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  One
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“Move it, would you? I nearly had your bloody toes off.” 
Gwin edged aside to let the stocky man with the handcart pass, pressing herself against the soft grey stone of the archway and squinting at the impossible dazzle of the market framed within it.
The sun was setting on Artisan Square. It flared across sacks of sweet-smelling thyme, sage, and basil, briefly coaxing the dull yellows and greens to a blaze of colour. The twin moons were already rising in the sky as she forced herself to move forward, plunging into the melee of the market amid an onslaught of smells and the noisy crush of people looking for the last of the day’s bargains.
A boot hawker was packing away his wares for the day, stacking calfskin sandals next to hard-worn boots in crude wooden crates. Gwin looked away too late to avoid his eager gaze and he smiled broadly, scenting the merest hint of a sale.
“Only one previous owner,” he said, thrusting a pair of leather slippers under her nose. “See the double stitching? I’ll give you a good price.”
Gwin shook her head politely.
She had spent untold nights sleeping alone beneath the wild spread of foreign trees. She had picked her way over endless terrain with only the moons to guide her. She had skirted bands of camping travellers, their laughter loud and rough against her ears, the rush of heat from their campfires pricking at her skin. She had been hungry, tired, and desperately alone, but this was the first time her courage had threatened to completely desert her. She wanted to slink away. She could double back the way she had come. She could keep moving until the city’s walls were far behind her with all the colour and noise of Armoria locked fast within them. But she was not a coward. Gwin touched the large pendant hanging at her throat and hurried on.
Many eyes fell upon her as she walked—some furtive, some openly staring. Gwin pulled up the hood of her cloak and kept her eyes on the fish gut-strewn cobbles, only occasionally risking a glance at the sky. The violet moon was steadily growing larger and brighter against the stars. As dusk settled across booksellers and meat merchants, violet Aikana—the feminine moon—was gliding into position before silver misted Mamai.
Many believed this switching of the twin moons signalled great change. Some predicted terrible floods and catastrophic earth tremors. Gwin could see the people in the market paid little heed to these old legends. They had fish to sell and beer to drink and the Changing of the Moons was nothing but an excuse to raise an extra glass or two to the Purple Mother. As she passed a stall festooned with intricately patterned silk scarves—shimmering like a delicate rainbow between the pie seller and the glass merchant trading on either side—Gwin overheard two women loudly discussing Sally Long’s cat. Apparently, the animal had birthed a litter of twelve kittens that morning, all born mewling and with glassy silver eyes wide open. Rather than worrying about ancient tales of celestial doom, the gossipers were more concerned that Sally would be unable to find homes for the wretched creatures. 
“I suppose she’ll have to drown ‘em,” one of them said. “After all, you can’t be too careful with these things. What if they're cursed?” 
Gwin almost stopped to turn on the women and demand to know where Sally Long could be found. Thankfully, the other woman spoke before she could act. 
“You know Sally would never do that. I bet she’s got half a mind to keep them herself, though Thetia knows how she would feed them all. I heard she was telling people they were a blessing. I think she’s half-witch, that one.” 
Gwin quickened her pace as the shadows deepened and night descended on the buildings packed tightly around her.
At the entrance to Midnight Square, she was greeted by a gaunt young man, sitting on an upturned wooden crate in the middle of the street. He was dressed in the traditional grey and purple colours of the bards, humming to himself as he picked at his teeth with dirty nails.
“Artist or audience?” he inquired, not at all perturbed to be caught extracting his lunch from his teeth. His coat was tattered and shabby and his hair was unwashed. Fortune was not kind to the bards of Armoria.
“Artist,” Gwin said.
The man sighed and picked up the roll of paper discarded at his feet. “You really should have been here by now. The others are already setting up. Name?” 
“Gwin.” 
He hunched over to lean the paper on his knees, adding her name to the list with a stubby piece of charcoal.
“Instrument?” 
Gwin pulled her cloak aside to reveal a small pan flute hidden amongst its many folds. She presented it with an air of reverence.
“I will be playing the pan flute.”
The man wrote the information down and finally glanced up, a smile lighting his face when he saw what she was holding. The pan flute was bland and modest, unadorned by the ornately painted images favoured by the bards of Midnight Square. 
“That’s a pan flute? It looks like something dragged out of the Thet.” 
She held the instrument to her chest. “It is not the look of the instrument that matters, but the sound it can create.” 
“Well, good luck getting a sound out of that.”
Gwin counted out the entrance fee from her coin purse and pressed it into the man’s charcoal-stained palm. Leaving him to his papers, she moved out into the square. She wasn’t upset by his comments. This was the foremost centre of music and performance in the known world and her pan flute indeed resembled something that might have been dumped out on a fishing boat. It would have been strange to pass unnoticed into this place without someone wondering at her choice of instrument. 
The square was full of people talking excitedly or milling about in small groups, impatient for the annual Midnight Bard competition to begin. The musician who won the title of Midnight Bard would be paid to be the Quarter’s Bard in Residence for an entire year—a highly coveted prize amongst those who barely scraped a living from street shows and tavern gigs that paid in part with watered-down beer. 
Gwin headed towards the stage at the back of the square. It was draped with grey and purple cloth to mark the importance of the occasion, lit by torches whose light became velvety beneath Aikana’s violet glow. She scanned the faces of the gathering audience, burning with a secret thrill of pleasure to see several changelings among them. Although she had searched for them during her long journey, these were the first changelings she had ever seen. They appeared alien beside their Armorian counterparts, their eyes fierce, their hair streaked with vivid colours. One of them turned to glance at Gwin. The younger woman’s face was partially hidden by a hood and when their eyes met, Gwin caught a glimpse of a large birthmark covering one side of her face. 
The throng’s attention was drawn to the stage when a young, smiling man jumped up onto it. His slim frame was swathed in a long, grey tunic and a large wreath of purple feathers bounced around his neck. The crowd surged closer and Gwin was swept along with them, buffeted on all sides by jostling people until she was standing directly in front of the stage before the smiling man. He waved his hands for silence. 
“Ladies and gentlemen,” the man began, “welcome to this most auspicious of occasions. The Midnight Bard is upon us, and on so holy a night. The Changing of the Moons has begun. The druids are locked up in their tower, on their knees and praying.” An unkind laugh rippled through the audience. “The good folk of Armoria are locked up in their houses, waiting for the Change to pass. But where are you, friends? You are here with the bards, the moon-blessed, the drunkards, and the lunatics. I salute you. Your lack of virtue or absence of fear has led you here tonight. We shall make merry and welcome our new Mistress Moon in the only manner that is fitting, with beer and song!”
At this, the crowd let out a great roar of approval. Many people were whistling or clapping, their hands held high above their heads. They soon quieted down when they realised this was not the end of the man’s speech. He began to list the acts they would be watching, pairing each reeled-off name with a barbed comment. After a few minutes, the audience began to shuffle their feet and whisper amongst themselves.
“Goddess, he does drone on,” Gwin heard one onlooker say. She smiled to herself.
“May we all be as excited for the music to begin as this vision appears to be,” she heard the man announce. Her attention drawn back to the stage, Gwin was moderately horrified to find he was addressing her. He finally appeared to be finished with his lengthy introduction, but he kept staring, only breaking eye contact when he dropped into a long, swooning bow.
Gwin backed away into the crowd. She didn’t want to attract any more of the man’s attention, but he was already springing from the stage and striding towards her. There was a determined expression on his face that made her feel distinctly uncomfortable.
When he reached her, Gwin found herself boxed in between a tall, slab-faced man wearing an incredible expanse of ankle-length wool coat, and an elderly woman drawing on a long wooden pipe. The pipe smoke escaped the corners of the woman’s mouth in two sinuous curls, drifting across Gwin’s face in soft blue clouds and making her eyes water.
“I am Barlo, of the Barlo Players,” the man announced. “Renowned in this quarter for being as witty as I am pretty. It would be my honour to escort you this evening.”
Gwin’s first instinct was to drop to her knees, crawl through the tall man’s legs and run away. But she had to stay, she had to get up on that stage.
“I wasn’t aware an escort was required,” she said, fingers tightening around the pan flute in her hands.
“Something wished for is very rarely something required.” He motioned at the crowd. “Look around. There are easily a hundred people watching us right now, yearning to be in your current position.”
Gwin severely doubted that was true.

      [image: ]Vanth watched Barlo attempting to flirt with the timid stranger in the hooded cloak and silently seethed. Barlo had a less than respectable reputation but to do this in front of her, when he knew she would be there, was unacceptable. Vanth’s was a name spoken of with reverence in the Druid’s Quarter, with awe in the Bard’s Quarter, and in hushed tones of anger or outright fear in the darker alleys of the Pinchpaw’s Quarter. She was a warrior, an assassin, and a rising star amongst the Salt Swords of Amoria. She demanded more bloody respect than this.
She stepped from the shadows of the wall bordering the square and strode through the milling crowd towards them.
“Good evening, Barlo.”
Barlo appeared nonchalant as he smiled at her in greeting but Vanth was pleased to note a slight tremor pass across his lower lip.
“My dear Vanth, I was just wondering where you were hiding.”
“I’m sure you were.” Vanth studied the woman beneath the hood for the first time, surprised to see how obviously uncomfortable she was. “Is Barlo making such a poor impression?”
The woman’s eyes narrowed slightly as she lifted her face to Vanth’s. “He was just telling me there are a hundred people in the crowd who are yearning for him to escort them.”
Vanth stifled a laugh. “I’m glad to see you didn’t believe him.”
Now it was Barlo’s turn to look uncomfortable. He attempted to change the subject. “I see you have an instrument,” he said, glancing at Gwin’s tightly clasped pan flute. “I assume you will be playing tonight? I’m a terrible host, I’ve not yet asked your name.”
“Gwin,” Gwin replied.
“Just Gwin?”
“For now.”
The gaunt young man with the dirty nails who had been taking down the players’ names climbed onto the stage to a fresh round of applause. He waited for quiet before unrolling his tatty parchment.
“The first bard to perform this evening is Malcus Nead,” he announced.
Barlo winced as the man bowed awkwardly and scrambled down from the stage.
“Gabe has all the showmanship of a turnip. I told the organisers I should present the entire show, but they insisted I need only open it.”
“That’s because they knew you’d talk too much,” Vanth said.
Forcing a smile, Barlo turned back to Gwin. “Gwin, you’re from Jonick, aren’t you? That’s a long journey to undertake alone. At least, I assume you’re alone. I don’t see anybody with you.” He made a show of glancing at the people standing behind them to prove his theory. “I met a man from Jonick once. His hair was a brighter shade of blue. Your hair is the colour of a delicate bird’s egg.” He raised his hand as if to stroke it and Gwin flinched away.
“For Thet’s sake, leave her alone,” Vanth said.
On the stage, Malcus Nead perched on a stool and began to strum an expensive-looking lyre fashioned from dark wood. His deft fingers moved easily across the strings and his eyes closed in concentration as he teased out the first notes of a melancholy sailor’s song, traditionally played on a more modest lute for seamen who were far from home and missing their loved ones.
“A sea shanty,” Barlo whispered to Vanth. “How original.”
“It’s hardly a shanty.” Vanth thought the music was beautiful, if a little too sad.
The trio watched the rest of Malcus’s performance in silence, clapping politely with the rest of the crowd once he’d finished. Vanth glanced at Barlo but he was staring straight ahead, refusing to meet her gaze. Perhaps she had been too harsh with him. She put a hand on his shoulder. He shrugged it away.
Gabe reappeared on the stage, his roll of parchment held before him like a baton. “Our second bard is Gwin,” he said, half-shouting to be heard above the din. “No last name given.”
Vanth watched a look of fright pass across Gwin’s face. “There’s no need to worry,” she said. “It’s the Midnight Bard, the audience will be kind.”
“I didn’t expect to be called on so soon."
Vanth wondered if the woman would falter and forfeit her place. She had seen would-be bards do it before. Once faced with the sight of an empty stage and an expectant audience, ducking out to sample the beer at the Bard’s Rest was often a more palatable option. But Gwin didn’t falter. She inhaled a sharp breath and walked purposefully towards the stage, taking Gabe’s hand so he could hoist her up.
“You are in a foul mood tonight,” Barlo said once they were alone.
“My mood was only fouled by your bastard flirtations. I don’t care about the Midnight Bard, you know that. I came here to see you. How do you think it feels to find your attention caught by someone else?”
“You’re a very jealous woman, Vanth.”
“I’m not jealous. I don’t care what sordid behaviour you indulge in when I’m not around to see it, but you knew I was coming tonight.”
“A thousand apologies.” Barlo sighed, turning to her. “Of course, I knew you were coming. I was only telling my fellow Players this morning—”
Barlo’s voice faded away as Gwin began to play. The first breathy note from the pan flute hit Vanth like a club in the stomach and she stared wide-eyed at the woman on the stage. She still looked nervous, her hands clasped tightly around the small instrument, but each note stirred something inside Vanth. The tune started simply enough, lilting and playful. It shouldn’t have affected her the way it did and yet Vanth felt compelled to listen intently. The music built, becoming faster, keeping time with the foot Gwin was beating against the wooden boards of the stage. Then just as it soared, the song became soft once more. Again and again, the music dipped and rose until Vanth felt dizzy with it, until the torches in the square and the shapes of the people pressed on either side of her began to dim and blur.
With a start, Vanth realised it was not her vision that was failing. The shadows dancing along the edges of the square were gathering, drawing towards the stage, ensnared by the dancing melodies of Gwin’s pan flute. Soon, darkness was swimming in a rippling pool at Gwin’s feet. The music peaked again and her hood fell back, revealing a luminous fall of icy blue hair that shone like stars in the night, so bright it stung the back of Vanth’s eyes.
“What’s happening?” she asked Barlo.
“What’s happening, indeed? This competition decreases in quality year on year. Gwin seems a sweet girl but surely that quiet little ditty has no place on the stage of the Bard’s Quarter?”
Vanth looked at Barlo, amazed to see his face wrinkled in distaste. He did not see what she saw. Either she was finally losing her mind, or there was some magickal mischief at play.
As she continued to watch, Gwin locked eyes with her and Vanth had to stop herself from crying out. Gwin’s eyes were frosted globes, blue and glassy with a light that matched her hair. The music began to reach a crescendo and Gwin rocked with it, her foot still beating out an insistent tattoo on the stage. The shadows boiling beneath her began to rise, swirling and coalescing until they formed the shape of a tremendous black bird. The bird shook out its vast, inky wings and flew high above the stage, rising as the music built until Gwin finally blew her last trembling note. The shadow bird turned and wheeled in the air before plummeting to swoop over the heads of the audience, so low Vanth instinctively ducked. She turned to follow its flight, watching as it reared before the light of the torches and finally shattered into a thousand smoky pieces that scuttled like vaporous beetles back to their respective dark corners.
She turned back to the stage, her heart beating so hard she could feel it in her throat. Gwin was still staring at her.

      [image: ]“It’s all a set-up,” Barlo said, his speech starting to slur. “Of course, Malcus won. His uncle sits on the Midnight Bard committee. Caiden Cain is friendly with his family.” He turned to Gwin. “Cain is our kindly benefactor; the fool with too much gold who stumps up the coin for this farce of a competition.”
“You wouldn’t have been allowed to win, anyway,” Vanth said. “You’re also involved with the committee. Wouldn’t it have been a conflict of interest? You told me they were just letting you perform as a courtesy.”
“You think letting Malcus-sodding-Nead win wasn’t a conflict of interest?”
They had secured one of the Bard’s Rest’s outside tables, laid out especially for the occasion. The tavern was a hunchbacked sprawl of a building that glowered like a cathedral over Midnight Square, but the mess of candles placed on every available surface and the constant crush of overly loud, fairly drunk people gave it a homely, shabby quality that Vanth appreciated.
Barlo drained his drink and thumped the empty cup down on the table. “I need a piss.”
“He seems very high-spirited,” Gwin said once he stumbled away to relieve himself.
“He’s definitely full of spirits.”
The fire that had dazzled from Gwin’s hair and eyes was long gone, although the memory of it still made the Salt Sword feel uneasy. Vanth strongly disliked being made to feel uneasy.
“Now that we’re alone,” she said, “perhaps you can tell me what in Thetia’s name was happening on that stage when you played?”
“I know you saw me. I would dearly love to talk to you about it, but perhaps this is neither the time nor the place?” Gwin glanced at the people crowded around them from beneath her lashes.
“Sod them. They all know better than to listen in on my conversations. Tell me what happened on that stage.”
Gwin looked down at the drink she had been toying with for the last hour and shook her head. “Not here,” she insisted.
Vanth grunted in annoyance and kicked back from the table. “I could make you talk, you know. I could accuse you of practising magick without a license. Only the druids are permitted to do that within city boundaries; you’d be strung up before Lord Dewer himself.”
A dark shadow passed across Gwin’s face at the mention of Lord Dewer, a flickering behind her eyes that rose then settled like stirring embers. “I swear on Aikana, I will tell you everything. I will tell you why I travelled so far to come here. Just not now, not in such a public place.”
Vanth studied Gwin’s pinched expression, watched her fingers flexing agitatedly in the candlelight, and felt herself relenting.
“This business is far from concluded. If you don’t meet with me to explain yourself, I will come looking for you.”
“Please, believe me, my need to talk to you is just as great. Can you see me tomorrow? Everything will seem plainer in the light of day.”
Vanth doubted the light of day would make anything about Gwin’s performance plain, but she had to know what it was she had seen. “I know a suitable meeting place,” she said. “It’s a tavern called the Leafling’s Half. It’s usually quiet, we won’t be overheard.”
“Yes, that sounds acceptable." The tight, wan look began to drain from Gwin’s face.
“I’ll be there at midday.” Vanth forced a small smile. “Probably for the best we meet. It would be a pain in my arse keeping you incarcerated until Dewer’s return.” 
“Lord Dewer is away from the city?” Gwin sounded surprised.
“That’s why there are so many changelings here tonight. They’re markedly more relaxed when our High Lord is not in residence.”
There certainly was an abundance of changelings in and around the tavern. A trio of sylvan sisters were standing together on a bench, reckless beneath the violet moon in low-slung skirts adorned with gold chains. Each had what looked like a sapphire glinting in their belly buttons. Beside them was a bearded hag, her heavily lined face distorted with faded tattoos. She clutched at passers-by with clawed hands, offering to read fortunes for a trinket.  
“The changelings don’t seem afraid of you,” Gwin observed. “You’re a member of the city guard—”
“A Salt Sword,” Vanth corrected her.
“Yes, a Salt Sword. Shouldn’t that make them wary?”
“Why should they be wary? I have no qualms with anyone so long as they abide by Armoria’s laws. It’s only those what break ‘em—humankind, changeling, moon-blessed witch, I don’t care—that feel the heel of my boot in the small of their backs.”
Barlo reappeared. Several strands of hair had worked loose from his ponytail and were hanging over his face. He reeled through the crowd and sat down, smiling blearily at his companions.
“I have returned, beautiful ladies.”
When both Vanth and Gwin failed to respond, he let his eyes wander to the people pressed close to the flickering lights of the tavern. “It appears I have new fans.” He gestured over Vanth’s shoulder. “I do believe those women are admiring me.”
Vanth twisted around in her seat. A group of changelings were huddled beneath a torch, hard gazes trained on their table. When Vanth caught their attention they looked away, but her decade of Salt Sword training made suspicion tingle beneath her skin. Only one of the changelings continued to stare, her expression brazenly defiant. There was a large port wine birthmark stretching across one side of her face, curving into a graceful arch above her right eyebrow.
Vanth turned to Gwin. “They’re not staring at Barlo. They’re staring at you.”
“I am fully aware,” Gwin replied.
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Aikana had not yet risen as Dewer rounded the final curve on the cliff road and beheld the bay of Kaelunis. The sun was setting, throwing long arms of gold over the waves and across the beach. He had not laid eyes on this place for an age, yet the sight of the palm trees gently swaying in the distance and the smell of the warm saltwater rushing along the shore still felt as familiar as the rhythm of his own heartbeat. 
Dewer heard the Kaeluni before he saw them. Drums were booming along the shoreline, rebounding from the cliffs and scattering gulls who cawed and wheeled away over the electric blue waters of the Kalee Sea. The Kaeluni spilled from a wide gap between two cliffs where they made their homes in the soft rock, spreading over the sand and into the water so that from Dewer’s perspective, they appeared to be a writhing carpet of people. They clapped their hands in the air, feet pounding on the sand to a tuneless rhythm, voices joined as one in a deep, guttural chant.
It did not take Dewer long to pick Aliona out from the crowd. He watched her turn and sway, oiled body the colour of a russet sunset rolling like a swelling wave as her long hair fell in dark waves across her face. She had entered what her people called the Dreaming State. With the insistent chant ringing in her blood, she was no longer aware of the continuous movement of her own feet. This was a state in which great truths were made clear and stupendous beauty revealed. Dewer had often envied the Kaeluni’s ability to leave the world and their own bodies behind. It was something he had never been able to master.
“Do they welcome the Purple Mother, or cry goodbye to Mamai as he departs?” the Salt Sword at his side wondered. Their weary horses hung their heads together, pulling at tufts of coarse grass.
Dewer turned to look at him, surprised to hear the softly-spoken man speak. They were the first words Karane had uttered in hours.
“Both,” he replied. “Although in all honesty, the Kaeluni would celebrate the wind blowing. This spectacle is not unusual.” He shifted on his horse, thighs tight from hours of riding, and glanced up towards the darkening expanse of lilac sky. “I wonder how Armoria fares?”
“Critos will have the repairs well underway.”
Dewer nodded. He was quite sure Critos was standing waist-deep in seawater as they spoke, barking at druids as well as the common workers, making sure no one was dragging their feet as they struggled to shore up the broken wall in the Pit of Thorns.
“The tumari are loose in the world now, Karane. If Aliona has knowledge of this, if she knows what I have unleashed—” He tightened a hand around the reins of his horse. “Make haste back to Armoria if I do not return by morning. Gather the druids, the Salt Swords.”
Karane dropped his head once in a stiff gesture of understanding. 
Dewer scanned the crowd on the beach once more, pausing when Aliona stopped moving and turned in his direction. Her face was the only point of stillness amongst the tumultuous sea of undulating bodies. He wondered how many hours she had been dancing barefoot on the sand.
Across the gulf of beach and rock, they faced each other, both waiting for the other person to make a move. Dewer broke first. He motioned towards the far end of the beach, indicating the further cove where Aliona’s living quarters were. He dismounted, handed the reins to Karane, and began making his way down to the sand. On the periphery of his vision, he could see Aliona carving her own path through the crowd.
Dewer finally stopped before a deceptively small house, hidden beneath an overhanging cliff shelf. The flat roof was covered with determined little sea poppies, their petals blazing yellow as they nodded at the sun slipping into the sea. He looked out over the waves, already beginning to sparkle with the dazzling luminescence that made the waters of Kaelunis famous throughout Joria. It looked as though a million strands of tiny, glowing sapphires were floating in the water, washing across the beach to glitter on the sand.
Aliona glided across the cove on feet so swift and silent she almost took him by surprise.
“Why are you here, Dewer?”
The cove was a private, peaceful place, shielded from the main beach by a curve of cliffs. It was Aliona’s sanctuary and only her most trusted confidantes ever dared set foot there. Dewer was painfully aware that he was no longer one of them. He turned to look at her, hating the way his breath betrayed him by catching in his throat. Even after all these centuries, her beauty still mesmerised him. It was sickening.
“You are as exquisite as ever,” he admitted.
Aliona watched him. She had never been a fan of tedious small talk.
“I’m sorry to interrupt the festivities,” he tried again.
“No, you’re not.”
“Direct as ever, too."
“Why are you here?” she asked again.
“You’re not going to invite me in?” Dewer looked towards the little house, seemingly cobbled together from sea-smoothed stone and driftwood.
“Certainly not.”
The long waves of Aliona’s hair riffled across her bare shoulders in the salt breeze, and her eyes burned with a sad fury that made the mighty Lord Dewer want to turn and flee.
“Ali,” he pleaded, unsettled by his rising desperation. “It’s been two lifetimes; when are you going to forgive me?”
“Perhaps I will never forgive you. Only one other has betrayed me as you did, and she no longer possesses the use of her right mind.”
He flinched as he thought back to the night Aliona had discovered him beneath this very cliff, entwined with Kaide, one of her most beloved Kaeluni sons. In truth, it was not the affair that hurt Aliona as much as the betrayal of her secrets.
“You exacted your revenge, did you not?”
Dewer was still bitter at the memory. After putting Kaide to death by fire, Aliona had turned her attention to him. She stripped him of his magick with a binding spell so strong, all the druids in Armoria could not undo it. All those long years of training, practising, honing his craft under Aliona’s patient tutelage had crumbled to dust that night.
“I did,” Aliona agreed. “But then you proclaimed yourself Lord of Armoria, no less, and built yourself a gaudy citadel. I know what you have been doing, Dewer. You have bent the power of the Armorian druids to your own selfish ends. I wonder what you offered them in return for their labours? Or did you simply threaten them with misery and death?”
Dewer opened his mouth to reply, but Aliona lifted a hand to silence him.
“No matter. It does not change the fact that you were supposed to suffer when I bound you. You were supposed to end your days alone and powerless. Instead, you crawled away and rose a king.” 
“So sorry to disappoint you."
He tried to appear humble, but he knew Aliona could see his triumph flickering just beneath the surface. It was hard to reign it in. He had risen as a king, and he had done it with no help from his former queen.
“Disappointing me is all you have ever done, Dewer. You were the most promising disciple I ever taught, and you threw it all away for a pretty boy.”
“I was no mere disciple though, was I? You loved me, Ali.” Dewer moved closer, watching her carefully. “I believe you love me still.” He lifted a hand to her face but before he could touch her, she batted it away.
“What disgusting arrogance.”
“I thought it was my arrogance that drew you to me.”
“It is your arrogance that leads you to believe such nonsense.”
Despite her hostility, Dewer could see Aliona was softening. He had always been able to placate her after an argument. The fact that this argument had lasted for over one hundred years made no difference.
“Have you missed me, Ali?”
Aliona shook her head. Her lips were set in a thin line but her eyes betrayed her, the old fury replaced with a familiar resignation.
“I will admit to missing you,” he said. “You saved me when I thought I was beyond saving. Do you remember?”
“I remember.”
“I worshipped you for countless decades.” He lifted his hand to her face again. This time she let him brush her cheek, her long eyelashes fluttering at his touch. “Surely we still mean something to each other?”
Aliona took a step back and Dewer’s hand dropped to his side.
“You presume much.” Then, unable to meet his gaze, “Although perhaps there is some truth in what you say.”
Dewer took this as an invitation. He closed the gap between them and pulled her to his chest, pressing his mouth to hers. It was a bold and reckless move. Either Aliona would accept his long overdue apology, or she would rip his heart from his chest and cast the tortured organ into the sea.
She stood stiffly in his arms at first, and Dewer felt sure he was destined for the pyre. Perhaps if she was feeling particularly benevolent after their century-long cooling-off period, she might simply break every one of his limbs and topple him from the highest clifftop. It would make quite the show for Karane and their tired horses. But eventually, Aliona relented, her hands reaching up to entwine in his hair. When she finally pulled away, there was a smile playing on her face.
“Very well. I will listen to what you have to say. I am not foolish enough to believe you would risk returning unless you had need of something.”
Dewer nodded. “My strength is fading, I need—” He paused to summon his courage. Admitting weakness felt like pulling barbed thorns from his skin. “I need that which only you can give me, Ali.”
“Of course, your strength is fading. You have lived through two moon-changes since you left Kaelunis. Now the Purple Mother is rising once again and you have always drawn strength and comfort from her cold partner, Mamai, who even now is passing away above our heads. The moons are changing, the world is in flux. I warned you of this. Have the years really been so long you have forgotten all I taught you?”
“No,” he said, reaching for her again. “I remember everything, Ali.” When she failed to react he shook his head, his voice rising. “Do I have to beg? Would you like to see me on my knees?”
“If I help you, how can I be sure you will not throw this world into chaos? I hear whispers from Armoria. I am no idiot.”
“Only you know the true reason for my actions.” He took hold of her hands. “Need I remind you of the promise you made to me? You vowed to assist me, no matter the cost.”
“I never believed the cost would be all of Joria."
“I have no interest in destroying Joria.” Dewer was beginning to worry she would never agree to aid him. “I only wish to take back that which was stolen from me.” He refused to break eye contact, tightening his grip on her hands until at last, she pulled them away.
“This will be the last time you seek life from me.” She moved to enter the small house beneath the cliff. “I refuse to be held by this debt forever.”
“One last time is all I need.” Dewer closed the door behind them, shutting out Aikana’s rising lavender light as it washed across the sea to ripple over the sand where the Kaeluni were still dancing.
The house was simply furnished but deceptively large, cut back into the cliff face. Glistening seashells studded the walls and garlands of dried seaweed hung from the low ceilings.
Dewer followed Aliona in silence as she led him to her bedroom, hardly daring to even tread too loudly for fear he would break the spell and she would change her mind. The last time he had seen her, her face so distorted by fury he believed she was possessed by some vile spirit, he thought they would never cross paths again. A part of him was finding it hard to believe she had not banished him on sight, sending him home with a new scar or two for his trouble. Another part of him never doubted his ability to win the Kaeluni queen back to his cause.
Aliona walked into the dully lit bedroom and halted at the foot of her bed. She turned to face Dewer.
“If the sea whispers to me of unbalance, if a darkness rises in Armoria large enough to touch these shores, I will come for you. If that happens, you will beg for a death as kind as the one I offered Kaide.” Her eyes became large as she spoke, infused with a dreadful, trembling light.
Dewer thought again of Kaide burning on the beach. They’d forced him to his knees to watch as his skin blackened and bubbled amid a riot of flames and drifting ash. He still dreamed of that night. Horribly bright, detailed nightmares he dared not tell another living soul about. When the dreams came he would forcefully claw himself back to wakefulness, the seemingly endless screaming that had finally guttered to a raw death rattle still echoing from the walls of his bedroom.
Dewer closed his eyes and pushed the images away, grasping his resolve with a shaky breath. “You will not hear any such whispers,” he promised, forcing himself to look at Aliona. The terrible light had faded. She looked like a young woman again, her features soft and delicate. “I promise you.”
Aliona nodded and took his hand. Her fingers were cool against his own, smooth as waxed paper. “You know there’s only one way to draw from my essence."
From the cast of her gaze, Dewer was fairly certain Aliona had no qualms about what came next.
“I know,” he said. “In fact, I—”
He was silenced by a single finger pressed against his lips. Aliona pushed him down onto the soft expanse of the bed, draped with silks and coloured scarves. As she hitched up her skirts to straddle him, Dewer gave way beneath her. He watched her move in the lantern light, hair falling across her face, and forced himself to relinquish control. He had never been very good at that.






  
  Three
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Lowen had decided long ago that making love to a satyr was a perilous business. The helmet of horns curled tightly against Nicanor’s skull made even the simple act of running her hands through his long hair problematic. His monstrously large hooves could easily take a gouge out of her shins, and he had the densely muscled strength to crush her beneath him like a paper doll, but she had loved him for a full year and a day and trusted him like no other. 
Nicanor shifted on their bed of moss, pulling her closer to him. She relaxed into the cradle of his arm, breathing in his deep, wildwood scent. Dewy perspiration was caught amongst the fine hairs of his chest, glinting across his skin in the violet dark.
“You are quiet tonight, my love,” he said. “Does something worry you?”
Lowen traced a finger across the soft down of his stomach. “I am anxious not to be missed, but I have no desire to leave.” It was not a complete lie, but the complete truth remained caught at the back of her throat like a sticky barb. She swallowed it back down.
“I understand.”
Aikana hung in the sky above them, dappling the forest with lavender-edged shadows. Lowen should have been celebrating the Changing of the Moons with her people but she was here with her lover, sheltered beneath the fronds of a willow tree on the mossy banks of the Weeping River. The water rushed over stones and boulders, still swollen with the last snowmelt. Leaves rustled in a fragrant spring breeze and somewhere far overhead, a family of wood pigeons called to each other across the treetops.
“I wish we could stay here forever,” she said.
Perhaps they would turn to stone, locked in each other’s arms until the end of time like one of Grandmother’s stories. The forest would creep around them, covering their bodies with moss and winding tender, searching roots through their hair, and she would never have to reveal the secret burning in her chest like a hot coal. 
“It will get cold later. Then the prospect won’t be so tempting.”
“You’ll keep me warm.”
He bent to kiss her, cupping her chin in one large hand and bringing her face to his. Lowen pulled away too soon. She sat back and studied his face, half-hidden in night shadows.
“How does this end?”
“What do you mean?” He reached for her again but she didn’t respond.
“I mean, how does this end for us? Will we meet like this for the rest of our lives, in secret and always at night?”
Nicanor looked as if he wanted to laugh but saw the look on her face and stopped himself. “It’s not as if I can wander into Kree and call on you. Your mother is Chieftain of the Wild Scrat. I imagine if I knocked on your door, she would greet me with a spear through the chest.”
“She wouldn’t kill you on sight. The Scrat aren’t murderers. We are friendly with the satyr; we have an alliance.”
“Yes, an alliance only upheld if no laws are broken.”
They sat and looked at each other in silence beneath the creaking limbs of the willow tree. They had never disagreed before. This was as close as they had come to even raising their voices.
“I hate the laws,” Lowen finally said, careful to keep her tone level. The hot coal was twisting in her chest, threatening to jump right from her throat and speak its horrible truth. “I hate our people for making them. Why shouldn’t a Scrat be with a satyr if that is their wish? If I could understand why, perhaps the laws would be easier to follow.”
“I don’t truly understand why, either, but it has always been this way and likely always will. If we were to stop being so careful, we would be punished. We’d never be allowed to see each other again. Why would you risk that?”
Lowen knew she should open her mouth and let her hot, hard little truth fly from it. It hung unvoiced between them, waiting only for her to give it life. She could feel the words forming on her tongue. Then she lowered her gaze and shut her mouth and the words drifted away like smoke spiralling into the ether.
“Lowen?”
“We should run away together,” she said suddenly. 
“You know that’s impossible.”
“Surely any obstacle is surmountable if you want something badly enough?”
“How would I move about the world beyond these lands? Satyr are feared in all four corners of Joria. I would be hunted like an animal.”
“I’ve heard of satyr using glamour magicks to disguise themselves,” Lowen argued. “If we could only find a witch willing to—”
“Why should I change my appearance? I shouldn’t have to wear a disguise to protect myself from the hatred of others.”
“No, you shouldn’t have to. But we can’t change the minds of every ignorant person in the world. What we can change are our own futures if we only find the courage.”
“It’s not a question of courage, it’s a question of pride.”
“Sod your pride.” Lowen pushed herself to her feet and cast about for her discarded clothes, pulling them on quickly before turning back to face him. He looked shocked, alarmed by her temper.
“Don’t you want to be with me?” she asked.
Nicanor stood and opened his arms to her. She shook her head.
“Of course, I want to be with you,” he said. “But this situation is very complicated. I don’t think it can be solved by simply running away.”
Lowen stepped away from him. The hot coal was in her mouth now, burning like acid as it finally forced the terrifying truth past her lips.
“I’m pregnant.”
She watched Nicanor’s eyes widen, flinched at his deep intake of breath. The forest fell silent as she waited for him to speak. Even the breeze dropped. Lowen studied her lover's face, searching for consolation or support. His expression was dark and distant.
"Do you have nothing to say to me?" she finally cried.
Nicanor couldn't even raise his gaze to look at her. Biting back her tears, she tore aside the curtain of willow branches and bolted into the forest.

      [image: ]Lowen was able to pass unseen into Krenn. The village was as much a part of the forest as the trees themselves but she could hear the drums and pan flutes before she reached the fires of her home. The entire tribe were swarming in the vast clearing at the village centre, gathered around a pyre built so high Lowen had to shield her eyes against the scorching light. 
“Lowen,” Talwyn called, hurrying to her side. “I’ve been looking for you, I thought you were going to miss the festival.”
“I’ve never seen such an enormous fire.”
“Yes, your mother has outdone herself.”
Talwyn took hold of Lowen’s hands and began dragging her towards a circle of dancing Scrat whirling and leaping around the fire. “Come, even Jenifer is dancing tonight.”
Lowen searched the ecstatic faces for her sister. It was strange to see Jenifer joining in the celebration of Aikana’s return with such abandon. Her usually serious demeanour had melted away, replaced by a rapture that made her glow in the firelight. Lowen and Talwyn fell into step beside her and she laughed to see them, clapping her hands above her head.
“Blessed night,” she shouted in greeting above the pounding of the drums.
“Blessed night,” Lowen shouted back.
It may have been the Changing of the Moons but Lowen wanted to crawl into bed and pull a blanket over her head. Instead, she concentrated on the drumbeat. The large drums were positioned all around the clearing, each one presided over by a drummer whose hair flew about their heads as they pounded with drumsticks as long as their forearms. Lowen forced herself to move to the rhythm, to lose herself in the soaring melodies of the pan flutes. Her body turned and leapt with her tribe, using muscle memory formed from countless dances and celebrations.
As they made their way around the fire, another performance was taking place inside the tribe’s revolving circle. Rosen—a young girl of fourteen—was dressed in the raiment of Aikana. Purple skirts floated about her legs like fine mist as she danced with her silver partner, Endel. He wore a light-coloured tunic and breeches embroidered with twisting silver thread to represent the male moon.
All eyes were on them as they moved closer together, almost touching before springing apart once more. Glittering Mamai eventually submitted to Aikana, leaping one final time before the flames to land kneeling before her, his head bowed. The Scrat erupted into cheers, holding each other and stamping their feet on the ground in time to the constant drumbeat. This was the culmination of their dance. Aikana had moved beyond Mamai. His influence had passed away and the Changing of the Moons was complete.
“They danced well,” Jenifer said to Lowen. “Rosen and Endel were a good choice.”
“They were.”
The drums and pan flutes fell silent as Kerra, leader of the Wild Scrat, stepped up onto a plinth at the head of the clearing. The rising pyre lit her red hair like a flame against the bruised purple of the night.
“We gather tonight to welcome Aikana, our Mother Moon,” she began. “Blessed night, my children.”
“Blessed night,” the Scrat returned as one.
“In the north, they fear Aikana,” Kerra continued. “They believe she brings destruction and misery. We know better than those Armorian fools.” This was met with cheers from those assembled. “The wheel has turned. Mamai’s time is over and Aikana has bloomed once again. We are the Wild Scrat. We do not fear change, we embrace it. I invite our Scrat daughters to step forward and adorn our most beloved tree with their intentions. Release your hopes and dreams to Aikana and she will guide you to them.”
As Kerra stepped down from the plinth Jenifer turned back to Lowen. “Have you written an intention?”
“Of course, I have.”
“What did you write?”
“They’re supposed to be kept a secret.”
On the other side of the fire, women were beginning to crowd beneath the immense oak tree they called the Scrat-Heart. It was gnarled and immeasurably ancient, twisted with its own sleeping magick. Many legends surrounded the tree. Its sap was said to be a cure for infertility and the Scrat used its leaves as a poultice to treat all manner of wounds. In springtime, the Scrat-Heart blossomed with an abundance of curious, pale orange flowers and trailing catkins, unlike any other oak tree in Nymed. The honeyed scent of its blooms filled the lilac night and Lowen lifted her face to the air, inhaling deeply.
A ladder was placed against the wide trunk. One by one, the women of the tribe climbed it, holding aloft small rolls of parchment wrapped in purple ribbon. These they carefully tied to the myriad branches. Each intention was a deeply held wish, written in small, neat handwriting with black ink. Lowen had written hers before meeting with Nicanor and now she put a hand in the pocket of her leather tunic, suddenly afraid her sister would try to snatch it away.
“Surely you’re not embarrassed?” Jenifer said. “What secret could you be keeping?”
“Lowen has no secrets,” Talwyn said, reappearing with a cup of dark blackberry mead in her hand. “You’re a simple soul, aren’t you? If only we could all be as content as you.”
Lowen was quite sure the cup of mead was not Talwyn’s first. “Shall we take our turn?” she suggested.
The three women joined the crowd beneath the Scrat-Heart and waited for an opportunity to climb the ladder. The pan flute players had regrouped beside the tree, their heads tilted skyward as they serenaded the luminous purple moon. Rosen danced between them in her gossamer skirts, beckoning women to step forward with their intentions.
“I will tell what I wrote,” Jenifer said. 
Lowen smiled at her sister, wishing she could satisfy her curiosity. “I can guess what you wrote. You wish to be elected chieftain when it is time for Mother to present you to the tribe.”
“I will be elected chieftain. No, I wished to be granted the wisdom to become a great leader. Greater even than Mother.”
“I’m sure you will be, although your place amongst the Mistresses and Masters of the Hunt will be forfeit. Won’t you find that hard to bear?”
“I will still hunt. My string-sisters and I are bonded for life. Now, tell me your intention.”
“I would rather keep it between myself and Aikana.”
Jenifer’s face darkened. “I’m sure it’s tedious. You probably wished for keener archery skills or to grow an inch or two taller. You would need Aikana’s help with that, you stopped growing when you were twelve.”
Lowen turned away from her sister, the well-trodden insult gouging like a dagger. Jenifer was the double of their mother with her dark eyes, strong features, and tightly muscled arms built for hoisting a spear. Lowen appeared frail in comparison. She was a full head shorter than her warrior sister with hair that refused to grow beyond her shoulders. The other Scrat wore their flame-red plaits long, teased and threaded with bright beads and vibrantly coloured feathers.
“You shouldn’t place such value on the ability to puncture forest creatures with a flying stick,” she said.
“I don’t,” her sister replied. “But you can’t track, either. Can’t even fish without soaking yourself in the river. If all Scrat were like you, we would soon starve to death.”
“And if all Scrat were like you, we’d be nothing but a collective of hard-hearted butchers.”
“That’s enough now,” Talwyn said. Her voice was calm but she cast a reproachful glare at Jenifer. “Tonight is not a night for fighting.” She placed a hand on the small of Lowen’s back, gently encouraging her forward. “Take your turn. Deliver your intention.”
Her fingers shaking slightly, Lowen withdrew the rolled parchment from her pocket. She began to move towards the ladder but was stopped by Jenifer’s hand on her wrist.
“Wait, you still haven’t told us what you wrote.”
“Just leave her alone,” Talwyn said. “Lowen’s secrets are hers to keep.”
“There should be no secrets between sisters,” Jenifer insisted. She tried to grab the parchment, closing her strong hand around Lowen’s smaller one.
“I beg you, Jenifer,” Lowen pleaded, “let me be.”
“Just show me your sodding intention.” Jenifer finally ripped the parchment free from Lowen’s fingers and took a long step back, holding it from her reach.
Lowen was ready to scream at her sister, ready to launch herself at her hateful face and scratch her eyes out if it meant she couldn’t read the haunted truths printed on the parchment. Then a flash of black and white fell from the Scrat-Heart and she held back, relief dousing her like a sluice of cold water.
The flash landed on Jenifer’s hand, eliciting an angry cry from the warrior as she let the parchment fall to the grass and began swatting at the magpie who had sliced a sizable cut in her thumb with its sharp beak. The bird dodged her blows. It hovered in the air as though taunting her, beating glossy wings in her furious face.
“Odelin, to me,” Lowen commanded.
The magpie immediately stopped its assault and flew gracefully to the ground, retrieving the intention in its beak before fluttering up to perch on Lowen’s shoulder.
“That bird is a menace,” Jenifer growled. “Mother will be hearing about this.” Mustering as much dignity as she could manage, Jenifer turned and marched out of the clearing, bleeding hand held tight to her chest.
“That was quite the performance,” said a soft voice behind them.
Lowen turned to see her grandmother, wrapped tightly in a red woollen shawl despite the season’s warmth. Her long, bone-white hair lifted from her shoulders in the evening breeze.
“Grandmother, I’m so sorry about that. I didn’t mean to wound Jenifer.”
“No, but she meant to wound you so maybe she got what she deserved.”
The old woman looked to Talwyn who had been watching the entire spectacle with wide eyes. “Talwyn, my dear. Would you mind hanging Lowen’s intention with your own? It is time we joined the celebrations.”
Talwyn nodded dumbly, lifting her hand towards Odelin so the bright-eyed bird could drop the roll of parchment into her palm.
Her grandmother began to move away, one hand on Lowen’s arm, but before they stepped out from under the boughs of the oak tree the old woman turned back.
“You’d better not read it either, Talwyn. I will know if you do. You may be the Chieftain’s Second, but you will mind me. Do you understand?”
Talwyn nodded again and started to climb the ladder.
“Why does Jenifer hate me?” Lowen whispered once they were out of earshot. She was trembling, faintly sickened by a twist of anger and sorrow.
“Silly child, Jenifer loves you. It is jealousy that makes her actions ugly.”
Lowen shook her head. “Why would Jenifer be jealous of me? You heard her, I can’t track or hunt. She is skilled at both.”
“Yes,” Grandmother agreed. “Jenifer works very hard to please your mother. She’s jealous of you because she believes you don’t have to.”
“She believes Mother favours me? She is very much mistaken. I am no daughter a Scrat mother could be proud of.”
The old woman stopped. “Lowen, your awful words are hurting my ears.” She lifted her hands to the sides of her head, feigning pain. “You must not talk about yourself like that. Of course, your mother is proud of you. You have a good heart. That is something to be prized in this world. She is harder on Jenifer because she is her heir and will soon, Aikana willing, take on the responsibility of leading our tribe. If only Jenifer could see that. Your mother protects your heart while nurturing Jenifer’s strength. Such a balancing act is no easy task and I know she worries for both of you.”
“I never wanted to worry her.”
“Worry is a mother’s constant companion. There is nothing you or I or Aikana herself can do to change that.” She reached for Lowen’s hand and squeezed her fingers tightly. “Jenifer will learn to be kinder. She will have to or she may never make chieftain. Just have patience with her.”
They reached the feasting tables. The Scrat had been hoarding supplies all year and there was a plethora of food on display. Fruits and vegetables of all sizes and colours were piled in shallow dishes. Sweet, plaited bread infused the night air with a nutty aroma and jugs of ale, mead, and thick, red wine were quickly emptying. Lowen reached for a sticky honey roll and picked off crumbs to feed to Odelin who was still perched on her shoulder.
Grandmother clapped her hands in delight as she surveyed the tables. She shrugged her shawl from her shoulders, draping it over the branch of an overhanging tree.
“I desire a drink,” she announced.
“Let me pour for you, Koth Conwen,” said a young man beside her.
“Thank you so much, Clem.”
As Clem bent to retrieve a jug from the back of the table, Lowen was certain she caught her grandmother’s eager gaze alight on his rear end. She looked away in embarrassment but Grandmother only laughed.
“Allow me my small fancies,” she whispered. “I do no more than look, after all.”
Clem returned with a cup of wine.
“Am I too old for mead, young man?” Conwen teased him. 
Clem gaped, flustered. “No, of course not, Koth Conwen. I only thought that—”
“Calm yourself. The wine is perfectly acceptable.” She waved him away before turning to Lowen and adding, “It is perfectly serviceable, I should have said.” She grimaced before drinking the entire cup in one long swallow.
“Yet you have still managed to drain your cup.”
“No wine for you though, dear. Wouldn’t you agree?”
Lowen blanched as she watched her grandmother’s gaze fall to her stomach. It was flat beneath the tight leather tunic, but she knew she would soon begin to show as the baby inside her grew. Her mouth suddenly felt very dry.
The old woman lifted silk-soft hands to Lowen’s face, stopping her from speaking and startling Odelin who launched himself up into the shifting dark with an indignant rustle of feathers. She smiled at her, face creasing into familiar, careworn lines, as the music beneath the tree continued to fill the clearing and the fire at its heart roared into the night. Scrat surrounded them on all sides, talking over bowls of food and passing each other drinks as if there were no traitors in their midst. As if their Chieftain’s youngest daughter had not defied their most sacred laws.
“We must dance!” Conwen announced, grabbing Lowen’s hand and leading her towards the whirling bodies still moving around the pyre.
Lowen was left to wonder if she simply imagined what had passed between them. The thought should have been a comforting one, but a feeling of dread was settling over her like a damp shroud.
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The leafling looked forlornly out from her prison, long spindly fingers beating a sad tattoo against the bars of her cage. The cage was a beautiful, ornate affair—two levels high and heavily decorated with scrolling metal leaves and flowers—but it was still a cage. 
Gwin sat looking at the sad creature while she waited for Vanth to arrive. The leafling had a child’s face with bright eyes and a tiny snub nose. Her wings were veined and pointed like young green leaves, wilting sadly against her back. She gazed back at Gwin, lifting a tentative hand to her fingertip when she pressed it against the bars. 
“Hello, little one,” Gwin whispered. “How did you end up in this dreadful place?”
The leafling did not respond. In her woodland home, the grass-green sprite would have been almost impossible to catch, blending in with the moss and leaves of the trees. Gwin wondered how it had been accomplished, then realised the leafling was probably lured into a trap and bristled at the prospect. 
The tavern keeper appeared and she dropped her hand back down to the table. He was a large man, bulbous nosed and sweating at the temples. 
“Your food, Miss,” he said, placing a battered metal dish on the table in front of her. He wiped his hands on his greasy apron. “Best I could do, anyway.”
“Thank you. I’m sure it will be fine.” She appraised the two badly bruised apples and softening pear with a sinking feeling, but smiled politely as the tavern keeper moved away.
Gwin took up the knife laid next to her plate and cut a slice of apple, discreetly lifting it to the cage and offering it to the leafling between the bars. The sprite shook her head and slunk away into a corner.
“What in Thetia’s name are you eating?”
Gwin looked up to find Vanth standing over her. “It’s an apple.”
“I know what an apple is, but why are you eating one here? This is strictly a meat and bread place. I’m astonished Bryce was able to scrounge up anything as exotic as fruit.” Vanth sat down on the opposite side of the table.
“Is fruit a luxury in Armoria?”
“I was being sarcastic.”
“Oh.” Gwin nibbled the corner of her apple slice and wrinkled her face at its rancid taste. She slowly put it back down on her plate before reaching for a cup of water. “I believe I should have ordered bread.”
“There’s nothing wrong with the pork. Bryce salts it himself.” Vanth turned to the tavern keeper stationed behind the bar. “Bryce, how about some lunch?”
“Of course, Vanth.” The man disappeared into what Gwin assumed was a kitchen.
An uncomfortable silence descended while they waited for his return. Gwin did not want to stare at Vanth but she could feel the other woman looking at her, taking in her every detail with those dark, knowing eyes. Finally, Bryce returned with a steaming plate of pork and a hunk of rough-looking bread. 
“This smells wonderful, as usual,” Vanth said. Bryce nodded and resumed his position behind the bar.
Gwin thought the plate smelt awful. The fatty aroma pricked her nose and filled the back of her throat with bile. She swallowed, embarrassed when she noticed Vanth was staring at her again. Her disgust must have been obvious.
“My people don’t eat meat,” she explained.
“Is that so?” Vanth placed a large forkful of pork in her mouth, eyes still fixed on Gwin’s face.
“I imagine you have many questions.” She gently pushed her own plate away.
“You imagine correctly.” 
Gwin glanced at the tavern’s scant customers. They each sat alone, couched in their own disconcerting quiet. “Are you sure we won’t be overheard?”
“The place is almost empty,” Vanth said, gesturing at the room with her fork. “The Leafling’s Half has never drawn crowds, even when Bryce brought in that koskin in the fancy cage.” Gwin flinched. “Those that are here are deep in their cups by this hour, so stop worrying and start talking.”
“Then please ask your questions. I promise to answer truthfully. You saw the magick hidden in my music, I have nothing to hide from you.”
“What exactly does that mean? What did I see?”
“It isn’t what you saw that matters. The fact that you saw it at all, that is what’s important.” Gwin sighed when she saw Vanth’s eyes narrow. “I don’t mean to be unclear. Maybe I should begin with the purpose of my journey?”
Vanth swallowed another mouthful of pork. “Go on.”
“I am not what I appear to be, or who I appear to be. I’m certainly not from Jonick.  My people are the Asrai.” The leafling fluttered beside her, thin wings rustling against the bars of the cage. Gwin pretended to ignore her.
“I’ve never heard of the Asree.” Vanth spoke with her mouth full, her bottom lip shiny with pork fat.
“The Asrai,” Gwin corrected her. “I was selected as their envoy, charged with travelling into Joria to find others like ourselves.”
“You’re the only one they sent? Your people put a lot of faith in you.” Vanth spat out a piece of bone and wiped her mouth on the back of her sleeve. “What if you got lost in Nymed on the way? What if you’d stumbled into a ditch outside the city walls and broken your legs, or were set upon by hungry cathclaws? Do the Asrai have invulnerability in common with Lord Dewer?”
“No. Unfortunately. Invulnerability is not something we share.” Gwin was beginning to feel uneasy. This sardonic, meat chewing Salt Sword was toying with her.
“And you came here to find others like yourself? I think you might be disappointed. Where did you come from, anyway?”  
“I travelled here from the Wastes, and I don’t think I will be disappointed. I hoped to find changelings and I saw a great many of them at your Midnight Bard competition last night.”
“There are changelings living in the Wastes?” Vanth sounded sceptical.
“You misunderstand, the Asrai are not changelings. We do share their blood, though. You could say we are distantly related.”
“I’ve never been to the Wastes, but I’ve heard stories. People say it’s a barren place. A land of ice that stretches for hundreds of miles towards the sea. I find it hard to believe anyone could live there.”
“We are creatures of the ice. I can prove it to you.”
Gwin looked at Vanth’s arm resting on the table and grasped it, gripping it tighter when the Salt Sword tried to pull away.
“What are you doing?”
Before Vanth could reach for a weapon, Gwin summoned the ice that slept within her, forcing its flow through her arm and into her hand. Calling on the frost touch was like breathing in and out, like commanding feet to flex and walk. The icy flow froze the warm spot where Gwin’s grip met Vanth’s forearm so swiftly, icy smoke curled from beneath her fingers. Vanth gasped and twisted, attempting to pry the Asrai’s fingers loose. Gwin let the bitter chill of her touch linger for a brief moment, then pulled it back inside herself and released Vanth’s arm. Any longer and the Salt Sword would have been scarred.
“The marks will fade,” she said, assessing the arm Vanth was now cradling to her chest. A faint outline of her fingers remained on the woman’s forearm, rimed with blue frost. “I apologise, but you thought I was lying. I had to prove to you I was not.”
Vanth’s face was dark with anger. She braced herself against the table in an effort to control her barely perceptible shaking.
“If you ever touch me again, I’ll pop those pretty blue eyeballs from their sockets and grind the jellies under my boot.”
“I truly am sorry.” Gwin clasped her hands together in her lap. This was not going very well.
“The pan flute,” Vanth said through gritted teeth.
“Excuse me?”
“Tell me about the sodding pan flute.”
Gwin nodded, eager to move the conversation on. “The pan flute is spelled, made to look plain and unremarkable so as to draw the least attention. Only those I seek are able to see the magick conjured by the music. Ordinary Jorians remain unaware and hear nothing but a pretty song.”
“Why would you need a magick pan flute to find changelings? You need only look at their hair and their wild eyes to see what they are.”
“That’s true,” Gwin agreed. “I want them to see me though, to come to me. All the moon-blessed who heard me play last night will seek me out. At least, that is my hope.”
“Then what will you do? Form a panflutist’s guild?”
“More sarcasm?”
Vanth did not reply. She sat still for a long time, her gaze fixed on the table. Gwin could see she was piecing together her story, turning the details over in her mind. Then she sat up straight, her eyes wide.
“You came here to play your spelled pan flute and lure out changelings. But I saw that bird flying over Midnight Square and I’m no changeling. Surely this is all some trick? You’re just another filthy charlatan.” Gwin watched Vanth’s hand slide towards the daggers holstered on her belt.
“You have the sight though, do you not? Perhaps you are attuned to Aikana and the Changing of the Moons has strengthened your abilities.”
Vanth shook her head, a little too firmly. “Everyone sees strange things sometimes. Out in the Scratlands, in the forest.”
Then her demeanour changed, became hard again. She leapt to her feet, ignoring the chair that crashed to the floor behind her, and leaned across the table, a deftly drawn dagger angled towards Gwin’s chest.
“How do I know I can trust you?” the Salt Sword demanded. “How do I know you’re not working for Dewer? Have you been sent to test me? To learn how insane Vanth the Vile really is before you go scurrying back to your master with your report? I can’t have you doing that, I’ll slit that sick-pale throat right here.”
Gwin sat back in her chair, her eyes darting to the other patrons. They
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