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Dedication

In memory of Marina C. Mooney, who read every draft of every story from the start of it all, but never got to find out how this one was going to end. The very first thing she ever said to me was, “Cool dragons, babe.”
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~Mairran~

The old songs tell how the Queen my mother came down from the ice of the north, flying in the shape of a great dragon, silver as hoarfrost under the moon. I had always thought it might be true. As fair and frail as frost and starlight, she was, looking as though a strong breath might blow her away, but her eyes, cold and palest ice-blue, held always a white fire in their depths that had nothing human about it.

In the halls of the earls and the landtheyns of the Forest, in the borg of the Queen herself, the Singers did not offer those songs.
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A panting hall-runner found me in the yard of the horse-barns, about to ride out with Nowa. The child came skittering through the gateway and across the straw-strewn stones, startling the ravens into flight. She offered a hasty bow, not meeting my eyes even once she straightened up.

“My lord, your mother the blessed Queen asks that you attend on her at once in her chambers.” And to Nowa, plaintive, “I’ve searched half the castle for the prince, theyn. My lady did say, at once.”

Well she might have searched. My shield-companion and I lodged alone in a watchtower in an angle of the old curtain wall, fallen into disuse after my mother had a new yard, a barn-ward with barn and dairy, built beyond and a new wall flung out to encompass it. Hallcarls brought firewood to stack by the tower door for the soapstone stove in the first-floor room, where we mostly lived, and kept the water-butt by the door filled, but that was it. Nowa, myself, and my ravens. Nobody to tell where we’d gone or pass messages on. Ill luck the runner had managed to find us at all.

“Say you just missed us,” I told the little runner, as Thunder and Lighting flapped back down from the ridgepole of the barn on which they’d taken undignified refuge.

Lie to the Queen? No, even I never thought I could get away with that. The runner’s eyes widened and she glanced at Nowa, who sighed and frowned at me. “He’ll come,” she said. “Run now, and say the prince will follow.”

The child gave another bobbing bow, more to Nowa than to me, and pelted off again.

They liked Nowa, the hallcarls and barnfolk. Big and calm and reassuring, plain and ordinary with her weathered face and her hair the colour of old hay standing up like a dandelion gone to seed. In her youth, she had left the Forest and fought as a mercenary among Outlanders, and had been initiated into the Outlander cult of the Ascendant, too, with the tiny silvery scar of the brand between her brows to prove it. Returned home again, she had served as a road-warden, keeping the stone highways safe, until she and the handful of spears of her remote waystation on the upper Lann Lathrun hunted down a much larger band of well-armed and -mounted outlaws who were preying on travellers all through that region, tracking them to their hidden stronghold. Nowa took it by challenging and killing in single combat their leader, the disgraced and banished son of an earl. The sort of thing only a fool expects will rescue her outnumbered spears from inevitable slaughter, save that while she and her small company held the outlaws’ attention before their gates, the rather larger company of Forest levies she had gathered—foresters and landcarls and countryfolk who had gone too many months in fear of the outlaws’ raiding—were able to scale the steep bluffs at the castle’s unguarded rear and take it from within. This brought her to the Queen’s attention, at a time when the Queen was looking for a tutor in arms for a child growing too old to be kept as a pet underfoot any longer. A minor hero, given minor favour, an honour no one of greater status, seeing the waning of the Queen’s interest in her latest offspring, feral and already, castle rumour had it, halfway mad, had envied her.

I think without Nowa, I might have been swallowed by that burgeoning madness, with its dreams and voices, combined with the grieving conviction that—strange, small, and apparently no longer wanted where once I had been at least offhandedly petted—I had somehow failed my mother.

I wasn’t a child any longer. Despite the Queen’s summons, I considered riding out regardless. Nowa could hardly catch me by my pony’s bridle and turn me home again. Late in the Month of Falling Leaves but the lands of the Forest were having a long and unusually mild autumn, only the lightest of nighttime frosts as yet. A clear, bright day, and the woods on the lower slopes of the inland fells were still all gold and scarlet and shivering in the wind. The horses wanted a run; so did I.

“Ignoring your mother rarely turns out well,” Nowa said.

I shrugged, twitching Lighting off my fist, gathering the reins in my hand. The bird only walked up my arm. Thunder, on my other shoulder, suddenly beat his wings and cried, “Craaaawwr,” which was not something one wanted bellowed in one’s ear at close range. I flicked his beak for silence and the raven snatched at a gloved finger. We played a tug of war for it, for a moment. I won.

“Mairran.”

“I’m not her dog.”

“If not, what are you? Do as she asks, my lord. Have it over with, and maybe we can still be away before noon.”

“Fine, but we might as well tell them to turn the horses back out. You know this is going to be about washing my hair and prettying up to be charming to that stout Outlander trader again.”

“You do need to wash your hair, or at least let me comb it. I’ve seen wild ponies look better groomed than you.”

“You’re one to talk, with your hair cropped like a drover-boy’s.”

She ignored that. “How did you end up with your braid full of sticklewort, or do I want to know? And if by ‘stout Outlander trader’ you mean the wine merchant of Julliac, she’s already sold her cargo and taken ship for the Rath, as you’d know if you dined more often in the hall and paid the attention you should to what’s going on around you. There are those found her charming in her own right and her plumpness—and good humour—rather attractive than otherwise.”

I doubted Nowa had really been romancing the Outlander wine-trader. She had her Bran, who kept the Red Cat alehouse with his sister by the river-gate of the borg, and she hadn’t, at least not since I’d been of an age to notice such things, looked aside from him. And the wine-merchant might have been selling barrelled Outland wines, but she had also been nosing about in Arrunmouth among those who dealt in bluestone from the Lann Lathrun, and within the Queensborg with those who had connections to the earls of the Upper and Lower Lathrun both. A rare thing, bluestone, deep and vivid as squill blooming beneath the birches in the spring forest, a much-prized gem and useful too as artists’ pigments when ground; the valleys of the headwaters of the Lathrun were one of the few places it could be mined. Trade in bluestone was by the Queen’s licence alone; it was as well to keep an eye on Outlanders taking too great an interest. Hence my mother’s reasons for trying to nudge me into bed with the supposed wine-merchant. Wanting to know who stood behind her and what their intentions might be.

But by those days I chose whom I slept with, whatever my mother might have wanted, or so I told himself, though it didn’t always work out that way.

“I don’t want to know.” I picked at the tail of my braid, which, yes, held the tiny burrs of sticklewort, and so did my cloak. I’d been roaming up the course of the little Meull brook with a red-haired fiddler the evening before, to play a few tunes together and watch the sun setting through a poplar wood at its bright amber perfection, and what else we might have gotten up to up there was the fiddler’s own affair and mine and none of Nowa’s. Besides, it had given her an evening’s leave to visit her man at the Cat.

“Don’t sulk,” she said.

“I’m not sulking.” When I sulked—as Nowa would have it—I bolted alone for the high fells and stayed there, till my mother sent Nowa to find and drag me back, to play the dutiful swordtheyn and devoted son again.

“Pouting?” Nowa suggested.

“Scowling,” I said. “I’m allowed scowling.”

“You’re not.”

“You know you like me, really,” I told her.

“You think? Sometimes I wonder.”

Nowa called herself my keeper for a reason, and not just because it was what the folk of Queen’s Arrun believed. I hadn’t had to name her my shield-companion when I was made swordtheyn, but who else was there I could trust? Who else would dare—or bother—to nag about the snarls and burrs in my hair or sit up with me the night through, when I couldn’t speak for dreaming of the Dark Beyond and all the world felt like nothing but shadows and the knife’s edge?

I’d had twin sisters, Unn and Ullin, both dead long ago, and an older brother, Lorne. Prince Lorne was born with a strong Forest-blessing. A Seer. He fell lost into the Dreaming Dark when he had seen but seventeen winters. By the time I was born, Lorne had spent the past forty in raving incoherence or empty-eyed silence, kept away from sight in a hunting lodge in a remote valley up in the central fells, tended by a succession of patient keepers. The Queen had taken me to see him once in a while. I don’t know if it had been meant as a kindness to my brother, some variation in the routine of his day, or a warning to myself. No more visits, now. In the depths of the winter past the lodge, though stone-built and slate-roofed, had been gutted by fire. Only charred bones remained, of the dream-drowned Seer prince and his keepers.

The Queen’s public mourning had been brief. I suspected her rage still smouldered. Not a grief born of affection, not that I had ever seen, but Lorne had been hers, as I was hers, and whether by mischance or through the work of her enemies, he had been taken from her.

What he might have foreseen and told of warning, I did not know; Lorne had so rarely spoken two coherent words together in my hearing. But it had been after the burning of the lodge that my mother sent me, twice, to hunt in the Warnavon.

My sister Ullin had died by her own hand at the age of sixteen winters, almost a hundred years before I was ever thought of. Flung herself from the roof of a tower. The Queensborg had many towers. The songs of it, which were not sung in Queen’s Arrun, did not settle on which one she chose. Some said, she flung herself into the Lake. This one could not do from any tower of the Queensborg. Few songs went so far as to offer a reason why, beyond the bland ballad possibilities of a love betrayed or a lover lost. I wondered if she had been trying to fly. Unn, not long after her twin’s death, set the Queen’s Great Hall alight and perished in the fire.

I was not a Seer, yet I dreamed, and in some of my dreams the Dark reached out arms, like a great winged figure all shadows and sleeping fires, and wrapped them hot around me, and drew me in, and I didn’t know if I was dreaming, or drowning, or dying…

So you see, Nowa had reason, to fear for me when the nights grew choking dark.

Sometimes I suspected that I was mad as all my mother’s children. I just hid it better.

Nowa dismounted and took my bridle with a scowl of her own, whistling to catch the attention of one of the barncarls. “Look to these, would you? If we’re not back shortly, unsaddle them, but leave them in. We’ll be wanting to ride out again later.”

I sighed and swung down, and leaned a moment on Smoke’s warm and solid pewter-coloured shoulder. The horse turned his head to nose at me, a comforting shove.

“Sorry,” I told him, putting my head close, scratching the hairy cheek and the thick mane, clipped to stand erect and bristling, showing off the black stripe amid the silver. Whispering, because the servingcarls found me worrying enough as it was, without my talking to animals. Surely better than talking to myself. Or arguing with the voices in my head. “Later. I promise.”

Nowa shook her head at me and handed over the reins of her own pale-gold Thorn, who sighed gustily. Speaking for us all.

Haste, my mother presumably wanted, so I tossed the ravens to the sky and we headed through the lanes and yards of the castle as we were, without bothering to change tunics and rough cloaks for finer hall-gowns.

The Queen’s apartments were over the New Hall, reached from a flight of stairs hidden by carved panelling and the mass of the chimney behind the dais of the high table. We went in by the great double doors in the porch, which were carved with two dragons grappling one another, surrounded by oaks with branches snarling and tangling like the dragons’ furious claws, and crossed the length of the hall, empty and echoing. Queen’s Arrun, sometimes called the Queensborg, was far greater and grander than any mere earl’s castle, built all of stone, the hall not a lodging-place for spearcarls or swordtheyns but reserved for dining and music and the ceremonies of court. It was hung with embroideries and painted cloths showing scenes of the wars fought by the Queen against rebel earls and Outland invaders—the latter mostly Coastlanders and fire-worshipping Southlanders, who had tried the mountain passes from east and south on more than one occasion, thinking to seize some Lakeside port and fortify it as their own. They had never yet succeeded, but that didn’t—probably never would—stop earls of the south and east taking bribes, to turn a blind eye to smugglers and scouting parties. Though the Queen had her ways of finding those out.

No guard challenged us, not till we came to the top of the stairs, where the Queen’s shield-companion, Swordtheyn Rabi, frowned at our boots and plucked a stray wisp of hay from my cloak. She gestured Nowa to a bench in the antechamber and showed me through to the private room beyond the bedchamber, where, according to the whispers of the castle folk, the Queen worked her most secret magics. There was a table set against the wall, like an altar, with beeswax candles in silver holders to either side of the stand holding the polished stone mirror of her visions. Obsidian framed in silver, a moon eclipsed.

Unexpected, to those who might have thought to see darker secrets if they were admitted so far, would be the walking wheel by the wall, with about it the everyday clutter of baskets, some with carded wool, some with flax. My mother did her best thinking while spinning, she once told me, and had ordered the wheel brought from some Outland beyond the Falls not long before I was born, though often she would walk about the castle yards and gardens with a distaff in hand and the old clay-weighted spindle, like any landcarl. No idle hands in any common Forest household through the long winter evenings, when the work of the outdoors and the hearth was done. It was at the great wheel she was standing as I came in, right hand setting it in motion, tick-tick-tick as it turned; she stepped away, feeding a slate-dark wool to the whirling spindle.

She left the weaving to others, but I suspected I rarely wore cloth, linen or woollen, that had not passed through her hands.

Some, I suppose, might have taken that for love.

The Queen tilted her face, presenting a cheek to be kissed. I gave her the briefest brush of lips in passing. Dry, cool skin, perfumed. She wore a hall-gown of rich blue and a diadem of red gold with dangling beads of bluestone and pearl and jet black as raven’s eye, as if she presided over the hall, which made me think I should have at least combed my hair that day after all, her mood being such. From beneath the diadem her own hair, pale white-gold, fell past her hips in a single long braid wound through with scarlet ribbon. Beautiful, fragile, and like a mountain in her implacable and waiting strength.

“The Earl of Laikyn is dead,” my mother said.

“Yes?” I asked, and crossed to the gable window. The shutters were wide open. The air smelt of bread from the nearby bakehouse and the water-weed scent of the little river, the Arrunlinn, that coiled its way out of the forested lower hills. Even the miles-distant Lake, I could smell. I wanted to be out under the trees, riding beyond the pollarded wood-pastures and the tended forest and up into the high wild calling wind. An earl dead was nothing to do with me. Not this earl, anyhow.

An earl living, whom my mother wanted dead, would be a different matter. As the woods of the Warnavon might witness, if they could.

I couldn’t even bring to mind a face for Laikyn, though the earls had a duty of attendance on the Queen—and remittance of their taxes—in the festival season around Kingsday in the Month of Golden Nights, and I must have seen her at some point. Or him—there were a few earls who were men, though by custom it was women who held the land.

Safe to assume, though, that Laikyn had not died quietly in her bed of the complaints of old age, or the Queen would hardly have bothered to tell me of it.

So I waited, watching out the window. Thunder and Lightning would sometimes follow and find me in whatever hall I entered, but they never came to the windows of the Queen’s apartments. My eye found them, circling high, and as I watched the ravens swooped away towards the river and were gone from sight.

“She died at Harvesttide,” my mother said, and took a seat in the wooden armchair, draped in wolfskins and carved with oak-leaves like a throne. It turned my stomach, those pelts, every time, though they were old, and smelt mostly of bread and woodsmoke, and of the Queen. She wore perfumes brought by Outlander traders, scents I didn’t know, except that they were hers, and more valuable, ounce for ounce, than bluestone.

I did not wear fur save that of prey—hare and squirrel, sheepskin or shaggy goat—and I never let Nowa do so, either, and my mother knew how those damned wolfskins made me feel.

“Sit, Mairran,” she said. “Don’t loom there as if you’re about to take flight. Come here and sit.”

I didn’t loom. I stood a bare inch or so taller than she, and shared her light build and fine bones, a small, slight young man who would have made a very pretty girl, my first lover Dove had told me. Too much condescension in that for her to have meant it as a compliment.

Anyhow, I couldn’t loom if I tried.

Lurking, that, I could do.

But I sat, obedient, on the low stool at the Queen’s knee, like a child—there being no second chair in that private place, where even Swordtheyn Rabi was a rare visitor.

“And?” I asked, because I still didn’t know how the death of the Earl of Laikyn might concern me.

For a ship to bring news from Laikyn to the Holy Isle could take five or six days at best, with good weather, and usually rather more, if there were storms or contrary winds, or none at all. A quick calculation—Harvesttide this year had fallen late, since the equinox sat more or less square between two full moons, and usually the Harvest festival was celebrated at the nearest. So even though we were almost to Slaughtermonth, we were only three weeks past Harvesttide and to be hearing of this death after three weeks was not so great a delay at all.

“Earl Raynellin’s daughter, her heir Rikenza, has not yet sent a message. The word was carried by a quacksalver coming from summer travels among the villages of the Lann Laitellon.”

“One of your eyes-and-ears among the tribes?”

“He is, yes. And he tells me that the earl apparently rode out early with some of her household folk on Harvesttide Eve, and was separated from them, and though they searched all the night, she was not found till the morning. Dead, and lying at a remote heartstone’s foot, her blood soaking the earth about it. And when my man left—he stayed some few days, to see if any murderer would be taken—when he left, the killer had not yet been found, or even named. I do not like this, Mairran.”

“No,” I said. I did not like it either. Not a murder done within the bounds of a fane, at a heartstone’s foot. And on a lesser holy day, at that. “Are you thinking this merely a murder, or—something more?”

“That, I expect you to discover. That the earl’s heir has not seen fit to inform me of the death does not set my mind at ease.”

“Three weeks—a ship can take so long easily enough. The heir might have waited before sending her messenger, expecting to be able to tell you the murderer was found.”

There was nonetheless a chill prickling along my spine, like a cold claw trailing down, but I did not particularly want to go to Laikyn, not then, almost Slaughtermonth, to be on the Lake with the first storms of winter blowing out of the east.

Come, I thought one of my dream-haunts was saying. Come soon. I could not, with my mother there, listen closely enough to tell which one. No knowing what she might overhear. And besides, waking, I tried to pretend such voices were only my dreams.

I had not been sleeping well for some time.

Since Harvesttide?

But my dreams had been all of horses, and wolves, and hounds yipping high and distant, running on the wind, which anyone might dream, hearing geese.

Not horses. A horse, the colour of burnished copper, and the rider—the rider only a shadow, a memory I could not hold. A voice that called me, but I could not answer. The name it called was not my own.

Fly to him. Fly, before it is too late—

I was no Seer. It was important to remember that.

“The heir may have wanted to wait till she had a murderer in hand, perhaps,” the Queen agreed. “But nonetheless my earl is dead, and to confirm her daughter in her place lies with me, and were it not for my man thinking this matter urgent I would not even know of this killing yet. And I may not have any formal notice of it till into Yearsturn and deep winter, if Lady Rikenza puts off sending much longer and uses the uncertainty of waiting for freeze-up as excuse for her delay. Mairran, I do not, I very much do not want this to be unresolved still when Huntersnight comes.”

There was always a time, spring and autumn alike, when news did not travel well, or at all. Nor soldiers. Roads turned to bogs, brooks and rivers flooded, and the spring break-up of the Lake made it impassible. In the autumn, there would be roads and tracks alternating between stone-hard frost and sun-thawed muck, and rain, and snow maybe sudden and deep, and the Lake icing over, hazard to ships not taken from the water in time, but not yet reliably bearing for horse and sleigh or even a courier on skis.

This was not, I suspected, going to be a journey I could make by other means. It was the Queen’s son that would be wanted, her carrion crow, prince and executioner sent as envoy and threat in one.

Not her assassin, her dealer-out of secret death in the shadows.

“No,” I agreed. “Better not to leave it till Huntersnight.” Best not to go into the dark and the turn of the year with such a death as Earl Raynellin’s unresolved. “But if it is kinslaying—the earl’s daughter? Why kill to gain what would come to her in time anyway, when she must know she would be suspected?”

“I don’t know. If I knew for certain who had done it, I might know what they thought to gain.”

“Beyond an earldom, you mean.”

“A slip on the stairs, a spooked horse, a dish of bad mussels, would do the job as well, if greed for an inheritance were all. No need to make a sacrifice of it.”

I had never poisoned anyone.

And I was distracted, wondering whom she had poisoned, and when, that such a death came to her mind, among more plausible ways to rid oneself of a troublesome earl.

And also, I was wondering what, beyond an earldom, one might think to gain, by offering an earl’s blood to the Forest. Even on a lesser holy day. Though I did not want to believe the power of the land might be so easily won.

“You’ve seen—nothing?” I nodded towards the mirror. I did not know for certain what, or how, my mother saw, if ever she really did see at all. I did not know if she was really a witch, to partake of vision not as Seers do, possessed by their Forest-blessing without warning, but as witches may, in some reflecting surface, through prayer or meditation and an offering of their blood to the Dark Mother. True or not, it was common knowledge that she did. Just, I suppose, as it was common knowledge that I was fathered by a fayling out of the hollow hills and no human man at all, so maybe the mirror was only there to catch and throw back the light of her candles when she sat to read of an evening. What did I know?

“I don’t need to seek vision, to be worried by a woman bled and killed at a heartstone,” my mother said.

That, I did note, was not an answer. I waited.

“A man,” she said.

Still I waited.

“There is a man,” she said. “There will be a man?” She smiled, briefly, at me, but her eyes were distant. Remembering, I thought, or seeing again, what the mirror had shown her. If it had.

It was a chilling thought, that she might be not a witch but a true Seer herself. A witch was much more…ordinary a thing, in the end. But that she had a Seer’s Forest-blessing had never been said of her. Maybe that was why she lay with a Seer, I sometimes thought: to get me.

Though I did not have that blessing—she told me so herself. And one would think, given the fate of my brother Lorne—his madness, not his recent death—she would have decided that trying to breed a Seer was a work foredoomed to failure.

Maybe she had just fancied Immellain’s black-silk hair, or the music of his Forest-harp. That was my preferred belief. Ordinary folk went to bed for such reasons all the time; why not a Queen?

“Begotten of autumn,” the Queen said, as if some line of a song had come to her, but it was no ballad nor lay that I had ever heard. “Born into winter. Sunset on his hair, fire at his blade’s edge, and he rides a horse as red as flame. Kill him.”

Red horse running, bright against the snow, and overhead a falcon flies into a burning sky.

Suddenly I was tired.

“What do you want?” I asked, to have it said and done with. “Regarding the earl’s heirs, and Laikyn, what do you want?” What I wanted was to get out of that room, outside the walls and up to the wild heights. Away from the faint scent of wolves long dead, warmed by her body.

“Go to Laikyn. Find out who killed the earl. Find what they thought to gain by it, and consider whether there are any threads that lead back to the Warnavon, or to Outlander troublemaking, however unlikely that may be. Do whatever you must. You act with my will in all you do, even to the death of Lady Rikenza the heir, if that is your judgement. The Snow Goose is at your disposal. Theyn Rabi will tell shipmaster Ermintrud to make ready. You should leave tomorrow. No later than the day after tomorrow. And the crew’s lodging and board must be borne by the earldom of Laikyn through the winter, if you can’t return by ship before the freeze-up and they need to pull the Goose out till the thaw. I appoint you high reeve of Laikyn Province, until such time as I am satisfied and can either confirm Lady Rikenza in the earldom or name another to hold it. Take this, in token.”

This was a heavy ring of red gold, the signet a squared bluestone carved with the Queen’s emblem of the dragon in flight. She took it from her thumb; it fit my third finger well enough, though I would give it to Nowa to keep for me as soon as I was out of the hall. “I’ll send letters with you to inform the heir and her officers of this.”

“Yes,” I said.

A high reeve stood in the Queen’s stead, and was usually some law-reeve or swordtheyn of her court set to oversee the affairs of a province if an earl were taken in rebellion, or died without a clear heir, or when a child inherited the earldom. A temporary position, but it could mean taking over the whole mess of overseeing and accounting for tithes and tolls and taxes, and the village levies, and the muster of spears of the landtheyns… No, I told myself, it meant harassing the various clerks and reeves and sergeants who already had charge of such things to ensure they kept on doing them, and ensuring likewise that the accounts and the keys of the storehouses and treasury were in my—Nowa’s—hands, not Lady Rikenza’s. I had no need to feel a child’s panic at the thought of my sums not adding up.

“Though you will not,” the Queen went on, “carry Rikenza’s confirmation as earl. Say to her, that remains in doubt, until I am satisfied that she is innocent of any involvement in this death. And there is an elder brother as well, Lord Raynar, whom you must not discount.”

“I won’t be back for Huntersnight,” I warned.

“You might,” she said. “It may be a simple matter to resolve.” As if she had forgotten her vision, or dismissed it, now. Or as if on that, there were no more to be said. “Bring me the earl’s murderer for the Huntersnight sacrifice, if you settle the matter so soon. Or hold the full rite there, if you cannot get home in time. We will make shift without you here.”

She did not need to say that for the earl’s killer there would be no trial before the travelling justices who administered the Queen’s law, not once I had made my judgement. I had that right, which was hers. She had given me that with the sacred knives I bore and no one would dare speak against me. Life and death, in my hands, on the edge of a stone blade.

I had never travelled far down the Lann Rath, never even so far as Head of the Falls, where lakers put in and cargoes were carted to the high-walled Fallborg and down the steep-slanting road of the escarpment, to the surging tides of the Bay of Fogs and the ships of the Coastlanders and their outland trade. I had never seen the Falls. But sometimes I dreamed I was flying over them, the river white and roaring.

I fly on and on over the broad dark water, and the salt sea opens out, like a lake without a shore and the sun rising from it, and though I fly till wings fail and I fall into the sea, I never look back…

“And Mairran,” the Queen said.

“Mother?”

“Wash. Comb your hair. You look like a tramp.”

My mother rose, and I did, and gave her the kiss of parting. I glanced back as I opened the door, thinking, I didn’t even know what—to see something in her face of regret at this necessity, or concern. Maybe even I meant to argue that she should wait for the letter from Earl Raynellin’s heir, which was more likely than not merely delayed by the usual chances of the Lake. But she was standing at the wheel again, pale, serene, only the slightest of frowns troubling her face, looking down to unwind a span of the yarn already on the spindle, as if it held some flaw.


 

 

~Lannesk~

There is the Lake, vast as a sea, and all about lies the Forest, and the countless rivers and river-valleys of the Forest. And in the Lake, or beneath the Lake, in the long and long ago, there was the Dragon, Erryth the Golden.

Long and long ago, the story begins, the way it always begins in his mother’s telling. Long and long ago, the Kings stood for the tribes of the Forest under the Dragon, and the earls governed the tribes of the Forest under the Kings. There were three Kings, or five, or nine. It varies. Some nights she says twelve, or two. Sometimes, only one.

Long and long ago, there were the Kings and they lived and died for the folk of the Forest, under the rule of the Dragon.

Seven years, a holy chosen King had. Seven years of blessing in the service of their folk, under the Dragon. And then they served one last time, and died by the stone knives of the sorcerer-priests, to renew the bond between the tribes and the Dragon of the Lake.

There were Forest-folk, who were humankind, and Forest-faylings, who were not. The faylings had their own bargain with the Dragon, of which they do not speak.

There were dragon-kin who served the Dragon, and some were sorcerers, and some were the sons and daughters and remoter kin of the Dragon, and some, perhaps, were only men and women who left family and tribe and gave themselves to serve the Dragon.

And there were those who belonged to the Forest, and were none of those things, and some of those were numbered in after times among the Immortals.

There was a King chosen. A human. A man of the Warnavon, a land on the eastern shore of the Lake, northerly, where the limestone bones of the hills thrust through the thin clay.

Just the other side of those mountains, Harlev says, and waves a hand westerly, towards the great hills that rise to block the sunset horizon from the Coastlands. It’s all a fireside tale to Lannesk. He’s small; he has no notion of geography, or of time beyond the last winter. He thinks the Dragon might lurk there, just beyond the hills, and come floating down in the night on wings of shadow to eat them all.

“Don’t tell the child such stories,” his father says. “You’ll give him nightmares.”

“It’s his heritage,” Mother says, rocking the baby’s cradle with her foot, needle in her hand, twisting and knotting the yarn to make a sock while Lannesk sits on his father’s lap, head against his chest, half drowsing, warm and safe and held. “Every child of the Forest needs to know this tale.”

“He’s not a child of the Forest,” Father says. “He’s a Coastlander, and he’ll be a seafarer like his daddy, won’t you, my little man? No dragons to fear in the great ocean.”

But his mother goes on with the tale.

There came a time when that man was chosen to be the next King. If he had a name of his own, no one remembers it. A man of the Warnavon. Perhaps. Perhaps not. A wanderer, he had been. Not a Singer, because there were no Singers in those days, only musicians and poets and folk who sang, who wandered between the tribes. Or perhaps he was a warrior, champion of a tribe, an earl’s son. Who, now, remembers? What matters more was that he was beloved of a creature of the Forest, a shapeshifter and an Immortal, who was wolf and falcon and human-seeming woman. Dangerous, to give your heart to such a one. Dangerous to draw such an eye.

The dragon-kin sorcerers hunted such folk, who were powers of the Forest, neither human nor fayling; they slew them as enemies to Erryth, because even such as they can be slain, though not easily. The Dark Beyond holds them only lightly, and they might in time be called back. (The Dragon herself had been only one among those creatures of the Forest inhuman and undying, only one among the fellowship of the Immortals of the Forest, in the long and long ago, till she rose to be greater than all, and rule the Forest. But that’s another story, Harlev his mother says, and no one remembers now how it is meant to go.) So for a King to be the beloved of a creature like the shapeshifter, who was called the Grey Hunter, was a dangerous thing, and a defiance, because the Kings belonged to the Dragon Erryth, and spoke to the Dragon on behalf of the tribes, and rode in her train as swordtheyns more honoured than earls or even the great lords of the dragon-kin, until their time came to serve her by their death.

Seven years, this King served. And when his time was over, he was summoned to the Holy Isle, to renew the bond between Dragon and folk with the pledge of his life’s blood, given to the stone knives of the sorcerer-priests of the dragon-kin. This was the way of Kings, and the bargain made between the tribes and the Dragon.

But this King, who had no name, because to be a King meant to put aside name and kinship, spouse and child, to stand alone and to stand for all, went in secret to the anchorstone called the Heart of the Holy Isle, the night before the day of his sacrifice was come, and with his own knife he offered his life’s blood, not to Erryth the Golden to whom it was owed, but to the Forest.

And he died there. The Grey Hunter who loved him was with him, and held his head in her lap, and wept over him. And afterwards the sorcerer-priests, afraid, said that his blood had been spilt for the Dragon, but that was a lie, for the Grey Hunter had carried the King’s body away on the back of his red horse before ever the time of the Dragon’s rite was come.

And when the ritual of the crowning of the next King was begun, a King came riding, armed for war and crowned with oak and roses, for it was three weeks into the Month of Golden Nights, and he slew the sorcerer-priests, and the great wolf who ran at his side slew the dragon-kin who had gathered, and that was the beginning of the war of the Forest tribes and the earls of the tribes against the Dragon and the dragon-kin. And after long and bloody years of war, when even poets and harpers fought by the magic of their song, the dragon-kin were driven out of the land, and they fled to the far north beyond the headwaters of the Lann Leda. And the Dragon was driven into the depths of the Lake that had given her birth and bound there by the song and the magic of the Wild King and the Grey Hunter. And still, Harlev says, her voice gone soft and low and ominous, so that Lannesk shivers and hides his face against his father’s chest, half in earnest, because fear is a part of the story, still the dragon-kin wait in their northern exile for the day that Golden Erryth will return, to claim the Forest once more.
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There are other things he remembers, from before the Forest. Hazy things. A little dark stone-built house they share with no one else, no grandmother and aunts and cousins, just their family alone, and a couple of shaggy she-goats, half a dozen hens. Raspberries red and juicy and the summer sun beating on his head as he picks them, careful not to crush, so proud when he’s filled his basket.

Their little house is part of a straggling village on a restless, barren shore, and it’s half a day’s walk to the walled town where the big ships come in. Low stone houses with roofs of saltmarsh thatch, red-sailed fishing boats, waves that crash and comb back through slippery black weed and bladderwrack that pops under bare feet. The great gulls wail. Salt tang of the air, salt taste of the sea.

A wave breaks over his head, knocking him off his feet, and he chokes and splutters, half crying, half laughing. Father swings him up and sets him on his feet again. Almost, remembering, he can hear his voice. Looking up. Impression of blue eyes, tawny gold beard and wind-whipped hair, white teeth laughing, so laughter wins and their brown-haired mother laughs, standing poised on a rock with the baby on her back. She’s wearing a long gown, Outlander-style, that the waves have splashed dark, though she’s kilted the skirts up through her belt. Her feet are black with muck up over the ankles, as though she’s wearing boots.

Vast stretch of muddy sand and weed-covered rock. The tide is out. They’re digging quahogs for chowder. Tide creeping in, each wave that little bit farther. Father has taught him from babyhood to watch the waves, to watch the change. To have that rhythm always in mind, till it’s part of him, like his blood.

Tide on the Lake is a small thing. You can notice it on a calm day, a little stain of waves travelling up and down on the shore, but ships need take no heed of it. And there’s no salt in the air.

Sometimes he dreams, still, of the salt wind, when he hears gulls, the little white ones of the Lake, whose cries turn them to the great black-backed gulls in his dreams.

Their father is a shipcarl who goes over the sea, voyaging between Coastlander ports and out to the Far Islands, and down away to Outlands strange and mysterious, from which he brings back odd things. Sometimes it is spices that only the wealthy in their great high houses in the town could afford to eat every day, resinous nuts and twists of bark and dried buds. Their mother pounds them up to use in stews and pies. Sometimes it is bright strange shells like nothing they ever find on the beach of home. Once, a blue scarf for their mother’s hair, a cloth so fine it feels like baby’s skin, like water, and once a string of beads, polished and glittering in all colours like a rainbow, as fine as any Master of the town might wear. Their father isn’t a ship-owner or shipmaster, but Father’s sister is both, and his brother, and they live in the town. Their father has disgraced himself, left his wife to live with a Forest-born singer, who is Mother, and he serves on ships that do not belong to his family. Folk of Father’s family speak to Mother sometimes when, some neighbour having given Mother and Lannesk and the baby a lift in a pony-cart, she goes in to the market of the town; those kin of Father’s say unkind things. But when Father is home he laughs, and brings them pretty shells from far away, and it does not matter.

Mother is a singer, a Singer, that Forest word meaning so much more than someone who sings. Someone who knows the songs, who carries the history and the lore of the Forest lands, who passes between valley and valley, hall and hall, tribe and tribe, free of all hindrance, owing loyalty to no clan, no earl. She says, she has a right to call herself that, even though she has not been awarded the braided silver ring of her three years’ study under the Master-Singers on the Holy Isle. She should have had both title and ring, she says. But she travelled down beyond the Falls on her first solitary summer-wandering, and rather than returning in the autumn, to sing for the Masters the tale of her travels and be rewarded with her ring, she fell in love with a Coastlander shipmaster, and for him she gave up what she might have been, and for her he gave up what he was, and they became Mother and Father in the little dark house in the fishing village on the shore of the sea.

There’s an autumn storm, a great three-day hammering of black skies at noon and wind that tears away the thatch despite all the ropes and hanging stones that hold it down, and the sea leaps over the rocks and throws itself up about the walls of the house, and they climb the rocky hill, carrying what they can on their backs, even little Anzimor, and the goats pull against the ropes by which Lannesk is meant to lead them and run off into the hills, and the hens blow away.

The ship Father sails on should have been returning. Another ship, running in just before the storm, has told that it had set out from an Islander port just behind them. But it hasn’t come. It never does.

Driftwood. Planks.

Mother goes to the house in town, where Father’s mother and father live, and one of his younger sisters. They will help, she says, because Lannesk and Anzimor are their kin. But though a girl, big-eyed and worried, opens the door and lets them in, an angry old man pushes them out again and slams it, and a woman comes out and yells at them, and Mother yells back, and they go away.

Some bigger boys find them as they go through the town; they throw stones and clods of dog-dirt. The names they call Mother mean bad things. People watch, but nobody stops them.

Lannesk doesn’t remember how he knows, but he does know. They are his brothers, those boys, his brothers and Anzimor’s. They’re Father’s other family.

A man with a great wagon full of barrels and crates of grey salt-cakes takes them on the coast road, through bright gentle warm autumn days under a sky that seems as if it could never be angry bruise-black, beside a sea that sparkles at noon as if it’s scattered with stars. The man lets Lannesk hold the reins and teaches him to really drive the six-horse team, not just pretending with the rein-ends like a baby. That man shares his quilts under the wagon with mother at night, so she’s not cold, though she’s very quiet, and Lannesk and Anzimor sleep in the wagon itself, curled under the driver’s bench, where it is cold, because the quilt they have is worn thin. Lannesk wraps himself about little Anzimor to try to keep him warm. And after the wagon, there is a ship, a small, fat, wallowing ship, that sails up the great Bay of Fogs, but the Mothers Above and Below are kind and the heavy blinding fogs of the tales, which swallow ships and shipfolk and leave them broken on the cliffs, are only small things, which wrap the world in white as dusk settles and burn away again with the dawn.

The Rath is a great wide river, too wide for any bridge, and it flows dark and swift. The hills rise high on either side, breaking into barren stone where trees hang as if their roots are claws digging in, and then there’s a town, which does not belong to the Forest or the Coast, and the Falls, pounding white, like the sky is falling, and the steep, steep road up, twisting and turning, and stone towers above, and that is where the Forest begins.


 

 

~Mairran~

Ihad seen a great poet, a Singer with the gold ring of the full seven winters at North Cape, whipped at the chief heartstone of the Holy Isle till his back bled, when I was small. A tall man, as I remembered my first sight of him, lean and lanky. Grey-eyed, darker-skinned than the usual tawny complexion of Forest-folk, and uncommon black hair, like my own. A handsome man, and terrible in his courage, standing before the Queen.

It wasn’t only that he had sung a song of the Immortals returning to ride the Forestways and lead the folk against a dragon come again out of the Dark, but that he had made it. Dragon-heart, he had sung. All knew it was the Queen whom he meant, and it might have been only the usual sort of poet’s accusation: that she was cold, and severe in her justice, and levied taxes that the earls did not want to pay. Crime enough. But dragon-heart, destroyer of kings and heroes, had been his words, and, dragon, he had cried, or so his accusers testified, will not stand against dragon, when the Great Dragon, when Erryth the Golden, comes again. The earl of the Lower Lann Lathrun, in the marketplace of whose very borg the Singer had sung this reckless song, had no choice but to seize him and carry him with her when she sailed to the Golden Nights Court, the annual gathering of the earls before the Queen ahead of the rites of Kingsday.

“The King must ride,” the Singer said, when he was brought before the Queen’s judgement. His eyes were dilated black. I had been afraid to look at him, standing by my mother’s great chair, meekly observing, my hands, small and crossed with scratches from some misadventure or other, clutching the arm of it, sternly not fidgeting.

“The King must ride,” the Singer said, and maybe he could not help himself, lost in vision. He was a Seer, drowning in the Dreaming Dark.

I had likely not been the only one who expected the Singer’s death, in that moment.

But the Queen had him stripped, and whipped, and then she burned his harp and banished him not only from the Holy Isle, but from the Forest lands altogether, giving him till the next new moon to be gone, never to return, and not even the Masters of North Cape spoke up to defend him.

His name was Immellain of the High Lathrun, Singer and Seer. And he was my father.

Nowa—she was guardian and tutor in those days, not yet my shield-companion—told me so. I had been pestering her on that point, having worked out that most children, even sons with no land-right, even bastards, knew their fathers, and I was convinced that Nowa, being so old and wise, must hold all the secrets of the world. That one, at least, she did.

I wondered, afterwards, whether my mother had loved Immellain, in the days when they begot me. Sometimes I thought she must have, as much as her cold dragon’s heart could love anyone. I knew my mother, even then. I couldn’t think of any other reason that she would have left Immellain alive.

Some years later, at the Huntersnight dawn that was the seventeenth anniversary of my birth, the sacrifice at the heartstone was another Singer. Like Immellain, she had made songs that told of the last of the Immortals called back from the Dark Beyond, and the Wild King riding the Forest again, the Grey Hunter and all their Forest-blessed Riders in his train. A dragon nests in the heart of holiness, that young Singer sang, and who will set the Forest free?

For that young fool of a silver-ring Singer there was no mercy, no mere flogging. She faced her own death bravely, died swiftly.

I made sure of that.

That was the year, the start of my eighteenth winter, that I became my mother’s executioner. Flint-king, knife-king, priest of the sacrifices, as once, or so I was taught, the true Kings had been.

Though it had been their own blood they offered to the Forest.

So the Singers said.

That isn’t how it was, at all, the voice of the dream-haunt I most trusted told me. You know it wasn’t. But I was not sure I knew any such thing. I had so many dreams.
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The night after my mother told me of the murder of Earl Raynellin of Laikyn, I dreamed.

My mother stands at her window, looking out over the Lake.

One couldn’t see the Lake from the Queensborg; the stone castle was eight miles up the Arrunlinn from the harbour at the river’s mouth. But that was my dream.

In the moonlight, she stands looking over the Lake, combing and combing and combing her hair. The comb is carved of bog-oak polished glossy black as the hilts of my flint knives, and she sings, softly, as she combs, but I cannot understand what she sings. I think I should. It sounds like a tongue I should know, something twisted just aside from my own. But understanding does not come.

She sings, and she watches over the Lake in the moonlight, and she draws out the loose hairs caught in the comb, long and fine and coiling, hardly thicker than gossamer, hardly warmer in colour, and winds them about her thumb.


 

 

~Lannesk~

Anzimor is crying, silent, as he has learnt to cry. Lannesk’s tears dried up long ago. He puts an arm over his brother, pulls him close and tight, hums, softly, an old song from the sea they have lost, till Anzi is still and sleeping, salt drying on his bruised cheek like spray. Tries to fall into that place where Father was alive and Mother was patient and kind, but it isn’t there anymore. Even the memories are broken and dull.
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A long road, and a winding, a dark road and a long. They measure it, month after month after year, and they never count the strides. Mother, Lannesk, Anzimor. Bundles on their backs. That first winter they drift up to an earl’s tower. Mother spins, and washes pots, and Lannesk drives the dash of the churn up and down and up and down till his arms ache and his shoulders burn and the butter comes, until the cows dry off for the winter and when he isn’t churning he spins too, and even little Anzi has to sit in a corner and pick dirt and straw out of the fleeces, squinting in the grudging light that comes through the scraped hide over the window. They have their share of the bread and kale, and the fermented summer vegetables once the kale is done, and scraps of meat and cheese, but a scant share, because they came as beggars, though the earl is distant kin to Mother’s father, or so Mother says. In the spring they leave that place early one morning, before anyone else is stirring.

Mother has a new harp in a fine waxed-leather bag, but that bag goes into the heart of Lannesk’s bundle, which is the rolled-up quilt they all sleep under and a piece of waxed leather big enough to keep the rain off if they all sit up with it over their heads all night. Lannesk doesn’t think the earl’s son, whose harp it was, gave it to her.

They go by little winding Forest paths high over hills and into the shadow of another earl’s tower, and then another’s, before Mother begins to play the harp, and to sing, and to call herself, not a Singer, because she has no braided silver ring, but a minstrel of the coast. She teaches them to sing, and to dance, and to juggle. They sing Father’s songs, because they are strange and new, and people will listen and give them supper and shelter.

Aren’t the little boys sweet, people say, and a lady, an earl’s sister, tries to buy Anzimor, because he is so beautiful, with his soft red-gold curls and big blue eyes, and she has no child of her own.

Sometimes they stay with a man or a woman who wants Mother in their bed, and sometimes that’s good, because there’s plentiful food and a warm fire. Sometimes it’s not so good.

Mother’s bad-tempered, because things are so hard. She’s angry, when Anzimor cries because he’s tired, or he’s hungry, or—most often, Lannesk thinks, because he’s sad and scared and too young to properly remember back to when they were happy, only he knows that something is lost and can’t be found again. I should have sold you to the lady, Mother says, more than once, but she doesn’t mean it.

She hits, when they’re slow or stupid, when they’re practising their juggling, and they drop one of the carved wooden pins they throw back and forth. She hits when Lannesk doesn’t learn on the first telling-through the words of a new song, or Anzimor muddles the chorus. She doesn’t mean to, but she does, and sometimes, when she’s drunk too much of the strong Outlander spirit that she buys whenever someone pays them with a broken sliver of thin silver Coastlander ship-penny, she hits hard. Lannesk manages to palm a slip of silver, now and then, and keep it from her, to buy food and a place for them by a fire in the lean times. Mother pretends not to know.

Slowly, season by season, year by year, they work their way around and up the west of the Lake, never settling longer than from frost to dry roads. Winters are the worst. Cold and dark and hard, hard, hard. Anzimor can wear what Lannesk outgrows but Lannesk has to beg cast-offs almost every autumn. They don’t look like minstrels, bright and defiant; they look like beggars, which they are, patched, ragged, and dull, and his boots are always worn thin and leak; he hobbles with chilblains.

Winters are snow and ice, dark days, and hunger, and huddling together in a draughty corner, while Mother finds some warmer bed to share. She almost always does. She’s pretty, still, and mostly she saves her temper for Lannesk, who stands between it and Anzimor as much as he can.

Summers are better. Never mind the mosquitoes. Green roads and clean winds, and folk happy and generous at summer markets and the fairs, and dancing at Kingsday, when the women weave a birch-king and deck him with flowers and give him to the fire, to claim the Forest-blessing for clan and tribe through the coming season. Folk make vows and prayers, pricking a finger and pressing a smear of blood to the stone in offering. They make birch-kings and winter thorn-kings, Mother says, because the dragon-kin were driven into exile and the Dragon bound beneath the Lake by the other Immortals many generations ago, and there is no longer any need for a living King to give themself to the Dragon. She tells them old tales, sings the old, old lays that no one much remembers any more, she says, save the Singers of the Holy Isle. Those tell of such Kings and heroes, such grim, dark times, when dragons that were not Erryth the Dragon of the Forest came, or famines, and the black years in which the sun was dark and the winter never ended till the Month of Golden Nights and even then there was snow and frost in Haymonth and Harvesting. That was when the Winter King, who had hair like frost and eyes like night and was antlered like a reindeer from the headwaters of the Leda, fought the dragons who came from the ice to challenge Erryth the Golden, whom she served. The Winter King defeated them and drove them back into the northern wastes from which they came, and by her own freely offered death sealed the ways against their returning. But that was in another age.

Lannesk loves best the stories of the Wild King, because he’s a musician as well as a warrior, and he defeated Erryth, who was the first and last and greatest of the dragons. The Wild King still rides the Forestways and keeps the land safe. It was he who rallied the tribes and their earls against the enemies who came north through the Skagga Mountains seeking to conquer the free folk of the Forest and take the land for their own, back when Mother’s grandfather was a boy, and great-grandfather went with them, though he was not yet old enough to shave, as a servant of his earl’s son, and saw the great deeds of the King and his Riders and the spearcarls of the Forest. Those who offered themselves as sacrifice in those days, going to a certain death, still return even now to ride with the King as heroes among the Immortals. And if such enemies and such dark times should come again, if the Dragon beneath the Lake should wake, the King will summon his Riding again.

So her stories tell.
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