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and in memory of

Gallo and Otto, gallant hounds.
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Set upon a golden bough to sing . . .Of what is past, or passing, or to come.

W. B. Yeats
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“AILYS, DO THIS FOR me,” said Caedon. He hesitated for just a moment before he spoke, such a small hesitation he doubted she’d notice his uncertainty. If she did, though, she’d start immediately planning how to use it against him. He knew this. He knew Ailys too well. Perhaps he shouldn’t reveal so much, to such a person.

But no. He had to speak. He had to enlist her in his plans, as unpleasant as he always found her.

“Why should I do a thing for you, Caedon? You’re such a liar. You promised me power, and look what I’ve got. Nothing.” Ailys’s voice rose to its usual whine.

Be easy, Caedon told himself. It will be fine. She isn’t aware of any worrying of mine. He thought of a sleek cat worrying at the corpse of some dead animal, and shivered. If any worrying of some helpless victim was to be done, Ailys would do the worrying. But then he shook the thought away. She has one thing before her eyes, ever. Herself. Here she goes, he thought, doing what Ailys always does.

“You’re queen. I don’t call that nothing.” He tried taking a reasonable tone with her.

It didn’t work.

“A mere name. A mere sop.” Her eyes narrowed angrily.

“You do have power. Gilles has given you powers,” Caedon argued.

“Yes. Mine are the rival of Labinia’s now. They rival her sister Vigilia’s. And soon, Gilles promises me, I’ll be more powerful than those two. Morgan herself will teach me.”

“You see? That would never have happened if not for me. How can you say I’ve given you nothing I promised.”

“Gilles is the one who has given my powers to me. Not you.”

“If not for me, you wouldn’t have even known about Gilles. Not Gilles the way he truly is. You would only have seen what the world sees, a powerful noble.”

She gave him a grudging smile. “What about those horrible men you made me marry.” Her lips pursed up in disgust. “Artur. What a bore. And then that pig Audemar.”

“But they’re gone. You remain. You’re queen.”

“Artur is dead,” she said with a certain satisfaction. “We made certain of that, hey? But Audemar. Where is he? Is he dead too?”

“I’m not sure,” said Caedon carefully. “But he’s gone. That’s the main thing. Leaving you with all this.” He spread his arms wide.

“Look around this castle and tell me something, Caedon. Am I actually imprisoned here?”

“Of course not,” he said, trying to give her a sincere smile.

“I hear you’re going around calling yourself king.”

“But I am king. I defeated Audemar. Wherever he may be, dead, alive, who knows? But one thing is certain: he’s finished. Then, with the defeat of The Rising, the last threat, weak though it was. . . .” He swallowed hard and made himself go on. “Soon I’ll have Diera in my grasp. She’s nothing, of course. Less than nothing. A woman can’t be monarch. I’ll have her executed to make sure no one thinks otherwise.”

“They’re calling her queen, not me,” Ailys said, her voice turning vicious. “Not in my hearing, of course. But I have my sources. And why, pray tell me,” she rounded on Caedon, “can’t a woman be monarch? If I’m not a monarch, and I’m not married to a king, what kind of queen am I? Are you thinking you’ll have me executed as well?”

“Certainly not. We’re allies.” He tried an ingratiating smile.

“You promised I wouldn’t have to marry you.”

“I meant that promise.” Now Caedon didn’t have to pretend to be sincere.

“But you’re planning to marry. Won’t that make your consort the queen?”

“I suppose, in a nominal sort of way.”

“So where does that leave me?” Ailys demanded.

“How about Queen Dowager?”

Ailys turned an icy stare on him. “That makes me sound old.”

“Well, then,” said Caedon, shrugging and throwing his arms wide. “What can I give you, Ailys? I need your help.” He was taking a risk for sure, trusting her. But what could he do? He did need her help. He was desperate. Best not to let her see that, of course. 

He had watched her carefully as she moved to the deep embrasure of a window in her private quarters in the castle and stood looking out at the high country surrounding it. The castle used to be Treddian’s. The hapless addlepate, he was dead. Audemar had caught him supporting Caedon and had him executed as a traitor—one of Audemar’s last futile acts against Caedon.

Now Treddian’s widow and daughters were neatly packed away into the countryside somewhere. A good thing, because Caedon needed something handsome to give Ailys, once he had defeated Audemar and driven him into hiding. Treddian’s castle was just the thing.

Ailys liked big things. Big gems. Big castles. He flinched away from the other big thing she liked. The castle, though. Now it belonged to Ailys. 

But she was right. In a way, she was stuck here. Not exactly imprisoned, but not really free to roam about his realm. Certainly not free to exercise any sort of power in it.

His realm. It was his, now. Just as Gilles had promised him it would be. How far he’d come, from that penniless half-savage lad Gilles had taken to foster and tutor. Gilles had seen what was in him. Gilles had seen past Caedon’s successful older brother. Only Gilles knew Caedon’s true worth.

And he himself. He’d known it in himself.

Still, if Gilles hadn’t given Caedon the means to exercise what he knew, he’d still be scratching and scrabbling, at best, for a handhold in the world of powerful men. At worst, he’d be squatting in some cave. Either way, always looked down on because of his kind. Always overshadowed by his older brother. Caedon knew he owed Gilles everything.

But then there was this one small matter Caedon had withheld from Gilles, in spite of all he owed his master and overlord. The small matter of Caedon being a father. The small matter of his failure to send his son to Gilles, as he was supposed to do. The small matter of his protecting the boy from Gilles and his appetites.

Caedon tried not to think about it, in case Gilles was focusing his attention on Caedon just now. If he were, he’d know Caedon’s secret. Caedon felt himself breaking into a sweat at the thought.

“What’s wrong with you? You look like the Dark Ones are after you.” Ailys had swiveled around and trained her shrewd little eyes on Caedon. He stared back at her, wondering if she meant what she said as a simple insult, nothing more.

He got a grip on himself. Ailys was only a weak woman, and now her natural assets, such as they were, had begun to fade. Ailys’s eyes had always been just a minim too close together, and now they had puffy little pockets underneath them. And her jawline was beginning, ever so slightly, to sag.

“The Dark Ones.” Caedon tried to laugh. “No, I doubt they’re after me. But I do have a small problem I’d like your help solving. I’d value your advice, Ailys.”

“Now we come to it,” she said sourly. “Not what you can do for me. What I can do for you.”

Caedon drew in a breath. He took the leap. “I have a son.”

Ailys laughed. “A bastard boy. That’s a problem? Many powerful men have their bastards. Many ordinary men, too. What do you want me to do, help him to a position in my household? Done. I thought you were going to ask me to take on some unpleasant task, as you always have before.”

“I’d never place a young man in your household, Ailys,” said Caedon with a wry smile. He thought about the many Ailys had gotten within reach of her claws, and what she had done to them. Some of them from powerful families. That young prince of the Ice-realm, for example.

Ansgar. A very handy young man, as it turned out. Just when he’d needed such a man, there Ansgar was, easily bought. Easily wrested away from Ailys’s influence. Now Ansgar owed his high position as king to Caedon, and someday, Caedon planned to call in that debt.

Then Caedon remembered something he’d nearly forgotten about Ailys. 

Wat, he thought. She had had Wat in here helpless, until the ill-fated Earl Drustan got him away from her, shortly before Caedon had definitively, brutally taken care of his problem with the earl. Lucky Wat. If you could call such a life lucky, after what Caedon had done to him. He wasn’t dead, though. He still lived underneath the Spheres, unlike all the other leaders of The Rising. But Wat wouldn’t be lucky long.

Dark Ones take Rafe, Caedon snarled to himself, thwarting my plans for Wat. 

But thinking of Rafe caused a pang of pain so severe to drill through him that he thought he wouldn’t be able to catch his breath.

Ailys came up close to Caedon. She stared at him, her gaze fascinated. “What’s wrong with you?” Then her eyes turned crafty. She began to toy with the neck of his tunic, as he made himself turn his thoughts from Rafe and stand there in front of Ailys without cringing away from her. “Odd you should say that, Caedon.” Ailys’s mouth was still flapping. Caedon tried to concentrate on what she was saying. “Odd that you’d imply no young lad is safe around me,” she said, and smirked. “Many would say the same about you.”

“What of it?” Caedon was irritated now. That was good. It steered his thoughts away from Rafe, and his grief. Because he did need Ailys’s aid, and he had to be clear-headed if he were to get it without putting himself in danger. He shrugged out of her grasp. “Are we going to stand here trading insults, or are you going to help me?”

“Oh, very well,” she said sulkily. “What do you need from me, and what do I get out of it?”

“I’ll give you a place on my high council.” There, he thought. That brings a flush to her cheeks. She wants that.

“Hmm,” she said. “Maybe. If you throw in a fuck for old times’ sake.” Then she laughed raucously at Caedon’s expression. “Never mind the fuck. I don’t want you, either. Not any more.” She thought about it. “Very well. A place on the high council. That’s something I do value. I accept. Depending on what you want, of course. Do I have the power to do this thing you want so badly?”

“I think so,” he said carefully, recovering from Ailys’s malicious little joke at his expense. He groaned inwardly at the effort he had once forced himself to summon up in order to satisfy her insatiable cravings.

“Well, tell me, then. I have things to do. Windows to gaze out. Servants to scold. Stable boys to corrupt.”

“Listen, Ailys. I have enemies.”

“No!” she said.

Ignoring her tone, he forged on. “Some of them have threatened magicks on my boy.”

“Really? And Gilles doesn’t know about them, and hasn’t snuffed them out?”

“They’re stealthy, Ailys, these enemies of mine. I’m sure Gilles will take care of them, or give me the means to do it, when he gets around to it, but they are mere hedge-mages, hardly worth his attention. Meantime, they’ll go after Yann.”

“Yann. That’s his name?”

He nodded.

“Well, you’re an odd one.” Ailys regarded him with a frank smile, a genuine one. “You named him Yann, did you?” she murmured.

“Never mind that. Gilles has taught you some shielding powers, I believe.”

“Yes.”

“Could you cast one on him?”

“I’m pretty sure I could. I’d have to keep renewing it, though. These things start fading, after a season or so.”

“If I brought him to you, say, several times a year? You could keep him pretty well shielded?”

“Yes. It’s a small price to pay for a place on the high council.”

“And Ailys. I don’t want people knowing he’s my son.”

“Certainly. Might complicate things with that young girl you’re about to take to wife.”

“Oh, her,” said Caedon dismissively. “She’s of little moment. It’s those mages. I know you’ll have him well shielded, but I don’t want any of those varlets finding out, in a roundabout way, and hanging around on the off chance they can damage him in between refreshers.”

“I understand. Very wise.”

“And he’ll be with me at court, in some discreet position. You and I can watch over him.” Caedon worried he was showing a bit too much of his troubled mind to Ailys. He worried Ailys might be getting suspicious. 

But then, Ailys was fairly stupid, for all the powers she’d been granted. She’d have her little post. She’d never guess she wouldn’t have any real power. She’d be occupied and happy, no longer the troublesome whiner she had proved to be, and she’d throw up that shielding spell, and he and Yann would be safe. It was, he said to himself, using a phrase of Gilles’s, a win-win-win.

“I almost feel like the lad’s mother,” said Ailys, marveling. “Who is the lucky lady?”

“Oh. No one.”

“Never figured you for the fatherly type, Caedon,” she said, as he turned to leave her. She ushered him to the spiraling stairs that would take him to the castle’s outer bailey and his horse.

Neither did I, he thought with surprise. Then he had another thought. He looked back at her. “Ailys, there’s something else.”

“What now?” she muttered.

“There’s a girl involved.”

“Not that unusual for a lad of what, around eighteen or nineteen. Unless he has your proclivities, of course.”

“Nineteen. I want her gone, Ailys. The boy doesn’t know his own mind.”

“Shielding the boy might take some doing. But disappearing some little vixen. Very well. That will be the easy part. Consider her gone,” said Ailys.

​
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AILYS TAPPED HER FRONT teeth thoughtfully with a finger. How odd, she thought. It was odd for Caedon to have a son. Odder still that he seemed to love the lad. Oddest of all that he’d enlist her in the lad’s protection. 

Why not Gilles? she thought.

Of all people underneath the Spheres or, she supposed, above them, Gilles was the one who could offer true protection to the lad, if he needed it. Why wouldn’t Caedon appeal to Gilles? Caedon was far ahead of her in Gilles’s estimation. Gilles valued Caedon highest of all his minions, as far as Ailys could tell.

Maybe only excepting poor dead Rafe. Gilles had had a soft spot for that boy, and then Rafe had betrayed him, and he had betrayed Caedon too. Rafe had died defending Diera, the false queen. He had died with almost all the others of The Rising, that day. It was said Rafe had fallen in love with Diera. 

Ailys stopped for a moment to ponder the foolishness of the human heart. Rafe could have had powers to rival Caedon’s. Powers higher than Caedon’s. Then he’d tossed it away on some fopdoodle girl.

And of course he had allied himself with those starry-eyed doomed rebels. Prince Avery. That man Conal, the one Avery loved. Pitiable, butchered Earl Drustan. Young Wat.

Luscious young Wat.

Ailys dimpled up at the memory. The lad should have let her keep him safe. Instead, he had bolted away from her at the first opportunity. Now look. What a fate he’d suffered, and at Caedon’s hands, too. He was alive, but who’d want to live like that?

And John. The very mysterious John. If anyone had been Caedon’s nemesis, it was John. 

Now Caedon seemed to have named his son for John. 

John, Yann. They were the same name, where Caedon came from.

Which brought Ailys back to Caedon and his strange request. He didn’t want to bother Gilles with such a trivial matter. That’s what he’d said.

Clearly, the matter wasn’t trivial to Caedon. Why else enlist her help? It must have taken a lot, for him to ask her.

Why not Gilles, she thought again. Why not.

There was only one good explanation why not, Ailys thought with rising excitement. Because Caedon didn’t want Gilles to know about the lad.

Caedon must be desperate, she thought. The stakes must be very high, for him to take the risk and involve me. 

Why take that risk, she wondered.

A little smile began to play about her lips. Why, indeed. Caedon thought her stupid, too stupid to think through this latest sop he was offering her, a position on his high council. Her lip curled in scorn. She could just imagine the unimportant tasks he’d set her, and the high-sounding titles he’d give them.

But now she had something she could use against him.

What shall I do with this delightful plum that has dropped from its branch into my apron? She hugged herself and did a little dance step. 

Of course, she could always wait and see. Perhaps this spot on the high council was not the sham she thought it would be. 

But no. Caedon had led her down that path before. He had played that card one too many times, with her. 

“Here’s a good card for thee,” Ailys whispered. “And here’s another as good as he. And here’s the best of all the three.” She smiled to herself.  “And here’s old Niddy-Noddy.”

She knew what to do. She’d take Caedon’s secret off with her and present it to Gilles. There’s the card she would play.

She picked up a little mirror and scrutinized her reflection.

She knew what she’d ask of Gilles, in exchange for the card she’d lay down on the game board.

Silly men.

Gilles, like them all, no matter that he did happen to be the most powerful mage underneath the Spheres, would think he was buying her cheap, when he gave her what she wanted. 

Women like me know physical beauty is not the mere bauble men like Gilles think it is, she said to herself. Gilles might be a powerful mage, the most powerful of mages, but he was still a man, not a god, and he had a man’s blindness. 

Even though Gilles didn’t like women. He liked men. Or—she paused, gnawing her lip. It was too disturbing, what he liked. She put the thought away.

“For me, beauty means everything,” she whispered. The stepping stone to more power. And more. And still more.

Gilles had given her the knowledge to make some helpful little potions. They had staved off the worst ravages of time.

But time didn’t just stop, she thought, angling the mirror so she could see the disturbing way her chin was beginning to soften and sag. In return for her information, she’d get Gilles to make a permanent change in her.

She strode to the door and poked her head out of it. “Draw me a bath,” she barked at the bondslave leaning against the wall, startling the girl from her stupor. “And air out my best gown.”

She’d get to Gilles right away. 

Then she pulled herself up short. She said to herself, No, wait. 

There was something easy to take care of first. 

This girl Caedon wanted to disappear. 

She could do that, and Caedon would relax any suspicions of her that he might be harboring. See, she’s doing what I asked, he’d tell himself. He’d get complacent about her.

Once the task of disappearing the girl was out of the way, she’d go straight to Gilles. Then Caedon would see.

Ailys stared at her reflection wavering back at her in the little bronze mirror.

Caedon would get what was coming to him, and she’d make sure to ask Gilles if she could watch.

But the girl first.
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PART I: ELENE
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CHAPTER ONE: A Sack of Grain
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ELENE TRIED STRUGGLING against her bonds, but she was tied too tightly. Her mouth was too tightly gagged to make any noise. But her captors must have noticed her wriggling motions, because she felt a sharp crack where a booted toe kicked her through the rough material of the grain sack.

Who are these people, she thought. Why do they have me, and what will they do with me?

She whimpered as she felt herself hoisted up and dropped with a thud into the bottom of a rough cart. The splintered boards of it scraped her raw through the material of the sack as it jolted away.

These captors of hers didn’t go far. A few leagues. The cart came to a halt, and her heart pounded in her throat. Was this the place they’d kill her? What would they do to her first?

She’d heard stories—everyone had—of cruel men who abducted young girls, took their pleasure, and then killed them. After all, something similar had happened to her sister Bertrys. Minus the sack. Minus the killing, Lady be thanked. She remembered her terror, as a child, when the soldiers had come to take Bertrys off with them.

“Is this the place?” she heard someone say, jolting her into the present, and then an indistinct reply.

Again she felt herself being hoisted into the air, again thrown down hard. This time on the ground.

She lay trembling and bruised.

After a few moments while the voices conferred with each other in whispers, she heard the snap of a whip and the cart rumbling away from her, the sound of it dwindling into the distance.

The sodden earth was seeping through the material of the sack. Around her muttered the sounds of a forest at night.

She huddled miserably. The bonds were tight, cutting off feeling to hands and feet. They painfully throbbed, but now they were going numb. She panicked and moaned and tried to roll herself upright, but she couldn’t. After a long time, she fell into a kind of stupor.

A song roused her. A lonely song in the woods. 

Nightingale. 

Part of her registered that this was what she was hearing. The unearthly beauty of the sound penetrated to her where she lay crumpled. 

If I’m to meet my end in this place, she thought, this is as good a gateway to that unknown realm across the river as any.

After a while, the song died away.

She lay listening, hoping to hear it again. 

Her taking befell her at the beginning of May. The day had been merry and hot. The winter showers had gone, leaving behind them meadows fragrant with flowers, blossom waking on every bough. Going down the lane from her sister’s house at undertide, she had basked in the mildness of the air, the joyous bursts of birdsong. 

She meant to gather fresh rushes to strew the floor. She thought of the heavy stale mustiness of the rooms as winter drew to a close. They’d smell sweet now. They’d smell like spring.

The air had felt so warm that she had grown heavy-lidded. In spite of leaving her task undone, she felt an irresistible urge to lie down in the shade of the far pasture’s lone apple tree to drowse. 

The last thing she remembered was shading her face with the broad brim of her straw hat and settling back comfortably to wait. 

Yann would meet her under the tree at noontide, only a candle-measure or so distant, as soon as he could get away from his severe father at his manor down the road. His father was frequently away. When he came home from his travels, Yann had a harder time sneaking out to meet her. 

But they would manage. Elene fell asleep with a smile on her face. 

Waking instead to this cruel reality of her bondage, she felt the world as a bleak place, the beauty of May-time a lie. Now, abandoned helpless in some lonely place, she could tell night had fallen, and the wind was rising.

Elene cowered in fright; the rushing of the wind seemed to her to carry on it the beating of stormy hooves over stony ground. 

Abruptly, the wind ceased, as if someone had commanded it so. Shivering in her sack, Elene began hearing, out of the stillness, obscure rustling all around her. Rustling, and a strange underlying whisper. 

These faint sounds seemed to her, lying bound in the dark, to be getting louder, coming closer.

A breathing, all around her, just above her.

Terror thrilled through her. This would be the end of her.

She felt the blade of a knife cold against her, and she tried to cringe away from it. 

But the knife didn’t cut her. It cut through the material of her sack instead.

Hands pulling her out, standing her up. The knife slicing through her bonds and gag.

She collapsed sobbing at the feet of the many surrounding her.

They didn’t touch her further. They let her lie there and stood listening to her crying.

After a long time, her sobs lessened. Were they here to kill her or to help her. She still didn’t know.

She looked up fearfully at them. 

The full moon shining down on them had moved from its zenith to a position close to moonset. It must be very late, she realized. 

She was in the midst of a circle of hooded figures. Men or women, she couldn’t tell which.

Their hands were quiet by their sides. She saw no weapons.

“Help me,” she whispered.

No one spoke. At last, two of them reached down to her and hoisted her to her feet, steadied her to stand.

“Who are you?” she said, louder.

Nothing.

“I need help. Some men seized me.”

The silence was unnerving. She was about to speak again, say she wasn’t sure what, when one of the figures held up a hand.

“Quiet.” The voice was low but commanding. “It’s too late to see about her.” The voice, a woman’s, was saying this to the others. “The king is coming. He is already near.”

The king? she thought in confusion. What king? 

The Baronies had no king, just an interlocking set of nobles, with Gilles de Rais as the most important.

The circle of hooded figures uncoiled and stretched out to become a line. The two of them holding Elene began walking her after it, bringing up the rear.

They ranged themselves along a path through the forest.

“When the moon goes down over the tree line,” said the same voice.

Everyone stood silent.

Then, from far away, a faint silvery sound rang out. The hooded figures all stood up straighter, leaned forward. They were excited now, and their excitement infected Elene. 

She too leaned forward.

The silvery sound rang out again, much closer. A horn. And the muffled sound of hoofbeats. 

As if one, the hooded heads turned away from the sound. Elene looked too. The pathway ended at a massive boulder. 

Then the heads swiveled back to the sound, as the hoofbeats thundered closer, a muted pounding and then a rumbling that swelled ever louder. The throbbing horns rang out louder and more urgently.

“The king! The king!” the voices of the hooded murmured.

“Bow, girl,” said a rough voice at her ear. 

She realized all the hooded heads were bowing, so she bowed her head, too.

Blowing, stamping horses came charging past.

She risked a look upward. 

On a massive white destrier rode a towering figure robed all in white, with a crown on his head. The waning moonlight caught it and gleamed from it. His face was deadly pale, his eyes dark pools. 

Alongside him rode women carrying fluttering silver banners. After him thundered his entourage—again, women—dressed in leather armor of white and silver. All of them caught in the beams of the moon.

“The Hunt has returned,” breathed the voice at her ear.

The king halted before the boulder. He reached out with his silvery spear and touched it with his spear tip.

A sliding, slithering sound resulted, nothing stonelike about it. A leathery sound. Elene, craning her neck, saw a panel somehow set into the boulder slide back, and a gaping rectangular black hole revealed.

The king rode in. How he did it, she wasn’t sure. His horse was tall, he sat it tall in the saddle. 

Yet horse and rider disappeared into the smallish door in the boulder, and one by one, his retinue followed him in.

Last came a man dressed not in white but black, on a horse as black as the blackest midnight. In front of him across his saddle was flung a white stag, silvery in the moonlight. The stag’s head drooped. Drops of blood dripped from its lolling tongue. Its antlers hung low.

This man stopped and looked up and down the line of the hooded. “Follow us in, Sisters,” he said in a voice that chilled Elene to her marrow. “You with the catch, go first.”

Her two minders shoved her into the lane before this man dressed in black. 

He peered down into her eyes, and she peered up at him. His eyes, a disturbing amber, widened and his mouth turned down, the deep grooves on either side deepening. 

What she saw in his face made her tremble.

He gestured. 

Her minders pushed her ahead of him toward the door in the boulder.

“No!” Elene cried, and she tried to resist. She felt the doorway as evil. She was being pushed into a trap.

Her minders shoved her in. Behind her rode the black-clad man on his black horse, and after him the hooded women filed in.

They were women, she supposed, even though a few of the voices had sounded male. The man in black had called them sisters.

The door in the boulder slid smoothly shut.

Elene looked around her. 

They appeared to have entered some massive cavern that glowed from a source she couldn’t see. It was not as bright as day inside the cave, but brighter than rushlight. Brighter even than lamps or candles.

“What have provision have you brought me, out of the sack you have found in the woods?” throbbed a voice from the depths of the cave, echoing around them. “What food have you brought me, salt or oil or grain? Perhaps it is meat you have brought me, Sisters. A good blood sausage. A tender haunch. Sisters. Bring it here.”
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CHAPTER TWO: Fricasseed, Boiled, or Baked
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ELENE HAD BEEN COWERING in a corner with her two minders while the Silver King’s words echoed through the cavern. Somehow she knew that demanding, cold voice must be his.

Her mouth went dry. She was the provision they’d found in the grain sack. Her heart began to pound as her minders laid hold of her, one on each elbow, and forced her forward.

As her eyes had become accustomed to the glowing, glittering light, she realized that at one end of the groined space stood a structure looming into the dark. A kind of platform built into the far wall. A kind of throne.

And on it sat that king. His was the voice that had echoed in the cavern, just as she had known.

The minders dragged and pushed her before this throne. All around her, the hooded figures crowded in, murmuring.

“Kneel before His Majesty,” one of her minders said.

Elene ceased trying to fight the ones who held her. It was useless. She knew this now. She knelt.

The fathomless dark pools of the king’s eyes gazed down on her. He sat his throne, his long pale hair hanging about his long pale face, and was silent.

“Stand forward, you two,” he said at last.

Elene saw he meant her two minders. The two hooded figures took a few steps closer to the throne.

“I saw this girl in the forest as we all rode past. What’s this, then?”

Her minders stood silent.

“What’s this?” he said in a louder voice, a voice to chill the blood.

Her two minders knelt.

“I thought I must have been mistaken, when I saw her. This abominable thing could not have come out of my sack, this abomination from the Abovelands, I told myself. No. This is some other creature, for some other purpose, I said to myself. Disturbing enough,” he muttered. “I authorized no such taking. This girl is some mistake, I told myself, and everything will be revealed to me on our return. If necessary, punishment will be meted out. But no.” His voice had steadily risen in volume, the edge of hysteria in it steadily sharper. “I call for the contents of my sack, and I see you mean her. How could I imagine this—this!—was to be my meal.”

One of the minders stood up again. She doffed her hood. Glancing panicked sidelong at her, Elene got the impression of a strong-featured woman in middle age, gray hair, rawboned. 

“Your Majesty,” she began. Then she stopped. Elene could see she was terrified.

“Speak!” The king’s voice echoed to the groined ceiling of the chamber and reverberated off the walls. “Explain!”

“Your Majesty, this is what was brought us.” The minder was practically gibbering in her fright. She pointed down at Elene, who hastily lowered her head. “This.”

“They expect me to eat this?” The king’s voice dripped with contempt.

Elene began to tremble.

“I don’t know, Your Majesty. Apologies, Your Majesty. Mercy, Most High King. It’s what we found this time, in the sack.”

The terrible voice again. “Stand up, girl.”

The woman who had taken her hood down prodded Elene with a shaking finger. Elene realized then the king meant her. She stood.

The king came down from his high throne. He strode to Elene and put a hand out to her. She cringed back, but he grasped her jaw between thumb and forefinger, held it hard, and turned her face this way and that.

“Hmm. I see. What could they be thinking.”

The other minder, still kneeling, cleared his throat. Elene could hear that this other one must be a man. “Sister Ailys says she’ll bring two babes next time,” he said, low. Apparently he was saying this to the other minder, the woman who was standing.

“Ah. Yes,” said this woman now. “Evrart is reminding me. Mercy, Most High King. Sister Ailys says she’ll send two babes next time.”

“Hmph,” said the king. “I’m not pleased. What do we do with this one? What will I eat?” His voice was rising again.

“We have some good things in the larder, Your Majesty. A few offerings from the east,” the minder woman squeaked.

Elene knew somehow that this was a woman who did not squeak. She was squeaking now.

“I like Sister Ailys’s offerings the best,” said the king with a grumpy look at the woman. “Especially those plump ones she finds for me from the Western Isle. A young healthy child well nursed from that isle is, at a year old, a most delicious, nourishing, and wholesome food.”

“Indeed, Your Majesty. Whether stewed, roasted, baked, or boiled.” The woman nodded. “It is said such a child will equally serve in a fricassee or ragout.”

“Have we tried those yet?” The king’s voice became mild and curious. “That does sound good. Try those, when she sends over the next ones. In the meantime—” His voice turned hard again. “What do we do with this?” He poked Elene in the chest.

“Sister Ailys thought she’d do well for a serving maid,” murmured the kneeling man, Evrart.

“Ah. Yes. Your Majesty,” said the woman. “Evrart is reminding me that Sister Ailys thought this one would do well for a serving maid.”

“Is that true, Sister Helissant?”

The woman, Sister Helissant, turned her penetrating eyes on Elene. “She might do,” said the woman after a pause.

“See to it,” said the king. “I’ll make the best of it,” he muttered.

Helissant bowed. Elene could see she had broken out in a sweat, and now she discreetly wiped her face off on her sleeve.

“Now send someone to the larder,” said the king, “to find out what I’ll feed on until the next turning of the moon. One does need to eat.”

He turned his back on them and climbed to his throne, where he settled himself with a magnificent swirl of silk and brocade.

“Get up, Evrart. You fopdoodle. This is your fault,” Helissant hissed, bowing again to the king.

The man, Evrart, who seemed a kind of underling of hers, got hastily to his feet. Between them, they hoisted Elene up and, bowing, backed slowly away from the throne.

“Next,” cried out the king, and several other hooded figures scrambled in front of them, nearly bowling Elene and her minders off their feet in their haste.

“Quickly,” said Helissant. She and Evrart began to move with Elene at a near run to the rear of the cavern, then to a small dark corridor branching away and down into the earth.

“Whew,” said Helissant, stopping and leaning against the wall. “That was a close one.”

“I’m sorry, Sister Helissant. I didn’t know what else to do. There was the sack. I thought it might contain several babes, it was so heavy.”

“You’ll be punished, Evrart.”

“I know it, Sister,” said the man in humble tones.

“You should have looked. At the very least, you should have warned me. You left me standing flat-footed before the king. The Silver King, lad.”

The man had turned back his own hood by now. He was young, fair-haired. His eyes looked enormous and scared.

“Ten strokes with a quickbeam staff,” said Helissant.

“Yes, Sister,” said Evrart. His voice trembled. When Elene dared to glance over at him, she saw tears stood in his blue eyes.

“Oh, very well, five,” said Helissant, putting out a hand and stroking Evrart’s cheek. “Present yourself and the staff to me tonight.”

“Thank you, Sister,” said Evrart, kissing her hand with fervor.

“But now be off with you to the larder and let Cook know. Tell him he’ll have to come up with something creative. Something delicious and unusual. We need to distract His Majesty.”

“I will, Sister,” said Evrart. He scurried off down the increasingly darkening corridor.

Now Helissant turned her eyes on Elene. “Goddess help us. What indeed will I do with you, child?”

“Take me back, please, good mistress. I don’t belong here.”

“Sister,” said the woman sharply. “Not mistress.”

“Sister,” Elene amended.

“But now you are, wherever it is you actually belong. You are here,” she emphasized.

“I don’t even know where I am,” said Elene. She worried she sounded desperate and weak. She suspected sounding weak in front of this woman was not a good idea, but she couldn’t help herself. “Here? Where is here?”

“You’re in the Undercroft, child. There’s nothing to be done about that now. Dark Ones take that Ailys. So high-handed. Thinks she can do whatever she’s a mind to, because she stands well with Gilles.”

“You could just take me back to the forest. I could find my way home from there.”

Helissant stared at her. “You don’t understand. No one leaves here. Not without the express permission of His Highness, and only on special occasions, such as this night’s Gathering for the Hunt. Or, of course, if you’re a member of the Hunt. And only then, in either case, if you stand high in Sisterhood or Hunt.”

“I don’t know why I’m here,” said Elene. Judging from Sister Helissant’s expression, increasingly annoyed, she knew she was pressing her luck, but she also had the feeling that the longer she stayed here in the cave, the harder it would be for her to leave it.

“You displeased Ailys. That’s my guess.”

“I don’t even know this Ailys.”

“She’s your queen, girl. Or thinks she is.”

Queen Ailys, thought Elene blankly. “But she’s the queen of the Sceptered Isle. She’s not my queen.”

“That’s true,” said Helissant slowly. “You’re not speaking their language. You’re speaking ours. We forget, down here, who belongs to whom, up there. Well, I don’t know then, girl. But here you are. And here you’ll stay.”

“Yes, Sister Helissant,” said Elene miserably. Yann, she thought, and her heart nearly burst.

“I suppose I’ll send you along to Cook. Maybe he could use a hand,” she said, giving Elene a dubious look. 

“Please, no,” said Elene.

She had a sudden insight that Cook’s tasks involved a lot of butchering of babies.

“I can sew, Sister Helissant. I do beautiful embroidery. I can spin and weave.”

“Huh,” said Helissant. “That might do. These men. They’re all thumbs. They do a piss-poor job of tasks like that. We’re constantly having to send out, to the Abovelands, for our nicest things. If we could bring it all in house. . .”

She stopped to think.

“You might be an asset to me, after all, girl. You brought me the wrong kind of attention, tonight, before His Majesty. What if you could bring me the right kind?”

“I’ll do my very best, mistress.”

“Sister,” said Helissant, exasperated.

“Sister,” Elene echoed quickly.

“Well, then,” said Helissant. “Go along with you to the wardrobe sister. Tell her you’ll be her assistant and ask her for proper clothes. These won’t do.” She looked with distaste at Elene’s torn things. “And get her to direct you to the bathing pool, while she’s at it. You’re filthy. Everyone knows your sort in the Abovelands are vile disgusting beasts with no idea of hygiene. But you don’t have to rub it in our noses. As it were.”

“Yes, Sister.”

“Here,” said Helissant, pulling from her sleeve a small inscribed stone. “This will tell her you come from me. Sister Annet. Go to Sister Annet.”

“Yes, Sister.”

“From there, head off to Cook. Tell him—” and here Helissant’s eyes grew sharp and shrewd. “Tell him you need something to eat.”

“Yes, Sister.”

“While you’re down there, look for that worthless Evrart. He’ll probably be still there in the larder, lollygagging, trying to delay his punishment. Send him straight back to me, and tell him not to forget the rod.”

“Yes, Sister.”

“I suppose, if you turn out to be an asset, I shouldn’t punish him. He may have done me a favor. But no. He needs a taste of the lash and the rod from time to time, to make him know his place. Tell him to head straight back. Tell him I’ll add on a couple of strokes if I don’t see him forthwith.”

“Yes, Sister.”

With that, Helissant strode to a branching corridor, turned down it, and her swishing robe was lost to view.

Elene sagged against the cold hewn stone of the corridor wall and gave way to tears.

Where was she? Helissant had called it the Undercroft. Wherever it was, it seemed she couldn’t get out.

But after a while, she wiped her nose.

She’d have to find this Sister Annet and then the cook. Then the hapless Evrart. She had no idea where they were.

So she headed down the corridor, which got darker and darker as she went. Soon she was feeling her away along it. 

Suppose I get lost in these corridors forever? she thought. Suppose I die down here.

But then she thought, Really, could things get much worse than they already are?

Well, she supposed they could. The king could have decided to eat her.
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CHAPTER THREE: Pomegranate Seeds
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SISTER ANNET WAS A harried young woman who had drawn the worst assignment in the Undercroft, as she told anyone who would listen. That’s if you didn’t count Cook’s task of turning babies into fricassees, ragouts, and puddings to tempt the palette of the exacting Silver King, his High Majesty. 

“The worst assignment!” the sister insisted.

So Elene came to know it, in obsessive detail, in continual mutterings and moanings and complainings.

Sister Annet’s face was pale. Her hair was long and lank and reddish in the glow from the crystalline walls. “What is it?” she said, looking up in annoyance from a chest she was tidying, as Elene came to her that first day.

“Mistress,” Elene began. 

Then she stopped.

“Sister,” she began again. “I’ve been sent to help out. Sister Helissant sent me.” Elene held out the little inscribed stone.

Sister Annet stood up, hands on her hips. “And how does she expect you to do that?” She looked Elene up and down. “You’re filthy. You belong in the Abovelands.” 

She reached out for the little stone.

Elene realized with a lurch that by “Abovelands,” Sister Annet meant the world above the Undercroft. They all kept mentioning these lands.

“I do belong there, Sister,” she said, handing Sister Annet the little stone from Sister Helissant. “If you could show me the way out—”

“Now you’re here, there’s no going back. You must be the misbegotten spawn Sister Helissant brought back instead of the meal His Highness expected. Everyone is talking of it. And now she thinks to foist off her unfortunate mistake on me. Perhaps I’ll send you along to Cook.”

“I can sew, Sister. I can do fine needlework.” Elene was starting to feel desperate again.

“Oh, aye?” Sister Annet regarded her for a moment. “Can you spin and weave?”

“Yes, Sister.”

“You took your own sweet time getting to me. What kind of servant will you make? A lazy girl.”

Elene stood silent.

It had taken her at least a candle measure to get to Sister Annet. 

She had encountered several scurrying young men in her slow progress through the maze of corridors, but none of them had answered her increasingly urgent questions, just stared at her with frightened eyes and hied themselves off.

Finally one had paused and pointed. “Sister Annet’s that way,” he had said.

Now Sister Annet took Elene by the arm, none too gently, and led her to a pile of flax. “There’s a distaff,” she said, pointing. “Get to work.”

“But Sister.”

“What is it?”

“Sister Helissant said I’m also to find Cook and get something to eat.”

“Why didn’t you go there first, then?” Sister Annet regarded Elene with exasperation.

“I don’t know my way, Sister,” said Elene, trying for a humble tone.

“I suppose you don’t.” 

She stared at Elene a little longer, and her expression changed from annoyance to something else. Elene couldn’t read this new expression. “Girl’s got to eat, after all,” said Sister Annet. “Come with me. I’ll show you.”

Elene followed Sister Annet down the maze of corridors. 

All of them, she realized, must end in this central space: a large kitchen with a fireplace so big a wagon could ride into it. Spits turned over the roaring fire there. An enormous brick chimney led upward into dimness.

They were deep underground, thought Elene. This chimney must vent somewhere high overhead.

All around, haunches of meat hung from hooks. Elene tried not to look at them, or the haunches turning on the spits.

She fastened her eyes instead on the large planks of tables, where food was spread in abundance: grain, butter, vegetables, fruits. A man naked from the waist up, his hair tied back, was thrusting loaves of bread on a long flat paddle into the mouth of a bake oven built into one wall.

Other men stood at the plank tables, chopping and sorting, grinding with mortars and pestles.

Over them all stood Cook, a giant of a man besmirched with soot, striding about issuing orders in a loud, fierce, bellowing voice.

Sister Annet led Elene to the man. Rather than ignoring them, as Elene expected he would, or not even noticing them standing there at all, he stopped short, his eyes widening. 

He knelt in reverence.

“Sister,” he said. “What office may I do you?”

All of the busy men stopped. They stopped their chatter and their activities. 

They all knelt to Sister Annet.

“This girl must be fed,” she said to Cook.

“Ah, yes. Indeed she must. If the girl would come with me.” He didn’t quite meet Elene’s eye, just stood and held out his big paw of a hand.

She took it timidly. 

She looked over her shoulder to Sister Annet, who nodded encouragement. “And Sister,” Elene said, remembering. “I’m to tell Evrart he must go straightway back to Sister Helissant.”

“Evrart, you addlepate,” bawled out Cook, causing Elene to jump.

Evrart, she now saw, had been hanging back with some men skinning something and gutting it. 

Elene looked away from whatever thing they were skinning and gutting.

“Get back to Sister Helissant,” Cook said to him.

Evrart looked from Cook to Elene to Annet, his mouth gaping open in fright. 

He scuttled off, his task left undone.

“Now, if it please you, girl, come with me.”

Elene followed Cook to a nook where a small table and bench stood empty. At his gesture, she sat down. 

Sister Annet hung over his shoulder, watching.

“Meat?” he asked Elene politely.

“No, thank you,” said Elene, forcing down a wave of nausea.

“Fruit, I think,” breathed Sister Annet.

“Fruit. Of course,” said Cook. 

He whisked away, agile for such a large man. He soon returned with a round plate, that newfangled object seen in the palaces of kings, with a single red fruit perched at the center. He set it down with a flourish before Elene. Then he whipped a sharp knife from his belt and cleaved the red fruit in two with one quick motion.

“There you go,” he said to her. He stepped back and watched her. Sister Annet watched her, too.

Uncertainly, Elene looked down at the fruit. It was perfectly ripe and red. 

She felt her mouth beginning to water.

How long had it been since she’d had anything to eat? Too long.

“It’s a pomegranate,” said Sister Annet.

Elene picked up one of the halves and examined it. She had never seen a fruit like this before. The halves were crowded with small red seeds. 

Carefully, she picked them out, one by one, and deposited them on the plate. 

Then she hesitated. Once the seeds were out of it, what was left of the fruit to eat?

“Girl, it’s the seeds of it you eat,” said Cook.

“Oh,” said Elene.

“Here,” he said, handing her a long-handled spoon.

She scooped up a few of the seeds and put them in her mouth. They were delicious. She scooped up a few more. 

She ate them all.

As she ate, she was aware of Sister Annet following every mouthful with her eyes.

“There, now,” she said, when Elene had finished. “That’s done, then.”

Elene wasn’t sure how to read the look of relief on her face.

“Bread?” said Cook, producing a small loaf.

Elene realized she was famished. She gratefully devoured it, and downed the cup of small ale he set down beside her on the table.

After she had eaten her fill, she followed Sister Annet back to the wardrobe room. She realized that no matter how twisted and confusing they were, all corridors leading downward came to the kitchen.

And all corridors leading upward? 

They probably lead to the throne room, she told herself.

“Well, now,” said Sister Annet, taking her back to the pile of flax. 

Elene bent down and picked up the distaff from the stones of the floor. She sat down on the bench where Sister Annet pointed. She gathered up a double handful of flax.

Sister Annet wordlessly handed her a ribbon, and Elene used it to dress the distaff with the fibers of flax. 

She looked around her.

“Here,” said Sister Annet, handing her a spindle.

Elene tucked the distaff under her left arm and began, expertly, to draw the flax into a thread onto the spindle in her right hand, licking the tips of her fingers as she spun.

“You do know how,” Sister Annet marveled.

A shadow fell across them. Elene looked up. Sister Helissant stood there.

“You see?” she said to Sister Annet.

“My thanks, Sister. You wouldn’t believe the mess these men make. I have to re-do nearly everything they touch. They’re no help at all.”

“They are useless addlepates, especially my Evrart,” Sister Helissant sighed. 

“But this girl!” gushed Sister Annet. “I don’t know what other skills she has, but this alone makes her worth her weight in gold.”

Elene resumed, smiling down demurely. 

“And Sister,” said Sister Helissant. “You must feed her.”

“Already done,” said Sister Annet, exchanging a significant look with her fellow member of the sisterhood.

“Excellent. How many?”

“Two whole scoops, both halves.”

Elene stared from one to the other of them.

“More than twelve seeds?” prompted Sister Helissant.

“Quite a few more, I should think,” said Sister Annet.

“Excellent. I’ll leave you to manage her, then,” said Sister Helissant.

Elene thought uneasily of the pomegranate seeds she had eaten.

But then she put it out of mind, because Sister Annet placed before her an endless roster of tasks. Once one was complete, three more replaced it.

She had no time to think of seeds, or eating seeds, or what it all might mean.
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CHAPTER FOUR: ​Spinners and Knitters, Takers and Leavers
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OVER THE NEXT SEN’NIGHT and more, although it was hard to tell the passage of time so far underground out of the light of the sun, Elene spun. She wove. She embroidered beautiful bands of cloth. She stitched. She hemmed. She mended. Pretty soon, she was in charge of eight or nine helpless young men, whom she taught to knit. That kept them out of trouble, more or less. The clumsiest of them could at least knit long scarves against the cold when the Hunt went out, as it did at every turning of the moon to full.

All of her charges, she could see, were deeply unhappy. They’d been brought here against their will, as she had been. She tried questioning them. Were they too brought to the Silver King in a sack but had been put to work instead of eaten?

Although they looked horrified at the very idea, none of them would say what had happened to bring them here. Whenever she probed too deeply into one of their occasional references to home, that one began looking more and more frightened, until she stopped.

As for herself, Elene grieved. She didn’t grieve much for her sister Bertrys, dismissive and hard. Rapidly, through the pressures of her life, Bertrys had grown harder and coarser. With dismay, Elene had watched it happen. She had sympathy for her sister, who’d had to face the most difficult conditions Elene could imagine, short of torture and death. When their parents and brothers had died of plague, and when war had come to their part of the realm, Elene and her two older sisters had found themselves defenseless, although the oldest, Rhiane, had tried her best, Elene saw, to keep the household together.

Every day, the war had come closer, and with it, in spite of Rhiane’s efforts,  a worsening state of privation. Their part of the country had declared for Prince Avery and The Rising, but The Rising was too weak, without resources, without coin. King Audemar’s army was scything through each of the rebel Hundreds, subduing town after town, fort after fortified manor. 

Elene, though she had been very young, only around six years, remembered the day Audemar’s soldiers kicked open the door of their parents’ manor house. She remembered cowering against Rhiane, holding onto her skirts in the courtyard, as men with hard faces poked into barrels, up-ended chests, threatened the three sisters with their weapons.

She remembered the terrifying moment one of them had seized Bertrys and had dragged her screaming to the middle of the courtyard. “A delicious little tidbit,” another of them had said. Six or seven big men surrounded her. Rhiane was screaming at the men to stop, and pulling Elene’s face hard into the skirt of her kirtle so she wouldn’t see.

Then a savior, or so it seemed, came striding into the courtyard, beating the other men away from Bertrys where she stood scratched and crying, trying to hold her torn clothes to her body. Maybe not a savior after all, Elene remembered thinking. The man, dressed in black, a golden wolf’s crest sewn onto the cloth of his shoulder, batted aside Bertrys’s hands and stood looking her over. “This one’s tribute for the king,” he said, turning to his men, who moved away with surly looks on their faces. “You’re just the kind he likes,” this dark-clad man had said to her sister, grabbing her by the wrist and hustling her from the courtyard.

And that was the last Rhiane and Elene had ever expected to see of their sister Bertrys. The two remaining sisters huddled in the ruins of their home, watching the soldiers as they took anything they wanted and smashed everything they didn’t. At last the sisters drew a breath, because twilight was coming on, and the soldiers began drifting away out of their courtyard.

But no. The black-clad man came striding back. He made his way toward them around the shattered furniture and overturned kettles. Elene squeezed Rhiane’s hand, hard, and shrank back against her sister.

“This one,” said the man to Rhiane. He put a hand out and rested it on Elene’s head. He bent down to look at her closer. Elene thought she’d never forget the strange amber of his eyes. In later years, she realized she remembered nothing else of his face. It was a kind of blank to her, haunting her nightmares. But she remembered those eyes. And she remembered his black clothing.

“This one’s what, around six years?” the man had said to Rhiane.

“Yes,” said Rhiane. “Leave her alone. She’s just a child.”

“Perfect,” the man breathed. As she stared into his eyes, Elene thought she saw a look of interest and delight. But then she shrank back further, for she saw too in his gaze an avid glint that frightened her to her core.

“How much for your sister?” he said to Rhiane, taking out a leather bag plump with coin.

“She’s a child. She’s not goods for sale.”

“I’ll give you good coin for her, mistress. Gold.” The dark-clad man shook out five shining coins into his palm and held it out to her, flat, so Rhiane could see them. As Rhiane hesitated, he said, “You know you need it, mistress. You know you can never feed her. You’ll barely be able to feed yourself.”

“What did you do with Bertrys?” Rhiane burst out.

“Mistress,” said the man. “What do you say? These five gold pieces for the child. Six.” He added another. “One for each year.” He smiled down at Elene.

“Never,” said Rhiane firmly.

“I’ve offered you a fair price, mistress, more than fair, and you’ve denied me. Never say I’m not a generous man. Take it or leave it.”

Rhiane shook her head no.

“In that case.” He sighed. “Now I’ll just take her.”

What would have happened then, Elene would never know, but she saw her chance. She kicked the man sharply in the shin, jerked around to bite down hard on his hand where it lay possessively on her shoulder, twisted out from under her sister’s arm, and ran into the night as if the Dark Ones were after her.

She heard them calling her, over maybe a candle-measure and more, her sister’s voice, and a man’s voice.

She didn’t come out of her hiding place along the stream below the far field. She spent all night crouching in the reeds along the stream bed and didn’t come out until full day. Then she got herself home.

Rhiane was sitting huddled by the fire she had made of some of their broken furnishings. When she saw Elene, she looked up dully and summoned Elene to her side. The sisters sat there without speaking, and then gradually over the next sen’night their lives fell into a kind of rhythm, scouring the countryside by day for anything they might eat, then coming back to their ruined house to press in close together and try to keep warm through the night. 

For a fortnight or more, they lived like that. They never spoke of Bertrys. They never spoke of the man and his gold, though once, as Rhiane sat staring into the fire and twisting her hands in the filthy rag that had once been her apron, Elene saw the glint of something tied into a corner of the cloth. “What’s that?” said Elene, pointing.

Slowly, Rhiane undid the tied up object, and Elene recognized it. One of that man’s gold coins. “He called it—” Her sister cleared her throat. “He said he’d be back. He called it something odd. What was it?”

Elene stared at her sister hard.

“Down payment.” One corner of her sister’s mouth quirked up into a strange sort of smile.

“What does that mean?” said Elene.

“I don’t know,” said Rhiane.

But you do know, Elene remembered saying to herself. And so do I. It means he will be back, and when he is back, he’ll take me.

Remembering, Elene wondered why she didn’t just run away. But where would I have gone, she thought. How would I have lived. Instead, she waited, day by day, with increasing dread, for the man’s return.

One day in late undertide, Rhiane came to Elene, as Elene crouched by the fire after a morning of scavenging. Elene looked at her in wonder. Over her arm Rhiane had draped two of her finest dresses.

“I hid these,” said Rhiane brusquely.

“Will you sell them now?” said Elene. Her belly was hollow.

“Who would buy them? Everyone’s lives are shattered. No one around here has any coin,” said Rhiane, moving into the ruined, stove-in house where an underhang gave them some protection when it rained. She hung the dresses up over a sagging rafter. “Maybe air them out a bit,” she murmured. She turned to Elene. “Come with me.” She took Elene by the hand, gathering up a tattered cloak and a few other small objects into a bundle and thrusting them into Elene’s arms as she walked the two of them behind the house. “I need to leave,” she muttered. “I’m taking you to Old Peet.”

“No!” cried Elene, clutching at Rhiane.

“It’s the only way. He’ll be back, you know.”

Rhiane didn’t need to tell Elene whom she meant by “he.” They both knew. Not Old Peet. She meant the dark-clad man. He’d be coming back to redeem his goods that he had put on hold with his down payment.

“When he comes back, he’ll give you the rest of the gold,” said Elene, giving her sister a long look.

“I don’t need the rest of his gold. I have this,” said Rhiane, holding up her apron with the down payment tied into it. She wouldn’t meet Elene’s eyes.

“You’ll take his coin? Won’t he come after you if you don’t hand me over?” said Elene.

Rhiane didn’t answer. She gave Elene a rough shove. They set out across the pasture behind the manor, then up the little stream behind it and into the hills. It was dark by the time they came to the small stone house where Peet and his old wife lived.

“Lady Rhiane,” said Peet, when he spotted them coming. He had a rushlight torch in one hand. He held it high. “And little Lady Elene.”

“Peet, I want you to take the Lady Elene and keep her for a while,” said Rhiane, pushing her forward.

Peet pulled his forelock. But his old wife had come out to the dooryard by then and stood scowling from the shadows. “We’ve nothing extra for an extra mouth,” she said. “Lady Rhiane,” she added. She spat on the earth beside her.

“Elene will earn her keep,” said Rhiane. 

“Elene’s been raised a gentle. How will she do any such?” said the old woman.

Rhiane turned to Peet. “I’m leaving her with you, Peet. I have to be far away from here by dawn.” Without a backward glance, she walked away, leaving Peet astonished and his old wife fuming. It was the last Elene ever saw of her sister, and as Rhiane walked away, Elene thought that might be the way of it. Two sisters gone, she thought. She was right about Rhiane. Wrong about Bertrys.

“We can’t just abandon the little lady,” Peet wheedled as Elene stood looking from him to his wife.

“Oh we can’t, can’t we?” muttered the old woman. “What about our son? What about that.”

“But we’re not like that, the gentles. We don’t harm children,” Peet said to her softly, coming to her and stroking her old
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