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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      The Eastern elfs were arriving that night but Thomas Rymour didn’t care. The castle had been abuzz, with everyone from maids to cooks to visiting dignitaries gossiping about the reason for the visit. The Privy Council had been no different. Tom had sat through countless hours while rich men extolled their theory and used it to push their own agenda. And when Duke Regent had heard them all, he would ask Tom what he thought.

      It was moments like that when Tom wished he could tell lies.

      But at the moment he had peace. He was sat in Cairnagan’s barest and least popular tower garden, where the plants wilted and the view was poor and he could relax with a bottle of mead and a friend. Of sorts.

      “You should really go downstairs, Tom.” Glastyn stood at the wall, watching the sunset. Glastyn was tall, beautiful, with dark flowing locks and a charm that never slept. Only his long, pointed ears suggested he wasn’t human. “It will be diverting.”

      Tom sipped his mead. Duke Regent had tasked his vintners with reproducing a hundred year old recipe to make Tom feel at home. It was a noble gesture and Tom was grateful for it. But the drink wasn’t quite right. It served only to remind Tom he was far from home. But he drank it anyway. It was better than the sickly sweet wines the court favoured. “Diverting for who?”

      “Whom.” Glastyn grinned.

      Tom ignored him. “If you want to chase daughters and wives, I’m not stopping you.”

      “But you are our only friend here.” A reminder that the reverse was true as well. “Come, there hasn’t been anything so exciting since we arrived. A feast! It will be almost like Faerie.”

      Tom shook his head. “Since you arrived.” Tom had been at Cairnagan a few months longer. “I’ve seen a feast here. They’re nothing like Faerie.”

      “It will be more like Faerie than this,” the fay grumbled. As dashing as he looked watching the sunset, Glastyn looked bored. He seemed to live for the court; he relished the politics, the frippery, the danger.

      Whereas Tom had no patience for it. “I’m not happy with second best,” he said.

      “It’s all we have, Tom.”

      “Don’t remind me.” He topped up his cup of mead. He wasn’t allowed a glass.

      “What if we take that away? Hmm?” Glastyn marched across the garden and snatched at the bottle. Tom had to twist in his seat to keep hold of it.

      “Stop it.”

      The fay ignored him, getting a pale white hand around the bottle and tugging it.

      “Glastyn, stop.”

      “Come, Tom, tip this filth away. We give better to the dogs in Faerie.”

      “Iron nails, stop it.” And then a foresight intruded on his senses. Like any other, it dissolved the world around him, like red wine mixing into water until it was all he could see and hear and smell. This time he saw red, sensual lips. There wasn’t often a lot of detail in his foresights.

      “We are your beginning and your end, Thomas Rymour,” she said. Her voice was odd, as if both Maev and Mab were talking at the same time. But that was impossible.

      The foresight began to fade away and his senses returned to the present. He blinked and looked down. He’d dropped the cup. That was why he wasn’t allowed glasses.

      “Another foresight?” Glastyn was stood over him. The bottle was gone. Knowing Glastyn he’d probably tossed it over the wall.

      Tom nodded and opened his mouth to speak when the world disappeared in an instant. An image of an old man stabbed at Tom’s eyes like knives, the sound of his whisper was like a bellow in Tom’s ears. “Quiet, Tom. Don’t tell him anything.”

      It was gone as quickly as it arrived and Tom was on his back, his chair upended. The back of his head throbbed and his lungs burned. He gasped like a man drowning.

      Glastyn looked almost concerned. “Rather dramatic.”

      “You might help me,” Tom managed, pulling his legs free of the chair.

      “We’ve been trying to.”

      He clambered to his hands and knees. Was he going to vomit? No. No, it was just a shock. He’d never had a foresight like that before. Sudden. Almost painful. And the old man. It had felt like he was talking to him, a message for the here and now. That was new.

      “Too much mead, Tom?”

      He shook his head, clambered to his feet.

      “What did you see?”

      For some reason he felt he should do as the old man bid: don’t tell him anything.

      “I’m not sure,” he replied. Which was true. To an extent.

      Glastyn wasn’t convinced. “You must know some-thing. Was it your future? Someone else’s?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Were we there?”

      “No.”

      “Was Maev?”

      “Will you stop pestering me?”

      Glastyn grinned as if he’d won a prize. “If you go to the feast.”

      He should just tell him. What did it matter if Glastyn knew? And yet. “Fine.”
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        * * *

      

      The hall was dark and smoky and full of the stench of perfumes over the stench of the people beneath them. In a way, it was like Faerie, with laughing and dancing and drinking. Some stood in shadows, discussing plots and schemes under the cover of the music that filled the air. Servants wove between all with trays of food and drink, both delicacies and heartier fare. But that smell was not like Faerie at all. In Faerie it smelt of strange and wonderful flowers and it was always a warm evening with a fresh breeze. That night was hot and close.

      “Does it make you homesick, Glastyn?” Tom asked.

      “Yes,” he replied. He hadn’t changed outfits. But he didn’t need to; only Tom had the Second Sight with which to see him. “But then, most things do.”

      Tom, on the other hand, had changed into one of the outfits Regent had ordered made for him. Cut to be fashionable, not comfortable, they were as brightly coloured as everyone else at court. Rather than the simple browns and reds Tom preferred, he was in yellow and blue, Regent’s colours. Worse, these clothes pushed and pulled at him in unnatural places. He felt silly, even though everyone looked as he did.

      Glastyn smirked. “You seem uncomfortable, Tom?”

      “You know I am.” Like all fay, Glastyn’s sense of humour often seemed cruel or mocking. Tom knew in truth that they laughed more at mortal customs and rules.

      “Yet you do not tell your new lord and master.”

      “He’s not my lord and master,” he replied. “You of all people know that.”

      “Ah yes.” Glastyn raised his cup. “To our lord and master. May she welcome us back to the fold one day.”

      Tom lifted his glass too and drank. He tried not to think of her.

      “Do you think you’ll be allowed to return?” he said.

      “Oh yes.” There was no hesitation. “One day our queen will let us return. We have no doubts about that.”

      “I envy you that.”

      “Sir Rymour.”

      Tom fought to keep his expression under control, forcing a gracious smile as he turned to the voice. “Good evening,” he said.

      “Good evening, sir.” The man was a young knight, dressed in even more ridiculous clothes than Tom. Another knight and a few ladies followed in his wake. The knight sketched a bow and the others followed.

      “Please,” Tom said. He couldn’t stand the scraping and bowing. “I am no knight.”

      They did not apologise. They were not showing him respect. They were showing everyone else that they were showing him respect. “Sir Rymour, you must know why the Easterners are here,” the knight said.

      He swallowed a sigh. “I am as much in the dark as you.”

      The man frowned. “But you see the things to come, do you not?”

      “I do.”

      “Then you must have seen something.”

      Glastyn leant closer and whispered, “Yes, Tom, you must. Stands to reason.”

      As tiring as the prospect of the conversation was, Tom had to smile. “Stands to reason,” he replied. “But I have seen nothing of the Easterners, young sir. I do not know why they are coming nor what they want.”

      “And you still don’t care, do you?” Glastyn didn’t have to whisper; no-one else could hear him either.

      “No, I don’t.”

      His visitors were growing uncomfortable; no-one liked it when Tom spoke to people they couldn’t see or hear.

      Glastyn sighed. “How uncurious of you, Tom.”

      “I am curious about many things,” Tom countered. “A way to Faerie, for instance. And you could satisfy that curiosity, couldn’t you, Glastyn?”

      “I could.”

      “But you never do.”

      “No.” Glastyn’s face softened into a sad smile. “We never do.”

      Was that pity? Tom wasn’t in the mood for pity. “Then forgive me for my lack of curiosity.”

      The knights and ladies were finding excuses to move away. They bowed and wished Tom a good evening, pledged their service should he need it and so forth. Tom watched them go.

      “You are well-respected here,” said Glastyn.

      “I’m a curiosity.”

      “Aren’t we all?” Two ladies walked past, dressed in pinks and silvers. One smiled at Tom, the other ignored him. Glastyn watched both with a predator’s grin. “You do not have to stay, Tom. Tir is a very big place. You could leave.”

      The thought had crossed his mind before. This court was no place for him. But where was? His place was in a Tir a hundred years dead. Now he was an antique in a modern world. Like the tapestries on the wall, he was out of place. “Here is as good as anywhere,” he said. He looked at the dancers. Their steps were precise and careful, for display rather than enjoyment. It wasn’t dancing. It was peacocking. “I have a bed, a roof and hot food. Leaving is likely to deprive me of those things and I’m too old to go without them.”

      Glastyn snorted. “How many summers have you seen? Thirty?”

      “Thirty-one,” Tom replied. “But it has been over a hundred since I was born. That’s what matters, Glastyn.” He stared up at the tapestries, supposedly from the time of King Emyr. They were frayed and tattered, though the images they depicted were energetic and vibrant. “Time decides how old we are.”

      Glastyn drained his cup. It was not one he’d taken from a server, but one of his own, plain and old but always full of Faerie wine. A clever trick. “Speaking as an immortal, I can tell you that’s nonsense.”

      “Speaking as a mortal, I can tell you it isn’t.”

      The music stopped and the dancers bowed. In the quiet a murmur rippled across the hall as Duke Regent stepped out onto the dais at the head of the hall, resplendent in blues and yellows that seemed regal on the duke yet juvenile on Tom. He bowed with the rest of the courtiers as Regent crossed to the gold throne.

      Glastyn did not bow. “Oh look, he’s raided your wardrobe,” he murmured, and chuckled to himself.

      But the rest of the hall was respectfully silent. Though not a tall man, Regent was imposing nonetheless. In his youth he had been strong and energetic, leading hunts, serving on the border, breaking many a heart. Now older, with the beginnings of grey in his beard and wrinkles at his eyes, he still burned with morality and chivalry. Some of the courtiers muttered that Regent would rather the duchy fall into ruin than break a promise. But Tom admired that. There seemed too few people these days who believed in anything.

      Regent rested a hand on the throne and faced the hall. “Play on,” he said. Then he pointed a finger at Tom.

      “Duty calls.” Glastyn sounded amused. “Maybe I’ll seduce some pretty young thing while you wait on this duke.”

      Tom ignored the jibe. “Don’t break her heart.”

      “My dear Tom.” Glastyn grinned. “You of all people must know: we break our own hearts.”

      He thought of soft, white skin in a wooded grove.

      Moving through the throngs took longer than he’d expected. Many moved aside and avoided his eye, but some stopped him and asked him about his foresight. Had he seen what the Easterners wanted? Did he know what the harvest would be like? Would someone’s daughter recover from her summer sickness? He answered when he could, demurred when he could not. By the time he reached Regent’s side he was yearning for peace and solitude again.

      But he bowed as best he could. “Your Grace.”

      “Tom.” Regent was severe today. “I’ll have you at my side.”

      “As you will.” There was no point in arguing.

      “Would you sit?” Regent gestured to the second seat on the dais. This was Regent’s own seat, a wooden chair with intricate carvings inlaid with gold and richly furnished in soft cushions. Regent’s father had sat on Emyr’s throne whilst he’d ruled. But it was an unwritten rule in the family that the throne be preserved for Emyr exactly as it was. So, if the cushions were truly over nine hundred years old, it would make for a very hard seat. When Regent had assumed his father’s title, he had apparently said, ‘If I’m going to spend hours on my backside, it had better be in comfort’, before com-missioning this chair.

      “You will sit in the throne, Your Grace?” Tom asked.

      Regent nodded. “It’s ghoulish, I know. But we must remind the elfs who they are dealing with. Whatever it is they want, they must remember they are speaking to the Keepers of the Throne.”

      Tom said nothing. Even he knew that most people saw the people of the Heel not as caretakers, but as fanatics. But he could not say that. So he could say nothing. He just smiled. When you could not lie, silence was an ally.

      “So, will you sit?”

      Most courtiers would demur, say that they were fine and would be pleased to stand. But Tom’s back ached. And he could not lie. So he said, “Yes, please, Your Grace.”

      Regent was not annoyed by the honesty. He nodded and hundreds of eyes watched Tom seat himself. He felt awkward, even more so when he saw Glastyn bow to him. The lady he was with giggled. He’d granted her the Second Sight; after all, he could not seduce her if she could not see him. Tom felt sorry for her, though he could not make out who she was. Knowing Glastyn, she already had a husband, someone important in the court.

      Regent did not sit. “When will they be announced?” Tom asked.

      “In a few minutes,” Regent replied. He stroked his beard, smoothing it. “I’m making them wait.”

      That seemed petty. “Won’t that anger them?”

      “Perhaps.” Regent smiled. He had the smile of a younger man, one who took pleasure in tugging the noses of others. “But that might give me the advantage.”

      Tom nodded. Politics. He had no stomach for it. Even in Faerie he had been careful to be a neutral party, never picking one side over another. Unless you counted Maev. But that was different.

      “What do you think they want, Tom?” Regent asked. “Any foresight of their intentions?”

      He’d been asked that a dozen times. He shook his head yet again. “I’m sorry, Your Grace,” he said. “I still haven’t seen anything.”

      Regent was disappointed and made no effort to hide it. “No matter,” he lied.

      The duke was nervous, Tom realised. It made sense. Three generations of his family had waged war against the Eastern Angles, though in truth it was a war in name only. Fighting on the border was rare. Most of the troops spent their time glaring at each other over the border. But now the Easterners were knocking on Regent’s door and requesting audience. Most of the Heel had never even seen an Easterner. There was an air of excitement in the room. But Regent seemed uncertain.

      “Perhaps they seek a truce,” Tom suggested. “Why else travel all this way?”

      “Why else?” Regent stared at the great doors ahead. Tom’s words had only made his concern worse. He gave up. He’d forgotten how to talk to people a long time ago.

      Glastyn and his prey were dancing. A few people were throwing her odd looks; to their eyes, she was dancing with herself. Courtiers muttered that the temporary madness that was striking the ladies of late was a sickness sent by the Western elfs. They gave her a wide berth.

      “Who were you talking to?” Regent asked.

      “A fay called Glastyn,” Tom replied.

      “Ah.” Unlike many in the court, Regent believed the tales told about Tom. He had never questioned his foresight, his inability to lie, nor his Second Sight. “He is often here, is he not?”

      A kingly trait, to remember so many names. “He is, Your Grace. He keeps me company.”

      Regent nodded. He knew that Tom was often lonely. But Tom knew that, while the man did what he could, he put the needs of the Heel over the needs of Thomas Rymour. He would not send Tom back to that little hut on the hill while there were wolves at the Heel’s doors. Maybe he would never send him back.

      “Let’s not wait any longer,” Regent said. He waved at a servant. “Send them in,” he roared, loud enough for all to hear.

      The music stopped and the crowd parted, leaving a path from door to dais. Everyone leaned forward to get a look at the foreigners.

      There was a collective gasp as the doors opened. Even Tom was impressed.

      It was the dress he saw first. Four elfs, tall and all in black, robed from head to foot. These robes were decorated in white with images of bones, femurs and fibulas drawing borders whilst entire hands sat in corners. Ribs were stitched over some chests, others featured patterns of flowers done in bone or miniature battle scenes fought by skeletons. This was topped off by the masks, skulls that looked eerily real. They were at complete odds to the assembled court. No frivolity, no cheer. They were sombre and serious, the spirit of death itself.

      They walked towards the dais. No, they glided, robes sweeping behind them and their movements full of a fluid grace. As if they were stalking Regent. Tom half-expected them to draw weapons and he was surprised how nervous he was by the time they stopped.

      They knelt. No surprise assassination.

      Silence filled the hall.

      The herald had been so astonished by the elfs he had forgotten to announce them. He cleared his throat and stammered, “Lord Neirin Tarian, Shield of the Eastern Angles, Warden of the Faith, Fourth of His Name, Emperor of His Other Realms and Territories, Bearer of the Blood of Angau.” It would have been funny in any other circumstance. But no-one laughed. They were too awestruck. “Lord Neirin, I present you to the Duke of the Realm, Regent for Emyr, Keeper of the Throne and Ruler in His Name.”

      “Thank you, herald.” Regent spoke with an amused yet pointed tone; the man’s neglected duties had been noticed. The herald bowed, embarrassed.

      Regent turned his attention to the elfs. “Greetings to you and yours, Lord Neirin. We are honoured by your presence here.”

      “My thanks, Duke Regent.” The voice was muffled by the mask, but it spoke the human tongue flawlessly. “You have been most hospitable.” He rose without waiting for permission and his fellows rose with him.

      Regent did not acknowledge the affront. “We have firm hopes that the animosities of the past can be finally laid to rest.”

      “As have I.” Neirin was swift, blunt. “But I am here on a greater purpose, Your Grace.”

      “Oh?” Regent’s eyes narrowed. “Indeed?”

      “Yes, Your Grace.” The skull nodded. The eyes that looked out through the sockets were bright and eager. “I am here to save all of Tir.” It felt rehearsed. Planned. Neirin lifted an arm and pointed a finger at Tom. “And I need him to do it.”

      Only Tom and a drunken lady of the court heard Glastyn say, “Are you curious now, Thomas Rymour?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      So. After all the gossip and the fanfare, the elfs were just another party of foreigners after a few foresights.

      But Regent’s composure slipped. “This is a feast, master elf,” he said. “Given in your honour. This is not the time nor the place to discuss such matters.”

      Neirin lowered his arm. “Such matters are what brings me here,” he replied, his voice cool. “Not warm wine or stringy game.”

      Regent’s eyes blazed. “When you insult me, you insult my people, Lord Neirin,” he said. Then he stood. “Long have our people been at war and fond was my hope that this could be ended with your arrival. But I will not suffer disrespect to this realm.”

      “A great evil is spreading over this land, Duke Regent. Time is of the essence.” But before Neirin could say more, another elf said something in his ear. Neirin’s shoulders drooped and he bowed his head. “Forgive me, Your Grace. Our road was long and I am tired. My remarks were unjust. We will gladly partake of this fine feast.”

      Regent was proud. His people more so. It would take more than that to mend the bridges. “Eat,” he said. “Drink. We will talk more.”

      Neirin bowed further and Regent flicked a hand at the musicians. “Play on,” he told them, then beckoned Tom to follow him. They walked off the dais as the music started up, stepping behind a blue curtain and into a corridor that led away to Regent’s dressing room.

      “That was a disaster,” Regent said once the door was shut. He sat in the only chair, a comfortable affair in the middle of a small, round room lined with shelves and stools. There were no clothes; they were stored else-where. Regent had this whole room just for getting dressed.

      “It could have gone better,” Tom agreed. Next to the chair was a small table on which sat a decanter of wine. He poured a glass; he knew enough about courtly behaviour to do that.

      “Thank you,” Regent said. “Help yourself.”

      Tom poured some for himself and sipped. It was sweet and fruity and not to his taste.

      “Why does Neirin want you?” Regent slouched in his seat and rubbed his eyes.

      “I don’t know, Your Grace.”

      “I know you don’t know. Take a guess.”

      Careful. Don’t anger him. “I imagine it’s the same reason you wanted me,” he said. “For my foresight.”

      “Yes,” he said. “He wants your foresight. Why?”

      “Why did you want it?”

      Regent’s look was sharp. “Because I have elfs at my borders, Tom,” he snapped. “We have been at war with the Angles for decades. Now I have the Western King-dom at my back. I need all the counsel I can get. Not questions.”

      Tom bowed his head. The poor man was beleaguered. If Tom had to be here, he might as well try to help. “Sorry, Your Grace.”

      Regent sighed. “My apologies,” he said. “I didn’t mean to snap.”

      The room was silent for a moment. Tom wasn’t sure what to say. Counsel. Give him what he wants. “If Neirin isn’t here for peace then perhaps he is here for the Western Kingdom.”

      “To help them?”

      “Or to hinder them.” Phrase this carefully too. “He probably doesn’t want them on his border either.”

      “Hmm.” Regent settled into thought, gazing into the distance. “Elf warring against elf?”

      Tom let him think. Regent had a better mind for this sort of thing. Instead he thought of the castle library and which texts might help him find a path to Faerie. Emyr had travelled there when Malvis had won his wife in a game of chess. Perhaps he could find the path he took.

      Then the room disappeared and he saw a hooded woman say to him, “They say you find a thing with your feet, not your eyes.”

      The foresight faded and he saw the dressing room again.

      “Tell me, Tom,” Regent was saying. “Would you go? If you could?”

      The question caught Tom off-guard. He opened his mouth to speak but what was the safe answer? He would say no. Of course he didn’t want to go. He might feel like a fish out of water in Cairnagan but how much worse would he feel travelling with a party of elfs? And where did they want to take him? What did they want from him? It was too unknown. Better the dragon you knew.

      But how would Regent react to that truth? He could see the duke thinking behind that stern mask. Was he hoping to give Tom to the elfs, in exchange for promises or truces? How would he react if Tom’s answer angered him?

      Better to say nothing.

      “You were going to say yes, weren’t you?” That was the thing with silence: people filled it with that they expected to hear. “I can’t blame you. There’s a whole world out there and I’ve cooped you up in this castle like a prisoner.”

      Cairnagan did feel like a prison sometimes. But so did the whole of Tir. What difference did it make which cell he was in?

      Regent sighed. “I have a great deal of respect for you, Tom,” he said. “I want you to know that. I have tried to accord you every honour I can and make you as comfortable as possible.”

      “And I am grateful for your efforts.” Even if they didn’t work.

      Regent nodded. It was what he needed to hear. “But I cannot let you go. I would be a fool to trade you away for baubles and trinkets. I would be a fool to give you to a duplicitous elf.”

      Tom tried not to be offended that Regent spoke about him like an object to be bartered. “I understand, Your Grace. Your duchy has many foes. It would be imprudent to weaken it in any way.”

      “I’m glad you understand.” It seemed to lift a weight from Regent’s shoulders and Tom felt guilty. The fancy clothes, the positions of honour, even the failed attempt at mead; he should appreciate them more. This was a good man. He deserved Tom’s respect and his loyalty.

      “Go back to the feast, Tom.” Regent waved a hand. “Thank you for your time.”

      Tom bowed and put down his glass. He walked to the door but, when he glanced back, Regent was staring into his wine as if the glass was full of troubles.

      “What will you do, Your Grace?” he asked.

      “Think,” he said. “Prepare. Neirin wants something. And a man, dwarf or elf who wants something enough can be persuaded to give up something grand for it.”

      Tom left the duke with his thoughts.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Glastyn was busy with his seduction and Tom didn’t want to interrupt. So he looked over the tables of food, picking at pheasant and rabbit. He had some of the potato, too. When he was a boy the potato was an expensive import. Since then it seemed to have spread all over Tir; there was no escaping it. There were a dozen varieties on the table and he was trying a herb-basted variety when a shadow fell across him.

      “Thomas Rymour of the Second Sight.” Lord Neirin spoke with a soft and reverential tone. Nevertheless, Tom couldn’t help but quail whilst staring up into that death mask. “I am Lord Neirin Tarian, Shield of the Eastern Angles.”

      Tom managed to fight a stammer. “It is an honour,” he said. He extended a hand and Neirin looked at it. Tom noticed it was shaking so he lowered it.

      “The honour is mine, Lord Rymour.”

      “I have no title, Lord Neirin.”

      “Nor do you need one.” Neirin lifted his sleeve to bare the inside of one wrist. Tom didn’t understand the gesture. “The Eastern Angles is at your service.”

      What in Tir did you say to that? “Thank you.” The eyes within the sockets narrowed. That must have been wrong somehow. “There has been a lot of excitement since news of your coming reached us,” Tom said.

      “I do not doubt it.” A smile reached the elf’s eyes. “Tell me, what have they been saying?”

      “They hope very much for peace.”

      Neirin stepped closer. He smelt of exotic perfumes and spices. “And would they believe us if we declared such a thing?”

      No. They would want to. But they would be waiting for the dagger in the dark. “I could not speak to the thoughts of so many people.”

      “If I pressed you for an answer?” Neirin asked. “For your best guess?”

      “I would beg you not to do such a thing.” An honest answer could scupper Regent’s hopes of peace.

      “Because you cannot lie?”

      A ‘yes’ would only tell Neirin his people were not trusted. A ‘no’ would be a lie and so was not an option. Silence. Silence was the only alternative.

      It seemed to satisfy Neirin. “Interesting.” He waved a hand and an elf stepped to his side. “I would speak to you, Thomas Rymour of the Second Sight. In private.”

      Regent wouldn’t like that. “Would you not prefer an audience with the duke?”

      Neirin flicked a hand in the air. “We sought you out, Master Rymour. You happen to be here, and so here we are. There are things we must discuss.”

      Tom’s first thought was to escape. He wasn’t practiced in courtly affairs and was liable to offend. He needed to get away. Back to Regent, to tell him what Neirin had said.

      Of course, Regent might appreciate a fuller report. Neirin might tell Tom something he wouldn’t share with Regent.

      “Go with him.”

      Tom jumped and turned. Glastyn was browsing the food with his almost-conquest, who clung to his arm and giggled like a small girl. She looked at the elfs with awe but at Glastyn with adulation.

      “Find out what he wants. It will be entertaining.” Glastyn smiled and fed the lady a small pastry.

      “I shouldn’t,” she said. “This dress is tight enough.”

      “What is life for if not living?” Glastyn said. “Not that I can remember, of course.”

      The woman giggled. “You are naughty, Master Glastyn.”

      “Aren’t I?” He ushered her away but turned back to Tom. “Go with him.”

      Tom nodded and watched them go. Then the great hall faded from his sight. Instead he saw Neirin standing over a table, face bare and looking over a model of Tir. He ran his hands over the model, the mountains and valleys, touching with one finger the castle in which they stood.

      “I hear Idris has something similar in Cairnagwyn,” Neirin said.

      “Does he?”

      “Yes.” Neirin turned his gaze on a tower rising out of the Western Kingdom. “His conqueror’s map.”

      The foresight faded and he blinked. The sights and smells and sounds of the great hall had returned.

      “Master Rymour?” Neirin said. “Are you well?”

      Regent’s map room. That was what he had seen.

      “Well enough, my lord.” Tom turned back to the elf. “Please, come this way.”

      He led them out the hall and into the corridors of Cairnagan. Even out here it was crowded, revellers and guests spilling into quieter spaces. They parted for Tom and, when they saw the elfs behind him, they parted even more. Tom tried to ignore their stares.

      After four months he knew the castle only well enough to get from certain places to other certain places. From the hall he could find the stables, the courtyard, one of the smaller kitchens, his own rooms, and Regent’s audience chamber. And the map room. That’s what he had foreseen and so that must be where he would take them. He just hoped Regent wouldn’t be angry.

      They climbed stairs in silence, across a tower to the map room. The heavy wooden door was unlocked and he held it open for the elfs before following them inside.

      “Are these your rooms?” the other elf asked. She had a deep, kind voice and her eyes were a startling blue. She was doing her best to avoid being intimidating. Tom appreciated the gesture.

      “No, my lady,” Tom said. “This is Regent’s map room. We won’t be disturbed here.”

      Maps covered the walls, some woven into tapestries, some drawn on delicate parchment framed behind glass. Most, however, were working maps, and so the tables and shelves were filled with scrolls and codices. Some had been left unrolled or open where Regent had last used them. Most were tidied away. The room, however, was dark. Because of the huge amount of paper, Regent did not allow any candles in this room. That was why there were so many windows, huge glass panes to let in as much natural light as possible. But, now the sun had gone down, the only light available was from torches outside and the moon itself. It created a lot of shadows and the elfs looked liked skeletal monsters in the dark.

      “Duke Regent, I hear, has accorded you many honours.” Neirin walked around the room with a possessive air. “You must do him a great service.”

      “I do my best.”

      “I hear that you are a good man, Tom.” Neirin turned his attention to the enormous round table in the middle of the room. “I hear that you are the only one who can help me.”

      Tom’s first thought was to ask where he had heard such things. But Regent would want him to ask instead, “Help you with what, my lord?”

      Neirin didn’t seem to hear him. He stared instead at the map built onto the central table. The table itself seemed part of the stone floor, rising up in a grand column and then mushrooming at the top to allow men to stand close. Its surface undulated, rising into miniature mountain peaks and falling into tiny valleys. Towns were modelled in intricate detail, roads and rivers carved their way through the surface, and the great capitals rose in all their diminutive glory. The table was a solid piece, a recreation of the whole of Tir.

      “I hear Idris has something similar in Cairnagwyn,” Neirin said. He ran his fingers over the surface, over the mountains of the north, down across the Heel to rest a single finger on top of Cairnagan.

      “Does he?” Tom said.

      “Yes.” Neirin lifted his finger and stalked around the map to glare at Cairnagwyn, the Western capital, as if he could stare it into oblivion. “His conqueror’s map.”

      Tom waited. Before Faerie he would have filled the silence, asked a question or made a comment. But he’d come to realise that other people had the same compulsion. Nobody liked an unfilled silence.

      So Neirin spoke. “You know what King Idris plans, don’t you?” He didn’t look away from the map.

      “No, my lord.”

      Neirin shot him a look. “Isn’t it plain?” He swept a hand over the map.

      Tom said nothing.

      Neirin sighed. “Siomi, please close the door.” The other elf obeyed and, as she did, Neirin pushed back his hood and pulled off his mask. He revealed a slender face, dark olive skin peppered with small tattoos, a triad on one cheek, four on the opposite temple. His features were smooth and unweathered, making his nobility clear, and his mouth was small and set. Tom got the impression he didn’t smile very often. His hair was long and dark and disappeared against his black robes.

      “The Marches have fallen.” He pointed to the north of Tir, the duchy sat between the Western Kingdom and the Heel. “Idris sent in dragons, burning and destroying. The people tried to fight. But to bring down a dragon is no mean feat. So they did the only thing they could: by the time the troops arrived, the horsemen had surrendered.

      “Now the Westerners are at your door.” His gloved finger pointed to the border between the Marches and the Heel. “They mass troops. They ready themselves. To attack. Dragons first, to burn and frighten the people. Then troops, to occupy the land. And do you think they will stop there?”

      It had been a question that had consumed the court of late. No-one knew why Idris had invaded the Marches. So no-one knew if he would invade other territories. “No.” It was his honest opinion and it seemed to please Neirin. “An army like that has too much momentum. They won’t stop.”

      “No. They won’t,” Neirin replied, finger moving to Erhenned, Tanabawr and finally the Eastern Angles. “They will march on us all, one by one, until their Kingdom stretches from shore to shore.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Idris is a maniac,” Neirin said. “Because he fancies himself the new Angau, the new king of Tir.”

      “Angau?”

      “The ancient king. The harbinger. The reaper.” Neirin gave Tom an indulgent smile. “You call him Emyr.”

      Tom frowned. Emyr was no reaper.

      “It is clear what must be done,” Neirin continued. He walked to the window and stared out into the night. The moonlight washed his skin, making him look pale. “He must be stopped.”

      There was a silence. He was waiting for Tom to ask how. Tom sighed inwardly. “How?”

      But Siomi answered instead. “The dragons are the key.” She stepped up to the table as well. She too had removed her mask, but her hood remained in place. She wore a thick black veil, too, which covered her entire face except for her eyes, leaving her voice muffled. It made her harder to read, too; Tom had to watch her eyes. “If we can take away Idris’ dragons, then all he has left is a mortal army. An army can be fought.”

      “At great cost.”

      “Perhaps.” Siomi nodded as if she understood all too well. “But it can be done.”

      It was an idea that spoke of desperation. But how could they be so desperate when the armies of the West were hundreds of miles from their borders?

      “How will you fight these dragons?” he asked.

      “We won’t,” she said. “It can’t be done. But Idris has sorcerers manipulating the dragons like puppets. Remove the magic and the dragons will not fight.”

      “You sound so sure.”

      “They are animals,” she said, but with compassion. She felt for them. “If they could be trained to be loyal, why would Idris need magic to control them?”

      “I didn’t know that he did.”

      “We have greater resources than this little duchy, Master Rymour.” Neirin sounded so proud, as if he had done the work himself. “Trust me. He needs magic.”

      Tom didn’t like his tone. He was too superior. He seemed to be looking down on everything. “So you’ll assassinate the sorcerers?”

      “No,” he said. “Idris can just train new ones and this all begins again.”

      “So what will you do?”

      Siomi pointed to a small, cuboid point on the map near Cairnagan. “We break the monoliths.”

      Tom looked at her finger for a long moment. The idea was ridiculous. Impossible. The monoliths were huge, ancient, and impervious to blade, fire, or blunt force. Everyone knew you’d have better luck making carriages from pumpkins than chipping a monolith. Not to mention they were scattered all over Tir. Even the greatest Pathfinder didn’t know the location of every one.

      “You think it impossible.” Neirin sounded amused. “As did I. But we found something in our library at Cairnabel. An ancient text on the monoliths. A way to destroy them all.”

      Tom fought to keep his face blank. Neirin seemed the sort to take offence at disbelief.

      “We don’t need to break every one,” said Siomi. “Just the one at Cairnagwyn. That is where the magic that binds the dragons is born. If we break that central monolith, all the others will break too.”

      “Like the centre of a spider’s web.” Neirin’s grin was predatory. Tom preferred it when he didn’t smile. “And as to the how, the text said that only one blade was strong enough to cut the monoliths.”

      One blade. Tom knew the answer before they could speak. “Caledyr.”

      Siomi looked surprised but Neirin only nodded. “So the stories are true,” he said. “You do speak truths.”

      Tom said nothing. It was obvious. Caledyr was the most famous sword in all of Tir. Any text speaking of one blade would be talking of Caledyr. “But it’s gone,” he said. “It disappeared with Emyr.”

      “It did,” Neirin said. “And while we elfs are long-lived, nine hundred years is too long even for us. There are none alive today who know where the sword lies.”

      They were both looking at him as if waiting for him to tell them the answer. But he had nothing. He didn’t know where it was either. His foresight showed him things yet to come, not what had already been.

      “Don’t you see?” Neirin asked.

      Tom shook his head.

      “Any mortal alive in the time of Angau is long dead,” Siomi said. “So we need help from someone who isn’t mortal.”

      “Ah.” Now he saw where this was going. “You want to ask the fay.”

      Neirin nodded.

      “That isn’t a good idea.”

      The nod stopped and turned into a frown. “Why not?”

      How to put it? “The fay don’t help people like you or I might. If you ask for their help, they won’t ask for anything in return.”

      “Good.”

      Tom shook his head. “That’s to encourage you to agree. The fay will offer a boon and they’ll act like it’s a gift. But a boon always backfires. Always. They make sure of it. They take pleasure in turning your heart’s desire into a curse.”

      “So you’re saying they will help, but they will try to make us pay later?” Neirin asked.

      “No, I’m saying if they see an opportunity to entertain themselves at your expense, they will take it.”

      Neirin dismissed Tom with a wave of his hand. “The fay are welcome to their pranks. Saving Tir from the tyranny of the Western Kingdom goes beyond personal comforts.”

      Tom sighed. It wasn’t a case of a prank or two. It was often a case of a life being ruined. Tom had seen the fay bestow dozens of boons that undid the victims piece by terrible piece. “You will wish you had never asked for their help.”

      “Perhaps.” Neirin looked out the window again. He was posing. Looking strong, noble, self-sacrificing. “But it is for Tir.”

      He was worse than Regent for this. It was like he was playing at being a lord. “And how will you find them?” Tom asked. “No-one knows how to find Faerie. And you don’t have the Second Sight. You wouldn’t be able to see them.”

      “That’s why we have come to you,” Siomi said. “You can lead us to Faerie.”

      The idea sent a chill down Tom’s spine. To find Faerie was his fondest desire, yes, but to lead a bunch of begging mortals to Queen Maev’s door? He could think of fewer ways to guarantee she never let him return. Tom shook his head.

      “Faerie is not a place in Tir, Lord Neirin. I can’t point to this map and show you where it is. You can’t cross a border and find yourself there. Faerie is another realm altogether.”

      “But you’ve been there before,” Siomi said. “You must know how you got in, and how you got out.”

      “I was taken in by one of the fay,” he replied.

      “So you can show us the entrance.”

      “No, I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      Because he had already gone back and found nothing. “Please, Lord Neirin,” he said. “Find another way.”

      “We tried,” said Siomi. “We searched every library, consulted every scroll and book we could find. This is our only option.”

      “I’m sorry, Lord Neirin.” Tom bowed. “But I must disappoint you.”

      Then he opened the door and said, “I will take you back to the feast.”
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        * * *

      

      Regent could wait until morning. Tom was done with politics and feasting and elfs for the day. Instead he returned to his rooms and climbed into bed. But he didn’t sleep. He lay there, staring at the ceiling, wrapped up in imagination. He imagined agreeing to Neirin’s request, embarking on a journey across Tir to find an entrance to Faerie. With the resources of the Eastern Angles perhaps they could do it. And then what? He would present the elfs as a gift. Look what I have brought you, my queen, he would say. Mortals, for your pleasure. Mortals that seek a boon.

      Perhaps she would be pleased by that after all. An opportunity for amusement. Perhaps she would tell them where the sword was. And then she would let him stay. You may not go, sweet Thomas, she would say. We let you go once before. We shall not make that mistake again. And she would embrace him, openly, never minding King Midhir. He would stay by her side until the end of his days.

      Except it was a dream. A nonsense. In seven years she embraced him, yes, but in secret. Away from prying eyes. And she’d be offended he’d been away for so long. Why didn’t you come back, she would ask him. And he would tell her that he tried. But she would say he didn’t try hard enough.

      And she was right. If he’d tried harder he’d have found Faerie again. Now it was too late. She’d probably forgotten him anyway.

      There was a knock at the door. “Yes?”

      He heard the door open. There was no light save the narrow beam of moonlight from the arrowslit. No sound save the gentle breeze. Should he get up? Why didn’t they announce themselves? He wondered if he was about to fall victim of some jealous courtier, an assassin in the night. Before he could decide what to do his bedroom door opened and a woman stepped in.

      “Hello, Tom,” she said.

      He recognised the voice. “Katharine?”

      She bowed in the shadows. Never a curtsey from Katharine.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “What kind of Pathfinder would I be if I couldn’t find one man?” She lit a candle, illuminating a warm, gentle smile. Had she been a maid or a servant she might have been described as plain. But she had a smile and a spirit that won every man’s heart. Her blonde hair was bound in a single plait, an old-fashioned style chosen for practicality over appearance. Her clothes were a dif-ferent matter. An Eastern travelling cloak of rich black with a fine ivory border of skeletal designs, leather Marchman tunic and trouser, boots from Erhenned. She wore a handful of necklaces all filled with human, elf, and dwarf charms. An eagle feather earring in her ear and a handful of rings completed the garish motley. But it was the uniform of the Pathfinder. It told people where she’d been and where she could take them. And only Katharine managed to make it look good.

      “You’ve come a long way from the horrible little mud hut,” she said.

      “That hut is my home, Katharine,” he reminded her.

      She shrugged. “Looks like this is your home now.” She pulled a chair to the bedside. It was heavy but she didn’t struggle. One of the boons of the Pathfinder’s life was it made you fit and strong

      “It’s just until the tensions with the West die down,” he replied.

      Katharine gave him that smile. It was the smile someone who has seen the world gives to someone who has not. “I wouldn’t hold your breath on that one, Thomas.”

      Tom didn’t want to talk about the West. He had enough of that in Privy Council meetings, watching Regent and his earls make plans, discuss strategy and weigh likelihoods while he sat dumb and useless. “You look well,” he said. “How long has it been?”

      “Two years,” she said as she sat, arranging her cloak around her. “I was coming from Cairnakor.”

      “Yes,” Tom said. She had stopped at his hut for a few days. “You’d been with the dwarfs. You gave me that book.” A strange book, the letters bland and identical. ‘Printed’ she had called it.

      “Yes. Do you still have it?” She asked as if it were the most important thing in the world.

      “Of course.” It was written in a language he didn’t speak but he couldn’t have discarded one of Katharine’s gifts.

      “Good.” She seemed to relax and smiled. “How is life at court?”

      Tom nodded. “Regent treats me well. I want for nothing. He has accorded me some great honours.”

      “Oh yes?”

      “I sit on the Privy Council. I am named a special advisor. I hold a good seat in the hall, amongst nobles and dignitaries.”

      “Everything you ever dreamed of.”

      She was smirking and Tom couldn’t help but smile too. “You’re making fun.”

      “I am.” She lifted her hands to encompass the room. “You were happy as an aurochs in hay in that hut of yours. And you could fit it in here three times with room to spare. How well do you sleep in that bed?”

      “Not that well.”

      “No. And I bet all the bowing and the titles and the protocol make you itch.”

      It was true. Tom had been raised on a farm. He had lived in a small village, where dukes and lords were unseen creatures that demanded taxes. He struggled to understand the unwritten rules of protocol here. Who should he bow to? How deep? How do you address an earl, an emissary, even a stable boy? He knew he had to wait until his betters had begun to eat. But he was never sure who his betters were supposed to be.

      Katharine smiled, satisfied by his silence. “Aren’t you going to ask me why I’m here?”

      “I did that already,” he pointed out.

      “True.” She stretched, arching her back, showing off her figure. She kept his eye the whole time. “It’s a long answer. And it’s a long way back to my chamber.”

      If protocol felt like shifting sand beneath his feet, being with Katharine was standing on the edge of an unstable cliff. He often felt like one wrong move would send him tumbling down. So he said nothing.

      “Is there nowhere in these grand rooms for an old friend?” Her eyes ran over the bed, large enough for a half dozen.

      The room felt small then. She had often made such offers. He had always been tempted. But there were invisible eyes watching.

      She sighed. “Thomas Rymour. Deer freeze when they’re afraid. Do you know what big cats do?”

      “No.”

      “They hunt it anyway.” She stood. “Got anything to drink?”

      “There’s a bottle of mead in the sitting room.”

      She smirked. “Thomas Rymour with a sitting room. No, don’t get up. I’ll find it.”

      Tom felt awkward sitting in his bed after her barely unspoken suggestion. He thought of getting up and dressing. But she would know why he did and either be offended or make fun of him. Before he could decide if that was better than sitting there in his nightshirt she returned with the bottle.

      “Only one glass.” She handed it to him and poured. “I’m guessing you don’t have much company.”

      “I can send for another.”

      She shook her head and took a swig from the bottle. “Hmm. Not bad.”

      “It’ll do.”

      She smiled at that. “You must be the only person in Tir with mead, Thomas Rymour. Be grateful for that if nothing else.”

      He nodded. She was tanned, more so than usual, her hair bleached from the sun. “So where have you been?”

      “In the Angles,” she said. “A job took me there and I stayed for a few months. Then Neirin found me. Asked me to take him to you.”

      “So it’s you I have to thank.” He lifted his glass. “Neirin told me all about his quest for the sword.”

      “I didn’t think he’d wait. He’s not the patient sort.”

      “No, he isn’t.”

      “Try travelling with him.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      Her expression turned serious. “So you won’t go?” She looked at the bottle instead of him.

      Katharine had been trying to get him to travel with her since she’d first found him wandering through that forest with half his mind gone. That had been when he was sent away from Faerie. But he was old. He was tired. He was a man a hundred years out of step with the rest of Tir. Travel was a young man’s game.

      She shook her head. “I didn’t think you would.”

      “Sorry.”

      “At least I know you mean that.” She offered him a smile. Then she looked away again. “I’m a little surprised, though. I thought you’d want to find Faerie again.”

      “It’s tempting,” he said. “But no-one knows how to get there. We’d be wandering Tir for the rest of our lives.”

      She tutted at him. “Thomas Rymour, do you think I’d take on a job without having a few ideas?” She swigged from the bottle and put it on the floor. “Don’t forget you’re talking to Tir’s greatest Pathfinder.”

      “You think you know where Faerie is?”

      “I do.” She seemed pleased with herself. “We have two options. There’s the forest where I found you or there’s the Lannad Sea.”

      Tom frowned. “The forest I understand. If that’s where you found me there must be a Circle nearby. But the sea?”

      She nodded. “There’s a place in the sea that sailors won’t go. They say any ships that go in don’t come out. Most sailors blame the merrow or say it’s a gateway to the Isles of the Dead.”

      “But you think it’s an entrance to Faerie.”

      She shrugged. “You did say you saw a ship there
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