, Zîmdurdam, Korrokaith—the Thrice-Accursed, the Oathbound, the Dreadful⁠—

      Perhaps he was healed now of those curses. Perhaps he had finally fulfilled the Oath, and freed his soul from the chains with which he had strangled it. Perhaps his brothers, safe in the Halls of Rest, had also been freed, and were able to be healed by the ministrations of holy death. Perhaps they walked these lands, fair Elfland, free and fair themselves, no longer fell and strange. Perhaps Tamsin had only to pass beyond that fringe of trees to find them.

      Perhaps.

      Once he had felled his enemies as much with his voice as his sword. He would not do that again; he would not sing power into his voice. He had learned his lesson, facing that dragon. If he was here, he was safe, and, moreover, everyone else was safe from him.

      He turned the delicate silver comb in his hands. And yet someone had given him this, as if he were not forgotten; nor unforgivable; nor unloved.

      Tamsin breathed, and braided his hair back into a single plait, ignoring the intricate smaller braids, tying it off with the old ribbon he found in the pocket of his tunic. The crimson was faded brown now, the silver embroidery tarnished black, but it was familiar in his hands, beloved memory from his third brother.

      One braid, to mourn his old life and all that had died with it. This was a new life, granted even to him by whatever inscrutable grace, whatever incomprehensible force. He could be … anyone. Start over. Start small.

      He did not need to be the lone last survivor, name forgotten, cursed to wander. He did not need to be the warrior who had terrified his allies as well as his enemies. He did not need to be the Butcher of Hinnúrin, the Scourge of Chirrkal, the Blade of the Firnoi.

      He did not need to be Tamsin the Dreadful. He did not need to be a warlord of the House of Dâr; did not need to be a lord at all. He had never been very good at it, anyway. People had followed his voice, not him.

      He did not need to be Tamsin the anything.
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        * * *

      

      He picked up his cloak, and his sword and sword-belt fell out of its folds. He could not tell if this was inauspicious or not. He was far too relieved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            RIVER AND ROWAN AND ASH

          

        

      

    

    
      With his sword and his cloak, there was really no further reason to stay where he was, and his feet itched to be moving. To see this land he had all but forgotten, and which had surely forgotten him. And good riddance! Tamsin was neither bard nor butcher now.

      He did not know what he was, but he could assure himself of that: he was not who he had been.

      Even if a melody had started to curl through his mind, and his hand rested in its accustomed curve on his sword hilt.

      —If his family were alive—his mother had not gone Over the Seas with them, after all⁠—

      Elves died by violence; very rarely from something like grief. Tamsin’s mother had certainly grieved their going, husband and sons throwing their lives away. But somehow he couldn’t imagine her giving in like that.

      Perhaps this unmoored feeling was anticipation. It wasn’t as if he’d had much call to feel that for a while. Hope, yes, he’d held grimly onto that idea of the one day. But anticipation? After he’d realized he was the last elf left Over the Waves, he’d hardly expected anything.

      He circled the little grassy mound, and noted that the irises grew thick and vibrant all around, without gap or path. Whoever had come to braid his hair had not been by in a long time. Tamsin touched the silver comb, which he’d nestled into the top of his braid.

      He imagined asking after his brothers, his mother, his … friends. He’d had friends, hadn’t he? Or perhaps not. Followers, for a time, before the dragon. A lover, once, if the long years had not coloured that memory more brightly than truth. But in truth, he’d never been very good at friends.

      Tamsin could not imagine facing his family, acknowledging those horrible truths. Yes, I am the Thrice-Accursed, the Dreadful, the Scourge. Yes, I swore an Oath of vengeance for the death of my father, and became little more than the shadow of death to everyone else. Yes, I killed the Father of Dragons with my Song, and in doing so lost my voice, which had been my joy, and what I was known for. I fought for my family, and I outlived everyone. In despair I struck the Old Enemy, and with his dying breath he bound me never to die. I lost myself in grief, in silence, in loss. And then I woke up.

      And then he woke up.

      Tamsin stepped through the wide ring of irises, purple and gold, white and silver. He crushed stems under his feet no matter how lightly he tried to tread, and for a moment felt the old spite and cruel mockery of too many battles on fair fields, the inward sneer at beauty destroyed by his touch because otherwise he would do nothing but weep.

      But then he remembered this was a new life, and there was no true darkness here. He turned, and knelt, his dark braid falling over his shoulder, catching on his sword, and he collected the broken stems.

      He had a great sheaf of blooms by the time he waded out of the iris-moat. Past the flowers was a band of grass, which shirred pleasantly against his ankles as he stepped across it. Tamsin looked down, a little bewildered that he still wore his shoes. Like his other garments they were very, very old, acquired in the days when other elves still lived Over the Waves, and were held together now mostly by the inaudible Song Tamsin had been able to weave into them. But they served their purpose, and protected his feet against stones and thorns and cold.

      And he was not the vain young Tamsin Tammorath now, was he? What matter if he wore a cloak and tunic faded grey and grim? What matter if his shoes were hardly more than the memory of leather? He did not need to sing up a glamour, even if he could.

      Or—he could. He could. The dragon’s curse was lifted, and his voice was no longer bound to fire and smoke, to burning and death. Tamsin began to gather power, the energy thrumming in his chest, his throat, his mouth—and then he remembered the screeching birds, the crack in his voice, the imprecision, and with a long, careful sigh he released it again.

      Even that barely-a-tone flattened the grass before him, a gust cold and dry as the desert winter that left a scar of sere and blighted brown amidst all the green. Tamsin bent his head over the irises in his hands until he stopped trembling.

      No. He could not limn himself with glamours, as once he had. He might still hide himself in the dim blur of his silent Song, a silent, deadly shadow with a sword made of pale moonlight—but he would not. He had done that for need, and there was now no need.

      And yet—and yet neither could he trill the notes to set light glimmering in his eyes, his hair, shining like the stars, the golden-shimmering singer from long ago before they knew to call that golden hue sunlight.

      This was his face, this his hair, these were his clothes, old and yet new. Until he could buy or barter or make something new, this was what he had.

      He imagined learning a new craft, now that his hands were healed. He’d never liked weaving or embroidery, but perhaps he would enjoy shoemaking. It was not something Tamsin the Dreadful had ever tried.

      He breathed the fruity iris-scent, and lifted his head to where the meadows were waving merrily in the spring breeze, and looked around, at the circle of trees around him.

      He had never been good with plant-names, save as they came into his songs. Might these be rowans? Fans of white flowers tossed at the ends of the branches. All those small and loud-singing birds were flittering here and there, bending the branch-tips under even their light weight. The trees had grey bark, mottled with paler grey and white lichens, and their many leaflets rustled pleasingly in the breeze. They were set so close together Tamsin had to turn sideways to squeeze between the boles. Fortunately he was wearing his old clothes, so imbued with the virtues of his Song that they would not tear; so old and faded a smear of lichen and moss mattered not at all.

      He blinked in the bright sunlight of the other side of the circle of trees. The land sloped a little away from him, down to what seemed a stream or small river, hidden in a fold of the meads. It was all meadows here, meadows and little thickets of trees and shrubs all in flower. Tamsin stood at the edge of his copse, taking in the view: the blue sky dotted with white clouds, larks overhead, and an eagle circling high above the songbirds. He listened to the larks.

      Mountains in the distance, blue and white, like something out of a dream. A pale splotch a little nearer: might it be a city? It was no more than a blur to Tamsin’s eyes from this distance, but the idea of people made his heart beat faster. Other people—his people⁠—?

      It could not be his city. Those were not the peaks he knew, and they were angling off away from him, fading into the dim purple distance, in a way his mountains had not. But yet … a city.

      Nearer to him were green meadows, impossibly green, except where they were streaked and stippled with flowers—red and white, purple and gold, blue and pink, and some fine silvery thing like the glimmer of moonlight caught in his sword.

      Tamsin breathed.

      The air was sweet, cool, springlike indeed. He had his sword, and his cloak, and very little else. The small knife he’d long used for everything that the sword could not serve him for was in its sheath at his belt, opposite the sword. There was the silver comb in his hair, and the old ribbon, and in one pocket he found an oval grey pebble, water-smoothed, of no particular value except that he’d found it comforting, sometimes, to hold it. It fit well into the crooked curve of his broken hand.

      Tamsin shifted the irises in his hands, and breathed, and listened to the birds singing in the sunlight. He set the irises down, in thanksgiving for the healing, for the peace, for the new beginning. He did not know to whom he should address such a prayer, he who had long since forgotten how to pray …

      And yet, someone had brought him home, despite everything.

      For want of any better idea, he set off in the general direction of the distant city.
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      He followed the meadows to the edge of the river, which ran peaty-brown and sweet-sounding between the grassy leas. There was a game-trail along the bank, winding between clumps of rushes and the odd willow. Tamsin followed the trail, wondering idly what sort of animal would create such a route. Elfland had many strange and wonderful creatures never to be found Over the Waves, many he barely remembered or had never known.

      Perhaps it was a unicorn—did he recall aright that they were solitary beings?—that paced along this brown water, dipping its pearly horn to touch the golden nectar at the heart of the water-lilies in the backwaters.

      It was a pleasing image, white unicorn with moon-shining horn, eyes dark and liquid as the stream. Tamsin found the curl of melody in his mind had grown another tendril or two, and he played with the music silently for several hours as he swung along at his so-long-accustomed pace, unaccustomedly content.

      And then he came around a bend of the river, through a small grove of ash trees, and discovered that he had forgotten that the animals that liked to walk along riverbanks were people.

      He stopped, very startled: almost as much as the elves in front of him were startled.

      He knew why he was startled, but even as he stared, utterly confounded, he could not stop himself from wondering why they were so surprised to see him.

      After a moment it occurred to him that he might have lost the skill of reading expressions.

      There were two elves, standing under a tree as if deciding whether to sit down in the shade. They wore tunics and leggings not so very dissimilar from Tamsin’s own, though their tunics were shorter—falling mid-thigh rather than to their knees—and they wore wide sashes about their waists.

      One wore green and yellow, bright as the meadows and almost as strange-familiar to Tamsin’s eyes: green tunic, blue leggings, yellow sash, blue and green and yellow ribbons braided into their—(her?) red-gold hair, which all clashed terribly. The other, taller and broader in the shoulder, a sword at their hip, had hair almost as dark as Tamsin’s, though it was scandalously short, not even to their shoulders. She—Tamsin was fairly sure she was an elf-maid as well—wore two shades of purple, grape and lavender, and pale orange for her sash.

      Tamsin had not seen another elf for countless years. He had not been able to speak for several hundred years before that. He stared.

      They seemed so very young.

      It was always hard to tell age with elves—once fully grown, it was mostly behaviour and language and garments and ornaments that told age, as well as something indefinable in the face, as if all the time that did not touch their bodies pooled in their eyes.

      These two elves were young by every measure Tamsin could remember. They held themselves uncertainly; their clothes were pleasing to the eye, well-made, but not fine; the one wore ribbons in her hair, and the other had a necklace of intricately carved wooden beads. They might not be Firnoi, and thus not drawn towards gold and silver and gemstones as were Tamsin’s people—but their features suggested they were.

      Perhaps styles had changed. Tamsin had travelled and fought his way through the elf-kingdoms Over the Waves, watching the tides of fashion come and go. The Wood-Elves of Sawwalith had never ceased to dress themselves in leaves and berries and flowers; the Firnoi had never ceased to wear as much jewellery as possible. But it was possible that things were different, in Elfland.

      The two young elves exchanged wide-eyed looks, and then the one with red-gold hair cleared her throat. “Well met, fellow traveller! I offer you no harm and would take none of you,” she said, the old traditional words, if in a very strange accent, and held out her hand, fingers extended.

      It turned out that ancient habit could overmaster even several thousand years of solitude, for Tamsin found himself touching her offered fingertips with her own and replying, “Well met indeed, fair travellers! No harm will I offer you save to harm given first,” just as if he’d stepped out of his great-grandmother’s stories of the earliest journeys of the elves.

      The formal greeting was ancient magic, power sparking in the deliberate touch, fingers to fingers. An offering of vulnerability, of self, of intention, of a kind of promise.

      It felt very strange to feel the tingle of warmth that flooded in the wake of the touch, half static shock, half a draught of some healthsome cordial. No harm intended either way, evidently.

      The red-blond elf-maid smiled, though Tamsin did not think he could name the emotions chasing themselves across her face—intrigue? curiosity? surprise? Her dark-haired friend removed her hand from the hilt of her plain, serviceable sword and offered her fingers to Tamsin for the same ritual. Another flood of warmth, of magic.

      He dropped his hand and stared at the two elves, entirely at a loss for what to do next.

      The last elf he’d touched had been his eldest brother, the last to die, when he had begged Tamsin to give him the mercy cut.

      But they could hardly want to know that. Tamsin didn’t want to remember that. And ancient customary magical ritual to establish a basic degree of safety or not—and it was hardly binding, except insofar as freely-given promises usually were binding, in Elfland—Tamsin had no desire to test it with his full history and identity. He had no idea how long he had been asleep, or if his reputation had possibly survived the years—or, if survived, grown somehow even worse.

      The dark-haired one had a sword and the stance of one with some training, but Tamsin had been the most feared elf Over the Waves, once. He could easily be the monster of their cradle-songs.

      The red-haired one was smiling happily, thumbs hooked into her sash, entirely at her ease. Her friend said something in a language Tamsin did not know, and waited expectantly, eyebrows rising higher the longer Tamsin regarded her without comprehension.

      Tamsin smiled, hoping it didn’t come across as one of the expressions that had once terrified his foes, and was pleasantly surprised when neither of them showed any fear. But then they had just established he meant no harm to them. Nor could they have any idea who he was, could they? Even if they had ever heard of him, they surely could not have been expecting Tamsin Korrokaith to come striding around the bend of a river here in some distant corner of Elfland!

      He said, “I do apologize, but I don’t speak your language.” That had come out in the Firnoian of his youth, before the Exile. He pondered a moment, and added: “I speak Sawwalithian and Exilic Firnoian and the Chirrtal creole, if any of those help? And I understand Gharluish and Chirrian.” He shrugged, trying to seem harmless, not giddy with the taste of speech in his mouth, words on his tongue. “I’m … new here, I suppose.”

      The two elves looked at each other again, and then the one who had greeted him said, haltingly, in formal old Firnoian, rather bookish in mode: “My knowledge of this tongue is not full, for it is long indeed and indeed since the tongue has been heard even in this land.” She paused, evidently rallying her thoughts together; Tamsin rather thought he recognized the efforts of someone trying to translate words in their mind. “If it be not too importunate, may I ask if you be one who has returned from the Halls of Rest?”

      Tamsin hesitated. “I believe so, but do not know,” he said at last, unwilling to begin this new life with an outright lie—and he did not know what was the truth.

      What had happened, there at the end? He remembered the feel of the Oath snapping, unbinding his soul: and nothing clear after that, but for the relief surging through him in great overwhelming waves. But perhaps he had thrown himself into the sea, or fallen, in the end, delirious with his impossible freedom, and those were the waves he recalled. Perhaps it had all been delirium, his fading memory stealing even the burden of the Oath. And yet he was here.

      The young elves whispered urgently to each other. Tamsin tilted his head, listening intently, connecting this new language to sounds and rhythms he did know—was that a cognate of the old Wood-Elf tongue from Over the Waves? Overall it sounded like Firnoian, though much faster in pace, lilting and running, some sounds sharpened, others elided, grammatical forms clearly having shifted. He caught a few words, fragments of meaning:

      “… No questions …” That was the elf-maid with the red-gold hair. Tamsin’s mother and brothers all had—had had?—red hair, dark and shining as copper. Tamsin liked this paler version, like watered silk in the sunlight.

      “… No one … Who … they said … but who could it be?” That was the young warrior, with a spear-wielder’s shoulders and a straight sword at her hip, a hunting bow and quiver on her back. Tamsin regarded the way she held herself, calculating threat and skill. She balanced well, and even as she argued with her friend she kept one eye on Tamsin. Skilled, perhaps, but not war-ready. Well, this was not the land Over the Waves under the Old Enemy.

      “No questions,” the scholar insisted again, talking right over the young warrior, and with a huff the latter subsided. The scholar smiled, triumphant, and turned with her chin high and her eyes flashing to Tamsin, who—laughed.

      He couldn’t help himself. He laughed, delighted with their youth, the way the ribbons clashed with the elf-maid’s hair, the sound of their voices on the air, their solidity, the familiarity of familial squabbling, their very existence.

      And he laughed because once upon a time Tamsin had been the one to so royally declare no questions! And none of his brothers or cousins had been inclined to listen, either. Tamsin laughed, and though his hand was on the hilt of his sword, of course (of course), he felt no concern at all. He carefully shifted his posture away from offering any hint of threat. The warrior’s eyebrows went up again, but she relaxed.

      Perhaps she had not realized Tamsin was armed? His shadow-woven cloak was quite enveloping, and even if this young elf bore a weapon, she did not hold herself as one anticipating threat. So had Tamsin’s brothers worn swords, in the youth of the world, when it had been little more than affectation.

      The scholarly elf-maid was still trying to work through what she wanted to say.

      “We welcome you back to the world of the living,” she said at length. “We do not remember all the customs. It has been long.” She shook her head. “We have not—we have never—never have we two met one come returning, yet nevertheless have we heard the stories of what we are to perform. Might thus we—” she bit her lip, frowning hard. “Will we—no—will you seek—no—” She stopped, but before Tamsin could come up with any words himself, her friend said something in their quick and flowing speech, and she, just a little doubtful, said: “We two welcome you to walk with us, traveller, and learn the new words?”

      Tamsin was still parsing what she’d said. There were customs for meeting those who came back from the dead? Were those stories, then, true?

      If he had, he Tamsin Korrokaith, the Dreadful, then⁠—

      If he had, then his brothers⁠—

      If he had⁠—

      Even if he had not, he might as well have. It wasn’t as if he knew anything but that he had been in exile, and alone, and cursed, and now he was not.

      It was nevertheless incredible that they would simply offer such an invitation. They had no idea at all who he was. Neither did he, perhaps, but he knew who he had been, and that was a person no one two such young elves should have been so comfortable with.

      Even with the greeting-ritual Tamsin was not sure he was at all comfortable—with them, with the situation, with himself⁠—

      But it had been so long. He had been so lonely, so alone, for so very long.

      “Yes,” he said, and: “thank you.”

      The elf-maid looked at her friend, and then said, “I am called River, and my friend is Ash.”

      Tamsin felt greatly relieved that apparently false names were part of the customs. Had Ash chosen hers because they stood under a little grove of ash-trees? Tamsin tried to think of a name for himself—something simple and natural, apparently—a tree?—he could not use ash, obviously, and he’d not been particularly keen on oaks or elms, not after Sawwalith⁠—

      The tossing branches full of singing birds of the grove where he’d awoken came to mind. He smiled at River and Ash, these young elves struggling with a very old tongue, meeting one who might as well have come back from the dead⁠—

      “You may call me Rowan,” he said, firmly. “And I should be glad indeed to walk with you for a time.”
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            FROM THE HALLS

          

        

      

    

    
      River had been the one to argue that they should walk on the other side of the river that formed the border between Elfland proper and the Perilous Lands, and therefore this was entirely her fault.

      Ash kept lowering her eyebrows in a very telling manner. River lifted her chin up and said nothing. She had promised Ash an adventure, and an adventure she had found! It was hardly her fault if it wasn’t the sort of adventure her friend had been anticipating.

      It wasn’t the sort of adventure River had been anticipating, admittedly. In all her daydreams, she had never imagined finding someone returned from the dead might be a thing that actually happened.

      She looked sidelong at their new travelling companion, who was walking along with a small smile on his face. She probably didn’t need to look so circumspectly, given the bright interest with which he was regarding everything, including the two of them.

      It wasn’t that she really thought it was rude to look on someone who was looking so frankly back. It was more that⁠—

      She looked sidelong at the so-called Rowan again, and tried to smile when he caught her eye. He didn’t say anything. He hadn’t said very much, actually. It must have been several hours since they’d encountered him, and apart from their initial exchange, none of them had said anything.

      River was considered odd for loving the stories of the ancient days, especially the
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