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      Thomas Rymour panicked the first time he sank beneath the water. He kicked, he flailed, he clawed. But when he broke the surface again, he couldn’t draw a breath. Just tiny panicked gasps. His clothes were waterlogged from his time in the cells. His limbs were like iron, heavy and cold. And the waves were tireless; their victory seemed inevitable. He had escaped a watery coffin for a burial at sea.

      But the sword in his hand was not the encumbrance he thought it would be. Instead it seemed to emanate strength, a lighthouse of singular thought: fight.

      Fight and survive.

      But they had been in the water for what felt like hours. At least the arrows had stopped flying; the elfs had too poor a shot or they had decided their targets were out of range. Perhaps they had left them to drown. Tom thought it more likely they were sending boats.

      A wave pulled him under again. But there was no panic this time. He had failed everyone. He had failed his friends with this foolish escape plan. He had failed Emyr, who had entrusted this sword to him. He had failed Maev, who had told him to return to Faerie. Now he was going to drown. The worst way to die.

      Fight. Fight and survive.

      It was enough to make him push back at the water. He broke the surface again.

      Brega was still arguing. She was trying to persuade them to swim to the rocks. Tom couldn’t see her. The waves were separating them. He thought of calling to Katharine but he couldn’t get his breath. The water pushed on his chest and made it harder to breathe.

      He shouldn’t have tried. He should have let someone else lead the escape. He wasn’t smart enough for this sort of thing. His limbs slowed. They were too heavy. It was over.

      Fight and survive.

      No, he thought. No more.

      He went under.

      Tom watched the others treading water as he drifted down into the deep. They were all so driven. Each of them believed in something, believed so hard it kept them going. What did Tom have? A foolish dream of an immortal fay, who could never love him the way he loved her. Better to let go.

      He had thought like this once before. Before Maev had taken him into Faerie. He had been a bad husband. A terrible father. He had tried to change. But he failed every time. Better to leave them, he had thought. They will be better without me, he had told himself. Better to let them go.

      And by leaving them, he had failed them too.

      Something tugged his ankle and that small sensation washed those thoughts from his mind. Fight and survive. He kicked towards the surface but something had hold of him. He let out a cry in a cloud of bubbles. Hands. Hands dragging him down, by ankle, by leg, by clothes and arms until eyes stared into his own. Tom kicked and struggled. He needed air. He needed the surface. He needed to escape.

      Fingers curled in his hair, hauling him down. No. No, fight. Fight and survive. A hand covered his face, little claws pricking his flesh, rough scales scouring his face. Tom shook, flailed. He pushed at the thing clawing at him, swung slow arcs with the sheathed sword that didn’t connect. And then the hand was gone and something else replaced it. Something with slapping, grasping tentacles that pulled at his cheeks. Something soft and wet that sucked at his lips, at his teeth.

      It was in his mouth. It was in his mouth.

      Tom gagged on wet flesh and the taste of salt. Tentacles were wrapped around his neck, his head, he couldn’t push the shell off his face, his lungs burned, he had to breathe. His traitorous lungs exhaled. No. He put both hands to the shell, pushed as hard as he could. But the creature was strong. And he was weak. He drew breath before he could stop himself.

      He waited to choke, to drown.

      Air.

      He took another careful breath.

      He could breathe.

      This creature was breathing for him. He took another breath, so deep his chest might burst, let it out. The revolting, sucking lips in his mouth drew his breath away. Tiny little bubbles escaped from the shell. Incredible.

      And there, drifting just a foot away, was a merrow. Like Nimuë it had a human form but was covered in scales, a shimmering green. Fins grew out of its arms, legs, and in place of its hair. It grinned a shark’s grin, rows of tiny sharp teeth, and its fins flapped. It was laughing at him.

      He was too relieved to care.

      It flapped forward, took his arm, tugged him down. Tom looked up and saw other merrow taking the others. They were safe. They were saved.

      Claws pricked the skin at his wrist and he nodded, letting the merrow guide him deeper. Swimming felt almost impossible. He did his best, but he knew he was mostly dead weight. It didn’t seem to impede the merrow at all; it swam as if unencumbered, as easily as a fish. The terror and the exhaustion of the past few days began to settle around Tom, and his eyelids grew heavy. His mind began to wander.

      Wake.

      The thought jerked Tom’s limbs and he snapped to consciousness. The merrow scowled at him but said nothing. Tom could feel pressure growing in his ears as they swam deeper. Away from the surface. He glanced up, filled with a fear of never seeing the sun again, and saw the others spread out behind him. It was a comfort to see he wasn’t alone.

      There. Light. A faint glow ahead. But there was no doubt it was their destination. It took only a few moments for the shape to coalesce into a chariot, an enormous construction of rib bones from a dead sea creature. Four great fish were tethered to it, and a skin was stretched over the bottom to create a platform. But the sides and top were open to the water, covered only by a shimmer, like dancing air over a fire.

      The merrow released Tom and he felt a moment of panic, cast off and alone. He flailed after his guide, but it sneered and pushed him away. Tom drifted a moment then, with nowhere else to go, he swam for the chariot. It was only a small gap, but each kick and pull at the water felt like he was swimming up a waterfall. Then he had hold of a rib, pulled himself through the gap and onto the skin floor.

      The water was gone.

      The creature in his mouth began to squeak, the tentacles flapping. He pushed and it came free, the sucking lips slipping out from between his own. The thing was hideous, all wet and soft and slimy, wriggling in his hands. Eirwen’s grace, the taste in his mouth. He spat. Revolting. But it had saved his life.

      A merrow snatched the shell from his hands.

      “Thank you,” Tom managed. But it said nothing, just took the reins and waited.

      Tom struggled to his feet, the floor beneath him soft and yielding. Some kind of glowing moss provided their light, growing at the base of the enormous ribs. There was nothing between those ribs to stop the water yet it waited there, rolling and splashing as if it had forgotten how to fall. There was a familiar vibration to the air that told him how this trick was performed.

      Another merrow dragged Katharine into the chariot and dropped her on the floor. She lay where she fell, hugging herself, her eyes tight shut, denying the world around her. Tom took hold of her shell and pulled. She pushed and kicked at him, and when the shell came free her eyes snapped open, nothing but wild panic inside.

      “You’re safe,” he said. “There’s air. We can breathe.”

      Dank stepped out of the water, taking off his shell with practiced ease. The boy wore an expression of wonder and acceptance, as if he had never seen such things before but knew all about them.

      Katharine let out her breath in a ragged gasp, unable to hold it any longer.

      “That’s it.” Tom pulled her into an embrace and stroked her hair. Dry. They were all completely dry. Incredible. “Breathe,” he told her. “Just breathe.”

      She drew in air like it was made of gravel, harsh and rattling. Tom could feel water at the back of his throat and tried to resist the urge to cough. It might unsettle her more.

      There was motion and the chariot began to move.

      “Wait, the others,” said Tom.

      “We saw two other vehicles,” Dank said.

      Tom looked out into the water and saw the boy was right; they followed behind, on either side.

      “Is she okay?” Dank asked.

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine.” In truth he had never seen her so frightened. Katharine had always seemed to know everything about Tir and, in knowing it, had no fear of it. Even when they had been travelling through the Whispering Woods she hadn’t been scared.

      “Don’t touch me,” she croaked. She’d remembered her anger. Tom felt a flare of his own. He’d saved their lives. Couldn’t she be grateful? But then he remembered her words in Faerie. You used me, she’d said. You’re a liar and a coward. He clambered to his feet and let her be. She sat in the middle of the chariot, staring at the floor. Angry, scared, so unlike the Katharine he knew. Had he done this? Had he made her this way?

      “Do you know where they’re taking us?” he asked Dank.

      The boy nodded. He spoke with an older voice and his expression was hard. “A place where they can decide what to do with us.”

      “What to do with us?”

      “Few mortals ever see a merrow, Thomas Rymour.” Dank’s eyes held the same dark amusement Tom had seen in so many fay. “They like to keep it that way.”

      “Where is this place?”

      In a moment the boy had changed, his face growing softer and younger and his eyes more innocent. He shrugged. “We don’t know.” He grinned. “Isn’t it incredible, though?”

      But Tom wasn’t in the mood for wonder. He turned to the merrow and asked, “Where are you taking us?”

      One of them turned and said something in a harsh language Tom didn’t understand.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know your tongue.”

      But the merrow turned away.

      “Did you understand that?” Tom asked Dank.

      He nodded. “It’s a lot like the old tongues,” he said.

      “What did he say?”

      Dank just shook his head. But Tom didn’t need an answer. The chariot was descending into deeper water. That was answer enough.
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        * * *

      

      They seemed to travel for hours. Katharine fell asleep, curled up in the very centre of the chariot. Tom leant against a pillar of bone and tried to sleep too. But, despite his exhaustion, he couldn’t relax. His pounding head seemed filled with foresights. A mighty stone city under the water. An enormous pyramid with a golden capstone. A crowd of elfs staring up at him as he cried, “For the king.”

      And when he did begin to drift into sleep, he would dream that he was back in the rat pit in Cairnalyr. That the water was rising up past his chest, his chin, his mouth, that he was beginning to choke, the water was washing up his nose and into his lungs and he would cough and start and wake himself.

      And when he woke, Dank would be watching him, thoughtful and intense. It was unsettling. More so than the foresights Tom couldn’t stop seeing or the dreams he couldn’t stop dreaming. In his exhaustion he thought he could see Dank’s tattoos moving, the whorling patterns twisting on his skin. They were even on the boy’s eyelids. How long must it have taken to ink his entire body? What had made him agree to that? Tom imagined having that same link to the fay, to share their minds, to even share his body with them.

      It made him shudder.

      Dank noticed. “Trouble sleeping.” It wasn’t a question. He sounded almost amused.

      Tom nodded. It didn’t help his headache.

      “We understand. This must be frightening.”

      Tom glanced over at the two silent merrow at the reins. “Yes,” he replied. His life, all their lives, were in the webbed hands of these bizarre creatures. This little bubble and their goodwill was all that stood between them and a watery death. True, the merrow carried only a short knife at the small of their backs; Caledyr’s reach would make short work of them. But what then? Could he drive the chariot, get back to the surface? What about the others?

      “Frightening too,” Dank said, “to know that one amongst you is a traitor.”

      “You think so?” Tom thought so too. But it was a thought he didn’t want to dwell on. Not right now.

      “We know.” Dank’s voice lowered and his words came slow and with menace. “The elfs did not know we were there. Then they did. Only Draig was left alone.”

      “Our prisoner could have shouted out, alerted a patrol.”

      “Or he may have led Draig back to his new masters.”

      “We don’t know what happened.”

      “Don’t we?” Dank tipped his head to one side and smiled a secret smile. It reminded Tom of Glastyn. “We know that Draig wasn’t in those cells with us.”

      “Neither was Neirin,” Tom replied. “Or Six.”

      “True.”

      The boy said no more. What was he trying to imply? That Six and Draig had both betrayed them? He found it easier to believe of Six. He liked both elfs well enough, but Draig seemed honest and straightforward. But Six carried secrets. That elf was a many-sided die and he was only showing one face. Tom had to admit that it was possible Six had betrayed them.

      “But Six was with us the whole time.”

      “So he was.” Dank nodded. “How then could he have contacted Gerwyn?”

      “Perhaps he gave the prisoner a knife? To cut his bonds? Overpower Draig and run back to the castle?”

      “Except that Draig was not at the campsite when we returned.”

      “He could have been taken away.”

      “Was he?”

      “How would I know?”

      “What we know is that he was sleeping in a soft bed. Eating good food. Drinking good wine.” Dank lifted his eyebrows. “Why, unless he had earned it somehow?”

      Tom closed his eyes and tipped back his head. Now wasn’t the time for this discussion. Better to talk about the merrow, options, a plan for escape. Did they need to escape? Were they prisoners again?

      But Dank pressed on. “He knows suspicion is on him,” he said. “He won’t wait again. He will take the sword. Leave you, betray you, kill you himself.”

      The sword. Caledyr. Tom put a hand on the pommel. Emyr had trusted him with it. Maev had ordered him to bring it back to her.

      “Say it was true,” Tom said. “Say Draig was a traitor. What should we do?”

      Dank smiled. It was a slow, satisfied smile. “Get rid of him.”

      Tom shook his head. Draig was a friend, a good elf. If he had betrayed them, he would have a good reason. Perhaps Gerwyn had threatened to kill them all if he hadn’t talked? Perhaps the Westerners had beaten the truth out of him? There could be a dozen reasons. No, Draig had earnt the benefit of the doubt.

      But would a traitor make the most of such largesse?

      One of the merrow spoke and Tom looked up to see light, a bright glow from beneath the chariot. They were almost there, wherever that might be. He was looking forward to sleep, even if it was in a cell. Right now he’d be a prisoner anywhere and for anyone if it meant he had a bed.

      He nudged Katharine. She would want to see this.

      “Look,” he said, voice soft.

      She stirred and groaned. He tried to peer over the edge of the chariot but couldn’t without putting his head in the water. So he looked out instead. The glow was strong, almost as strong as daylight. It illuminated the waters, darting fish flashing in the light. Merrow, too, were swimming in the waters. Some looked like Nimuë and their rescuers, human enough but with fins and scales. Others had long, snake-like tails instead of legs and their faces were far more fish-like. They were broad and strong and monstrous and they looked at Tom like he was prey. He shivered.

      The chariot began to drop and revealed the source of the light: an enormous city of coral and rock. It seemed to grow and twist at random but, as they descended, Tom began to make out merrow in windows and sitting on balconies. It had been grown, he realised. Shaped, somehow, without tools or instruments. Fashioned from rock and lit with moss. He had heard stories of the power of magic, but never seen proof of it until now. Despite his fear and uncertainty, he couldn’t help but stare.

      He saw himself place a hand on an impossibly smooth stone wall, the colours faded, a hint of magic still within after countless centuries.

      The foresight faded as the chariot turned. Were they leaving? No, the merrow had jumped out. They were in the water, pushing the chariot back until, with the sound of crashing waves, the chariot burst into a clearing of sand. Here too there was air, warm and close, like a thunderstorm about to break, and waves crashed against invisible walls.

      “Looks like we’re here.” He stood and offered a hand to Katharine. But she ignored it, pulling herself to her feet. She said to Dank, “What now?”

      Dank shrugged. He was different now, less intense. “We don’t know,” he said. “Your guess is as good as ours.”

      “I thought you were supposed to be our guide,” Tom said. He strapped Caledyr to his back as the merrow stepped out of the water and waved them forward. They always seemed angry.

      “We were supposed to deliver you to the sword,” Dank replied, stepping off the chariot with the rest of them. “You already have your guide.” He pointed to Katharine. Katharine who was ignoring the pair of them and gazing instead at the water above them.

      “It’ll be okay,” Tom whispered. But it was unnerving, the water rolling and churning above them in great waves. With every step he waited to fall up into the water, as if he was being held above it rather than it being held above him. It gave him a sense of vertigo.

      The clearing was a bare circle of sand, fenced in by water, the only exit an archway of coral. A single merrow blocked their path. It wore an unusual leather skirt and held a pike of sorts. Tom thought of approaching but the merrow’s expression suggested he should keep his distance.

      A crash behind them announced the others, clambering out into the clearing, Neirin and Six from one, Brega and Draig from another. Brega scowled at Six like she was ready to behead him there and then. Draig was silent and still, tense, in a way Tom hadn’t seen before. Six was examining everything he could and Neirin was withdrawn.

      The chariots slipped back into the water and they were alone.

      “Well.” Six said into awkward silence. “We made it.”

      “Yes,” Brega said. “Your plan worked, Rymour.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I didn’t say it was a good thing.” When she had been dressed in her black robes and veil she had been intimidating. But those robes had been taken by the Westerners. Now she wore a shift and a yellow scarf around her face. She might have looked silly if she hadn’t seemed so self-conscious. Her barbs couldn’t bother Tom while he was feeling sorry for her.

      “We’re alive,” he pointed out.

      “For how long?”

      Their guard moved aside for another merrow sweeping into the clearing. This one wore crude jewellery and a soft purple robe that hung from one shoulder. It came at them with bared teeth and upheld palms, as if warding them off.

      “Welcomes,” it said. “Humble welcomes.” The words didn’t seem to fit in its mouth, coming out harsh and jagged, with the emphasis in the wrong place. It was followed by two other merrow, neither armed but carrying strange leather bags that hung over their stomachs instead of their backs.

      Tom turned to Neirin, expecting the elf to offer his usual haughty introduction. But he was stood alone, staring out into the water.

      Katharine was the Pathfinder, the wanderer and the diplomat, best suited to greeting foreigners. But she just stared at the waves crashing above them.

      And the others looked to him.

      “Um.” He cleared his throat, tried to remember all the courtly manners he’d seen in Cairnagan. “Greetings,” he said. He sketched a rusty bow and pasted a warm smile on his face. “We thank you for your most generous hospitality.”

      The merrow aped the gesture, spreading his arms and showing off his fins. They bore splashes of bright colour, like a butterfly. “Humble welcomes.” He appeared excited. Was that a good sign? He stepped forward and extended a hand, palm up. When Tom did the same, the merrow corrected him, turning his hand palm down and placing his fingertips on its wrist. Tom had expected cold, rough skin but it was warm and smooth, a rapid pulse beneath. “I am known as Sânuoi of the Peljaä. Where is Nimuë?”

      To business, then. That suited Tom. He wasn’t good at the empty pleasantries. He opened his mouth to answer but Brega interrupted, “We need safe passage back to the surface,” she said, glaring at Tom.

      But Sânuoi shook his head. “That wasn’t the arrangement we made.”

      “We’re making it the arrangement.”

      Sânuoi nodded and the guard took a few quick steps and pointed its pike at her. “The merrow made their arrangement with Thomas Rymour.” And to Tom he said, “You requested we rescue you from the bay in exchange for information about Nimuë. We upheld our end. Uphold yours.”

      He had a point. Tom hadn’t specified where the merrow take them after a rescue. It had been poor wording on his part. He should have known better. He’d spent seven years watching the fay spar with each other.

      “What guarantees do we have of safety?” he asked.

      “None.” Sânuoi’s reply was blunt but not unkind. “First let us assess your claims. If you have been honest with us, that will bode well for you.”

      So he would let them go once he’d found Nimuë. Very well. “There is a forest towards the south of the island you rescued us from. When we saw Nimuë, she was in a clearing with a pond.”

      The merrow nodded and his two companions stepped past and into the water. Tom watched them swim up and away. “They will look for her. You will wait here. It is decided.” Sânuoi turned and swept away.

      “Wait,” Tom said, but his command came out hoarse and pleading.

      Sânuoi stopped at the archway and waved in two smaller merrow, children with trays of food and drink. “Refreshments while you wait,” Sânuoi told them. The trays were polished shell, the food small piles of meat Tom didn’t recognise, the drink simple water served in giant curling shells like a snail’s. “Be patient,” the merrow added, and bared his teeth before he left with the children. Only the guard remained, staring at them like they were dangerous animals.

      Everyone stood in silence for a moment.

      “I don’t know what that stuff is,” Six said. “But I’ll eat anything.” He sat in the sand next to the trays, took a swig of water and tried a strip of a wet, white meat. “Interesting,” he said, with a disgusted smile.

      “You don’t like it?” Dank sat next to him.

      “Try it,” Six replied, and laughed when Dank did and pulled a face.

      “That is,” Dank said, sticking his tongue out like a small child, “unusual.”

      “Shall we eat?” Tom said to Katharine, whose gaze seemed fixed on the sea. She looked small and uncertain, a stranger wearing her face. But her expression darkened when he tried to offer her a reassuring smile, and she sat and ate and drank without looking at him.

      It was clear Brega wanted to join them. But Neirin stayed where he was, gazing out into the dark waters, and she seemed unwilling to leave his side. Draig prowled around the edge of the clearing; did she distrust him? Or was it something else?

      Tom took one of the shells and drank deep. The water was cool and had an odd flavour but was welcome all the same. He could feel his headache easing already.

      “This is revolting,” Six said, handing Tom a shell with round slices of flesh covered in a sort of clear jelly. “You have to try it.”

      “Do I?” Tom said. But it was food, so he did. Six was right. “Emyr’s black bones, that’s bad.”

      “Try this instead.”

      Tom took the shell and picked up a strip of pink fish. It was raw. Tom went to put it back but Six just nodded at him so he ate it. It was chewy and bland.

      “Not much better,” he said.

      Six just handed him something else, this a smaller shell with a glob of flesh in the middle. The elf mimed tipping the contents into his mouth.

      They were salty and gooey.

      “You’re doing this deliberately, aren’t you?” Tom asked after washing his mouth out.

      “Oh yes.” Six grinned.

      Dank was smiling too. Even Katharine was trying to fight a smile. And although they were miles underwater, at the mercy of a strange people, Tom had to laugh. The cries of disgust, the glee of eliciting them, the joy he found in his own, Tom clung to them like a drowning man to driftwood. They ate because they had to, because the West had starved them. But to dwell on that was too painful, so they made a game of it all.

      But not the Easterners. As Tom ate some smoked fish, somewhat more palatable than Six’s suggestions, he saw Neirin turn away from the water. He was holding a bag, Tom’s satchel, the one Maev had given him. Tom hadn’t noticed it in the chaos of the escape.

      “Brega. Draig.” Neirin opened it and pulled out two skull masks. Siomi had told Tom that the masks were made of the bones of respected and beloved ancestors. They were treasured possessions in the East and Gerwyn, their gaoler, had put them on his wall like ornaments. Neirin must have saved them. He offered them without comment. Draig took his in silence. Brega touched the face of hers and Tom saw her eyes moisten.

      “Thank you, my lord.” Her voice was like a whisper.

      “I could not leave them.” Neirin reached into the satchel and pulled out another.

      Brega cleared her throat. “Siomi’s?”

      “Siomi’s.”

      They stared at it for a moment. “I can do it, my lord, if you wish.”

      Neirin shook his head. “No. It is something I must do,” he replied. “But later.” He returned the mask to the satchel.

      Tom held his tongue despite his curiosity. Now wasn’t the time.

      Six obviously disagreed. “Do what?”

      “It doesn’t concern you,” said Brega, but Neirin shook his head.

      “We must break Siomi’s mask,” he said, as if it broke him to say it. “She died a shameful death.”

      Shameful? “She sacrificed herself for us,” Tom said.

      “She died without a weapon in her hands. The Westerners slaughtered her like cattle.”

      “No.” Tom rose to his feet. “No. She saw there was no way out while she was a captive. She took her life, so we could escape.”

      “No. She did not.”

      “I saw it.”

      “Be silent,” Brega snarled. “That would bring an even greater shame on her name.”

      “Why? Because she saved us?”

      “Tom.” Katharine didn’t look at him. Didn’t offer comfort or emotion of any kind. “This is their way.”

      “Well it’s wrong.”

      Brega twitched as if she might strike him. “Still your tongue. Now.”

      But Neirin lifted a hand to calm her and turned a raw gaze on Tom. “Please.” There was no rank. No lordliness or pomposity. It made Neirin sound hollow. Naked. “Don’t make this any harder.”

      It felt cruel to say more. But Tom couldn’t leave it unsaid. “She sacrificed herself for you,” he said. “She gave her life. Her death. To save you. So you didn’t have to suffer a shameful death.”

      “That is not what happened.”

      “How can you say that? You saw it as clearly as I did.”

      “Tom, quiet,” Six said.

      “To do what you say she did, it is abominable.” Neirin’s face was like a rock, like he tried to feel nothing so he didn’t have to feel what he was saying. “To take Angau’s gift for yourself is a very great crime. One of the greatest. Do not accuse Siomi of it. Please, Tom.”

      The clearing stilled, all eyes on him. Siomi had done a brave, terrible thing that had saved everyone’s life. And if somehow it was such a great crime, didn’t that make her sacrifice all the greater? There had been no fear, no anguish in her face. She had done what had to be done.

      But Neirin was begging. Or the closest he would ever get. He didn’t want to remember his friend, protector, companion, in that way. He would rather remember her dying a useless death.

      Tom looked at Katharine. She would know what to do. She had called him a liar and a coward. Was it cowardly to let Neirin have his lie? Or was it braver to bear Siomi’s gift alone?

      Katharine just looked at a strip of raw fish in her hand.

      It wasn’t right. Siomi had done something incredible. It wasn’t right to let them deny it.

      “Don’t.” Brega’s voice was soft, without its usual bite. That was even stranger than Neirin begging. “You’ll drag her name through the mud.”

      He would? He wasn’t the one with the perverted ideas about death. “Don’t lay this at my feet,” he told them. “I know what she did for us.”

      The only sound was the rolling waves above their heads.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Tom dreamt of an arena, of rows and rows of merrow looking down at him, their scales shining in the light. Waves crashed overhead as the merrow raised their hands in silence.

      Tom dreamt of an arena, of rows and rows of men, women and elfs looking down on him, the world hot and dark with just a slit to see through. Thunder crashed overhead as he waited for his opponent to make his move.

      Tom dreamt of his cell in Cairnalyr, dark and drowning, the filthy water creeping up past his mouth, his nose, over his eyes...
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        * * *

      

      He woke with a start and a cry and flailed, trying to push himself to his feet, trying to keep his head above water.

      “Tom, it’s okay.” Six’s voice was calm and soothing. He had a hand on Tom’s brow. “We’re safe.”

      Tom stopped, lay back. “I thought I was in my cell.” He tried to slow his breathing, calm his racing heart.

      “In that cell,” Six corrected him. “It doesn’t belong to you and you don’t belong to it.”

      “Right.” Tom nodded and sat up. He reached out and touched the sword, just placed his fingers on the apple-shaped pommel to remind himself it was there. The metal was smooth and cool. It was reassuring. His heart slowed and his panic subsided in a moment. He looked around. Some of the others were sleeping too. Not Brega; she sat beside Neirin with a possessive air, like a dog guarding her dinner. And Dank stood by the wall of water, putting his hand in and out and swirling it around.

      “Did I wake you?” Tom asked.

      Six shook his head. “I’m not sure I’d be safe if I slept.” He nodded at Brega. Yes. Of course. Six was under suspicion. Tom had almost forgotten. It was hard to remember because he didn’t believe it. Or perhaps didn’t want to.

      “How long has it been?”

      “Since we were left here?” Six shrugged and handed him a shell filled with water. “Hard to say. There’s no sun here. The lights have dimmed, though. Perhaps it’s night.”

      Tom followed the elf’s finger and saw the glow beyond the wall was less than before. Only one structure was visible, a tall, twisting rock tower.

      He brushed sand out of his hair. “How’s Katharine?”

      Six nodded. “It took her a while to relax but she’s sleeping now. She doesn’t like the water.”

      “No.” He looked at her sleeping form, tucked up against the rock wall, her back to the world. “I didn’t realise.”

      Six frowned. “I thought you two were close.”

      “In ways.” Tom kept his voice low. He didn’t want the others to hear. “But I only saw her when she visited. Just a few days at a time. This journey is the longest time we’ve spent together.”

      “Hmm.” Six looked him up and down. “I thought you had known each other a lot longer.”

      “No,” he said. “But she was my only friend for a very long time.”

      Six shifted, looked at his hands.

      “What is it?” Tom asked.

      “Nothing.”

      A liar knows a liar. “Spit it out, Six.”

      The elf let out a long breath, as if steeling himself. “You don’t treat her very well, if she’s your only friend.” He played with a ring on his finger. “We don’t have much time in Tir, before we’re called to the Isles of the Dead. Oen tells us to make right our wrongs. That we shouldn’t carry them but set them free.”

      Tom could feel the heel of bread he’d eaten from Topknot’s grave. No-one had done the same for Siomi. Where had her wrongs gone? “When did you become so pious?” he asked.

      Six smiled. It was sad and amused and bitter all at once. “Perhaps I’ve always been like this.”

      Tom nodded at the elf’s hands. “What’s that?”

      “This?” Six held up his ringed finger. The simple gold band was encircled in elfish lettering. “It means ‘lamb’.”

      Tom squinted at it. The lettering was faded with age. “I’ve not seen it before.”

      Six shrugged and lowered his hand, covering it with the other. “I wasn’t wearing it before.”

      Tom’s first thought was that the elf was hiding something. But there was something different about him. Something approaching peace. “It was meeting him, wasn’t it?” he asked. “Meeting Emyr.”

      Six smiled. “It’s not every day you meet a legend.”

      He’s just a man. That’s what Tom would have said if the sound of a crashing wave hadn’t turned his head. The two merrow had returned, striding out from the sea.

      There was no sign of Nimuë.

      “Where is she?” Tom asked them. “Did you find her?”

      But the merrow ignored him, leaving the clearing without a look or a word. Did they seem angrier than usual? “Wait,” Tom said. But they didn’t.

      They were gone in a moment, but the commotion was enough to wake everyone. “They did not seem happy,” said Neirin.

      “Do they ever?” Six countered.

      “Nimuë wasn’t with them,” Tom said.

      “If they think we lied to them we’ll never get out of here.” Brega looked at Tom as if it was his fault.

      “We should think about escape,” Six suggested.

      Neirin nodded. “It would be wise to have a plan should the worst occur. Lady Katharine, would you assist us?”

      Six got up to join them but Brega raised her palm to Tom before he could rise. “Best you leave this to us,” she said, watching him settle again before going to her master’s side. Tom watched them all, even Draig, joined in hushed conversation. Their turned backs were crueller than Brega’s sneer. Hadn’t he saved their lives?

      “Ignore them.” Dank was stood behind him, wearing a sad smile. “We thought it was a good plan.”

      “Thank you.”

      The boy looked up at the waves overhead. “But it might be time to think of another.”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t long until Sânuoi returned with guards either side of him. “You are to come with me,” he said.

      The others were still huddled in their circle. Tom, cast aside and left with Dank by the archway, was feeling sulky and belligerent when he asked, “Where are we going?”

      “The Setta. Your fate must be decided.”

      “They didn’t find Nimuë, did they?” But Tom already knew the answer by the hard look on Sânuoi’s face.

      Still, the merrow’s voice was gentle when he ordered the guards to escort them. “Let this be done.” He almost sounded apologetic.

      The guards carried pikes, long, barbed things that looked cruel and painful. Tom found them all pointed at him when he strapped Caledyr to his back. One guard barked at him in their harsh tongue. Sânuoi spoke too, and they disagreed for a moment. Then Sânuoi said to Tom, “You carry a weapon.”

      “I do.”

      “Will you give it up?”

      “No.”

      The merrow smiled. “It is our law that prisoners are unarmed.”

      Tom knew it would be best not to antagonise their captors any more than they had to. But he had lost the sword once. He couldn’t lose it again. “We don’t want any trouble,” he said. “All we want is to return to the surface.”

      Sânuoi shook his head. “I will take you to the Setta. They will decide that,” he said. “But our law is law.”

      “And what happens to those who break the law?”

      “They are taken to the Setta where judgement is passed on them.”

      Tom fought a smile and folded his arms. The guard scowled but Sânuoi just flapped his fins.

      “Do as you will, surface man,” he said. “The Setta will speak.”

      With that they were herded out of the clearing and into the city proper.

      It was unlike anywhere Tom had seen. There were no signs of brick or construction; the buildings were carved out of natural rock formations. Some were tall and towering, home to dozens of doorways, others were small and housed a single hovel. Their feet fell on smooth stone-like scales growing out of the sand, while homes and shops twisted out of the ground on either side. Some streets branched off into the sea where they continued, underwater but no different for it. Doorways and windows were closed with enormous shells, bone structures, or sometimes driftwood. The same glowing moss grew everywhere, fighting off the dark of the deep, giving off light of all colours from green to purple to yellow and more. The light gave a surreal air to the world, but more unnerving was the quiet. The city felt abandoned. Shops and stalls were closed. Homes were shuttered and empty, the streets silent. There was only a low, quiet roar in the distance.

      “Where is everyone?” Six asked.

      “The Setta,” Sânuoi said.

      “What is the Setta?”

      Sânuoi bared his teeth again. It wasn’t a threat, Tom noticed. What did it mean? “Where the people meet,” he replied. “To decide things.”

      “A public forum,” Six said.

      “A place for them to pass their judgement on all things.”

      Tom cast a glance at the guards escorting them. He wasn’t sure he liked the idea of their judgement.

      “What’s a public forum?” he asked Six, keeping his voice low so the merrow didn’t hear. “We have them in the West. They’re a place where the people can make themselves heard. The Proctors listen to their concerns, pass judgement on civil matters, relay bigger concerns to the king. Or, at least, that’s the idea.”

      “The idea? It doesn’t work?”

      Six shrugged. “Sometimes it works. Sometimes it doesn’t.”

      Why would Sânuoi take them to such a forum? Were they going to have an audience with their local lord? The roar grew louder as they walked, and it wasn’t long until they emerged into an enormous open space, a huge plain dominated by a circular structure. It was so tall that it broke into the water above them, waves crashing against walls and columns. The Setta looked insubstantial, a lattice of brickwork filled with gaps and windows. It was the only thing they had seen that looked built, from brick and stone, but it was old. Tom didn’t think he had ever seen anything older. Time and use had weathered and worn it down, leaving sections crumbled and ruined. The merrow had patched it with whatever materials came to hand, but it had seen its best days come and go.

      “The Setta?” Tom asked and Sânuoi nodded.

      “Looks like a theatre to me,” Brega muttered. When Tom turned she looked embarrassed to have been heard, but said, “The Erhenni have them. It’s where they have their trials.”

      “Trials?”

      “By combat.” Brega nodded at the Setta. “They look like that.”

      Trials? Were they on trial because the merrow hadn’t found Nimuë? Sânuoi was speaking to a group of the green-skinned creatures. They all carried pikes too. Tom asked Brega, “Will they make us fight?”

      She shrugged. She seemed uninterested in the answer. Only Dank spoke. “No. We do not think so.”

      “Do you know that, Dank, or are you guessing?”

      Dank shrugged too, but his came with a smile that said he knew as much as Tom did.

      Draig stepped forward. “If fighting they wish for us, I will do it.” It was the first thing he’d said to Tom since they’d arrived. “I have best skills with a sword.” He was waiting. For Caledyr. He was waiting for Tom to give him the sword.

      He will take it, Dank had said.

      “No.”

      “It is best way,” Draig said.

      Tom couldn’t argue that Draig was the best swordsman. And he didn’t want to listen to the nagging doubt in the back of his mind. But it was there nevertheless, prodding at his thoughts: Draig might have betrayed them.

      “No.” Tom reached back and touched Caledyr’s apple-shaped pommel. It made him feel better. “The sword stays with me.”

      Draig opened his mouth to argue but Sânuoi interrupted him. “The merrow are ready,” he said. Eight of them took up escort positions, pikes at the ready.

      Brega ignored their new guards. “We don’t want an audience or a meeting or a committee. We just want to go back to the surface.”

      “The merrow have decided,” Sânuoi said. “The Setta is needed.”

      “For what, Sânuoi?” Tom asked. “We don’t want to trouble your leaders. And we don’t think we deserve a trial.”

      The merrow shook his head. “The Setta is neither of those things, Thomas Rymour,” he said. “The Setta is for the merrow to decide what must be done. Now we decide what must be done with you.”

      “What must be done with us?” Brega snarled.

      “Yes. There are two proposals.”

      Tom looked up towards a sun he couldn’t see. “What are they?”

      “To release you, to go where you will,” Sânuoi said. “Or to keep you here.”

      “For how long?” Tom knew the answer even as he asked the question.

      “For always.”

      Their guards led them into the Setta and the roar of a thousand conversations settled into a hush. Tom stared up at rows and rows of seats, all filled with shining merrow, blues and greens and silvers and golds. The seats didn’t stop where they met the water, instead hosting stranger merrow, the ones with serpent tails and monstrous faces, prominent lower jaws with protruding needle teeth and no visible nose.

      Sânuoi saw him staring. “The deep merrow,” he told Tom. “They cannot breathe the air as you and I can.”

      “What happened to them?”

      He bared his teeth. “We do not know. So much of that time is lost to us.”

      The arena itself was a small clearing of sand encircled by a wall as tall as Draig. They were escorted to the centre where their guards abandoned them, climbing up into seats of their own. Only Sânuoi remained. Once the guards were seated, a merrow on the first level stood, raised his hands and spoke. He wore the same type of purple robe as Sânuoi.

      “That is Râçori,” Sânuoi told them. “He too is of the Peljaä. He is welcoming everyone to this meeting and reminding them of the matter at hand.”

      The moss-light was a steady cool blue, making the Setta seem cold and unfriendly.

      “What happens now?” Six asked.

      “The proposals have been made,” Sânuoi told them. “They will be discussed. You will be asked questions. Then there will be a vote.”

      “So this is a trial after all,” Tom said.

      Sânuoi said nothing. Tom looked around at the hundreds of eyes staring down at them. The gazes ranged from disdain through revulsion to hatred. There wasn’t a single friendly face.

      Merrow began to stand and talk. Sânuoi translated.

      “What is to stop them from bringing back more surface dwellers and sacking our city? They should be kept here for the protection of all merrow.”

      “They did not fulfill your part of the bargain. They cannot be trusted here, even as prisoners.”

      “They are trespassing on our lands and should be put to death.”

      So it went on, though each speech ended one of two ways: imprisonment or death. But the faces staring at them would soon grow tired of feeding six surface dwellers. That much Tom could see for himself. Today or tomorrow, these creatures would decide to kill them.

      The roar of foreign voices and glittering scales faded to green shade and Dank spoke with a voice too big and too old, even for him. “Time defeats all.”

      Sânuoi’s flapping fins drove the foresight away. “The proposals have been made and agreed on: freedom, imprisonment, or execution.”

      Tom held little hold for freedom.

      Then the merrow began to ask questions. Where did you find a Call? Why did you ask for our help? Why did you lie to us? None of the others volunteered answers. But if time defeated all, perhaps it could defeat the merrow. So Tom answered their questions, and tried to think of a way to escape while the merrow roared.

      “They say you lied,” Sânuoi told him. “Nimuë was not where you said she was.”

      “Perhaps she left,” Tom replied. “Perhaps she was hiding. I don’t know.”

      “You do not want me to say that for you,” he hissed. “Do not mock the merrow, not here.” His fins flapped. “All we found was an old man hiding under a rock.”

      “Didn’t he tell you where Nimuë was?”

      “There are very few of us that speak your tongue.”

      Tom bit back exasperation. This was an opportunity. “Send someone who does,” he said. The longer this was delayed, the better their chances. “I assure you we saw her. We spoke to her. She gave me this sword.”

      Now the merrow’s fins beat the air as if he were trying to fly. “You do mock us.”

      “I do not.”

      “How could you speak to Nimuë?” he demanded. “It has been a thousand years since her waters joined with Lannad’s.”

      Dead. That was what he meant. Nimuë was dead. Tom shook his head. How could that be? He’d seen her, spoken to her, touched her.

      But she held Ambrose captive, who had also lived a thousand years ago. And if he was still alive, she could be too.

      “Magic,” he said. Sânuoi stopped speaking and glared at him. “It has to be magic.”

      “If she were alive, would she not have returned to us?”

      “Perhaps she can’t. Perhaps she’s trapped.”

      But Sânuoi sneered at him and turned away while the Setta spoke to itself.

      “It’s over,” Brega said. She was still but her eyes prowled around the arena. “Lose the translator, you lose the audience.”

      Neirin, who so far had seemed uninterested in everything, peered at Brega as if he’d never seen her before.

      “What do we do?” Six asked.

      “Get him back on our side.” Brega’s tone made it clear she saw little hope of that. She saw it too. She saw their death sentence looming over them.

      “Sânuoi,” Six said. “Please, my apologies, but I must speak.”

      The merrow glared but nodded.

      “There are many strange things in this world and many of them are in the glade we sent you to. The man your people saw, under that rock? He is over a thousand years old and yet he lives and breathes. Nimuë is no different. We beg you to go again. Talk to that man. See what he has to say.”

      But Sânuoi’s eyes were cold. He didn’t believe them.

      “A trade,” Tom said. “I propose a trade.”

      “You broke the terms of your last trade,” Sânuoi said.

      Then a merrow stood and barked a demand and the Setta roared in response.

      “They have called the vote,” Sânuoi said.

      “No, wait, there is more that needs to be said,” Six pleaded. “Our world is in peril, we need to get back to the surface.”

      But it was no use. Râçori was speaking, clawed hands were being raised. The Setta was a roar of noise but the Peljaä were silent, counting votes. Sânuoi had folded his arms and moved to one side; his part was over, he waited for judgement to be handed down. Neirin stood, hunched and distant, the fight knocked out of him. Dank seemed fascinated but unconcerned. Draig was still, a rock. Six stood close to Katharine and neither of them spoke. Brega whirled, ready, fingers clawed and muscles tense. She did look silly in her shift and her yellow scarf.

      Tom felt nervous laughter bubbling inside him. He had betrayed a duke, faced a dragon, given up Faerie. Only to be stopped by these merrow, these fish-men who he had thought a myth. Executed by mythical merrow. It was absurd. Ridiculous. To come all this way. To brave the Whispering Woods. To kill a man. To spend days trapped in a stinking, soaking rat pit.

      To watch Siomi open her neck on a Western blade. It had to mean something. Something more than this.

      A thought nudged him, like a dog ready to be let out.

      Fight.

      His fingers clenched and his jaw tightened. These fish-men would not make this all for nothing.

      Râçori spoke and the Setta roared into life. The vote had carried. The fish-men cheered and jeered, threw gestures down to their victims. Tom’s fingers twitched and he felt an itch to draw the sword. Sânuoi’s voice seemed to come from far away.

      “You are to die for your crimes.”

      The thought appeared fully formed in his mind; Tom knew what had to be done. Caledyr came free of the scabbard with a quiet hiss, lost in the noise of the rabble. Tom twisted his grip like he’d been handling a blade all his life, took one, two easy steps. Put one arm around Sânuoi’s neck and under the chin, pulling it up and exposing it to the copper blade that shone in the cool blue light.

      The Setta stopped. The only sound was the crashing of waves.

      “I have a new proposal.” Tom’s voice was loud and clear though he knew few would understand it. “You take us back to the surface. And, in exchange, Sânuoi of the Peljaä, I won’t kill you right here and now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      The echoes of Tom’s voice faded. No-one said anything. The others edged closer, placing their backs to his, creating a small circle with Tom at its head. Sânuoi trembled, his hands raised and shaking.

      “You may translate,” Tom murmured. The merrow smelt of fish, yes, and sweat and fear. But he also smelt perfumed, though it was no perfume Tom knew.

      Sânuoi spoke, voice quavering. And, when he was finished, Râçori replied.

      “He says the merrow will not have their voice silenced by a surface man,” Sânuoi said. “He asks if you plan to kill every merrow in this city.”

      “You can tell him we must be allowed to leave. We wish your people no harm.”

      Sânuoi laughed, his fins beating at Tom. “Sorry,” he said. “It is hard to believe that with a blade to my throat.”

      “This is madness,” Six said.

      “Tell them,” Tom said to Sânuoi. “Tell them we don’t want to come back. We don’t want to tell the surface about this place. We just want to leave.”

      “This isn’t going to work,” said Brega. Merrow were beginning to get out of their seats and climb down to the arena floor. “There are too many of them.”

      Sânuoi and Râçori were speaking. “What are you saying?” Tom demanded.

      “We are Peljaä.” Fear made Sânuoi’s voice squeak. “We listen. We have no voice here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Râçori cannot overturn the vote.”

      “Who can?”

      “Only the Setta.”

      The merrow were reaching the sand. Edging towards their little group. Some had short little knives. Others were retrieving pikes from the entrances.

      “How many, do you think?” Brega asked.

      “Enough.” Draig sounded resigned, but not sad or angry. Like he had found the destination he sought by an unexpected path.

      “We can’t fight them all,” said Six.

      “Kill this one,” said Brega.

      “Will that solve anything?”

      “It might be a start.”

      Râçori was staring down at Tom, his fists clenching and unclenching. Tom met his gaze. The merrow was the closest thing to an authority figure. But he was an authority figure without authority.

      “Tom, must you give to me the sword,” Draig said.

      “No.”

      “In Cairnalyr you did not. It must be different this time.”

      Tom saw the look in Siomi’s eyes just before she killed herself. Maybe Draig was right. He turned and met Dank’s eyes. The boy shook his head.

      “No, Draig,” Tom said.

      “Do as he says, Tom.” Neirin gave the approaching merrow a forlorn look. Like he couldn’t summon his indignation and was sad about it.

      “You got us into this mess,” Brega told Tom. “Don’t make it worse.”

      The merrow were goading each other to edge closer. So far no-one wanted to make the first move. But it was only a matter of time.

      “Will they let me kill you?” Tom murmured.

      “Yes.”

      “Then you had better help me think of a way out of this.”

      “The people have spoken. It is done.”

      “Nothing is done until it’s done.”

      The merrow turned his face to Tom as best he could with a sword to his throat. He looked frightened. He looked uncertain. He looked like someone whose world was falling apart around him. Part of Tom felt sick for causing someone so much hurt, and he felt an urge to let the merrow go. But he daren’t. If he did, he would lose the sword. Again.

      Do not lose the sword.

      The air was humming with menace. The anger had deepened and darkened. Any moment the tension would break and they would be torn limb from limb. The others were talking, shouting over the clamour, making plans and recriminations. Tom couldn’t blame them. His gambit had failed. He had failed and he would die here. He would die underwater after all.

      “Let me go,” Sânuoi choked. The sword was too close to his throat, Tom’s arm tensing under the pressure. “There is no benefit should you kill me.”

      No. No benefit. It would not stop the mob around them. But doing nothing wouldn’t stop them either.

      “Tell them something,” he told Sânuoi. “Anything. If we die, you die.”

      “The Setta has spoken,” Sânuoi gasped. “The vote is done.”

      “Then we need a new vote.” The merrow were close, some making feints with their little knives, laughing to see Brega snatch at them or Katharine flinch. The air was a chaos of voices and beating fins. “What if we offer them something better?”

      “Such as?”

      Good question. He looked at the crowd around them. Animal in appearance. Civilised in principle. But savages inside. Like the West, with its words of peace and liberty, they were ready to drop them all in a pit and watch them drown.

      Dank caught his eye. “Looks like it’s a trial by combat after all,” the boy said. And, in a moment, the thought appeared in his mind.

      Fight.

      “A spectacle,” he said to Sânuoi. “A fight. We surface dwellers, we fight each other.” He knew he was talking too fast, fear making him stumble over his words. “We fight and we give you one of us, to do with what you will.”

      Sânuoi’s face changed. There was hope in his eyes.

      “Will it work?” Tom asked.

      “It might.”

      One merrow was stabbing a knife at Brega, who waited to catch and take it.

      “Tell them.”

      “I can’t,” he replied. “I am Peljaä. I have no voice here.”

      Six and Katharine were side by side, facing a merrow with a pike. Katharine said something to Six and his head bowed.

      “Tell them.”

      “You don’t know what you ask.”

      Draig was yelling at the merrow, stepping out of the circle, goading them. The merrow roared back at him.

      “If you don’t tell them we’ll all die.”

      And the hope in Sânuoi’s eyes died as he opened his mouth and cried out to the Setta. It was just a few short words. But the chaos and the bloodlust sputtered, spat and shrank. The merrow looked up at Râçori, whose face was pale and still. But he spread his arms and spoke. Sânuoi said something back, a longer speech, and Râçori replied.

      The merrow began to return to their seats.

      “What did you say?” Tom asked.

      “I gave up my position of Peljaä.” He sounded both relieved and devastated. “I demanded my voice and offered a proposal.”

      “Good.” Tom lowered Caledyr. Sânuoi stepped away, touched his neck; the blade had left a small cut and cold, blue blood wept from the wound.

      “What have you proposed?” asked Six.

      “What Tom suggested,” the merrow said. “A trade. Life for a life.”

      “What?” Brega asked.

      “Tom, what have you done?” Katharine asked.

      There was a hum in the air as the merrow took their seats. Excitement. Anticipation. Bloodlust. They sat here and cast votes and called themselves civilised. But, in truth, they wanted blood. Performance. Entertainment.

      “If the vote carries, you fight until one is offered or one remains standing. Make an offering and we will execute them. The rest can leave.” Sânuoi smiled a shark’s smile.

      “And you suggested this, Tom?” Neirin sounded tired and disgusted.

      “It was that or be torn to pieces.”

      “Maybe you should be our choice then?” said Brega. “Let them kill you?”

      “We would be angry, if you did.” Dank spoke with Mab’s voice, heavy with menace, deep with pleasure at the prospect of unleashing that menace. Even Brega blanched.

      Neirin turned to Sânuoi. “Tom does not speak for us,” he said. “We refuse.”

      “You have no voice here.” The merrow spat each word. “And I am no king to order my people. I am not even Peljaä now. I am nothing.”

      Tom felt a stab of sympathy. Whatever this Peljaä was, it was obviously a position of importance. Could Sânuoi get it back? From his demeanour, Tom guessed he couldn’t.

      Râçori was speaking. That was good. That meant there would be a vote. A chance to limit the deaths to one.

      “This is insane,” Brega said.

      “I will not let them execute even one of us.” Neirin’s voice was loud enough for the whole Setta to hear.

      “We’re not picking anyone,” said Brega. “We’ll fight our way out.”

      “One sword against thousands?” Six countered.

      Brega said nothing, and said volumes by doing so.

      Tom noticed Draig was looking at him, no-one else. His expression was blank but his eyes were calculating. Draig was sizing him up. Making his own plan.

      There was no proof Draig had betrayed them. But he had not been in a cell. He had not helped with the escape. And he was accused by Dank, and the fay knew much. The others stood apart from him, arm’s length at all times, even Brega. Draig was blanketed in distrust, even if no-one could quite say why.

      “Remember your promise.” Six’s voice was low and he watched the others as if waiting for the axe to fall. He expected to be chosen. Brega might nominate him. Neirin too. But no-one stood apart from Six, not even the Easterners. And, Tom noticed, Draig didn’t look on anyone with suspicion. As if he already knew who had betrayed them.

      “My promise.” Tom had promised many things. Carry the sword. And that nod from Siomi, the silent responsibility she had given him: keep Neirin safe. Keep them all safe. Suddenly it seemed impossible to be so beholden, for one man to be bound by all the promises he had made.

      “In Aeryie,” Six said. “You said you would do your best by me. If I helped you.”

      Had he? Yes. Six had been bound on the floor, all grins and barbed jokes. What had happened to that elf?

      You must keep Six close. That was what Ambrose said, in a foresight of things to come.

      So Six didn’t die here.

      “I won’t let them take you,” he said to the elf. Besides, “Haven’t we been through too much?”

      Six’s tension broke, a grin shining through. “Who else can I trust to be dragon bait with me?”

      So. If they didn’t offer up Six, it was Draig. Tom felt sick at the thought and refused to look at the Easterner.

      Râçori spoke to the silent Setta. “It is done,” said Sânuoi. “A life for a life.” He sounded relieved.

      “No,” said Neirin. “We will not do this.”

      “It is the only way,” Dank said. He looked at Tom, waiting.

      “It’s the only way,” he agreed. Caledyr felt heavy in his hand. The weight of this decision was too much. He would almost rather sacrifice himself than do this. But he had made a promise: keep Neirin safe. So he lifted the sword and pointed it at Draig. “I’m sorry.”

      “What are you doing?” Brega snarled. But Tom ignored her. He couldn’t listen to her, to anyone. Just one look or word could be enough to deter him. So he stared at Draig, willed himself to see and hear no-one else, and said, “On your knees, my friend.”

      Draig just gazed at him. “I am sorry too.” But he didn’t move. And Tom could see him readying himself. Coiling inside, like a snake, ready to strike.

      “On your knees,” he repeated. Even unarmed, Draig was too strong, too skilled for them to stop if he decided to resist.

      So he refused to relax even when the elf knelt down in the sand.

      “We’re not doing this.” Brega stabbed a finger at Six. “Leave him,” she said. “He’s the one who gave us to the Westerners.”

      “That’s what you want to be true,” said Tom.

      “I know it wasn’t Draig.”

      “Do you?”

      Brega said nothing.

      “This is not your decision to make, Tom,” Neirin said. His voice was low, warning. There was something of the old fire in it. “Lower the sword.”

      “Do you think Draig is innocent?” Tom asked.

      Neirin hesitated. “Draig has served my family long and faithfully.” It was the sort of non-answer Tom had been giving for years. The sort of answer that danced around the truth.

      “You did it, didn’t you?” Tom said to Draig.

      “Why do you ask of me?” he replied. “Can not you say it? If it is true?”

      If his gift worked that way. Tom had never been able to prove whether he could speak a lie if he believed it was true.

      “Answer him, Draig,” said Neirin. When Draig did not, he said, “Your Shield commands you.”

      Draig’s face twitched and then his blank expression collapsed, his lip curling in a sneer that seemed alien to his face. “My Shield is dead. You are his ghost.”

      Neirin looked like he’d been slapped. His mouth hung agape, his skin pinked and his eyes watered.

      And, while they gazed at Neirin, Draig made his move.

      A handful of sand blinded Tom and he staggered back, wiping at his eyes and coughing. Then he felt a blow to his chest, strong enough to knock the air out of his lungs. He staggered again, tried to catch his breath, only to slip and fall. He couldn’t breathe, his lungs wouldn’t work, as if his ribs were choking them like weeds. He sucked and clawed at the air, dimly aware of sounds of fighting and knowing that he was too vulnerable in this position. He wiped away burning sand and blinked, tears streaming down his face. By the time he could see again, Draig had turned on Brega. Her nose was bleeding and she was crouched, hands up and ready. The others had backed away. They were without weapons and Draig was more than their equal.

      A cheer had gone up from the merrow and now the air was filled with the roar of an audience, cries of encouragement, of curses, songs and chants. The sounds of merrow justice.

      No time for bitterness. He pushed himself to his elbows and knees. Somehow he still had hold of Caledyr. Draig hadn’t taken it.

      But, as if summoned by his thoughts, Draig kicked at him. Tom caught the blow in the flank, groaned, cried out as Draig stamped on his wrist. Without thinking he let go of Caledyr, and in a moment it was in the elf’s hands.

      Retrieve the sword.

      Draig had already turned to Brega. It made sense, she was the greater threat. Tom threw a kick at Draig’s leg, too weak and awkward to cause real hurt. But it distracted him. Brega took her opening, swung a fist, but Draig rolled under and away from the blow. Tom scrambled after him on hands and knees
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