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Moira’s Pen
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Moira is the messenger of the gods. She carries a feather pen, sometimes in her hand, sometimes behind her ear. In the past, Moira loaned her pen to mortals. When the historian Eutritus succumbed to temptation and used it not just to record history, but to alter it, Moira promised the Great Goddess Hephestia never to do so again. After that, historians could only pray that she would guide their pens and be their muse.

Not only historians prayed to her, though. All wordwrights did. Every year a playwriting competition was held in Moira’s honor in the city of Attolia. The plays were performed during the Moirian Festival, and the winner of the competition would receive a feather pen crafted from solid gold.

Nearest of the gods to mortals, Moira sees them in all their folly and their wisdom and records what she sees. When people wished for something to come true they would say, “May it be written with Moira’s pen.”

—D’Aulaires’ Myths of the Little Peninsula
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A Conversation with the Muse

What are you doing?

Writing.

Writing what?

An introduction to Moira’s Pen.

An introduction to my pen?

Did you borrow my pen?

No. Your pen is fictional.

I am also fictional.

Yes.

But you are talking to me.

That’s because I am engaging in fiction.

I thought you were writing an introduction.

That, too.

What does your introduction say?

How much I’d like to borrow your pen.




A Letter to Readers

When Return of the Thief was published, people asked me if I was sad to be finished with my series and if I would miss my characters. It was a hard question to answer. While I did finally get to the end of the story I’ve been telling for the last twenty-five years, I’ve always deliberately left space in my writing—room for my readers’ imagination to work, room for my own imagination to work.

I confess that even then this book was at the back of my mind.

Many years ago, I was asked to write a short piece set in the world of The Queen’s Thief for a new paperback edition of one of the books. I can’t remember now if I wrote “Eddis Goes Camping” or “The Destruction of Hamiathes’s Gift” first. I just know that I found the invitation a delightful excuse to abandon the narrative track and go exploring in my own world. As time passed and I continued to work on the Geniad, some of my short pieces have gone into editions that are now out of print. While I know from my own experience the joy of locating that rare copy of a favorite book, as a writer, I always want to make it easier for my readers to find what I’ve written.

So, Moira’s Pen is a compendium for pieces already published and for the others that have never been published before. It’s also the solution to a painful dilemma. As I was finishing Return of the Thief, I had two stories in mind, “Alyta’s Missing Earring” and another. Only one of them could be at the end of the book, and deciding between them was killing me. Thanks to the magic of Moira’s pen, the other is here.

As I gathered these pieces together, I was reminded of the way writing each of them inspired more worldbuilding that, in turn, yielded inspiration for the future. If I had Moira’s pen in my hand right now, I could write a whole book explaining exactly how inspiration works, but I do not and cannot. Instead, I’ve encouraged someone who is both invention and inspiration to add some comments of her own. I might not be able to write with Moira’s pen, but she can.

To my readers, I mean it when I say that I have been honored by your attention. I am, as ever, gratefully yours,
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Megan Whalen Turner




“Do not offend the gods.”
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Helen thought she found the temple on her own. She woke without the warmth of her fire, unaware that she was both Ending and Beginning.

Eddis Goes Camping
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The pony was fat and shaggy still from the winter. Its short legs flicked across the hard-packed road and Helen’s own round, solid body bounced uncomfortably on its back. She had a bundle with her, but it was as small as she could make it, just blankets, a loaf of bread, and other bare necessities. She had her belt knife, and her own crossbow hung on the saddle with the cranking mechanism geared for her nine-year-old arms. With luck, anyone who noticed her riding up the road away from the palace would see nothing out of the ordinary and would forget her again quickly.

The Spring Festival was finally over and everyone was in bed recovering. Helen doubted that anyone but Xanthe, her nurse, would even wonder where she was. By bedtime, of course, Xanthe would be alarmed, but by bedtime she would have found the drawing chalked inside the door to Helen’s sleeping room. Xanthe couldn’t read, or Helen would have written a note. Instead, she had drawn a picture of her pony with its bundle of blankets and food, and a picture of herself waving good-bye.

It was only for one night, and Xanthe would eventually forgive her, but only if Helen made it away from the palace without drawing anyone’s attention. If her mother sent for her and Helen couldn’t be found, people would assume she was playing with her cousins in some obscure part of the palace . . . so long as no busybody remembered that she had gone out on her pony. If that happened, his stall would be checked, and when it was found empty, the hue and cry would be frightful. Her aunts would start wailing that she and the horse had gone over a cliff or been eaten by a lion, and her father would send out the entire population of the capital city in a search. At the thought, Helen urged the pony on a little faster.

Finally, their path left the Sacred Way. It cut across the shoulder of the hill and then down to the valley road that led up into the hunting preserves. Out of sight of the palace, once among the trees, Helen relaxed. The pony slowed, and she patted his neck.

“Don’t slow too much, Nestor,” she told him. “We have a long way to go.” The place she was heading for was more than half a day’s ride away. She’d found it the previous fall when she wandered much farther than she’d intended. There had only been time for a quick look and a promise to return after the winter was over.

She had been out before on overnight hunting expeditions, and she’d sometimes spent whole days out on her own. This wouldn’t be very different, and it was the only way she could explore her secret hideaway and still keep it secret.

The secrecy was essential, because without it the place wouldn’t be hers alone. At the very least, she would have to share it with other children her age, but it was more likely that someone older, one of the new spears, would take it and chase the children away. Someone like her brother Pylaster, who had just left the boys’ house and received his first spear, would declare it his personal kingdom, and only his closest friends would be allowed to join him there. He would lose interest eventually, when he wasn’t a new spear anymore, but by then some other new spear would have claimed it. Helen would never have a chance.

By the time she reached the age when a boy received his spear, she would have left sword practice and horseplay behind and undergone the mysterious alteration that would make her a young woman with long skirts and jewels in her ears and no interest in anything sensible. She rolled her shoulders in distaste at the thought, but she had seen it happen to too many cousins to doubt its inevitability. Her mother must have her way. For the time being, however, there was freedom, exercised with discretion.

Helen arrived in the early afternoon. The day was gray and the spring wind was chilly. High up in the mountains there was still quite a bit of snow, and she shivered even in her sheepskin jacket. She wished the sun were shining. The narrow valley was dark and much less inviting than she’d anticipated. The temple itself, when she reached it, was desolate, the marble cold and gray and lifeless. She hesitated a moment before she swung down from Nestor’s back. He was nervous and jerked at the reins as she tied them to a sapling.

He whickered, as if to say there was still time to make it back home before dark. “Don’t be silly,” she said aloud. She’d been looking forward to the trip all winter and she wouldn’t quit, even though the high sides of the valley made her feel very small. She started for the temple with the stubbornness that so often drove Xanthe to despair.

The temple must have been impressive once. Sitting sideways across the end of the narrow valley, its entrance porch at one end facing and nearly brushing the cliff face before it, it was as large as any temple Helen had ever seen. Its pillars and interior walls still stood, though most of its roof was gone. Rubble had fallen from the cliff face, burying the approach to the front entryway, but the temple’s foundation was stepped on all sides, so it was easy for Helen to climb up to the terrace and slip between the pillars. Holes in the walls made it unnecessary to go through the front doors. Helen crawled across the tops of fallen stones nearly as high as her waist and slipped into the naos.

The floor was a dangerous wash of broken roof tiles mixed with the remains of the timbers that had supported them. The marble walls were bare. The statuary of the friezes had come down and smashed; lighter chunks of white marble were mixed with the roofing. Beside Helen was a piece from the head of a horse, and next to it was a broken-off hand with a bit of marble rein still running through it. The statue must have been beautiful when it was whole, and Helen was flooded by a sudden sadness. If Nestor had whickered again, she would have gone home.

He didn’t, so she squared her small but sturdy shoulders and picked her way to a hole in the far wall. Halfway across, she paused to look toward the bare stone altar. The roof above was intact and the marble floor under it was mostly clear, but the pedestal that had once held a statue of some god or goddess was empty.

On the far side of the naos, there was a larger hole in the wall and an open path between the fallen stones. Once she was clear of the rubble and had a look at what lay before her, she stopped. She was so pleased that she hugged herself. The terrace on the far side of the temple was mostly free of broken masonry, and beyond it was an outdoor room, with the steep cliffs at the end of the valley for walls. The grass there was already green with the advance of spring. Under the gray skies, it seemed to glow with its own light. There were paths laid out, and the hedges of a garden, still visible, at one side. But mostly there was just the smooth carpet of the grass, and beyond it the opening of a cave in the cliffs.

The cave was a potential problem. Helen eyed it carefully for several minutes, then she went back for Nestor. It wasn’t easy to coerce him up the stepped foundation and across the terrace behind the back of the temple, but once he reached the grassy carpet, he seemed happy enough, and she relaxed. The sun had started to break through the clouds, the sacred space behind the temple had begun to seem almost welcoming, and Nestor wouldn’t have dedicated himself to the grass with such an appetite if he’d smelled a mountain lion’s lair in the nearby cave.

She pulled off his bridle and left him to graze while she explored. The longer she stayed, the more at home she felt. Something very tight in her chest seemed to release itself, slowly unwinding, like thread off a spindle. On reflection, she decided the metaphor might not be apt. “I’d be in a mess the way Agape’s yarn always is,” she murmured to herself.

She looked into the cave first, which was high but shallow. There was a darker space at the back that led deeper into the mountain, but it was a crevice too narrow even for a child. A trickle of water came out of it and flowed in a channel to a basin cut in the rock. She had a drink and filled her waterskin before she whistled for Nestor to come have a drink as well. The water was cold and tasted of snow.

When the pigeons came home in the evening, she loaded her crossbow and shot quarrels at them until it was too dark to see where they fell. She did not hit a single bird. She had brought only the loaf of bread and a packet of sugared nuts for her dinner. Sighing, she went to gather wood for the fire. The dark was rising quickly and her skin prickled with cold. She collected a stack far larger than she would need.

She started her fire on the terrace looking out over her little territory, and rolled out her blankets beside it. Opening the bag holding her food, she looked into it dubiously. Glancing over one shoulder at a hole nearby leading into the naos of the temple, she considered how much the success of her return depended on luck. With much reluctance, she then tore the loaf in half and carried one half, and all the nuts, into the temple to lay them on the altar in front of the empty plinth. Better safe than sorry.

When she had eaten the remaining half of the loaf, she rolled herself in her blankets and lay down between the fire and her woodpile to sleep. Without waking fully, she could lift the sticks from the pile and add them to the fire. She listened to Nestor snuffling as he settled down for the night, then, without knowing exactly which moment it happened, she drifted off.

The cold woke her. The cold, and the feel of the empty marble under her hand as it searched for her woodpile. Thinking she must have used up all the wood closest to her, she extended her reach. Still no wood. Sighing with frustration, she opened her eyes to the dying firelight. Her woodpile wasn’t there. She sat up, still half-asleep, and looked more carefully around the terrace. There was no wood. She looked back at the fire, which was a mistake. It made her night-blind, and once she had assured herself that the little campfire could not have burned through all her wood without leaving more ash, and that she hadn’t mistakenly fed it all her fuel while asleep, she was left unable to see anything else.

She turned away from the fire and waited patiently for the blindness to clear, only to see at last that every stick of her wood was gone. She almost turned to check the fire again, but Helen didn’t make the same mistakes twice. She looked elsewhere instead. Before she fully realized what she was searching for, she saw it: the glow of another fire burning nearby. Burning with her wood.

Her mouth firmed and her expression hardened. Brigands wouldn’t have left her sleeping, and a decent person wouldn’t have taken all of the wood, even if he’d had no time to gather his own. A decent person probably would just have joined Helen at her fire. Only a sneak would take all of her wood and leave her in the cold. The list of possible suspects was long enough. Any one of the new spears would have done it. They were so full of their own importance once they were out of the boys’ house. One of her cousins, or perhaps Pylaster. The bread and nuts on the altar had been an unsuccessful sacrifice. Whoever had taken her firewood was going to announce her escapade to the palace, and there was going to be a tremendous din when she got home.

The cold shuddered through her, and she clenched her fists in frustration. She wanted to take their horses and leave the arrogant new spears to walk home, but she couldn’t get Nestor across the terrace without waking anyone asleep inside the temple, and she wouldn’t leave him behind. She would have liked to steal the wood back but doubted she could, and even if she were successful, the older boys would wake when they felt the cold, just as she had. There wouldn’t be any secrecy the next time they took it. She might be very sturdy for a girl, but she was still only nine, and tiny compared to her brother’s companions. However, she was determined not to creep up like a penitent to their fire. At least she could steal back enough wood so that she could sleep the rest of the night in the warmth generated by her own fuel.

She kicked off her blankets and got quietly to her feet. The firelight was definitely coming from inside the temple, which she felt was scandalous. One shouldn’t camp inside a temple, even an abandoned one. Softly, she crept along the wall toward the light. She felt carefully for fallen blocks of stone but didn’t encounter any. When she reached the hole in the temple wall, she found it more door shaped than she remembered, but the regular shape of the doorway was the least of the mysteries. She crouched in the darkness, just beyond the reach of the light from the fire burning before the altar, and stared. Whoever had stolen her wood, it wasn’t a new spear.

She could see through the doorway and between the heavy interior pillars that held up the roof. The marble floor was clear of debris and scattered with carpets. Standing candelabras with fine wax candles augmented the light of the fire, which burned inside the repaired walls of the fire pit. Not only was the fire pit repaired, Helen realized, but the roof and the walls. The murals were restored, and so were the friezes above them. She laid a hand on the smooth-worked masonry of the doorway, then looked back to the interior.

Bathed in the light of the fire, a woman more beautiful even than Helen’s mother lay on a couch with a little table beside her, and on it a bowl filled with pigeon eggs. As Helen watched, the woman selected an egg and cracked it on the edge of the table. The larger pieces of shell she tossed toward the fire, but the smaller pieces she carelessly let fall. When they landed on the pure white cloth of her gown, she brushed them to the floor.

Looking down at her from the altar was a young man. Helen thought at first that he might be the age of a new spear, but then he looked older and she wasn’t certain. He was dressed all in gray, sitting cross-legged and eating nuts out of a silver bowl. Her nuts, Helen realized. She must have made a sound. The woman on the couch shifted a little and spoke to the figure on the altar. “Who is it?”

The young man looked over at Helen, and she pulled back into the darkness.

“It’s Eddis,” said the man, and Helen snapped her head around in surprise, looking up and down the terrace for her father.

“She’s found her firewood missing,” the man continued, inexplicably. Helen could see no one else on the terrace.

“You are eating her nuts,” the woman on the couch said languidly. “It was unkind to take her fire as well.”

“Nonsense,” he responded. “If you think I am unkind, ask her to join us.”

“I suppose we can make her forget again by morning.” The woman beckoned Helen with one beautiful white hand. “Do come, dear,” she said.

Against her better judgment, Helen stepped cautiously as far as the interior pillars.

“The last Eddis, is it?” the goddess asked, but she was speaking to the man. “Have I seen her before? She looks like her father.”

“Have you seen her father?” the young man asked, amused.

“I’m not sure. Perhaps her grandfather. Certainly she is not a pretty girl, but I suppose that is neither here nor there with this one. What’s your name, dear?”

“Helen,” she whispered, too bewildered to be hurt by the casual condemnation of her looks. She might not have been hurt anyway; she knew she wasn’t pretty and wasn’t particularly bothered. She wondered if all this was a dream. A chill breeze from the open doorway behind her swept across the back of her neck and she shivered. It felt real.

“You’re cold. Come closer to the fire.”

Helen took another few hesitant steps. All of her wood was in the fire pit, and she could already feel its warmth. She saw that there was a third figure watching her from the base of
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