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Dedication

For my mother, with all my love.
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Chapter One

The first time Hellevir visited Death, she was ten years old.

It happened in the depths of a long winter so brutal that some called it cursed. The cold stilled creatures in their sleep, made skeletons of the trees, and carved hollows from the cheeks of children.

The village where Hellevir lived with her parents and brother was on the edge of the forest which sprawled over most of the north-western lands of the Chron, tall and old and full of stories. Hellevir would sit at her father’s feet as she helped him tan hides and carve bone. He told her about the No-Eyed Witch, who turned young boys into starlings for her aviary just to hear them sing, about the Silver-Beaked Hawk who tried to fly to the moon, and about the Antlered King whose armies had once scorched the lands, his smile grisly with the heart-blood of his enemies. The stories kept the cold at bay as it scratched at the door, but sometimes she felt like it was already inside the house, in the frost-glisten of worry in her father’s eyes.

Hellevir was too young to hunt, but she was not too young to set the traps. Every morning she would walk through the woods to see what had been caught, and to reset the snares for the next night. Her older brother accompanied her with his bow and arrows to shoot down squirrels and rabbits.

One morning, when a new layer of snow was crisply fallen and the sky was a bright blue, Hellevir and her brother were out foraging when she found a bush coated in red berries. She took a handful.

“Not those,” Farvor said. “They’ll make you sick.” Hellevir pocketed them anyway, not to eat, but to look at. They trudged on through snow as high as Hellevir’s thighs, pausing to strip bark for kindling now and then. When they came to the frozen river, Farvor pointed to the left-hand bank. “I’ll take the north side, you take the south. We’ll meet back here before nightfall, yes?”

Hellevir followed her usual trail through the woodland, and found the first of the traps by a part of the stream where the wildlife came to drink. It was hidden under last night’s snowfall. She brushed the snow away, but it stuck to her gloves and made huge mittens of her hands, so she pulled them off. The trap emerged, sharp and angry-looking. One of the teeth caught her and she winced, putting her finger in her mouth and tasting copper, sharp and sweet. She continued clearing snow, and her hand brushed fur, spiked and sharp, dull and brown. It was a fox, but its eyes were flat.

She took a few minutes to free it, stiff as it was, and with one finger still in her mouth, but eventually it came loose and she laid it across the snow. She had always tried to tame the foxes she saw in the woods with scraps of food, loving the wildness in their yellow eyes, but she had never been this close to one before.

She stroked the pretty fur, the dark tufts of its ears. The tail was thin and wet, not the bushy broom it should have been. She picked up the poor thing and wrapped it in her arms. Years later she couldn’t have said why she did it. She’d just felt like she should, because it had seemed unbearably sad.

Never fall asleep in the cold, her father had always warned her. You’ll never wake up again. Get warm, first, any way you can. Then you can rest.

She hadn’t meant to fall asleep. She was tired from the trudge through the forest, from her parents’ bickering through the night, and this was a pleasant place to sit, with snow creased around her legs like a blanket shaped just for her.

When she awoke she didn’t at first see how the world had changed around her. She didn’t feel the different cold against her skin, biting deeper into her bones than any winter, even this one. She didn’t notice the smell, or rather, the absence of it. She didn’t notice how the sounds had stopped. All she saw was the flick of a bushy, white-tipped tail vanishing between the trees.

“Wait!” she called, and was on her feet after it, wading through the high snow. “Come back!”

The fox didn’t listen, but led her deeper into the forest, darting here and there between the boughs, and she rushed after it. She didn’t stop long enough to realize that these trees were unfamiliar, or that they stood unnaturally still. The fox’s bright pelt drew her on like a will-o’-the-wisp.

She rounded a heavy drift and found herself in a small clearing. The fox stood in the center, watching her, its eyes fire-orange and not flat at all.

“There you are,” she panted. “Why did you run away?” The fox lowered its head, still watching, and its ear flicked. It glanced to the side, behind her.

She frowned and turned back, but there was nothing there, just endless trees. But . . . now at last she looked, really looked, and realized that these were not her woods. The boughs were too grey, like bone, and the knots in the wood were like eyes that watched her. The edge of her vision blurred and shuddered as if with a heat haze.

Slowly, she knelt down and held out her hand to the fox. It took a step forward and flicked its tail.

“Come here,” she whispered, noticing for the first time how odd the air made her voice sound, as if it were muted and yet thundering, audible throughout the forest. “I’ll take you back.” She swallowed. “Please.”

I must take you back, she thought, but she couldn’t think why it felt so important.

The fox came a little closer and sniffed her bare fingers. Its ruff was speckled with snowflakes. Its tongue darted out to lick the melted snow from her fingertips, the drop of blood that had dried on her finger. Again, it glanced behind her. This time she didn’t let herself turn back to see what it was looking at. She was too afraid.

“Why don’t you come home with me?” she asked it. “I’m sure Ma and Pa won’t mind. It’s got to be better than being alone out here.” She reached into her pocket, drawing out the berries she’d found earlier. “Are you hungry? Do you want these?” It twitched its nose at them, nuzzled them so they fell from her palm to the frosty ground. Its snuffling felt warm.

Again its amber eyes flicked over her shoulder.

This time she turned, too quickly to think twice about it, and the edge of her vision caught upon a black shape that made her heart tighten, but when her glance came to a halt there was nothing but trees and snow.

“Hellevir!”

She started, nearly frightening the fox into fleeing. It was her brother’s voice. Distant and worried, as if he were trying to find her.

“I’m here,” she whispered.

“Hellevir!”

She shuddered and held her hand out to the fox.

“Please,” she said. “Come with me.”

“Hellevir!” A hand seized her arm and hauled her around, and suddenly she was sitting upon the ground in a snowdrift, looking up into her brother’s face. Twilit gloom sat heavy among the trees. A wave of cold passed over her, as if she were emerging from icy water.

“What are you . . .”

The fox wriggled against her chest, twisting out of her reach and making a dart for escape. Its tail brushed against her face, soft and full and smelling of earth and wild things. Her brother caught it by the scruff of the neck before it could get away, and it yelped and tried to bite him.

“Don’t . . .” she started, but he’d already wrung its neck.

“That’ll keep us for a few days,” he said. “Ma can make you some new gloves that don’t gather snow all the time. You were right about the stream, it’s a good place for a trap.”

Hellevir burst into tears. She couldn’t help it. Her brother was at first bewildered—she’d seen him kill things before—and then annoyed when she refused to tell him why. He took her roughly by the hand and marched her home.

The second time Hellevir visited Death, she was twelve years old.

She sat with her father under the cherry tree by their house, fletching arrows. In spring, the blossoms would coat the grass, but for now there was only the snow, and the tree stood skeletal and bare. It was beautiful and still as they worked, their breath pluming, and everything—the lack of food, Ma’s shadowed eyes as her hand brushed worriedly over her swollen belly—seemed very far away. A magpie landed on the branch above Hellevir and fixed her with one ink-blot eye.

“Hello,” she said to it with a smile. It cocked its head to one side, its eye darting to the shiny penknife on her lap that she was using to trim the feathers. “I’m afraid that’s Pa’s,” Hellevir told it. The magpie chittered.

“I’ll trade you some rowanberries for it,” it offered.

“I can’t eat rowanberries.”

“How about I tell you where the hares burrow? They’re lean but I’m sure there’s meat on them.”

“Wicked thing. You can’t have the knife.” The magpie let out a cackle and swooped down into the thicket, vanishing into the shadows of the forest. Hellevir shook her head and returned to her fletching, only pausing when she realized her pa was watching her. Her smile faded. She wasn’t supposed to talk to things like that anymore.

“Please don’t tell Ma,” she asked him quietly. He brushed her hair away from her forehead with his big hand.

“I won’t tell Ma,” he promised.

“She doesn’t understand.”

“I know, my girl.” He sounded sad. He returned to his binding, his expression thoughtful. She let him think, because he was a lot wiser than her. A pair of hawks circled slowly on the currents overhead.

“Is it very bad?” she asked quietly. “Should I stop?”

He put an arm around her and pulled her against his side, scooping her easily along the bench and sending the feathers fluttering to the icy ground. She could smell the heavy leather of his coat.

“Do you know where your ma is from?” he asked.

“The East,” she said. “Gargoyle.”

“The Galgoros,” he corrected. “In the Galgoros they have a different way of doing things. You know the twelve-pointed star carved into the lintel above our door? Your ma carved that. It’s from the Galgoros. It’s a symbol of their god.”

“Their god?”

“Onaistus, God of the Promise.” Hellevir frowned. He caught her expression. “Her single god may seem odd to you and me, but many things seem odd just because we don’t understand them. It doesn’t mean they’re wrong. Our way is odd to her too. She doesn’t understand that we do things differently, that we could believe in things that are not her single god. That one person could see something or talk to something that another person couldn’t, and for it to be no harmful thing.”

Hellevir thought about it, and suddenly felt quite distant from her ma, as if she’d always assumed they were looking through the same telescope—her pa had bought one from a passing trader to use for hunting, and Hellevir thought it was the prettiest thing in the cottage—but in fact her ma’s was trained somewhere completely different, watching a landscape Hellevir couldn’t hope to see. At least her pa understood.

“So you don’t mind me talking to things?” she asked.

“As long as it feels right to do. Just don’t let your ma see. I’m afraid it’s just one of the many things I’ve not been able to make her budge on in all the years we’ve been married.” He smiled. “My ma used to do the same, you know. Speak to things. She used to talk to the cherry tree. Said it liked to sing to her.” He smiled briefly, and took a cord from around his neck, pulling up a pendant from under his shirt. Hellevir recognized the pendant, remembered playing with it when she was tiny and sitting on her father’s lap. It was still warm from where it had lain next to his heart. She held it in her palm, rubbing the face of the snarling lion with her thumb.

“This was my mother’s,” he said. “She gave this to me when she died. She said she found it by the edge of the woods, when they were digging the foundations for our house.” He squeezed her hands. “Before she died she said that we’re a lion-hearted family, and I’d better make sure my children were as lion-hearted as she was.” He smiled. “Tough woman, she was.” He picked up the pendant and put it over Hellevir’s head. “My lion-hearted girl,” he said. “It’s yours now. To remember there are always others like you.”

Hellevir hugged him so tightly he laughed, and seemed about to say something else when an enormous clatter from inside the house made them jump to their feet. Pa had run inside before Hellevir had caught her breath, and a moment later he emerged, eyes wide, and told her to fetch the healer woman from the village. Her mother had fallen.

It was a long, long night. It was lost to Hellevir in a blur of running in and out of the cottage to fetch kindling from the store by the house, and then, when that dwindled, in and out of the forest, following the sharp orders of the healer woman. The sounds her mother made were cacophonous in her ears.

Hours later, when the first birdsong littered the air even though it was still dark, Hellevir stood in the doorway looking at her mother’s body. Time had contorted that night; every moment had seemed weighted, pressured, long, a heavy tempo of blood in her head, and yet now she felt like she’d taken a breath and . . . and Ma had slipped away when Hellevir wasn’t paying attention. There was a sheet over her, a sharp peak over her nose, gloaming dips for her eyes. To the side was a swaddled bundle, small, silent and unmoving. Hellevir couldn’t look away from it. Exhaustion sat at the back of her mind, heavy as wet sand, and it numbed her to the shock.

Hellevir’s pa sat beside the bed, bent over the body, his large shoulders hunched. The healer who had come to help with the birth, Milandre, stood behind him and put a hand on his back. In the gloom her face looked weathered, lined like an old map. She had her hair pinned back and the bare side of her head, missing its left ear, shone in the firelight.

“She was too early,” the old herbalist muttered. “She shouldn’t have had another when she was so weak.” Her pa’s shoulders tensed.

“It was her choice to keep the child,” he snapped, looking up at her. “You would have had me force her to get rid of it?” He clenched his jaw and took control of his temper. A beat of silence, palpable, with a heartbeat of its own. He pressed his lips into Ma’s palm. “You can bring her back,” he said quietly against her skin. Hellevir saw Milandre stiffen.

“If I couldn’t keep her alive what makes you think I could bring her back?” Her tone was curt.

“I know you can. I’ve heard . . .”

“You’ve heard nothing,” Milandre said. Her expression softened a little as Pa closed his eyes. “I will stay with the body until morning,” she added more softly. “Hellevir and I, we will prepare the rites.” A bone-deep tremble went through Hellevir. She clenched her fists so they wouldn’t see her start to shake.

“No,” Pa murmured. “Piper is of Eastern faith. She wouldn’t want to be among the cairns.”

Milandre sighed but bit back the sharp words she might have spoken.

“Then your boy will fetch the Peer from the next village temple to do it. But nothing can be done now. Go and sleep.”

He nodded again, as if he had only half-heard her. Hellevir took his hand and led him out of the room. Farvor had run away when they’d told him his mother was dead. He was out in the woods somewhere, and Hellevir envied him as she pressed a bowl of stew into her father’s hands, wishing she was among the trees, a deer with nothing to do but run or an owl with nothing to do but fly. When food had passed her pa’s lips, she helped him into bed like a child, pulling off his heavy boots. Only when she was sure he was unconscious did she steal back into the bedroom. The herbalist was asleep in the chair by the fire, breathing heavily by its glow.

Hellevir glanced at the bed. It seemed as if at any moment the shape under the sheet would move, would breathe, but it didn’t. She knelt down before the hearth, stirred it with the poker.

“I want to try,” she told it. The fire within the hearth roused itself and the crouching spirit made of burnt wood and coal watched her through heat-glow eyes. It had burned so strongly while Ma had been in labor. Pa wouldn’t know to thank it, but Hellevir nudged some dry kindling closer to feed it.

“Then try,” it replied.

“What if I can’t do it?”

“The outcome will not be any worse.”

“Will you come with me?”

“I cannot leave your homestead, you know that.” Hellevir bit her lip, ashamed of her fear. The burnt creature rolled a hot coal towards her across the ash. A tongue of flame licked round it. “It’ll be dark,” it said. Hellevir picked up an empty lantern and used the iron to roll the coal inside.

“Thank you.”

“Hurry, before morning wakes her.”

Hellevir got to her feet and went over to the bed. She clambered up and lay alongside the still shape under the sheet, curling around the lantern at her stomach as she looked up at where the head rested. The coal flickered in the lantern, and its soft light lulled her eyelids closed.

The sound of the front door swinging open startled her awake.

There was silence. She was still in her mother’s room, but . . . the body had gone. Milandre had gone. Even the baby had gone. The bed was rumpled, one edge of the covers raised as if someone had just flung them off to get up.

Hellevir slid off the bed. The kitchen was empty. The pot that had held the broth sat by the door to wash in the snow. The front door was wide open, still on its hinges, although it had always had the tendency to swing shut again if left ajar.

Outside there was no wind, only the head-aching silence. Her own breath seemed loud as a bellows, her footsteps echoing like rocks dropped down a well. Even her heartbeat, quick and heavy, seemed to announce her presence to the strange world and she felt—suddenly and completely—that it watched her.

The light was so odd—a permanent dusk, it seemed—that Hellevir looked up to see if the sun was out, and froze. There was no sun, no stars, no moon or clouds. When she looked up, another Hellevir looked back. The whole sky seemed to be a still surface upon which the world reflected, like the surface of a lake. Far, far above her was the snowy earth, the topmost branches of the cherry tree, the pointed roof of her own house, an angle of her home she’d never seen before, and her own reflection, staring down at her. She raised her arm experimentally, and the small figure did the same. It gave her an odd feeling of vertigo, as if she were about to fall upwards, and she quickly looked away.

She went into the woods. The trees were motionless, their grey bark soaking up the light.

“Ma!” she called, ignoring the odd timbre of her own voice. “Where are you?” She caught movement from the corner of her eye—the end of a shawl, the heel of a shoe?—vanishing between the trees, flitting in the same chase as the fox. “Ma!” She ran after her. “Wait!”

She came to the bank of the river; it was frozen a foot thick. Something moved on the other side of the water and she darted down the snowdrift towards it, slipping and sliding as her feet hit the ice. Her heart skipped a beat as she heard the heavy crack of the ice giving way, and she might have fallen through if a hand had not caught her by the arm and pulled her sharply back up onto the bank.

She whirled around, eyes darting among the trees, but there was no one there. She rubbed her arm, certain she had not imagined the hard grip. It had hurt too much for her to have imagined it.

“You’re a little lively to be out here,” a voice remarked. She jumped and turned.

Leaning against a tree was a man of black. His hair was black, his coat was black, his gloves were black. An absolute black, as if no light could reflect from it. It drew her gaze and held it, threatened to pull her in and drown her in its absence of light. His eyes were the blackest of all and watched her with amusement.

“Hello, child,” he said. At least she thought he said it. His voice did not seem to come from one place, but all places, everywhere, from the very air beside her cheek.

“I’m not a child,” she retorted, her voice high. “Who are you?”

“No, forgive me. I see I have a lady before me.” His mouth curled into a smile. His lips seemed to shape oddly around his teeth, as if they were too long and too sharp, but then he spoke and she could see that they were normal. “Now, I must ask. What is a fine lady like you doing here? I don’t think this is a place for you.” He took a deep breath, as if he had smelled something sweet. “Oh no, you do not belong here,” he said. “Not yet. Not for a long while yet.” His voice was low and warm, the only warm thing about him.

“I . . . I’m looking for my mother,” she said honestly. His smile broadened in a way that made her feel as if she were missing a joke, and he held out his hands in a gesture of peace. The smile and the gesture seemed at odds with each other. She couldn’t tell where his edges were; he seemed to be made of the darkness between the trees.

“And why do you think she’d be here?” he asked.

“She . . . she’s dead.”

“So you do know where you are. I did wonder. But then again, it’s not your first time here, is it?” As if from nowhere he held out the lantern, balanced by its ring on one gloved finger. “Your mother’s right over there,” he said, his eyes bright as if he were enjoying himself. “Your sister too.”

He pointed out over the river, and Hellevir drew in her breath sharply.

Ma was sitting out on the ice, her legs crossed, holding the baby in her arms. She was rocking it gently, and singing to it. Something in Hellevir’s chest ached. She couldn’t remember Ma ever singing like that to her.

“Ma!” she called. Her mother didn’t look up from smiling down at the baby’s face, tracing its cheek with one finger as she sang. The ice cracked quietly around them. “Ma!” She didn’t react, as if she couldn’t hear her. Hellevir felt her fists tighten by her side, and she turned to the man, her jaw set.

“I brought that fox back,” she said resolutely. “I want her to come back with me too.” The man watched her but she tried not to waver. It felt like she was in the shadow of something tall about to topple upon her.

“And what will you give in return?” She didn’t know what she had expected him to say—or how she knew what authority he held in this place—but it wasn’t that. For a moment she was speechless, aghast.

“I . . . I don’t have anything.”

“What a pity.”

“Why do I have to give you something?”

“You can’t take anything from this place without paying the price. For natural deaths especially, there is a cost.” His gaze slipped to the lantern by her foot. “But that will go some of the way to striking a balance.” Hellevir followed his look.

“The coal? It’s not mine. I can’t give it to you. I . . .” She shook her head, trying not to cry. “I didn’t know that’s how it worked.”

“You left the berries for your fox, and a drop of blood too. I thought you an adept.” He knelt down beside her, watching her mother singing over her baby. Hellevir suddenly felt like they were two strangers looking in through the window of someone else’s house. “Something from life that is full of life, and another blood gift,” he went on. He reached out and took her hand, tiny in his own, and she shuddered. He was as cold as a dead thing. He began to press down her fingers to her palm, one by one. “For your mother to be safe with you again, alive, healthy, happy, and able to grow old . . .” He paused, when only her little finger was left, and all the rest were pressed down. “The coal and a small blood gift are all you’d need to give.”

She looked at him, into his dark eyes. It felt like she was looking into the mouth of a deep, empty cave.

“Who are you?” she asked for a second time.

“If you come here again, you can ask me again.”

Hellevir swallowed, looking down at her hand. Then she nodded.

“All right.”

That smile again, rapt and eager.

He stood, and with the motion her mother’s attention finally seemed to be caught. She grinned and got to her feet, walking easily over the ice towards them as if she were simply crossing a spring meadow.

“Hellevir,” Ma said with a sunlight in her voice that Hellevir hadn’t heard in a long time. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to save you,” Hellevir said. There seemed to be no air in her lungs, and it suddenly sounded a silly thing to say. Her mother didn’t look like she needed saving. She looked happy. Hellevir turned without a word and held out the lantern to the man in black, and he took it with a courteous inclination of his head.

Hellevir held out her hand.

“Come on, Ma,” she said. “I want to go home.” Ma’s smile broadened, and she moved towards Hellevir but the man in black stopped her. Hellevir stared up at him. “But you said . . .”

“We only bargained for one,” he reminded her. She felt the words go through her, but she’d been afraid he would say them. She looked at the baby in her mother’s arms, happily asleep and looking as healthy as a newborn lamb.

“But . . .”

“One or the other. Not both.”

“Why not?”

“Because of a way of things older than I am.”

“What if I come back? With more coal?”

“No. You must choose now.”

“Hellevir, what are you waiting for?” her mother asked, as if she couldn’t see or hear the man.

It should have been a difficult choice, but it wasn’t. It was painfully easy.

“Mother, then,” she whispered, looking into the green eyes that matched her own. “Ma.” He reached out, the movement too quick for her to catch, and a moment later there was a bead of red on her finger. She stared down at it, watching as it slid and dripped onto the ground.

Her mother started, as if just noticing the tall man with the black coat standing beside them. She frowned, confused.

“I feel like I know you?” she asked. The man held out his arms.

“Here, let me take her,” he said. Uncertain, Ma drew away a little, putting a hand protectively around the child’s head.

“No, I . . .”

“I’ll take care of her for you until you return. Go and be with your living daughter.” Hellevir watched as her mother blinked, clearly struggling to think. The man’s warm voice played on her, wrapped itself around her, belied the mocking smile.

“If you think it’s best,” she said, and reluctantly let him take the baby into his arms. Numbness gripped Hellevir from head to foot, as if she were finally feeling the chill of the snow. The man dressed in black looked down at her, her little sister cradled in his arms. For a second she thought tines were rising from his head, antlers as black as the snow was white.

“Time to go,” the world around her rumbled.

“Time to go.” Hellevir shuddered, her bones aching as if she’d been standing in a mountain river for an hour. She looked up blearily, and saw Milandre peering down at her.

“Time to go, pet,” Milandre said again. “Come now. We have a lot to do.” Hellevir shook herself awake and raised herself to look at the figure under the sheet, her heart hammering with hope and the almost painful certainty that she was hoping in vain and it had all been a horrible dream.

The figure coughed, a brief billow of the sheet, and began to shiver.

Milandre stared for a moment. Then she sharply drew Hellevir from the bed and pulled back the sheet. Ma sat upright, her hair wild about her and her face creased as she coughed and coughed. Milandre just stood there, her lips slightly parted in amazement.

“I don’t understand, how . . .” She looked at Hellevir, but before she could say anything the door opened and Pa came in, Farvor at his heel.

“We heard . . .” He stopped, stunned. “Piper? Gods . . . Piper?”

“Water,” Ma gasped. Milandre shook herself from her stupor and poured some from a jug by the bed. Hellevir didn’t miss that she checked the bundle in case it also had signs of life, before letting it be. Ma gulped the water, letting it pour down her front. Pa looked like he wanted to swoop towards her and bear her up in his arms, but he was too shocked—too frightened—to get closer. Hellevir picked up a blanket and went to soak up some of the water, but as soon as she came near her mother roughly pushed her away, her hand hitting the center of her chest with a violence Hellevir would remember until the day she died. Only Farvor stopped her from falling.

“Curse you!” Ma screamed. “Curse you!” She threw the cup. It may have been aimed at Hellevir, but it hit the wall instead and cracked into a thousand pieces.

There was stunned silence as Ma began to sob uncontrollably. Then Milandre caught Hellevir by the shoulder, and gently guided her out of the room as Pa and Farvor stared after them.

“Come, child.” She led Hellevir outside, where the sunlight was seeping through the wisp-layer of cloud, weak and watery. Milandre sat her down on the bench under the cherry tree and took her hands. The old woman frowned and glanced down at them, as if she’d felt something odd that she hadn’t expected.

“Oh, child,” she said, her voice heavy. She brushed the sensitive skin at Hellevir’s knuckle where her little finger used to be on her left hand. It was scarred over as if the wound were many years old. The old woman’s hand drifted up to her own head where her left ear used to be, bare as if she’d been missing it her whole life. “You did this, didn’t you?” she murmured. “You brought your ma back.”

Hellevir nodded, and held her breath to stop the tears, but it didn’t work. Milandre gathered her up as she began to cry.





Chapter Two

The third time Hellevir entered Death, she was twenty-two years old. This time she went prepared.

She was returning from the forest as the evening sun blazed warm and golden, her shadow long and thin ahead of her on the trail into the village. Sparrows were having dust baths along the road, and dandelion seeds twirled lazily in the humid air. Her basket was heavy with wild garlic—although she’d thought their season past—as well as elderflowers, some chicken-of-the-woods mushrooms she’d found clinging to an old oak, and blackberry leaves. She’d even found some wild strawberries.

She and Milandre lived as hedge-witches in the village. Hellevir had moved there shortly after raising her mother from the dead. Her ma had never been fond of the village by the woods, and after her miscarriage she had found nothing could induce her to stay. More than that, the sight of Hellevir seemed to burn her, and Hellevir would catch her watching, gaze lingering and dark. Although he had resisted his wife’s pleas to move to the capital city before, Hellevir’s pa had found himself unable to argue with her in the shadow of their grief. It came as no surprise—when her ma, pa and brother announced that they would be moving to Rochidain—that Milandre offered to take Hellevir under her care and teach her the arts of healing and herbalism.

As Hellevir walked she cheerfully swung the basket, and recited the morning’s lessons she’d had with Milandre, whispering them to herself under her breath—Rosin rose. Oil is a good balm for wounds, bruises, burns, and stings. Helpful for women past childbearing age. A treatment for sadness. Parts for use: the flower, seed and leaf. Not for use during pregnancy or breastfeeding. Flowers midsummer . . .

She stopped. Something felt wrong. On a lovely evening like this, the streets should have been filled with children playing, and old men and women sitting at their doorsteps getting the sun on their faces, but instead there was only quiet. Her foreboding grew as she passed the stream where the parents took their children to paddle, and saw abandoned shoes and toys left on the banks.

The soldiers had stopped outside Milandre’s house. Their horses were bay, a fiery color in the sunlight. They champed at their bits and tossed their heads in irritation at the flies attracted by the white sweat lathering their necks, the armor on their faces and necks clinking quietly. The standards they held hung limp in the still air, scarlet flags embroidered with a golden ship, the symbol of the Royal Court of Rochidain. One of the soldiers standing by the gate came forward as she approached.

“Be on your way,” he said. “The old woman is busy. Come back when we’ve gone.”

“The old woman is my mentor,” Hellevir replied sharply. “And I live here. Let me past.” He looked her up and down.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll announce you.” She nodded and let him lead her through the gate. In the workshop, the afternoon light cast all things in a monotone amber: the tools on the workbench, Milandre’s hair and the long, uneven object wrapped in sheets lying on the center table. Hellevir knew the shape of a body beneath sheets. She could smell something bad.

“Are you refusing to help?” a voice demanded. Hellevir looked up into the sharp eyes of a woman in the same armor as the soldiers. She was stately, in her autumn years, her neatly coiled hair the color of steel. The cloak sweeping to her heels was dark and beautifully embroidered. She spared Hellevir a glance, before returning to Milandre.

“I’m not sure what you expect me to do, Your Grace,” the healer replied, taking Hellevir’s arm and drawing her aside. The lady seemed to grow impatient, as if she thought Milandre was wasting her time. She reached out and with a severe gesture drew back the sheet. Underneath was a young girl, not much older than Hellevir, although it was difficult to tell her age for certain. Her face was dark and bloated, days if not weeks dead. A band had been wound around her head and jaw to keep her mouth closed. The smell became so overpowering Hellevir had to cover her nose and mouth with her hand. Even Milandre blanched.

“I suppose it could have been hemlock,” the herbalist said. “Or perhaps . . .”

“Wolfsbane. We have doctors in the city who can identify the toxin well enough, that’s not why I’m here.” The lady wouldn’t look at the body; she only had eyes for Milandre. “I’ve heard about you. The strange ability you displayed during the war.” Hellevir saw Milandre’s hand tighten around the back of the chair. She seemed to choose her words carefully.

“Sometimes, Your Grace, the works of a clever healer can appear miraculous to simpletons. Stories fall from mouth to mouth and take on life they never should have had.”

“Are you calling me a simpleton?”

“No! Of course not, my lady . . .”

“So you didn’t resurrect a boy?”

Milandre said nothing. The silence in the hut became so thick Hellevir could taste it.

“Yes, Your Grace,” she said with an edge to her tone. “I raised a boy, once. My nephew. He died at the Battle of the Prye, helping you to win your crown.” Hellevir blinked, looking with fresh eyes on the fine armor the lady wore, the tall standards she could see swaying through the window. If Milandre had hoped the woman would look chastened, she was disappointed. “It was not an easy resurrection. The cost was high.” Her hand drifted up to the smooth side of her head. “I have tried to raise others, fruitlessly. It’s impossible for me now.”

“You will tell me why.”

Milandre raised her arms, palms up, a helpless gesture, but her eyes were reserved, cold. “Look at me. When I was young I could lift a goat on my shoulders; now my apprentice must help me with a pail of milk. Would you command me to lift three times my weight, or perhaps flap my arms and fly? Besides, the body then was freshly dead, and his death was by unnatural causes. It makes things . . . easier.” She pointed to the body. “She has been dead for days.”

“She was poisoned,” the lady interrupted. “Someone did this to her. A most unnatural death.” She said it in a mocking way, as if it were some absurd belief Milandre adhered to which she could not fathom.

Milandre put her hands together and pressed her fingertips to her lips.

“Your Grace, I am sorry. I cannot do what you ask of me. It’s not that I will not, it’s that I cannot. I am not strong enough.” She hesitated, as if debating whether to continue, and then added, “I’ve never been able to repeat what I did during the War over the Waves. Not for lack of trying. I am sorry.”

The lady looked as if she would argue further, or perhaps even strike the old woman. Hellevir tensed, but the lady just cast her sharp eyes back to the body—briefly, as if it scalded her to look—and covered the face again. She jerked her head, and the two watching soldiers came forward to take the stretcher the body was lying on. The lady went out first and held the door open for them as they passed through with their burden.

Hellevir watched them go up the path. Milandre stood beside her with her arms folded.

“We’re leaving,” the lady called to the group outside the gate, her voice clipped. “Back to Rochidain.”

The words pushed up out of Hellevir’s chest and rolled past her teeth before she could think to hold them back, and she heard herself say quietly, “I can do it.” The entourage paused as the lady looked back, the hem of her cloak sliding across the cobblestones.

“What did you say?” she demanded. Hellevir found herself trapped under the lady’s gaze, like a butterfly pinned to a board.

“I can do it,” she said again, more loudly. The lady stepped around the stretcher and came towards her, hand resting lightly on the sword at her hip. Milandre caught Hellevir by the arm, pulling her back with a violence that nearly tugged her off balance.

“Forgive her, Your Grace,” she said sharply. “She doesn’t know what she’s saying.” Her fingers dug a warning of silence into Hellevir’s skin.

“She says she can do it,” the lady said. She returned her regard to Hellevir. “Is this true?”

“I can try,” she said, raising her chin. Milandre’s grip tightened unpleasantly.

“You can do it, or you can try?” the lady asked her.

“I can do it. I know I can.”

The lady watched her for a moment, lips pressed thin. Then she gestured for the men to bring the body back inside.

“At least you’re willing to try,” she said as she passed them in the doorway, directing her words to Milandre. The old woman towed Hellevir back.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded, her eyes blazing. Hellevir had never seen her so angry in all the years Milandre had been her mentor, but she braced herself against it.

“I can do it,” she said again. “I’ve done it before.”

“That means nothing,” Milandre snapped. “Just because you did it once doesn’t mean you can do it again. Do you think I was lying, that I haven’t tried a hundred times and failed a hundred times? It doesn’t always work. And say it does, look what it took from you when you raised your ma.” She raised Hellevir’s four-fingered hand, and her tone became desperate. “Do you think there won’t be another price to pay?

“Think, child, think what it’ll mean if you do succeed. If you do it once do you think they’ll let you fade back into the countryside? They’ll take you away, order you to raise every sickly relative they have, every fallen soldier. They have the power to make you. Don’t do this, for your own sake!”

Hellevir knew what she was saying was true. She knew she should listen.

“The girl is my age,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to be dead yet.” She placed her other hand over Milandre’s. “I’m going to try. You can’t dissuade me.”

“You don’t even know the girl. Why are you doing this?”

“Because I can.” Because I want to know if I can. “Because I should.” Because I have to try. “Because I can save her life.”

It felt like a locked door that was just waiting for her to turn the key and pull it open. Her heart beat with an odd trepidation, as if she were about to start a race which she knew she could win, if she only pushed herself hard enough. Every day since she’d raised her mother she’d felt the pull of it, had waited with breath held for the opportunity to see if she could do it again. But she didn’t say this to Milandre, because she wasn’t certain how to explain it herself. She just knew this was something she had to do, like when she’d held the fox to her heart as a child.

She loosened Milandre’s grip and went back into the house.

“I said I’ll try,” she told the lady. “But you have to promise me something.” The lady narrowed her eyes and tapped a heavy ring on her finger against the pommel of the sword. “If I succeed, you have to promise you won’t make me do it again. You or anyone else from your court. You let me stay here.”

The lady inclined her head.

“Fine,” she said. “Done. Now give the skeleton of your boasts the meat of your actions.”

Hellevir swallowed. The lady’s presence filled the little workshop like iron poured into a mold, her watchfulness scalding. “What was her name?” she asked.

“Sullivain,” the lady said through tight lips. Hellevir knew the name. She doubted there was anyone in the Chron who did not.

Hellevir glanced at Milandre.

“I need to go to sleep,” she said to her. The old woman nodded, and reluctantly went about creating a sedative. While she began to fill the burner with a mixture of herbs, Hellevir stepped outside.

She stood in the road, watching the dandelion seeds drifting by, as calm and slow as if there wasn’t a dead body rotting not ten feet away. One floated past, and she reached out and caged it gently in her fingers. She caught two more, making sure they still had their seeds attached, and carried them inside, careful not to let them be crushed. She put them underneath a bell jar and sat beside the body. She tried to look calm, like she knew what she was doing, but her heart was beating quickly and heavily as if it wanted to be free of her chest. A part of her screamed at herself, as if watching her from far away, why are you doing this? Why are you going back to that place?

I just have to, was the only answer she had. I have to see if this is something I can do. I have to save her if I can.

“Please wait outside with your men,” she asked the lady.

“Why?” she demanded as the old woman tried to usher her outdoors.

“I’d find it hard to go to sleep with you in the room too,” Milandre snapped, then added, “Your Grace.” Reluctantly, they filed out. Milandre took out her tinder box and lit a candle.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” She said it through gritted teeth, but her tone was pleading.

Hellevir nodded, although suddenly she wasn’t sure at all. Milandre lit the herbs in the bowl and put a wax cloth over the top, handing Hellevir a tube to breathe the smoke through. Hellevir put it over her nose and mouth, and took a deep breath. Her eyelids grew heavy far more quickly than she thought they would, and her head sank slowly onto the table. She wrapped her arm around the jar and let herself be pulled under. The last thing she was aware of was Milandre putting a cushion under her head.

Hellevir now knew what to expect, although it had been so long since she had been here. She’d recalled it to herself in the years since, wandering the still woods that were not her woods in her mind, remembering the conversation she’d held with the darkness that lurked there. The odd half-light, the roaring silence, the stillness of the air. The things left on the workbenches and tables as if whoever had been using them had stood and fled midway through. The sudden cold. At least the smell of death was gone. The irony was not lost on her.

She stood, picking up the bell jar under one arm. The scrape of the chair leg against the floor was cacophonous, and it made the hairs all up her back and her neck stand on end. She went outside, and—taking a moment to gather her courage—made herself look up.

Even though she knew what she would see, it still jarred her. Her own distant reflection staring up-down at her, Milandre’s house and garden from the viewpoint of a bird. A wave of dizziness flowed over her, and she fought the urge to sit down, to anchor herself more firmly to the ground.

She walked down the cobblestone path, her footsteps echoing, and pushed open the gate. Dandelion seeds hung suspended in the air, still as a moment caught in the blink of an eye. Hellevir tapped one with the tip of her finger, but it drifted only a little distance before halting as absolutely as before. She walked through them, brushing them aside as she went, leaving a tunnel behind her in the seeds.

“Sullivain!” she called. “Sullivain!”

Nothing. Just the sound of her own staccato heartbeat. The absence of people was tangible in the very air.

She came to the river and climbed up onto the bridge. The water below had no current, but stood still and silent like a lake. It looked far darker than before.

“Sullivain!” she shouted. It occurred to her that on the two occasions she’d entered Death, the ones she’d been looking for had died very close to where she had begun searching. She had no idea where Sullivain had died, but she assumed it was the capital. Did that mean she wouldn’t be able to find her?

It suddenly felt hopeless. She stopped, looking down at the bell jar under one arm. The seeds swirled around inside as easily as in life, and were a brighter color than everything around them.

“What am I doing?” she asked herself quietly. “Am I a fool?”

“People who ask themselves that usually aren’t fools,” the man in black said. She jumped, almost dropping the jar.

He was standing at the head of the bridge, leaning against the wall. The light bowed around him, stooped before him; it made her eyes hurt to look his way. He still wore the heavy winter coat which bled into the darkness, the dark gloves. He was exactly as she remembered him.

“Do you know why I’m here?” she asked. Her voice was high. He laughed—a short, sharp exhalation of breath which made her flinch—and looked out over the grey fields. She felt her cheeks heat. “Do you?” she demanded. She didn’t like to be laughed at.

“Yes,” he replied slowly. “I do.”

“Will you give her to me?” He walked over at an easy pace, his hands in his pockets, black eyes unreadable as they lingered on the bell jar in her arms. She tensed, and realized she was shaking, whether out of fear or trepidation, she wasn’t sure. She hated it, though, hated it because she knew he could see it.

She had been watching him so intently, the darkness that surrounded him swallowing her attention as completely as it swallowed the light, that she didn’t at first notice that the world had changed around her. It wasn’t until he stopped moving towards her that she realized the river and the village had gone. The cobbles under her feet no longer belonged to the bridge, but to a small courtyard, surrounded on all sides by trees that went up and up, as far as her eyes could see, vanishing into gloom.

In the center was a stone fountain, its waters frozen as they fell into the circular pond around it. Moss caked the stone, and for the first time a scent caught Hellevir, an earthy dampness that made her think of waterfalls. It wasn’t an unpleasant smell. Lanterns hung from the branches at random intervals, their light a steady beam, unwavering and blue, unlike any flame she had seen. He watched her, assessed her.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“A little further into Death,” he replied, kneeling by the pond to run his hand through the water. It left a valley as if he were running his fingers through sand. He looked up at her. “Does that frighten you?”

“I . . .” She shook her head, but it did frighten her. He frightened her. “I’m here for Sullivain,” she said. “Please can I take her back?” He stood up as if he had not heard her and brushed the droplets from his hand. They hung suspended in the air where he discarded them like beads of glass. Hellevir made herself go up to him and hold out the jar.

“Are these enough?” she asked. He seemed nonchalant at first, but his eyes kept coming back to the seeds, drawn to them. He did want them, she realized.

“Yes,” he said slowly. “Her death was far from natural, so I suppose it is fair.”

“So she was poisoned?”

“Yes.”

“Who did it?”

He didn’t answer the question, but instead met her gaze so suddenly that she wasn’t prepared for it. She resisted the instinct to back away.

“You come here with an alarming ease,” he said with that smile she remembered from when she was twelve years old, the one that had crouched in the corners of her dreams and gleamed at her in the depths of the night as she tried to fall asleep. “Are you going to be making a regular habit of asking me for the dead?”

“I . . . hope not.”

“Now, that doesn’t sound like the full truth.” She thought of the soldiers watching her as she prepared to go to sleep, of Milandre’s warning. Word would spread. It was impossible that it wouldn’t. It was so hard to think of these things, to think straight at all, when she could feel him watching her like that.

“Then I won’t lie,” she said. “I might have to.”

“Well, if that’s the case, I think I’ll make a more sensible merchant of myself.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“If you’re going to be flitting between the living and the dead, we may as well make use of it,” he said. “Make a deal of it.” Hellevir’s hands were sweaty against the glass jar, leaving palmprints of condensation. His lip twitched. He liked watching her reactions, she could tell. She wondered if she was the only soul he could talk to, or whether others paid him visits. Did he hold conversations with the dead?

“What sort of deal?”

He hmmed, and the world rumbled low with the sound. She felt it against her skin, like the vibrations of a violin string.

“There are things from life that are precious in a place like this. Treasures. Bring them to me whenever you seek the dead, and I’ll make you a fair trade, and only demand a few drops of blood at a time.”

“A few drops of blood?” Hellevir repeated, unconvinced. “Like this?” She held up her hand, the gap where her little finger used to be. Except there was no gap. She blinked, turning her hand over.

“We are all whole in death,” he said.

“Will it . . .”

“Be gone when you wake up? Yes.” He lowered himself to sit on the low wall encircling the pond. “But no, I don’t mean more than a few drops if you bring what I ask. A pricking of your finger.”

“Why so little? What if I come again asking for someone who died naturally?”

“If you bring me what I tell you, it won’t matter. The treasures have their own source of bloodshed, of weight, that will tip the balance. A treasure, in exchange for your self. Or would you rather keep bringing me bits of coal and seeds and run through all your fingers, all your toes?” That smile, as if he liked the sound of it.

Hellevir swallowed, looking around her at the trees. The fear crept up her spine and sat like a live thing upon her shoulder.

“I don’t think I understand the rules,” she said.

“It’s not a game. There are no rules, not in a place like this. Only laws.”

“What sort of things do you want me to bring you?”

“Nothing monstrous. Particular things that someone like you will be able to find.”

“Someone like me?”

“Someone who can see things the way that you seem to be able to see them.”

“I . . .” She suddenly felt dizzy again, and put a hand to her head. Making a deal with Death—because what else could he be?—it was absurd. But she knew exactly what he meant by someone like her. Someone who talked to fires and magpies, who listened to the arguments of sparrows as she lay in her bed every morning. Who she was had turned her mother’s gaze dark and glowering, even before Hellevir had raised her. She’d noticed the way the villagers whispered to each other, glancing and not-glancing in her direction.

I could simply never return, she thought, but in her heart and bones she knew she would. She was . . . pulled here, as if she were on a cord. She’d felt it in the intervening years, since she had brought back her mother. A curiosity, the half-acknowledged need to slip away and come back here. Like the urge to stand at the edge of a cliff with one’s back to the drop, and look up.

She found herself nodding. Slowly, she sank onto the wall beside him, setting the jar down on the stone between them.

“What do you want me to bring you?” she asked. To her surprise, he reached into his pocket and drew out a charcoal pencil and a slip of paper. He gestured for her to turn around, and numbly she complied. She felt the press of the paper on her back, the scratching of the pencil as he wrote. Perhaps it was because she half-expected his hand to pass right through her that the tangibility of it felt so bizarre. He drew away and held out the paper between two fingers.

It was a riddle. It was written with a fine hand.

“I thought you said this wasn’t a game,” she said. She was surprised to find she was angry.

“I am . . . restricted. I cannot tell you directly where to look. The signs will make themselves known to you, as time goes by, and make sense to you when you see them. They will call to you when you are near.”

“What if they don’t?”

“Then you’d better not come asking for more bodies.” There was a warning in his tone and she felt, suddenly and completely, the danger of him.

“Why?” she dared to ask. “Why do you need these things?” He didn’t reply, but she felt the danger deepen. It was there in the way the air tautened in her throat, pressed with livid stillness against her skin. This was not her world. It was not her place to question its laws.

She put the paper into her dress pocket.

“But what about this time?” she asked instead. “For Sullivain. Is what I brought enough?”

He picked up the jar, turning it over and letting his eyes rest on the vibrancy of the seeds. “She has been dead a long time,” he said. “And the poison has wreaked havoc on her body. I will need more than a few drops of blood, just this one time, to restore her to health. The law of this place dictates it. Hereafter the things you bring me will be enough.” She braced herself, and held out her hand. He gave that bark of laughter again, which died on the still air as soon as it had left his lips.

“So willing to lose parts of yourself,” he commented. “And for a girl you do not know.”

“If I can save her, I should. I knew what I would be giving up when I came.”

“I doubt it. Even so . . .” He took her hand, turning it over in his. His skin was cold to the touch, sapping her warmth as if he were made of marble. He bent her ring finger gently. She could see it, as clear as if it were already missing, and repressed a shudder. “This, and a lock of hair, will be enough.”

“Why a lock of hair?”

“So many questions. Call it your signature for our contract. I will keep it here, in my pocket.” She let out a breath, pulling her hair into a tail and draping it over one shoulder. Her curls caught on the chain of the pendant about her neck, and it fell haphazardly from her shirt.

The man in black’s reaction was immediate. His gaze locked on to the lion pendant that her father had once hung over her head as they sat under the cherry tree.

“Where did you get that?” he asked. His voice, for the first time, had none of the scorn or disdain, none of the mockery, that Hellevir had assumed was inherent to it. It was the first time he had sounded like a real person, and not an actor on a stage of his own. She put a hand to the lion’s head.

“This? My pa gave it to me.” She frowned. “Is this what I should give you?” she asked. “Instead of the seeds? Is it worth more?”

He half-reached out for it, and then seemed to check himself, letting his hand fall back. “Keep your trinket,” he murmured.

“Isn’t it good enough?”

“It is not a fair trade,” he replied. “It is too seeped in blood. This thing would earn you legions, a hundred lives, if I were willing to give them. Which I am not.” She looked down at the pendant with new eyes, her curiosity burning, but before she could ask another question he had reached out and taken a lock of her hair between thumb and finger. She flinched at his proximity. Obligingly, she pulled from her pocket the small trimming shears that she used for taking plant cuttings, and snipped it free. He knotted it neatly so it wouldn’t escape, and tucked it into his breast pocket. Hellevir felt like she could see it burning through the fabric of his coat, a lock as black as everything else he wore.

“Will you give me Sullivain?” she asked.

“She is behind you,” the man replied.

There was a girl with wheat-colored hair standing in front of the trees, looking up at the boughs with her hands on her hips. She seemed confused, searching for something. Without the touch of poison, the days’ worth of death, Hellevir was struck by how lovely she was. In this place, surrounded by grey and shadow, she shone as if she were made of gold.

“You,” Sullivain said, turning and seeing Hellevir. “Have you seen my grandmother?” Her voice was low like a bell. Hellevir collected herself.

“Yes,” she said. “I think it was your grandmother who sent me. I’ll take you to her.”

“Oh, good. We were supposed to be having lessons.”

The man in black was beside her in the time it took her to draw breath. He moved too quickly, like a figure from a bad dream.

“Who are you?” Hellevir asked him again. That smile, as if he’d caught her.

“If you come here again, you can ask me again.”

“Does that mean you’ll never tell me?”

“It means I’ll never promise an answer. It depends how long we carry on our trade.”

He held out his hand, and for a moment Hellevir just looked at it. Thinking that nothing would be able to unnerve her for the rest of her life, she pressed her palm to his. A handshake to seal it, as normal merchants would do.

“A deal,” she said, and heard the trepidation in her own voice. He smiled as if he heard it too. He bowed his head over her hand, as if they were about to dance, and she shivered.

“A deal,” he replied, and the words grew and deepened and engulfed her, until she was drowning in their blackness.

She awoke with a start. Her head swam, still under the influence of the incense. Cold flooded her bones and left her gasping.

“Hellevir!” She heard Milandre draw close and felt a hand on her shoulder. She shook her head to clear it, blinking to bring her vision into focus.

“Is she . . .”

The figure on the tabletop shot upright, clawing the sheet and the band from her face, and vomited onto her own lap. Hellevir and Milandre recoiled automatically, tripping over Hellevir’s chair. The girl gasped and heaved in breath, putting a hand to her forehead.

“Onaistus,” she muttered. She looked up blearily and took in the two of them staring at her. “Who are . . . ?”

Milandre handed her a towel to wipe her face, just as the door burst open and the lady rushed in, hand once again on her sword as if she meant to do battle. She stopped dead when she saw the girl on the table.

“Sulli?” she murmured. The girl turned around shakily, still breathing heavily.

“Grandmama?” she said. “What’s happening?” The lady didn’t answer, but came forward and held the girl’s face between her hands, for a moment speechless. Then she wrapped her arms around her and held her close, resting her cheek on her granddaughter’s head and closing her eyes tight.

Night had fallen by the time the entourage was ready to leave. The soldiers attached lanterns to their standards, and in the gloom they looked like a ritual procession. The girl, Sullivain, sat on her grandmother’s horse at the front of the saddle, her shoulders wrapped in a heavy blanket despite the sultry night. She couldn’t seem to stop shivering.

Sullivain’s grandmother stood with Milandre and Hellevir outside the house. Hellevir was leaning heavily against Milandre, trying to hide her own trembling knees. She was exhausted.

“I don’t have the words to express my gratitude,” the lady said. From the stilted way in which she said it Hellevir wondered if she had to thank people often. “You can’t know what you’ve done.”

“I hope you will remember what you promised, Your Grace,” Milandre reminded her. “Such things cannot become a commodity.”

“You have my word. None from my court will trouble you for such services again.” She turned to Hellevir. “The court is in your debt, however,” she said. “The De Neïd House . . . no, I am in your debt. If you ever need our help, send a messenger.”

“Thank you,” Hellevir said, attempting another bow.

The lady inclined her silver head, and made to turn back to her cohort. She hesitated a moment.

“What is there?” she asked. “On the other side?” The question was a slip, Hellevir thought, that she had asked despite herself. The lady was getting old, and the fear of what was to come was growing slowly around her like vines climbing the oak. Even royalty could not escape the fear.

“It’s empty,” Hellevir replied. “But I think I’ve only seen the surface, a place that is a stepping-stone to death. I don’t know what comes after any more than you.”

The lady nodded, thoughtful, and returned to her soldiers. She swung herself up behind her granddaughter and took the reins around her. The Princess watched Hellevir, holding the blanket tightly under her chin, her face grey with fatigue. Hellevir inclined her head. She nodded slowly back, as if she knew Hellevir had just done something important for her, but couldn’t quite understand what. Hellevir wished that she could explain it to her, that she didn’t have to go quite yet, but the lady had already kicked their horse onward.

As they watched the entourage vanish down the road towards Rochidain, disappearing into the night, Hellevir suddenly felt very, very tired. She put her head on Milandre’s shoulder, and the old woman absently stroked her hair, her touch firm as if she were stroking a cat.

“Was that really the Queen?” Hellevir asked quietly.

“Yes,” Milandre replied. “You have been graced by the sight of royalty, Hellevir. Consider yourself blessed beyond all measure. The girl you just brought back was her granddaughter, her only living successor, and I’ve no doubt in saving her you helped this country to avoid civil war.”

Hellevir swallowed, feeling a sense of vertigo.

“Is that why someone poisoned her?” she asked.

“No doubt.”

“What if they try again?”

“Who knows? Maybe they’ll be more reluctant when they see the dead walking.”

Hellevir felt suddenly as if she’d just exerted a lot of effort for not much gain, as if she’d run the fastest in a race only to realize she’d run in the wrong direction.

“Come, child,” the old woman said. “Help me open some windows to get rid of that stench. Royalty of course would not deign to mop up its own mess.”

Hellevir nodded as the herbalist went back inside. Her gaze lingered on the lanterns of the retinue as they faded, glimmering, into the night. She brought out the slip of paper she’d been worrying in her pocket, and holding it in the two remaining fingers and the thumb of her left hand she read it by the light spilling from the workshop.

Where a stern bow will impress a Queen,

The gift of a song

Will console her when she weeps.

Hellevir slept all through the night and the next day. Her sleep was dreamless and complete. Her fatigue was so absolute that she later wondered what she’d given in a single finger. Something was gone, just as there had been something missing the
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