Years and years later, | still start in the deepest part of night with his agonized face
before ne. And always, in these hel pl ess dreans, | am hel pl ess to ease his suffering.
I will tell the tale then, in hope the | ast ghosts nmay be put to rest, if such a thing can ever
happen in this place where there are nore ghosts than living souls. But you will have to listen
closely - this is atale that the teller herself does not fully understand.

I will tell you of Lord Sulis, my fanous stepfather.
I will tell you what the witch foretold to ne.

I will tell you of the love that | had and | |ost.

I

will tell you of the night | saw the burning man.

Tellarin gifted me with small things, but they were not small to me. My |over brought ne

sweet neats, and | aughed to see ne eat them so greedily.

"Ah, little Breda,' he told ne. 'It is strange and wonderful that a nere soldier should have to
snmuggl e honeyed figs to a king's daughter. And then he ki ssed ne, put his rough face agai nst ne
and kissed nme and that was a sweeter thing than any fig that God ever nade

But Sulis was not truly a king, nor was | his true daughter.

Tellarin was not wong about everything. The gladness | felt when | saw ny soldier or heard him
whi stling bel ow the wi ndow was strange and wonderful indeed.

My true father, the man fromwhose loins | sprang, died in the cold waters of the Kingslake when
was very small. Hi s conpanions said that a great pikefish became caught in the nets and dragged ny
father Ricwald to a drowni ng death, but others whispered that it was his conpani ons thensel ves who
murdered him then weighted his body with stones. Everyone knew that my father would have been
gifted with the standard and spear of Great Thane when all the thanes of the Lake Peopl e next net.
Hi s father and uncle had both been Great Thane before him so sone whispered that God had struck
down my poor father because one famly should not hold power so long. Qthers believed that mny
father's conpani ons on the boat had sinply been paid shane-gold to drown him to satisfy the
anbition of one of the other famlies.

I know these things only fromny nother Cynethrith's stories. She was young when ny father died,
and had two small children - ne, not yet five years old, and ny brother Aelfric, two years ny

el der. Together we went to live in the house of ny father's father because we were the last of his
Iine, and anmong the Lake People of Erkynland it was bl ood of high renown. But it was not a happy
house. Godric, nmy grandfather, had hinmself been Great Thane for twi ce ten years before illness
ended his rule, and he had hi gh hopes that ny father would follow him but after ny father died,
Godric had to watch a man fromone of the other families chosen to carry the spear and standard
instead. Fromthat nonent, everything that happened in the world only seened to prove to ny
grandfat her that the best days of Erkynland and the Lake Peopl e had passed.

Godric died before | reached seven years, but he nade those years between ny father's death and
his own very unhappy ones for ny nother, with nmany conplaints and sharp rebukes at how she nmanaged
t he househol d and how she raised Aelfric and ne, his dead son's only children. My grandfather
spent rmuch tinme with Aelfric, trying to make himthe kind of nman who would bring the spear and
standard back to our famly, but nmy brother was small and timd - it nust have been cl ear he woul d
never rule nore than his own household. This Godric blanmed on ny nother, saying she had taught the
boy wormani sh ways.

G andf ather was less interested in me. He was never cruel to me, only fierce and short-spoken, but
he was such a frightening figure, with bristling white beard, growling voice, and several m ssing
fingers, that I could never do anything but shrink fromhim If that was another reason he found
little savour in life, then | amsorry for it now.

In any case, ny nother's w dowhood was a sad, bitter time for her. Fromnistress of her own house,
and prospective wife of the Great Thane, she now becanme only one of three grown daughters in the
house of a sour old man, for one of my father's sisters had also | ost her husband, and the
youngest had been kept at hone, unmarried, to care for her father in his dotage.

| believe that had even the hunbl est of fishernen courted ny nother, she would have | ooked upon
himkindly, as long as he had a house of his own and no living relatives. But instead a man who
has made the entire age trenble cane to call.

"What is he like?" Tellarin once asked ne. 'Tell ne about your stepfather.

"He is your lord and comander’' | smiled. '"Wat can | tell you that you do not know?

Tell me what he says when he is in his house, at his table, what he does.' Tellarin |ooked at ne
then, his long face suddenly boyi sh and surprised. 'Hah! It feels |like sacril ege even to wonder!'’
"He is just a man', | told him and rolled ny eyes. Such silly things men feel about other men -



that this one is so large and inportant, while they thenselves are so small! 'He eats, he sleeps,
he breaks wi nd. Wien ny nother was alive, she used to say that he took up nore roomin a bed than
any three others mght, because he thrashed so, and talked aloud in his sleep.' | nade ny

st epfat her sound ordi nary on purpose, because | did not like it when Tellarin seened as interested
in himas he was in ne.

My Nabbanai sol di er becanme serious then. 'How it nust have grieved hi mwhen your nother died. He
must have | oved her very nuch.'

As if it had not grieved ne! | resisted the tenptation to roll nmy eyes again, and instead told
him with all the certainty of youth, 'l do not think he |oved her at all.

My not her once said that when ny stepfather and his household first appeared across the

meadow ands, riding north towards the Kingslake, it was as though the heavenly host itself had
descended to earth. Trunpets heral ded their approach, draw ng people fromevery town as though to
witness a pilgrimge passing, or the procession of a saint's relic. The knights' armour and | ances
were polished to a sparkle, and their lord' s heron crest gleaned in gold thread on all the tal
banners. Even the horses of the Nabban-men were | arger and prouder than our poor Erkynl andish

poni es. The snmall arny was foll owed by sheep and cattle in herds, and by dozens and dozens of

wagons and oxcarts, a train so vast that their rutted path is still visible on the face of the
| and t hreescore years |ater.
I was a child, though, and saw none of it - not then. Wthin ny grandfather's hall, | heard only

runours, things whispered by ny aunts and nmy nother over their sewing. The powerful |ord who had
come was a Nabbanai nobl eman, they reported, called by many Sulis the Apostate. He clained that he
came in peace, and wanted only to make a hone for hinmself here beside the Kingslake. He was an
exile fromhis own country - a heretic, sonme clained, driven forth by the Lector under threat of
exconmuni cati on because of his inpertinent questions about the life of Usires Aedon, our bl essed
Ransoner. No, he had been forced fromhis hone by the conniving of the escritors, said others.
Angering a churchman is like treading on a serpent, they said.

Mot her Church still had an unsolid grip on Erkynland in those days, and even though nost had been
baptized into the Aedonite faith, very few of the Lake People trusted the Sancellan Aedonitis.
Many called it "that hive of priests', and said that its chief aimwas not God' s work, but
increasing its own power.

Many still think so, but they no |onger speak ill of the church where strangers can hear them

I know far nore of these things today than | did when they happened. | understand nmuch and nuch,
now that | amold and everyone in ny story is dead. O course, | amnot the first to have
travelled this particular sad path. Understandi ng al ways conmes too late, | think

Lord Sulis had indeed fallen out with the church, and in Nabban the church and the state were so
closely tied, he had nade an eneny of the Inperator in the Sancellan Mahistrevis as well, but so

powerful and inportant was the famly of ny stepfather-to-be that he was not inprisoned or
executed, but instead strongly encouraged to | eave Nabban. Hi s countrynen thought he took his
househol d to Erkynl and because any nobl eman could be king in that backward country - ny country -
but Sulis had his own reasons, darker and stranger than anyone could guess. So it was that he had
brought his entire household, his knights and kerns and all their wonen and children, a smal
city's worth of folk, to the shores of the Kingslake.

For all the sharpness of their swords and strength of their armour, the Nabbanai treated the Lake
People with surprising courtesy, and for the first weeks there was trade and nuch good fellowship
between their canp and our towns. It was only when Lord Sulis announced to the thanes of the Lake
Peopl e that he neant to settle in the Hi gh Keep, the deserted castle on the headl ands, that the
Er kynl ander s becane uneasy.

Huge and enpty, the domain only of wi nd and shadows, the Hi gh Keep had | ooked down on our |ands
since the beginnings of the oldest tales. No one remenbered who had built it - some said giants,
but some swore the fairy-folk had built it thenselves. The Northmen from Ri mmersgard were said to
have held it for a while, but they were |l ong gone, driven out by a dragon fromthe fortress the
Ri mersnmen had stolen fromthe Peaceful Ones. So many tal es surrounded that castle! Wen | was
smal |, one of nmy nother's bondwonen told ne that it was now the haunt of frost-wtches and
restless ghosts. Many a night | had thought of it standing deserted on the windy clifftop, only a
hal f-day's ride away, and frightened nyself so that | could not sleep

The i dea of soneone rebuilding the ruined fortress made the thanes uneasy, but not only for fear
of waking its spirits. The H gh Keep held a powerful position, perhaps an inpregnable one - even
in their crunbling condition, the walls would be al nost inpossible to stormif arned nen held
them But the thanes were in a difficult spot. Though the nen of the Lake People night outnunber



those of Sulis, the heron knights were better arned, and the discipline of Nabbanai fighting nmen
was wel | -known - a half-legion of the Inperator's Sea Wl ves had sl aughtered ten times that nunber
of Thrithings-nmen in a battle just a few years before. And Gsweard, the new Great Thane, was young
and untested as a war |eader. The | esser thanes asked ny grandfather Godric to I end his wisdom to
speak to this Nabbanai |ord and see what he could grasp of the man's true intention

So it was that Lord Sulis came to ny grandfather's steading, and saw ny nmother for the first tinme.

Wien | was a little girl, | liked to believe that Sulis fell in love with ny nother Cynethrith the
monent he saw her, as she stood quietly behind her father-in-law s chair in Godric's great hall
She was beautiful, that | know - before ny father died, all the people of the household used to
call her Ricwald s Swan, because of her long neck and white shoulders. Her hair was a pale, pale
gold, her eyes as green as the sunmer Kingslake. Any ordinary man woul d have | oved her on sight.
But 'ordinary' nust be the least likely of all the words that could be used to describe ny

st epf at her.

Wien | was a young worman, and falling in love nmyself for the first time, | knew for certain that
Sulis could not have | oved her. How coul d anyone who | oved have been as cold and distant as he
was? As heavily polite? Aching then at the mere thought of Tellarin, ny secret beloved, | knew

that a man who acted as ny stepfather had acted towards ny nother could not feel anything |ike

| ove.

Now | amnot so sure. So nany things are different when | |ook at themnow. In this extrenty of
age, | amfarther away, as though | |l ooked at ny own life froma high hilltop, but in sonme ways it
seens | see things much nore closely.

Sulis was a clever man, and could not have failed to notice how ny grandfather Godric hated the
new Great Thane - it was in everything ny grandfather said. He could not speak of the weather

wi t hout nentioning how the sumrers had been warnmer and the winters shorter in the days when he

hi nsel f had been Great Thane, and had his son been allowed to succeed him he as nmuch as decl ared,
every day woul d have been the first day of Miia-nonth. Seeing this, Sulis nmade conpact with the
bitter old man, first by the gifts and subtle conplinments he gave himbut soon in the courting of
Godric's daughter-in-law as well.

Whi |l e ny grandfather becane nore and nore inpressed by this foreign nobleman's good sense, Sulis
made his master stroke. Not only did he offer a bride price for nmy nother - for a widow - that
was greater than would have been paid even for the virgin daughter of a ruling G eat Thane, a

si zabl e fortune of swords and proud Nabban horses and gold plate, but Sulis told Godric that he
woul d even | eave nmy brother and nyself to be raised in our grandfather's house.

Godric had still not given up all hope of Aelfric, and this idea delighted him but he had no
particular use for ne. My nother woul d be happier, both nmen eventually decided, if she were
allowed to bring at | east one of her children to her new hone on the headl ands.

Thus it was settled, and the powerful foreign lord married into the household of the old G eat
Thane. CGodric told the rest of the thanes that Sulis neant only good, that by this gesture he had
proved his honest wish to live in peace with the Lake People. There were priests in Sulis' conpany
who woul d cl eanse the High Keep of any unquiet spirits, Godric explained to the thanes - as Sulis
hi nsel f had assured nmy grandfather - and thus, he argued, letting Sulis take the ancient keep for
his own would bring our folk a doubl e bl essing.

What Osweard and the | esser thanes thought of this, | do not know Faced with Godric's enthusiasm
with the power of the Nabbanai |ord, and perhaps even with their own secret shame in the matter of
my father's death, they chose to give in. Lord Sulis and his new bride were gifted with the
deserted Hi gh Keep, with its broken walls and its ghosts.

Did my nother |ove her second husband? | cannot answer that any better than | can say what Sulis
felt, and they are both so |long dead that | amnow the only living person who knew t hem both. Wen
she first saw himin the doorway at Godric's house, he would certainly have been the Iight of

every eye. He was not young - like nmy nmother, he had already |ost a spouse, although a decade had
passed since his wi dowi ng, while hers was still fresh - but he was a great nan fromthe greatest
city of all. He wore a mantle of pure white over his arnour, held at the shoulder by a | apis badge

of his famly's heron crest. He had tucked his heinet under his armwhen he entered the hall and
my not her could see that he had very little hair, only a fringe of curls at the back of his head
and over his ears, so that his forehead gleanmed in the firelight. He was tall and strongly-made,
hi s unwhi skered jaw square, his nose wide and prom nent. H's strong, heavy features had a deep and
contenpl ative look, but also a trace of sadness -al nbost, ny nother once told ne, the sort of face
she thought God Hi nself might show on the Day of Wi ghing-Qut.

He frightened her and he excited her - both of these things | know fromthe way she spoke of that



first neeting. But did she love him then or in the days to come? | cannot say. Does it matter? So
many years later, it is hard to believe that it does.

Her time in her father-in-law s house had been hard, though. Watever her deepest feelings about
him | do not doubt that she was happy to wed Sulis.

In the nmonth that ny nother died, when | was in ny thirteenth year, she told ne that she believed
Sulis had been afraid to | ove her. She never explained this - she was in her final weakness, and
it was difficult for her to speak - and | still do not know what she neant.

The next to the last thing she ever said to ne nade even | ess sense. Wen the weakness in her
chest was so terrible that she would | ose the strength to breathe for |ong nonents, she stil
summoned the strength to declare, 'l ama ghost.

She may have spoken of her suffering - that she felt she only clung to the world, like atimd
spirit that will not take the road to Heaven, but lingers ever near the places it knew. Certainly
her |ast request nade it clear that she had grown weary of the circles of this world. But |I have
wondered since if there nmight be some other neaning to her words. Did she mean that her own life
after nmy father's death had been nothing nore than a ghost-life? O did she perhaps intend to say
that she had becone a shade in her own house, sonething that waited in the dark, haunted corridors
of the Hi gh Keep for her second husband's regard to give it true life - a regard that woul d never
cone fromthat silent, secret-burdened man?

My poor nother. Qur poor, haunted famly

I renenber little of the first year of ny nother's marriage to Lord Sulis, but | cannot forget the
day we took possession of our new home. Qthers had gone before us to make our arrival as easefu

as possible - | know they had, because a great tent had al ready been erected on the green in the
I nner Bailey, which was where we slept for the first nonths - but to the child | was, it seened we
were riding into a place where no nortals had ever gone. | expected witches or ogres around every

corner. We canme up the cliff road beside the Kingslake until we reached the curtain wall and began
to circle the castle itself. Those who had gone before had hacked a crude road in the shadow of
the walls, so we had a much easier passage than we woul d have only days earlier. W rode in a
tunnel cut between the wall and forest. Were the trees and brush had not been chopped away, the
Ki ngswood grew right to the castle's edge, striving with root and tendril to breach the great
stones of the wall

At the castle's northern gate we found nothing but a cleared place on the hillside, a desolation
of tree stunps and burn-bl ackened grass - the thriving town of Erkynchester that today spraw s al
around the castle's feet had not even been imagined. Not all the forest growh had been cl eared.

Vines still clung to the pillars of the shattered gatehouse, rooted in the cracks of the odd,
shiny stone which was all that renmi ned of the original gateway, hanging in great brai ds across
the opening to nake a tangled, |iving arbour

"Do you see?'" Lord Sulis spread his strong arnms as if he had designed and crafted the w I derness
hinself. "W will make our hone in the greatest and ol dest of all houses.

As he |l ed her across that threshold and into the ruins of the ancient castle, ny nother nade the
sign of the Tree upon her breast.

I know many things now that | did not know on the first day we cane to the High Keep. O all the
many tal es about the place, some | now can say are false, but others I amnow certain are true.

For one thing, there is no question that the Northnen lived here. Over the years | have found nany
of their coins, struck with the crude 'F rune of their King Fingil, and they also left the rotted
remai ns of their wooden | onghouses in the Quter Bailey, which nmy stepfather's worknen found during
the course of other diggings. So | canme to realize that if the story of the Northmen living here
was a true one, it stood to reason that the | egend of the dragon might also be true, as well as
the terrible tale of how the Northnen slaughtered the castle's inmortal inhabitants.

But | did not need such workaday proofs as coins or ruins to show ne that our hone was full of
unqui et ghosts. That | |earned for nyself beyond all dispute, on the night | saw the burning nan.

Per haps someone who had grown up in Nabban or one of the other large cities of the south would not
have been so astoni shed by their first sight of the H gh Keep, but I was a child of the Lake
Peopl e. Before that day, the largest building | had ever approached was the great hall of our town
where the thanes net every spring - a building that could easily have been hidden in any of

several parts of the Hi gh Keep and then never discovered again. On that first day, it was clear to
me that the mighty castle could only have been built by giants.

The curtain wall was inpressive enough to a small girl - ten times ny own hei ght and nmade of huge,



rough stones that | could not inmagi ne being hauled into place by anything smaller than the
grandest of ogres - but the inner walls, in the places where they still stood, were not just vast
but al so beautiful. They were shaped of shining white stone which had been polished |ike

jewel lery, the blocks of equal size to those of the outer wall but with every join so seanl ess
that froma distance each wall appeared to be a single thing, a curving piece of ivory or bone
erupting fromthe hillside.

Many of the keep's original buildings had been burned or torn down, some so that the nen from

Ri nmersgard could pillage the stones to build their own tower, squat as a barrel but very tall. In
any other place the Northmen's huge construction woul d have | coned over the whol e | andscape and
woul d certainly have been the focus of ny amazenent. But in any other place, there would not have
been the Angel Tower.

I did not know its name then - in fact, it had no nane, since the shape at its very peak could
scarcely be seen - but the monent | saw it | knew there could be nothing else like it on earth,
and for once childish exaggeration was correct. Its entrance was bl ocked by piles of rubble the
Nort hnmen had never finished clearing, and much of the lower part of its facade had cracked and
fallen away in some uni magi nabl e cataclysm so that its base was raw stone, but it still thrust
into the sky like a great white fang, taller than any tree, taller than anything nortals have ever
built.

Excited but also frightened, | asked ny nother whether the tower mght not fall down on us. She
tried to reassure ne, saying it had stood for a longer time than | could inagi ne, perhaps since
before there had even been people living beside the Kingslake, but that only nade ne feel other
stranger things.

The | ast words nmy nother ever spoke to nme were, 'Bring nme a dragon's claw.'

I thought at first that in the final hours of her illness she was wandering in her thoughts back
to our early days at the castle.

The story of the Hi gh Keep's dragon, the creature who had driven out the last of the Northmen, was
so old it had lost nuch of its power to frighten, but it was still potent to a little girl. The
men of ny stepfather's conmpany used to bring me bits of polished stone - | learned after a while
that they were shards of crunbled wall-carvings fromthe ol dest parts of the castle - and tell ne,
'See, here is a broken piece of the great red dragon's claw. He lives down in the caves bel ow t he
castle, but sonetines at night he cones up to sniff around. He is sniffing for little girls to
eat!’

The first fewtinmes, | believed them Then, as | grew ol der and | ess susceptible, | learned to
scorn the very idea of the dragon. Now that 1 am an old worman, | am pl agued by dreans of it again
Sonetimes even when | am awake, | think |I can sense it down in the darkness below the castle, fee

the nonents of restlessness that trouble its |Iong, deep sleep

So on that night |ong ago, when ny dying nother told ne to bring her a dragon's claw, | thought
she was renenbering sonething fromour first year in the castle. | was about to go | ook for one of
the ol d stones, but her bondworman U ca - what the Nabbanai called her handmai den or body servant -
told me that was not what ny nother wanted. A dragon's claw, she explained to ne, was a charmto
hel p those who suffered find the ease of a swift death. U ca had tears in her eyes, and | think
she was Aedonite enough to be troubled by the idea, but she was a sensi ble young woman and di d not
waste time arguing the right or wong of it. She told me that the only way |I could get such a
thing swiftly would be froma wonman naned Xani ppa who lived in the settlenent that had sprung up
just outside the High Keep's walls.

| was barely into womanhood, but | felt very much a child. The idea of even such a short journey
outside the walls after dark frightened ne, but ny nother had asked, and to refuse a deathbed
request was a sin |long before Mdther Church arrived to parcel up and nane the rights and wongs of
life. | left Uca at ny nother's side and hurried across the rainy, nightbound castle.

The wonman Xani ppa had once been a whore, but as she had becone ol der and fatter she had deci ded
she needed anot her profession, and had devel oped a nane as a herbw fe. Her tunbl edown hut, which
stood agai nst the keep's southeast curtain wall, overlooking the Kingswood, was full of snoke and
bad snells. Xanippa had hair like a bird' s nest, tied with what had once been a pretty ribbon. Her
face m ght have been round and conely once, but years and fat had turned it into something that

| ooked as though it had been brought up in a fishing net. She was al so so | arge she did not nove
fromher stool by the fire during the time | was there - or on nost other occasions, | guessed.
Xani ppa was very suspicious of me at first, but when she found out who I was and what | wanted,
and saw nmy face as proof, she accepted the three small coins | gave her and gestured for nme to
fetch her splintered wooden chest fromthe fireplace corner. Like its nmistress, the chest had
clearly once been in better condition and nore prettily painted. She set it on the curve of her



belly and began to search through it with a painstaking care that seemed at odds with everything
el se about her

"Ah, here,' she said at last. 'Dragon's claw.' She held out her hand to show ne the curved, bl ack
thing. It was certainly a claw, but far too snall to belong to any dragon | coul d i nagi ne. Xani ppa

saw ny hesitation. 'It is an owm's toe, you silly girl. "Dragon's claw' is just a nane.' She
pointed to a tiny ball of glass over the talon's tip. 'Do not pull that off or break it. In fact,
do not touch it at all. Do you have a purse?

I showed her the small bag that hung always on a cord around ny neck. Xani ppa frowned. 'The cloth
is very thin.' She found sone rags in one of the pockets of her shapel ess robe and w apped the
claw, then dropped it into nmy purse and tucked it back in nmy bodice. As she did so, she squeezed
my breast so hard that | murnmured in pain, then patted ny head. 'Merciful Rhiap,' she grow ed
"was | ever so young as this? In any case, be careful, ny little sweetnmeat. This is heartsbane on
the tip of this claw, fromthe narshes of the Wan. |If you are careless, this is one prick that
will make sure you die a virgin.' She |aughed. 'You don't want that, do you?

| backed to the door. Xanippa grinned to see ny fright. 'And you had better give your stepfather a
message fromne. He will not find what he seeks anobng the wonenfol k here or anong the herbw ves of
the Lake People. Tell himhe can believe ne, because if | could solve his riddle, | would - and,
oh, but | would nmake himpay dearly for it! No, he will have to find the Wtch of the Forest and
put his questions to her.

She was | aughing again as | got the door open at |ast and escaped. The rain was even stronger now,

and | slipped and fell several tines, but still ran all the way back to the Inner Bailey.

When | reached nmy nother's bed, the priest had al ready cone and gone, as had ny stepfather, who

U ca told me had never spoken a word. My nother had died only a short tinme after | left on ny
errand. | had failed her - had left her to suffer and die with no fanily beside her. The shane and
sorrow burned so badly that | could not inmagine the pain woul d ever go away. As the other wonen
prepared her for burial, | could do nothing but weep. The dragon's claw dangl ed next to ny heart,
all but forgotten.

| spent weeks wandering the castle, lost and mserable. | only renenbered the nessage Xani ppa had

gi ven ne when ny not her had been dead and buried al nost a nonth.

I found ny stepfather on the wall overl ooking the Kingslake, and told hi mwhat Xani ppa had said.
He did not ask me how | canme to be carrying nessages for such a wonan. He did not even signify he
had heard nme. His eyes were fixed on sonething in the far distance - on the boats of the fisher-
fol k, perhaps, dimin the fog.

The first years in the ruined Hi gh Keep were hard ones, and not just for ny nother and ne. Lord
Sulis had to oversee the rebuilding, a vast and endl essly conplicated task, as well as keep up the
spirits of his own people through the first bl eak w nter

It is one thing for soldiers, inthe initial flush of loyal indignity, to swear they will follow
their wonged comrander anywhere. It is another thing entirely when that commuander cones to a
hal t, when followi ng becones true exile. As the Nabbanai troops canme to understand that this cold
backwat er of Erkynland was to be their hone for ever, problens began - drinking and fighting anmong
the soldiers, and even nore unhappy incidents between Sulis' nen and the | ocal people.. . ny
people, although it was hard for ne to renenber that sonetines. After ny nother died, | sonetines
felt as if | were the true exile, surrounded by Nabbanai nanes and faces and speech even in the

m ddl e of ny own | and.

If we did not enjoy that first winter, we survived it, and continued as we had begun, a househol d
of the dispossessed. But if ever a man was born to endure that state, it was ny stepfather

When | see himnow in ny nenory, when | picture again that great heavy brow and that stern face,
think of himas an island, standing by hinself on the far side of dangerous waters, near but for
ever unvisited. | was too young and too shy to try to shout across the gulf that separated us, but
it scarcely mattered - Sulis did not seemlike a nan who regretted his own solitude. In the mddle
of a crowded room his eyes were always on the walls instead of the people, as though he could see
t hrough stone to sone better place. Even in his happiest and nost festive noods, | seldom heard

hi m | augh, and his swift, distracted snmles suggested that the jokes he |iked best coul d never
truly be expl ained to anyone el se.

He was not a bad man, or even a difficult man, as ny grandfather Godric had been, but when | saw
the i Mmense loyalty of his soldiers it was sonetines hard for nme to understand it. Tellarin said

t hat when he had joined Avall es' conpany, the others had told himof how Lord Sulis had once
carried two of his wounded bondmen fromthe field, one trip for each, through a storm of
Thrithings arrows. If that is true, it is easy to understand why his nen | oved him but there were
few opportunities for such obvious sorts of bravery in the H gh Keep's echoing halls.



VWhile | was still young, Sulis would pat me on the head when we net, or ask nme questions that were
meant to show a paternal interest, but which often betrayed an uncertainty as to how old I was and

what | liked to do. Wen | began to grow a wonani sh form he becanme even nore correct and fornmal,
and woul d offer conplinents on ny clothes or ny stitchery in the sane studied way that he greeted
the Hi gh Keep's tenants at Aedonmansa, when he called each man by his nane - |earned fromthe

seneschal 's accounting books - as he filed past, and wi shed each a good year.

Sulis grew even nore distant in the year after my nother died, as though |osing her had finally
untethered himfromthe daily tasks he had al ways performed in such a stiff, practised way. He
spent less and less tine seeing to the matters of governnent, and instead sat reading for hours -
sonetines all through the night, wapped in heavy robes against the midnight chill, burning
candl es faster than the rest of the house put together

The books that had come with himfromhis famly's great house in Nabban were nostly tomes of
religious instruction, but also some mlitary and other histories. He occasionally allowed nme to
| ook at one, but although | was learning, | still read only slowy, and could rmake little of the
odd nanes and devices in the accounts of battle. Sulis had other books that he woul d never even
Il et me glance at, plainbound volunes that he kept | ocked in wooden boxes. The first time | ever
saw one go back into its chest, | found the nmenmory returning to ne for days afterward. Wat sort
of books were they, | wondered, that nust be kept seal ed away?

One of the | ocked boxes contained his own witings, but I did not find that out for two nore
years, until the night of Black Fire was al nost upon us.

It was in the season after ny nother's death, on a day when | found himreading in the grey Iight
that streamed into the throne room that Lord Sulis truly |ooked at me for the one and only tine |
r enenber .

When | shyly asked what he was doing, he allowed ne to exam ne the book in his |lap, a beautifu
illum nated history of the prophet Varris with the heron of Honsa Sulis worked in gilt on the
binding. | traced with my finger an illustration of Varris being nartyred on the wheel. 'Poor

poor nman,' | said. 'How he nust have suffered. And all because he stayed true to his God. The Lord
must have given himsweet wel come to Heaven.' The picture of Varris in his agony junmped a little -
I had startled ny sttepfather into a flinch. | looked up to find himgazing at me intently, his
brown eyes so wide with feelings | could not recognize that for a nonent | was terrified that he
woul d strike ne. He lifted his huge, broad hand, but gently. He touched ny hair, then curled the
hand into a fist, never once shifting that burning stare fromme. 'They have taken everything from
me, Breda!' His voice was tight-clenched with a pain | could not begin to understand. 'But | will
never bend mny back. Never.

I held ny breath, uncertain and still a little frightened. A nonent |ater ny stepfather recovered
hi msel f. He brought his fist to his nmouth and pretended to cough - he was the | east able

di ssenbl er | have ever known - and then bade ne |let himfinish his reading while the light stil
held. To this day | do not know who he believed had taken everything fromhim- the |nperator and
his court in Nabban? The priests of Mdther Church? O perhaps even God and Hi s armnmy of angel s?
What | do know was that he tried to tell me of what burned inside him but could not find the
words. What | also know is that at |east for that nonment, nmy heart ached for the nman

My Tellarin asked nme once, 'How could it be possible that no other man has nade you his own? You
are beautiful, and the daughter of a king.'

But as | have said before, Lord Sulis was not ny father, nor was he king. And the evidence of the
mrror that had once been nmy nother's suggested that ny sol di er overspoke my coneliness as well.

Where ny nother had been fair and full of light, I was dark. \Were she was |ong of neck and |inb
and anple of hip, | was nmade snmall, like a young boy. | have never taken up nuch space on the
earth - nor will | belowit, for that matter. Werever ny grave is nade, the digging will not

shift nuch soil

But Tellarin spoke with the words of |love, and love is a kind of spell which banishes all sense.
"How can you care for a rough man |like ne?' he asked ne. 'How can you | ove a nan who can bring you
no lands but the farma soldier's pension can buy? W can give your children no title of

nobi lity?'

Because | ove does not do sunms, | should have told him Love makes choices, and then gives its all
Had he seen hinself as | first saw him though, he could have had no questions.

It was an early spring day in ny fifteenth year, and the sentries had seen the boats comi ng across
the Kingslake at first light of norning. These were no ordinary fishing-craft, but barges | oaded
with nmore than a dozen nen and their warhorses. Many of the castle folk had gathered to see the



travellers come in and to learn their news.

After they had brought all their goods ashore on the |akefront, Tellarin and the rest of the
conpany nounted and rode up the hill path and in through the main gates. The gates thensel ves had
only lately been rebuilt - they were crude things of heavy, undressed tinbers, but enough to serve
in case of war. My stepfather had reason to be cautious, as the delegation that arrived that day
was to prove

It was actually Tellarin's friend Avall es who was call ed master of these because Avalles was an
equestrian knight, one of the Sulean fanily nephews, but it was not hard to see which of the two
truly held the soldiers' loyalty. My Tellarin was barely twenty years old on the first day |I saw
him He was not handsonme - his face was too long and his nose too inpudent to grace one of the
angel s painted in ny stepfather's books - but | thought himaquite, quite beautiful. He had taken
off his helnet to feel the nmorning sun as he rode, and his golden hair streaned in the wind off
the | ake. Even ny inexperienced eye could see that he was still young for a fighting man, but |
could al so see that the men who rode with himadm red himtoo.

His eyes found ne in the crowd around ny father and he sm|ed as though he recogni zed ne, although
we had never seen each other before. My blood went hot inside nme, but | knew so little of the
world, | did not recognize the fever of |ove.

My stepfather enbraced Avalles, then allowed Tellarin and the others to kneel before himas each
swore his fealty in turn, although | amsure Sulis wanted only to be finished with cerenobny so he
could return to his books.

The conpany had been sent by ny stepfather's famly council in Nabban. A letter fromthe council
carried by Avalles, reported that there had been a resurgence of talk against Sulis in the

i nperatorial court at Nabban, nuch of it fanned by the Aedonite priests. A poor man who hel d odd,
perhaps irreligious beliefs was one thing, the council wote, but when the sane beliefs bel onged
to a nobleman with nmoney, |and, and a fampbus nane, many powerful people would consider hima
threat. In fear for ny stepfather's life, his famly had thus sent this carefully picked troop and
warnings to Sulis to be nore cautious than ever.

Despite the conpany's gri m purpose, news from hone was al ways wel conme, and nmany of the new troop
had fought besi de other nenbers of ny stepfather's army. There were many gl ad reunions.

When Lord Sulis had at |ast been allowed to retreat to his reading, but before Uca could hurry nme
back indoors, Tellarin asked Avalles if he could be introduced to ne. Avalles hinmself was a dark,
heavy-faced youth with a fledgling beard, only a few years Tellarin's elder, but with so nuch of
the Sulean famly's gravity in himthat he seened a sort of foolish old uncle. He gripped ny hand
too tightly and nmunbl ed several clunsy conplinents about how fair the flowers grew in the north,
then introduced me to his friend. Tellarin did not kiss ny hand, but held me far nmore firmy with

just his bright eyes. He said, 'I will renenber this day always, ny lady,' then bowed. U ca caught
my el bow and dragged ne away.
Even in the mdst of love's fever, which was to spread all through ny fifteenth year, | could not

hel p but notice that the changes which had begun in ny stepfather when ny nother died were grow ng
Wor se.

Lord Sulis now hardly left his chanbers at all, closeting hinself with his books and his witings,
being drawn out only to attend to the nost pressing of affairs. Hs only regular conversations
were with Father Ganaris, the plain-spoken nmilitary chaplain who was the sole priest to have
acconpani ed Lord Sulis out of Nabban. Sulis had installed his old battlefield conrade in the
castle's newy-built chapel, and it was one of the few places the master of the Hi gh Keep woul d
still go. His visits did not seemto bring the old chaplain nmuch pleasure, though. Once | watched
t hem bi ddi ng each other farewell, and as Sulis turned and shoul dered his way through the wi nd,
headi ng back across the courtyard to our residence, Ganaris sent a look after himthat was grim
and sad - the expression, | thought, of a man whose old friend has a nortal illness.

Perhaps if | had tried, | could have done sonething to help ny stepfather. Perhaps there could
have been sonme other path than the one that led us to the base of the tree that grows in darkness.
But the truth is that although |I saw all these signs, | gave themlittle attention. Tellarin, ny
sol dier, had begun to court me - at first only with glances and greetings, later with snall gifts -
and all else in my life shrank to insignificance by conparison.

In fact, so changed was everything that a newer, larger sun might have risen into the sky above
the Hi gh Keep, warm ng every corner with its light. Even the nost workaday tasks took fresh
meani ng because of ny feelings for bright-eyed Tellarin. My catechisnms and ny readi ng | essons |
now pursued diligently, so that ny beloved mght not find me |acking in conversation... except on
t hose days when | could scarcely attend to themat all for dreami ng about him M walks in the
castl e grounds becanme excuses to look for him to hope for a shared gl ance across a courtyard or
down a hallway. Even the folktales Uca told ne over our stitchery, which before had been only a



means to make the tinme pass pleasantly, now seemed conpletely new. The princes and princesses who
fell inlove were Tellarin and me. Their every nmonment of suffering burned ne like fire, their
ultimate triunphs thrilled ne so deeply that some days | feared | night actually faint.

After a tinme, U ca, who guessed but did not know, refused to tell ne any tale that had kissing in
it.

But | had nmy own story by then, and | was living it fully. My own first kiss cane as we were

wal king in the sparse, windy garden that lay in the shadow of the Northmen's tower. That ugly
bui l ding was ever after beautiful to ne, and even on the col dest of days, if I could see that
tower, it would warm ne.

"Your stepfather could have ny head,' ny soldier told nme, his cheek touching lightly against mnine
"l have betrayed both his trust and my station.'

"Then if you are a condemed nan,' | whispered, 'you may as well steal again.' And | pulled him
back farther into the shadows and kissed himuntil ny nouth was sore. | was alive in a way | had
never been, and alnost mad with it. | was hungry for him for his kisses, his breath, the sound of
hi s vai ce.

He gifted me with small things that could not be found in Lord Sulis' drab and careful household -
flowers, sweetneats, snall baubles he found at the markets in the new town of Erkynchester

outside the castle gates. | could hardly bring nmyself to eat the honeyed figs he bought for ne,
not because they were too rich for his purse, although they were - he was not wealthy like his
friend Avall es - but because they were gifts fromhim and thus precious. To do sonething as
destructive as eat them seened uni magi nably wast ef ul

"Eat themslowy, then,' he told ne. They will kiss your |ips when | cannot.'

| gave nyself to him of course, conpletely and utterly. U ca' s dark hints about soiled wonen
drowni ng thensel ves in the Kingslake, about brides sent back to their fanmilies in disgrace, even
about bastardy as the root of a dozen dreadful wars, were all ignored. | offered Tellarin ny body
as well as ny heart. Who would not? And if | were that young girl once nore, coning out of the
shadows of her sorrowful childhood into that bright day, | would do it again, with equal joy. Even
now that | see the foolishness, |I cannot fault the girl | was. Wen you are young and your life
stretches so far ahead of you, you are also w thout patience - you cannot understand that there
will be other days, other tines, other chances. God has nade us this way. Wio knows why He chose
it so?

As for me, | knew nothing in those days but the fever in my bl ood.

When Tellarin rapped at nmy door in the dark hours, | brought himto nmy bed. Wen he left me, |
wept, but not from shame. He cane to ne again and again as autumm turned to winter, and as winter
crept past we built a warm secret world all our own. | could not imagine a life without himin it
every nonent.

Agai n, youth was foolish, for | have now managed to live without himfor nany years. There has
even been nuch that was pleasing in ny life since 1 lost him although I would never have been
able to believe such a thing then. But | do not think |I have ever again |lived as deeply, as truly,
as in that first year of reckless discovery. It was as though | somehow knew that our tinme

t oget her woul d be short.

Whether it is called fate, or our weird, or the will of Heaven, | can | ook back now and see how
each of us was set on to the track, how we were all made ready to travel in deep, dark places.
It was a night in |late Feyever-nonth of that year when | began to realize that sonething nore than

sinple distraction had overtaken ny stepfather. | was reeling back down the corridor to ny chanber
- | had just kissed Tellarin farewell in the great hall, and was nad with the excitenent of it - |
nearly stunbled into Lord Sulis. | was first startled, then terrified. My crine, | felt sure, nust
be as plain as blood on a white sheet. | waited trenbling for himto denounce ne. Instead he only

bl i nked and hel d his candl e higher

'Breda?' he said. 'Wat are you doing, girl?

He had not called ne "girl' since before ny nother died. His fringe of hair was astrew, as though
he had just clanbered from sone assignation of his own, but if that was so, his stunned gaze
suggested it had not been a pleasant one. His broad shoul ders sagged, and he seened so tired he
could barely hold up his head. The man who had so i npressed nmy nother on that first day in
Godric's hall had changed al nost beyond recogni zi ng.

My stepfather was wapped in blankets, but his | egs showed naked bel ow the knee. Could this be the
same Sulis, | wondered, who as long as | had known himhad dressed each day with the sane care as
he had once used to set his lines of battle? The sight of his pale bare feet was unspeakably

di st urbi ng.



"I... | was restless and could not sleep, sire. | w shed sone air."'
His glance flicked across ne and then began to rove the shadows again. He | ooked not just confused
but actually frightened. 'You should not be out of your chanber. It is |ate, and these corridors

are full of ...'" He hesitated, then seenmed to stop hinmself from saying sonething. 'Full of
draughts,' he said at last. 'Full of cold air. Go on with you, girl.'

Everyt hi ng about hi m made nme uneasy. As | backed away, | felt conpelled to say, 'Goodnight, sire,
and God bl ess you.'

He shook his head - it al nost seemed a shudder - then turned and padded away. A few days later the

witch was brought to the Hi gh Keep in chains.

I only learned the woman had been brought to the castle when Tellarin told ne. As we lay curled in
my bed after |ovenaki ng, he suddenly announced, 'Lord Sulis has captured a witch.'

| was startled. Even with ny snall experience, | knew this was not the general run of pillow talk.
"What do you nean?

"She is a wonman who lives in the Al dheorte forest,' he said, pronouncing the Erkynlandi sh name
with his usual charm ng clunsiness. 'She cones often to the market in a town down the Ynstrecca,
east of here. She is well-known there - she makes herbal cures, 1 think, charnms away warts,
nonsense such as that. That is what Avalles said, anyway.'

I renmenbered the nessage that the once-whore Xani ppa had bade ne give ny stepfather on the night

my not her died. Despite the warmnight, | pulled the blanket up over our danp bodies. 'Wy should
Lord Sulis want her?' | asked.
Tell arin shook his head, unconcerned. 'Because she is a witch, | suppose, and so she is agai nst

God. Avalles and sone of the other soldiers arrested her and brought her in this evening.'

"But there are dozens of root-peddlers and conjure-wonen in the town on the | akeshore where | grew
up, and nore living outside the castle walls. Wat does he want with her?

"My lord does not think she is any old harm ess conjure-woman,' Tellarin said. 'He has put her in
one of the deep cells underneath the throne room with chains on her arns and |egs.'

I had to see, of course, as nuch out of curiosity as out of worry about what seened ny
stepfather's grow ng nadness.

In the nmorning, while Lord Sulis was still abed, | went down to the cells, the woman was the only
prisoner - the deep cells were sel dom used, since those kept in themwere likely to die fromthe
chill and danp before they had served a length of terminstructive to others - and the guard on

duty there was perfectly willing to let the stepdaughter of the castle's naster gawk at the witch
He pointed ne to the last cell door in the underground chanber.

| had to stand on nmy toes to see through the barred slot in the door. The only light was a single
torch burning on the wall behind me, so the witch was nostly hidden in shadows. She wore chains on
wrists and ankles, just as Tellarin had said, and sat on the floor near the back of the w ndow ess
cell, her hunched shoul ders giving her the shape of a rain-soaked hawk.

As | stared, the chains rattled ever so slightly, although she did not |ook up. 'Wat do you want,
little daughter?' Her voice was surprisingly deep

"Lord ... Lord Sulis is ny stepfather”, | said at last, as if it explai ned sonething.

Her eyes snapped open, huge and yellow. | had al ready thought her shaped like a hunting bird - now
| alnost feared she would fly at me and tear me with sharp talons. 'Do you conme to plead his

case?' she demanded. 'I tell you the sanme thing | told him- there is no answer to his question
None that | can give, anyway.'

"What question? | asked, hardly able to breathe.

The witch peered at me in silence for a noment, then clanbered to her feet. | could see that it

was a struggle for her to lift the chains. She shuffled forward until the light fromthe door sl ot
fell on her squarely. Her dark hair was cut short as a man's. She was neither pretty nor ugly,
neither tall nor short, but there was a power about her, and especially in the unblinking yellow

| amps of her eyes, that drew ny gaze and held it. She was sonething | had not seen before and did
not at all understand. She spoke |ike an ordinary wonan, but she had wldness in her |ike the

crack of distant thunder, like the flash of a deer in flight. |I felt so helpless to turn away that
| feared she had cast a spell upon ne.

At | ast she shook her head. 'I will not involve you in your father's madness, child.

"He is not nmy father. He nmarried nmy nother.'

Her | augh was al nost a bark. 'I see.

I moved uneasily fromfoot to foot, face still pressed against the bars. | did not know why I
spoke to the wonman at all, or what | wanted fromher. 'Wy are you chai ned?

' Because they fear ne.
"What is your nanme?' She frowned but said nothing, so | tried another. 'Are you really a witch?



She sighed. 'Little daughter, go away. If you have nothing to do with your stepfather's foolish
i deas, then the best you can do is stay far fromall this. It does not take a sorceress to see
that it will not end happily.'

Her words frightened nme, but | still could not pull nyself away fromthe cell door. 'Is there
sonet hi ng you want ? Food? Drink?'

She eyed nme again, the large eyes alnost fever-bright. 'This is an even stranger househol d than
guessed. No, child. What | want is the open sky and ny forest, but that is what | will not get
fromyou of any one. But your father says he has need of me - he will not starve ne.

The witch turned her back on me then and shuffled to the rear of the cell, dragging her chains
across the stone. | clinbed the stairs with nmy head full to aching - excited thoughts, sorrow ul
t houghts, frightened thoughts, all were mxed together and full of fluttering confusion, I|ike
birds in a seal ed room

My stepfather kept the witch prisoned as Marris-nonth turned into Avrel and the days of spring
paced by. Watever he wi shed fromher, she would not give it. | visited her many tinmes, but

al t hough she was ki nd enough in her way, she would speak to me only of neaningless things. Oten
she asked ne to describe how the frost on the ground had | ooked that norning, or what birds were
in the trees and what they sang, since in that deep, wi ndow ess cell carved into the stone of the
headl and, she coul d see and hear nothing of the world outside.

I do not know why | was so drawn to her. Sonehow she seened to hold the key to many mnmysteries - ny
stepfather's madness, ny nother's sorrow, ny own growi ng fears that the foundations beneath ny new
happi ness were unsolid.

Al t hough ny stepfather did feed her, as she had prom sed he would, and did not allow her to be

m streated in anything beyond the fact of her inprisonnment, the witch-woman still grew markedly
thinner by the day, and dark circles fornmed |ike bruises beneath her eyes. She was pining for
freedom and like a wild aninmal kept in a pen, her unhappi ness was sickening her. It hurt ne to
see her, as though my own liberty had been stolen. Each tinme | found her nore drawn and weak than
the tine before, it brought back to ne the agony and shane of my nother's last, horrible days.
Each time | left the cells, | went to a spot where | could be alone and I wept. Even ny stolen
hours with Tellarin could not ease the sadness | felt.

I woul d have hated ny stepfather for what he was doing to her, but he too was growi ng nore sickly
with each day, as though he were trapped in sone mirror version of her dank cell. Watever the
gquestion was that she had spoken of, it plagued Sulis so terribly that he, a decent nan, had
stolen her freedom- so terribly that he scarcely slept in the nights at all, but sat up unti
dawn's first light reading and witing and nmunbling to hinmself in a kind of ecstasy. Watever the
question, | began to fear that The one and the witch woul d die because of it.

One tinme that | worked up the courage to ask ny stepfather why he had inprisoned her, he stared
over ny head at the sky, as though it had turned an entirely new colour, and told me, 'This place
has too many doors, girl. You open one, then another, and you find yourself back where you began
| cannot find ny way.' If that was an answer, | could make no sense of it.

| offered the witch death and she gave nme a prophecy in return.

The sentries on the wall of the Inner Bailey were calling the mdnight watch when | arose. | had
been in ny bed for hours, but sleep had never once cone near. 1 wapped nyself in ny heaviest
cloak and slipped into the hallway. | could hear ny stepfather through his door tal king as though
to a visitor. It hurt to hear his voice, because | knew he was al one.

At this hour, the only guard in the cells was a crippled old soldier who did not even stir in his
sl eep when | wal ked past him The torch in the wall-sconce had burned very low, and at first |
could not see the witch's shape in the shadows. | wanted to call to her, but | did not know what
to say. The bulk of the great, sleeping castle seened to press down on ne.

At last the heavy chains clinked. 'Is that you, little daughter?' Her voice was weary. After a
whil e she stood and shuffled forward. Even in the faint light, she had a terrible, dying | ook. My
hand stole to the purse that hung around ny neck. | touched my golden Tree as | said a silent
prayer, then felt the curve of that other thing, which | had carried with ne since the night of ny
nmot her's death. In a nonent that seenmed to have its own light, quite separate fromthe flickering
glow of the torch, | pulled out the dragon's claw and extended it to her through the bars.

The witch raised an eyebrow as she took it fromme. She carefully turned it over in her palm then
smled sadly, 'A poisoned ow's claw. Very appropriate. Is this for ne to use on ny captors? O on
mysel f ?'

| shrugged hel plessly. 'You want to be free,' was all | could say.

"Not with this, little daughter', she said. 'At least, not this tinme. As it happens, | have



al ready surrendered - or, rather, | have bargained. | have agreed to give your stepfather what he
thinks he wants in exchange for ny freedom | nust see and feel the sky again.' Gently, she handed
me back the cl aw.

| stared at her, alnmost sick with the need to know things. 'Wwy won't you tell ne your name?

Anot her sad snile. 'Because ny true nanme | give to no one. Because any other name would be a lie.
"Tell me alie, then.'

" A strange househol d, indeed! Very well. The people of the North call me Valada.' | tried it on ny
tongue. 'Valada. He will set you free, now?'" 'Soon, if the bargain is honored on both sides.'

"What is it, this bargain?

"A bad one for everyone.' She saw ny |l ook. 'You do not want to know it, truly. Sonmeone will die

because of this nadness - | see it as clearly as | see your face peering through this door." My
heart was a piece of cold stone in nmy breast. 'Soneone will die? Wo?' Her expression becane
weary, and | could see that standing with the weight of the shackles was an effort for her. 'l do
not know. And in ny weariness, | have already told you too nmuch, little daughter. These are not

mattersa for you.'

| was dism ssed, even nore niserable and confused. The witch would be free, but soneone else would
die. | could not doubt her word - no one could, who had seen her fierce, sad eyes as she spoke. As
| wal ked back to ny bedchanber, the halls of the Inner Bailey seened a place entirely new, a
strange and unfam|iar world.

My feelings for Tellarin were still astonishingly strong, but in the days after the witch's
foretelling | was so beset with unhappi ness that our love was nore like a fire that nade a cold
room habi table than a sun that warmed everything, as it had been. If my soldier had not had
worries of his own, he would certainly have noti ced.

The cold inside nme becane a chill |ike deepest winter when | overheard Tellarin and Avalles
speaki ng about a secret task Lord Suls had for them sonething to do with the witch. It was hard
to tell what was intended - ny beloved and his friend did not thensel ves know all that Sulis had
pl anned, and they were speaking only to each other, and not for the benefit of their secret
listener. | gathered that ny stepfather's books had shown himthat the tine for sone inportant
thing had drawn close. They would build or find sone kind of fire. It would take themto a short
journey by night, but they would not say - or perhaps did not yet know - on what night. Both ny
bel oved and Avalles were clearly disturbed by the prospect.

If | had feared before, when | thought the greatest risk was to my poor, addled stepfather, now
was alnost ill with terror. | could barely stunble through the remaining hours of the day, so
consunmed was | with the thought that something mght happen to Tellarin. | dropped ny beadwork so
many times that Uca took it away fromme at |ast. Wien dark cane, | could not get to sleep for
hours, and when | did, | woke up panting and shuddering froma dreamin which Tellarin had fallen
into flames and was burning just beyond ny reach.

I lay tossing in ny bed all the night. How could | protect mnmy bel oved? Warning hi mwuld do no
good. He was stubborn, and al so saved his deepest beliefs for those things he could grasp and
touch, so | knew he would put little stock in the witch's words. In any case, even if he believed
me, what could he do? Refuse an order from Lord Sulis because of a warning fromme, his secret
lover? No, it would be hopeless to try to persuade Tellarin not to go - he spoke of his loyalty to
his master alnbst as often as he did of his feelings for ne.

I was in an agony of fearful curiosity. Wiat did ny stepfather plan? Wat had he read in those
books, that he now would risk not just his own life, but that of ny beloved as well?

Not one of themwould tell me anything, | knew. Even the witch had said that the matter was not
for me. Whatever | discovered would be by ny own hand.

| resolved to ook at ny stepfather's books, those that he kept hidden fromne and everyone el se
Once it would have been all but inpossible, but now - because he sat reading and witing and

whi spering to hinmself all the night's dark hours - | could trust that when Sulis did sleep, he
woul d sl eep like the dead.

| stole into ny stepfather's chanbers early the next norning. He had sent his servants away weeks

before, and the castle-folk no | onger dared rap on his doors unless sumoned. The roons were enpty
but for my stepfather and ne.

He lay sprawl ed across his bed, his head hangi ng back over the edge of the pallet. Had I not known
how nmoderate nost of his habits were, | would have thought from his deep, rough breathing and the

way he had di sordered the bl ankets that he had drunk hinsel f stuporous, but Sulis seldomtook even
a single cup of w ne.

The key to the | ocked boxes was on a cord around his neck. As | tugged it out of his shirt with as



much care as | could, | could not help but see how much happi er he appeared with the bl ankness of
sleep on him The furrows on his brow had | oosened, and his jaw was no | onger clenched in the
grimace of distraction that had becone his constant expression. In that nmonent, although |I hated

what he had done to the witch Valada, | pitied him Watever nadness had overtaken himof late, he
had been a kind man in his way, in his tinme.
He stirred and nmade an indistinct sound. Heart beating swiftly, | hurried to draw the cord and key

over his head.

When | had found the wooden chests and unl ocked them | began to pull out and exam ne ny
stepfather's forbi dden books, |eafing quickly and quietly through each in turn, with one ear
cocked for changes in his breathing. Mst of the plainbourid volunes were witten in tongues | did
not know, two or three in characters | could not even recognize. Those of which | could understand
alittle seemed to contain either tales of the fairy-folk or stories about the Hi gh Keep during
the tine of the Northmen.

A good part of an hour had passed when 1 di scovered a | oosel y-bound book titled Witings of
Vargellis Sulis, Seventh Lord of Honsa Sulis, Now Master of the Sulean House in Exile. My
stepfather's careful hand filled the first pages densely, then grew | arger and nore inperfect as
it continued, until the final pages seened al nost to have been scribed by a child still |earning
letters.

A noise fromthe bed startled me, but ny stepfather had only grunted and turned on his side.
continued through the book as swiftly as | could. It seemed to be only the nbst recent of a
lifetime's worth of witings - the earliest dates in the volune were fromthe first year we had
lived in the H gh Keep. The bulk of the pages |isted tasks to be perforned in the H gh Keep's
rebui I di ng, and records of inportant judgenents Sulis had nmade as lord of the keep and its tenant
| ands. There were other notations of a nore personal nature, but they were brief and unel aborat ed.
For that terrible day alnost three years earlier, he had witten only: Cynethrith Dead of Chest
fever. She shall be Buried on the Headl and.

The sole nention of ne was a single sentence fromseveral nonths before - Breda happy Today. It
was oddly painful to nme that my sonbre stepfather should have noticed that and nmade a record of
it.

The | ater pages held al nost no nention of the affairs of either hone or governance, as in daily
life Sulis had also lost interest in both. Instead, there were nore and nore notes that seenmed to
be about things he had read in other books - one said Plesinnen clains that Mortality is consuned
in God as a Flanme consunmes Branch or Bough. How then ... with the rest snudged - one word m ght
have been nails, and further on I could nake out Holy Tree. Another of his notes |listed severa
Doorways that had been | ocated by soneone naned N sses, with explanations next to each that
expl ai ned nothing at all - Shifted, read nmy stepfather's shaky hand besi de one, or froma Tine of
No Cccupation, or even, Met a Dark Thing.

It was only on the |last two pages that | found references to the woman in the cell below the

t hrone room

Have at Last rec'd Wrd of the wonan called Val ada, the scrawl stated. No one else Living North of
Perdrui n has Know edge of the Black Fire. She nust be Made to Speak what she knows. Below that, in
anot her day's even | ess disciplined hand, was witten, The Wtch bal ks me, but | cannot have

anot her Failure as on the Eve of Etysiamansa. Stoning Night will be next Tine of strong Voices
beneath the Keep. Walls will be Thin. She will show nme the Way of Black Fire or there is no other
Hope. Either she will answer, or Death.

| sat back, trying to nake sense of it all. Wuatever ny stepfather planned it woul d happen soon -
Stoni ng Night was the last night of Avrel, only a few days away. | could not tell fromhis
witings if the witch was still in danger - did he nmean to kill her if she failed, or only if she

tried to cheat his bargain with her? - but | had no doubt that this search for the thing called
Bl ack Fire would bring danger to everyone el se, nost inportantly and nost frighteningly ny

soldier, Tellarin. Again ny stepfather murrmured in his sleep, an unhappy sound. | |ocked his books
away and stol e out again.
Al that day 1 felt distracted and feverish, but this time it was not |love that fevered ne. | was

terrified for ny lover and fearful for ny stepfather and the witch Val ada, but what | knew and how
| had discovered it | could not tell to anyone. For the first time since ny soldier had kissed ne,

| felt alone. | was full up with secrets, and unlike Sulis, had not even a book to which they
coul d be confi ded.
I would followthem | decided at last. | would followtheminto the place nmy stepfather spoke of,

the place beneath the keep where the walls were thin and the voices strong. Wile they searched
for the Black Fire, | would watch for danger. | would protect themall. | would be their angel



Stoni ng Ni ght cane around at |ast.

Even had | not read ny stepfather's witings, | think I would have known that the hour had come in
whi ch they neant to search for Black Fire, because Tellarin was so distracted and full of shadows.
Al t hough he adnmitted nothing to ne as we lay together in ny bedchanber, | could feel that he was

anxi ous about what woul d happen that night. But he was bound to ny stepfather by honour and bl ood,
and had no choi ce.

He snapped at ne when | kissed his ear and curled ny fingers in his hair. 'Gve a man sone peace
girl.'

"Wiy are you a man and | ama girl? | teased him pretending a lightness | did not truly feel

"I's there such a difference in our ages? Have | not given to you already that which makes ne a
wonman?'

My sol dier was short-tenpered and did not hear the love in what | said. 'Anybody who will not

| eave of f when she is asked proves herself still a child. And | ama man because | wear a

sol dier's badge, and because if nmy nmaster asks, | nmust give ny life.’

Tellarin was five years ny elder, and in those |ong-ago days | was al nost as inpressed by the
difference as he was, but | think nowthat all men are youngerr than their wonen, especially when
their honour has been touched.

As he stared at the ceiling his face turned fromangry to solemm, and | knew he was thinking of
what he rmust do that night. | was frightened too, so |I kissed himagain, softly this time, and
apol ogi zed. When he had gone, full of excuses nmeant to hide his actual task, | prepared for ny own
journey. | had hidden nmy thickest cloak and six fat candl es where U ca and the ot her serving-wonen
woul d not find them Wen | was dressed and ready, | touched ny nother's golden Tree where it |ay
against nmy heart, and said a prayer for the safety of all who would go with ne into darkness.
Stoning Night - the last night of Avrel, on the eve of Mi a-nonth, the black hours when tal es say
spirits wal k until driven back to their graves by dawn and the crow ng cock. The Hi gh Keep |ay
silent around nme as | followed ny bel oved and the others through the dark. It did not feel so nuch
that the castle slept as that the great keep held its breath and waited.

There is a stairwel|l beneath the Angel Tower, and that was where they were bound. | |earned of it
for the first time on that night, as | stood wapped in ny dark cloak, listening fromthe shadows
of the wall opposite the tower. Those | followed were four - ny stepfather, Tellarin and his
friend Avalles, and the woman Val ada. Despite the bargain she had made, the witch's arns were
still chained. It saddened me to see her restrained |like an ani nmal

The wor kmen who had been repairing the tower had laid a rough wooden fl oor over the broken stones
of the old one - perhaps to make certain no one fell down one of the many holes, perhaps sinply to
close of f any openings into the castle's deepest places. Sone had even suggested that all the old
castle floor should be sealed under brick, so that nothing would ever cone up that way to trouble
the sl eep of God-fearing folKk.

Because of this wooden floor, | waited a long tine before followi ng themthrough the tower's outer
portal, knowing it would take sone tinme for ny stepfather and his two bondnen to shift the boards.
As | lurked in the shadows by the tower wall while the wind prow ed the Inner Bailey, | thought
about the Angel who stood at the top of the tower, a figure black with the grinme of centuries that
no rain could wash away, tipped sideways as though about to | ose her bal ance and fall. \Wo was
she? One of the blessed saints? Was it an onen - did she watch over ne as | neant to | ook over
Tellarin and the rest? | | ooked up, but the tower's high top was invisible in the night.

At last | tried the latch of the tower door and found the bolt had not been shot. | hoped that it
meant the Angel was indeed | ooking out for ne.

I nside the tower the noonlight ended, so while still in the doorway | lit ny first candle fromthe
hi dden touchwood, which had nearly burnt down. My footsteps seened frighteningly loud in the stony
entry hall but no one appeared fromthe shadows to demand nmy business in that place. | heard no
sound of ny stepfather or the rest.

| paused for a nonment in front of the great, upward-w nding staircase and could not hel p but
wonder what the worknen would find when they cleared the rubble and reached the top - as | stil
wonder all these years later, with the painstaking work yet unfinished. | suppose | will not see
it inm lifetime. WII they discover treasures left by the fairy-folk? O perhaps only those

anci ent beings' frail bones?

Even were it not for the things that happened on that fateful night, still the Angel Tower would
haunt me, as it haunts this great keep and all the | ands beneath its | ong shadow. No nortals, |
think, will ever know all its secrets.

Once, long ago, 1 dreaned that ny stepfather gave me the Angel herself to clean, but that no
matter how | tried, |I could not scrub the black nmuck fromher linbs and face. He told ne that it
was not ny fault, that God would have lent nme the strength if He truly wanted the Angel's face to



be seen, but | still wept at nmy failure.

I noved fromthe entry hall to a place where the floor fell away in great broken shards, and tried
to i magi ne what could snmash stones so thoroughly and yet |eave the tower itself still standing. It
was not easy to follow where ny stepfather and ny bel oved had al ready gone, but | clinbed down the
rubble, leaning to set ny candle before me so that 1 could have both nmy hands free. | w shed, not
for the last tinme, that | had worn sonething other than ny soft shoes. | clanbered down and down,
hurting ny feet, tearing my dress in several places, until | reached the junble of smaller broken
stones which was the floor, at least a half dozen tinmes nmy own height below the |l evel of the Inner
Bailey. In the nmidst of this field of shards gaped a great, black hole bigger than the rest, a

jagged nouth that waited to swallow me down. As | crunched closer to it, | heard what | knew nust
be the voices of the others floating up fromthe depths, although they sounded strange to ne.
More stones had been pushed aside to reveal the entrance to the stairwell, a lip of shiny white

with steps inside it that vani shed into shadow. Another voice floated up, laughing. It belonged to
no one | knew.

Even with all that had happened in the previous days, | had never yet felt so frightened, but |
knew Tellarin was down there in the dark places. | nmade the sign of the Tree upon ny breast then
stepped on to the stairway.

At first | could find no trace of them

As | descended, the light of my single candle served only to nake the stairwel|l seem nore than
ever |like a shadowy throat waiting to swallow nme, but fear al one could not keep nme from ny bel oved
- if anything, it sped ny steps. | hurried downward until it seemed | nust have gone as far
beneath the castle as the Angel Tower |ooned above it, but still | had not caught up with them
Whether it was a trick of sound, or of the winds that are said to bl ow through the caves of the
Ki ngsl ake cliffs, | continued to hear unfam |iar voices. Sone seened so close that if | had not
had a candle, | would have been certain | could reach out and touch the person who whispered to
me, but the flickering light showed me that the stairwell was enpty. The voi ces babbl ed, and
sonetimes sang, in a soft, sad tongue | did not understand or even recognize.

I knew | should be too frightened to remain, that | should turn and flee back to moonlight and

clean air, but although the bodiless nurrmurs filled me with dismay, 1 felt no evil in them If
they were ghosts, | do not think they even knew | was there. It was as though the castle talked to
itself, like an old man sitting beside the fire, lost in the nenories of days |ong past.

The stairwell ended in a wide |anding with open doorways at either end, and | could not help
t hi nki ng of the doorways nentioned in ny stepfather's book. As | paused to consider which way |

shoul d go, | exami ned the carvings on the walls, delicate vines and flowers whose type | had never
seen before. Above one doorframe a nightingale perched on a tree bough. Another tree bough was
carved above the far doorway - or rather, | saw as | noved ny candl e, they were both boughs from

one single tree, which had been carved directly above ne, spreading across the ceiling of the
stairwell as though | nyself were the tree's trunk. On the bough above the second doorway tw ned a

sl ender serpent. | shuddered, and began to nove towards the nightingal e door, but at that nonent
words fl oated up out of the darkness.

' if you have lied to nme. | ama patient man, but. '

It was ny stepfather, and even if | had not recognized his faint voice, I would have known hi m by

the words, for that is what he always said. And he spoke the truth - he was a patient nan. He had
al ways been |i ke one of the stones of the hilltop rings, cool and hard and in no hurry to nove
growing warmonly after the sun of an entire summer has beat upon him| had sonetimes felt | would
like to break a stick upon him if only to nake himturn and truly | ook at ne.

Only once did he ever do that, | had believed - on that day when he told ne that 'they' had taken
everything fromhim But now | knew he had | ooked at ne another tinme, perhaps seen ne snle on a
day when ny lover had given ne a gift or a kiss, and had witten in his book, Breda happy Today.
My stepfather's words had drifted up through the other doorway. | |it another candle and placed it
on top of the first, which had burned alnmost to the holder, then followed the voice of Sulis

t hrough the serpent door.

Downward | went, and downward still farther - what seemed a journey of hours, through sl oping,

| ong-deserted corridors that twisted like yarn spilled froma sack. The light of the candles
showed ne stone that, although | knew it was even nore ancient, seened newer and brighter than
that which | had seen farther above. In places the passageways opened into roons choked with dirt
and rubbl e, but which nmust have been nassive, with ceilings as high as any of the greatest halls
have ever heard of in Nabban. The carvings | could see were so delicate, so perfect, that they

m ght have been the actual things of nature - birds, plants, trees - frozen into stone by the sort



of magi cal spells that so often had been part of my nother's and Uca's stories.

It was astonishing to think that this entire world had lain in its tonb of earth below us as |ong
as we had lived in the H gh Keep, and for generations before that. | knew | was seeing the ancient
hone of the fairy-folk. Wth all the stories, and even with the evidence of the tower itself, |
had still never inagined they would have such a way with stone, to make it froth |like water and
shimer like ice, to nake it stretch overhead in slender arcs |like the finest branches of a willow
tree. Had the Northmen truly killed themall? For the first time, | understood sonethi ng of what
this nmeant, and a deep, quiet horror stole over ne. The creators of all this beauty, slaughtered,
and their houses usurped by their slayers - no wonder the darkness was full of unquiet voices. No
wonder the High Keep was a place of haunted sadness for everyone who lived in it. The castle of
our day was founded on ancient nurder. It was built on death.

It pulled at ne, that thought. It becanme tangled in ny nmind with the nenmory of ny stepfather's

di stracted stare, of the witch in chains. Good could not cone fromevil, |I felt sure. Not w thout
sacrifice. Not wthout blood and atonenent. My fear was grow ng again.

The peaceful Ones might have been gone, but | was learning that their great house renmained lively.
As | hurried downward, followi ng the tracks of ny stepfather and his conpany in the dust of

centuries, | found suddenly that | had taken a wrong turning. The passage ended in a pile of

broken stone, but when | returned to the last cross-corridor, there was no sign of footprints, and
the place itself was not famliar, as though the ruins thensel ves had shifted around nme. | cl osed
my eyes, listening for the sound of Tellarin's voice, for | felt sure that ny heart would be able

to hear himthrough all the stone in Erkynland. But nothing cane to me but the ghost-nurnurs,
which blewin like an autumm breeze, full of sighing, rustling nonsense.

I was | ost.

For the first tine it becane clear to ne what a foolish thing | had done. | had gone into a place
where | should not be. Not one person knew | was there, and when ny |ast candl e burned out, |
woul d be lost in the darkness.

Tears started in ny eyes, but | w ped them away. Weeping had not brought ny father back, or ny
mother. It would do me no good now.

I did ny best to retrace ny steps, but the voices flittered around nme |ike invisible birds, and
before long | was wandering blindly. Confused by the noises in ny head and by the flickering

shadows, twice | alnpbst tunbled into great crevices in the passageway floor. | kicked a stone into
one that fell without hitting anything until | could not bear to |isten any |onger

The darkness seened to be closing on ne, and | m ght have been lost for ever - might have becone
anot her part of the whispering chorus - but by luck or accident or the hand of fate, | nmade a
turning into a corridor | did not recognize and found myself standing at the lip of another
stairwell, listening to the voice of the witch Valada drift up fromthe deeps

not an arny or a noble household that you can order about, Lord Sulis. Those who lived here
are dead, but the place is alive. You nust take what you are given ...'

It was as though she had heard ny very thoughts. Even as | shuddered to hear ny forebodi ngs spoken
aloud, | hurried towards the sound, terrified that if it faded | would never again hear a famliar
Voi ce.

What seered anot her hour went by, although | had been so long in the haunted dark that | was no
judge. Mu lover and the rest seened al nbost to have becone phantons thensel ves, floating ahead of
me |i ke dandel i on seeds, always just beyond ny reach

The stairs continued to curl downward, and as ny third and fourth candl es burned | could see
glinmpses of the great spaces through which we all descended, |evel upon level, as if nmaking a
pilgrimge down the tiers of Heaven. At tines, as the candles flickered on the wooden base, |
thought | could see even nore. Fromthe corner of ny eye the ruins seened to take on a sort of
life. There were nonents when the ghost-voices swelled and the shadows seemto take on form If |
hal f-cl osed ny eyes, | could al nost see these bl eak spaces full of bright, |aughing folKk.

Wy did the Northmen kill such beauty? And how could a people who built such a place be defeated
by any nortals, however bl oodthirsty and battle-hungry?

A light blooned in the depths, red and yellow, making the polished stone of the stairwell seemto
qui ver. For a monent | thought it only another wi sp of ny inmagination, but then, fromso close it
seened we could kiss if we wished, | heard nmy bel oved' s voi ce.

"Do not trust her sire,' Tellarin said, sounding nore than a little fearful. 'She is |lying again.
I ntensely happy, but with nmy caution abruptly restored, | shaded the candle with ny pal m and
hurried down the stairs as quietly as 1 could. As their voices grew | ouder, and | saw that the
light blooming in the darkness came fromtheir torches, | pinched the flanme to extinguish ny



candl e conpletely. However glad | was to find them | guessed they would not feel the sanme about
ne.

I crept closer to the light, but could not see Tellarin and the others because sonmething like a
cl oud of snoke bl ocked ny view It was only when | reached the base of the curving stair and
stepped silently on to the floor of the great chanmber that | could actually see the four shapes.
They stood in the mddle of a roomso cavernous that even the torches ny lover and Avalles held
could not carry light to its highest corners. Before themloonmed the thing | had thought was
snoke. 1 still could not see it clearly, despite the torch flames burning only an armis length
fromit, but nowit seened a vast tree with black | eaves and trunk. A shadow cl oaked it and hid
all but the broadest outline, a dark shroud like the nmist that hid the hills on a w nter norning,

but it was not mist in which the tree-shape crouched, | felt sure. It was pure Darkness.

"You nust decide whether to listen to ne or a young soldier', the witch was saying to ny
stepfather. "I will tell you again - if you cut so nuch as a leaf, you will mark yourselves as
ravagers and it will not go well with you. Can you not feel that?

"And | think Tellarin is right', Avalles proclainmed, but his voice was | ess sure than his words.

' She seeks to trick us.'

My stepfather |ooked fromthe tree-shadow to the witch. 'If we may not take any wood, then why
have you brought us here?' he asked slowy, as though it cost great effort just to speak

I could hear the sour smile in Valada's answer. 'You have held ne captive in your danp pile of
stones for two noons, seeking nmy help with your mad questions. If you do not believe that | know
what | know, why did you shackle nme and bring ne here?

"But the wood ... ?

‘I did not say you could not take anything to burn, | said that you would be a fool to lift axe or
knife to the Geat Wtchwood. There is deadfall beneath, if you are bold enough to search for it.
Sulis turned to Avalles. 'Go and gather some dead wood, nephew.'

The young kni ght hesitated, then handed his torch to nmy stepfather and walked a little unsteadily
towards the great dark tree. He bent beneath the outer branches and vani shed fromsight. After an
interval of silence, Avalles stunbled back out again.

"It is ... it is too dark to see', he panted. H s eyes were showi ng white around the edges. 'And
there is something in there - an animal, perhaps. |I... | can feel it breathing.' He turned to ny
stepfather. 'Tellarin's eyes are better than mne ..."

No! | wanted to scream The tree-thing sat and waited, cloaked in shadows no torchlight could
penetrate. | was ready to burst from hiding and beg ny beloved not to go near it, but as if he had
heard nmy silent cry, Lord Sulis cursed and thrust the torch back into Avalles' hand.

"By Pelippa and her bow!' ny stepfather said. 'l will do it myself.'

Just before he stepped through the branches, | thought | heard the | eaves whi sper, although there
was no wind in the chanber. The quiet hiss and rattle grew | ouder, perhaps because ny stepfather
was forcing his way beneath the thick branches. Long nonents trudged past, then the rustling
becanme even nore violent. At last Sulis energed, staggering a little, with what seened a | ong bar
of shadow cl asped under each arm Tellarin and Avalles stepped forward to hel p himbut he waved
them of f, shaking his head as though he had been dealt a blow. Even in the dark room | could see
that he had gone very pale.

"You spoke the truth, Valada,' he said. 'No axe, no knife.'

Wil e | watched, he bade Avalles and ny bel oved make a ring on the ground fromthe broken stones
that littered the chanmber. He crossed the two pieces of wood he had gathered in the centre of the
circle, then he used kindling froma pouch on his belt and one of the torches to set the witchwood
alight. As the strange fire sputtered into Ilife, the roomseened to becone darker, as though the
very light fromthe torches bent towards the firepit and was sucked away. The flanes began to
rise.

The rustle of the shadowy tree stilled. Everything grew silent - even the flanmes nmade no sound. My
heart pounded as | |eaned closer, alnost forgetting to keep nyself hidden. It was i ndeed a Bl ack
Fire that burned now in that deep, lost place, a fire that flickered |ike any blaze, and yet whose
flanes were wounds in the very substance of the world, holes as darkly enpty as a starl ess sky.

It is hard to believe, but that is what | saw. | could | ook through the flanmes of the Black Fire,
not to what stood on the other side of the fire but to somewhere else - into nothingness at first,
but then col our and shape began to expand outward in the space above the firepit, as though

sonmet hing turned the very air inside-out.

A face appeared in the fire. It was all | could do not to cry out.

The stranger surrounded by the black flames was |ike no nman | had ever seen. The angles of his
face were all somehow wong, his chin too narrow, the |large eyes slanted upward at the corners.
Hi s hair was long and white, but he did not [ook old. He was naked fromthe waist up, and his



pal e, gl ossy skin was marked with dreadful scars, but despite the flames in which he lay, his
burns seenmed ol d rather than new.

The Bl ack Fire unshaped even the darkness. Al that was around it bent, as though the very world
grew stretched and shivery as the reflection on a bubble of river water

The burning nman seermed to slunber in the flames, but it was a horribly unquiet sleep. He pitched
and withed, even brought his hands up before his face, as though to protect hinself from sone
terrible attack. Wen his eyes at |ast opened, they were dark as shadow itself, staring at things
that | could not see, at shadows far beyond the fire. H's nouth stretched in a silent, terrible
scream and despite his alien aspect, despite being so frightened | feared ny heart would stop,
stiil ached to see his suffering. If he was alive, how could his body burn and burn w thout being
consuned? If he was a ghost, why had death not ended his pain?

Tellarin and Avalles backed away fromthe firepit, w de-eyed and fearful. Avafles nmade the sign of
the Tree.

My stepfather |ooked at the burning man's withing nmouth and blind eyes, then turned to the witch
Val ada. ' Wiy does he not speak to us? Do sonething!'

She | aughed her sharp | augh. 'You wi shed to nmeet one of the Sithi, Lord Sulis - one of the
Peaceful Ones. You wi shed to find a doorway, but sonme doorways open not on el sewhere, but

el sewhen. The Bl ack Fire has foundyou one of the fair folk in his sleep. He is dreaning, but he
can hear you across the centuries. Speak to him | have done what | promised.'

Clearly shaken, Sulis turned to the man in the flames. 'You!' he called. 'Can you understand ne?’
The burning man withed again, but now his dark unseeing eyes turned in ny stepfather's direction
"Who is there?' he asked, and | heard his voice in the chanber of ny skull rather than in ny ears.
"Who wal ks the Road of Dreans?' The apparition lifted a hand as though he nmight reach through the
years and touch us. For a nonent, astoni shment pushed the agony fromhis odd face. 'You are
nmortal s! But why do you come to ne? Way do you disturb the sleep of Hakatri of the House of Year-
Danci ng?"

"I amSulis.' The trenble in ny stepfather's voice nade himseeman old, old man. 'Called by sone
"the Apostate". | have risked everything | own - have spent years studying - to ask a question
whi ch only the Peaceful Ones can answer. WIIl you help ne?

The burning man did not seemto be listening. Hs nmouth twisted again, and this tinme his cry of
pain had sound. | tried to stop ny ears, but it was already inside nmy head. 'Ah, it burns!' he
moaned. 'Still the worm s blood burns nme - even when | sleep. Even when | wal k the Road of
Dreans!' 'The wormis blood ... ?° My stepfather was puzzled. 'A dragon? What are you sayi ng?

'She was like a great black snake', Hakatri murmured. 'My brother and |, we followed her into her
deep place and we fought her and slew her, but | have felt her scorching bl ood upon ne and wll
never be at peace again. By the Garden, it pains ne so!' He nade a choking sound, then fell silent
for a noment. 'Both our swords bit', he said, and it was al nbst a chant, a song, 'but ny brother

I nel uki was the fortunate one. He escaped a terrible burning. Black, black it was, that ichor, and
hotter than even the flanes of Making! | fear death itself could not ease this agony ..."

"Be silent!' Sulis thundered, full of rage and misery. "Wtch, is this spell for nothing? Wy wll
he not listen to me?

"There is no spell, except that which opens the doorway', she replied.

"Hakatri perhaps cane to that doorway because of how the dragon's blood burned him- there is
nothing else in all the world Iike the blood of the great wornms. Hi s wounds keep hi m al ways cl ose

to the Road of Dreams, | think.Ask himyour question, Nabban-man. He is as like to answer it as
any other of the inmmortals you m ght have found.
I could feel it now - could feel the weird that had brought us here take us all inits grip. |

held my breath, caught between a terror that blew like a cold wind inside nmy head, that screaned
at me to |l eave Tellarin andeverything el se and run away, and a fierce wondering about what had
brought ny stepfather to this inmpossibly strange neeting.

Lord Sulis tilted his chin down towards his chest for a nonent though now the tine had cone, he
was uncertain of what he wished to say. At |ast he spoke, quaveringly at first, but with greater
strength as he went on.

"Qur church teaches us that God appeared in this world, wearing the formof Usires Aedon
perform ng many miracles, singing up cures for the sick and lanme, until at last the |nperator
Crexis caused himto be hung fromthe Execution Tree. Do you know of this, Hakatri?'

The burning man's blind eyes rolled towards Sulis again. He did not answer, but he seened to be
|istening.

' The prom se of the Aedon the Ransoner is that all who live will be gathered up - that there will
be no death,' my stepfather continued. 'And this is proved because he was God nade flesh in this
world, and that is proved because of the miracles he perforned. But | have studi ed much about your



own peopl e, Hakatri. Such mracles as Usires the Aedon performed coul d have been done by one of
your Sithi people, or even perhaps by one of only half-immortal blood." H's smle was as bl eak as

a skull's. "After all, even ny fiercest critics in Mdther Church agree that Usires had no hunan
father.'

Sulis bowed his head again for a noment, sunmoning up words or strength. | gasped for air - | had
forgotten to breathe. Avalles and Tellarin still stared, their fear now m xed wi th astoni shrment,

but the witch Valada's face was hidden fromme in shadow.

"Both my wives have been taken fromnme by death, both untinmely,' ny stepfather said. 'My first

wi fe gave ne a son before she died, a beautiful boy named Sarellis who died hinself in scream ng
pai n because he stepped on a horseshoe nail - a nail! - and caught a death fever. Young nen | have
commanded were sl aughtered in the hundreds, the thousands, their corpses piled on the battlefield
i ke the husks of locusts, and all for a small stretch of |and here or there, or sometinmes nerely
over words. My parents are dead, too, with too nmuch unspoken between us. Everyone | ever truly

| oved has been stolen fromne by death.'’

Hi s hoarse voice had taken on a disturbing force, a cracked power, as though he neant to shout
down the walls of Heaven itself.

‘Mot her Church tells ne to believe that | will be reunited with them he said. They preach to ne,
saying, "See the works of Usires our Lord and be conforted, for his task was to show death shoul d
hold no fear, they told ne. But |I cannot be sure - | cannot sinply trust! Is the church right?
WIl | see those | love again? WIl we all live on? The nasters of the church have called ne a
heretic and decl ared ne apostate because | would not give up doubting the divinity of the Aedon
but | nust know! Tell me, Hakatri, was Usires of your folk? Is the story of his godhood sinply a
lie to keep us happy, to keep priests fat and rich?" He blinked back tears, his stolid face

transfigured by rage and pain. 'Even if God should damm ne for ever to hell for it, still | must
know - is our faith a lie?
He was shaking so badly now that he took a staggering step back fromthe fire and alnost fell. No

one noved except the man in the flames, who followed Sulis with his blank, dark eyes.

| realized that | was weeping too, and silently rubbed the tears away.

Seeing ny stepfather's true and terrible pain was like a knife twisted inside ne, and yet | was
angry too. Al for this? For such unknowabl e things he left my nother |onely, and now had nearly
destroyed his own |ife? After a long tine in which all was silent as the stone around us, Hakatri
said slowy, 'Always you nortals have tortured yourselves.' He blinked, and the way his face noved
was so alien that | had to turn away and then | ook at himanew before | coul d understand what he
said. 'But you torture yourself nbst when you seek answers to things that have none.' 'No
answers?' Sulis was still shaking. 'How can that be?' The burning man raised his |ong-fingered
hands in what | could only guess was a gesture of peace. 'Because that which is neant for nortals
is not given to the Zida'ya to know, any nore than you can know of our Garden, or where we go when
we | eave this place.

Listen to nme, nortal. What if your nessiah were indeed one of the Dawn Children - would that prove
sonmehow t hat your God had not chosen that to happen? Wuld that prove your Ransomer's words any
the less true?

Hakarti shook his head with the weird, foreign grace of a shorebird.

"Just tell me whether Usires was one of your folk,' Sulis denmanded raggedly. 'Spare nme your

phil osophies and tell me! For | am burning too! | have not been free of the pain in years!'

As the echoes of ny stepfather's cry faded, the fairy-lord in his ring of black flames paused, and
for the first time he seened truly to see across the gul f. Wen he spoke, his voice was full of
sadness.

"W Zida'ya know little of the doings of nortals, and there are some of our own bl ood who have
fallen away fromus, and whose works are hidden fromus as well. | do not think your Usires Aedon
was one of the Dawn Children, but nore than that | cannot tell you, nortal nman, nor could any of
my folk." He lifted his hands again, weaving the fingers in an intricate, inconprehensible
gesture. 'l amsorry.

A great shudder ran through the creature called Hakatri then - perhaps the pain of his burns
returning, a pain that he had sonehow held atbay while he listened to ny stepfather speak. Sulis
did not wait to hear nmore, but stepped forward and ki cked the witchwood fire into a cloud of
whirling sparks, then dropped to his knees with his hands over his face.

The burning nman was gone.

After a march of silence that seenmed endless, the witch called out, 'Wn you honour your bargain
with me now, Lord Sulis? You said that if |I brought you to one of the immortals, you would free
me.' Her voice was flat, but there was still a gentleness to it that surprised ne.

My stepfather's reply, when it cane, was choked and hard to understand. He waved his hand. Take



of f her chains, Avalles. | want nothing nore fromher.'

In the midst of this great bleak wilderness of sorrow, | felt a nonent of sharp happi ness as
realized that despite nmy foreboding, the witch, ny bel oved, even ny tortured stepfather, all would
survive this terrible night. As Avalles began to unlock the witch's shackles, shivering so that he
could hardly hold the key, | had a nonent to dreamthat ny stepfather would return to health, that
he would reward ny Tellarin for his bravery and loyalty, and that ny bel oved and | would nmake a
hone for ourselves sonewhere far away fromthis ghost-riddl ed, wi ndswept headl and.

My stepfather let out a sudden, startling cry. | turned to see himfall forward on to his belly,
his body ashake with weeping. This seizure of grief in stern, quiet Sulis was in some ways the
nost frightening thing | had yet seen in that long, terrifying night.

Then, even as his cry rebounded in the invisible upper reaches of the chanmber and provoked a dim
rustle in the | eaves of the shadowy tree, something else seized ny attention. Two figures were
struggling where the witch had stood. At first | thought Avalles and the wonman Val ada were
fighting, but then | saw that the witch had stepped back and was watching the battle, her bright
eyes wide with surprise. Instead, it was Avalles and Tellarin who were tangl ed together, their
torches fallen fromtheir hands. Shocked, helpless with surprise, | watched themtunble to the
ground. A nonent |ater a dagger rose and fell, then the brief struggle was ended.

| screaned, 'Tellarin!' and rushed forward.

He stood, brushing the dust fromhis breeks, and stared at me as | cane out of the shadows. The
end of his knife was blackened with bl ood. He had a stillness about himthat m ght have been fear
or sinply surprise.

' Breda? What are you doing here?

"Way did he attack you?' | cried. Avalles lay twisted on the ground in a spreadi ng puddl e of

bl ack. 'He was your friend!"

He said nothing, but leaned to kiss ne, then turned and wal ked to where ny stepfather stil
crouched on the ground in a fit of grief. My beloved put his knee in ny stepfather's back, then
wrapped his hand in the hair at the back of the older man's head and pulled until his tearstained
face was tillted up into the torchlight.

"I did not want to kill Avalles,' ny soldier explained, in part to me, in part to Sulis. 'But he

i nsisted on comng, fearing that | would becone closer in his uncle's favour if he were not there
too.' He shook his head.

"Sad. But it is only your death that was ny task, Sulis, and | have been waiting long for such a
perfect opportunity.'’

Despite the nerciless strain of his position, ny stepfather sniled, a ghastly, tight-stretched
grin. 'Wich Sancell an sent you?

"Does it matter? You have nore enemi es in Nabban than you can count, Sulis Apostate. You are a
heretic and a schismatic, and you are dangerous. You should have known you woul d not be left here,
to build your power in the wlderness.

"l did not cone here to build power,' ny stepfather grunted. '|I came here to have ny questions
answered.'
"Tellarin!'" | struggled to make sense where there coul d be none. 'Wat are you doi ng?

H's voice took on a little of its former gentle tone. This is nothing to do with you and ne,
Breda.'

"Did you... ?" | could scarcely say it. My tears were naking the chanber as blurry as the Bl ack
Fire ever did. "Did you ... only pretend love for ne? Was it all to help you kill hinf

"No! | had no need of you, girl - | was already one of his npbst trusted nen.' He tightened his
grip on Sulis then, until | feared nmy stepfather's neck would break. 'Wat you and | have, little
Breda, that is good and real. | will take you back to Nabban with ne - | will be rich now, and you
will be my wife. You will learn what a true city is, instead of this devilish, backward pile of
stone.'

"You | ove me? Truly, you love me?" | wanted very nmuch to believe him Then |let ny stepfather go,
Tel larin!'

He frowned. 'l cannot. Hs death is the task | was given to do before | ever net you, and it is a

task that needs doing. He is a nadnan, Breda

Surely after tonight's horrors, after seeing the denon he called up with forbidden magic, you can
see why he cannot be allowed to live.' '"Do not kill him please! | beg you!

He lifted his hand to still nme. 'l amsworn to ny nmaster in Nabban. This one thing I nust do, and
then we are both free.'

Even an appeal in the nanme of |ove could not stop him Confused and overwhel ned, unable to argue
any |longer with the man who had brought ne so nuch joy, | turned to the witch, praying that she
woul d do sonething - but Val ada was gone. She had taken her freedom |eaving the rest of us to



mur der each other if we wished. |I thought | saw a novenent in the shadows, but it was only sone
ot her phantom sone flying thing that drifted above the stairwell on silent w ngs.

Lord Sulis was silent. He did not struggle against Tellarin's grip, but waited for slaughter like
an old bull. Wen he swallowed, the skin on his neck pulled so tight that watching it made tears
spill on to ny cheeks once nore. My bel oved pressed his knife against ny stepfather's throat as
stunmbl ed towards them Sulis |ooked at nme, but still said nothing Watever thought was in his
eyes, it had gone so deep that | could not even guess what it m ght be.

"Tell me again that you love ne,' 1 asked as | reached his side. As | |ooked at ny soldier's
frightened but exultant face, | could not help thinking of the Hi gh Keep, a haunted place built on
murder, in whose corrupted, restless depths we stood. For a nonent | thought the ghost-voices had
returned, for my head was full of roaring, rushing noise. 'Tell ne again, Tellarin,' | begged him
' Pl ease. '

My bel oved did not nove the blade from Sulis' throat, but said, 'O course | |ove you, Breda. W
will be married, and all of Nabban will lie at your feet. You will never be cold or |onely again.
He | eaned forward, and | could feel the beautiful Iong nuscles of his back tense beneath ny hand
He hesitated when he heard the click of the glass ball as it fell to the tiles and rattled away.
"What...?' he asked, then straightened suddenly, grabbing at the spot at his wai st where the claw
had pricked him | took a few staggering steps and fell, weeping. Behind ne, Tellarin began to
wheeze, then to choke. | heard his knife clatter to the stone.

I could not |ook, but the sound of his last rattling breaths will never |eave ne.

Now that | amold, | know that this secretive keep will be the place |I die. Wien | have breathed
my last, | suppose they will bury me on the headl and beside ny nother and Lord Sulis.

After that |ong night beneath the castle had ended, the Heron King, as the Lake People called ny
stepfather, cane to resenble once nore the nan he had been. He reigned over the H gh Keep for many
nore years, and gradually even nmy own brawling, jealous folk acknow edged himas their ruler

al t hough the kingship did not outlive Sulis hinself.

My own mark on the world will be even snaller

| never married, and nmy brother Aelfric died of a fall fromhis horse w thout fathering any

children, so although the Lake People still squabble over who should carry the standard and spear
of the Great Thane, none of ny blood will ever lead themagain. Nor, | expect, will anyone stay on
in the great castle that Lord Suits rebuilt after | amdead - there are few enough | eft of our
househol d now, and those who stay only do so for |love of me. When 1 am gone, | doubt any will

remai n even to tend our graves.
I cannot say why | chose to keep this bleak place as nmy hone, any nore than | could say why I
chose ny stepfather's life over that of ny beutiful, deceitful Tellarin. Because | feared to build

sonet hing on bl ood that should have been founded on sonething better, | suppose. Because | ove does
not do suns, but instead nmakes choices, and then gives its all.

What ever the reasons, | have nmade those choi ces.

After he carried ne out of the depths and back to daylight, ny stepfather scarcely ever nentioned
that dreadful night again. He was still distant to the end of his days, still full of shadows, but
at times | thought | sensed a peace in himthat he had not had before. Wy that might be, | could
not say.

As he lay at last on his deathbed, breath growing fainter and fainter, | sat by his side for hours
of every day and spoke to himof all that happened in the H gh Keep, tal king of the rebuilding,
which still continued, and of the tenants, and the herds, as if at any nonment he night rise to

resune his stewardship. But we both knew he woul d not.

When the | ast nonment cane, there was a kind of quiet expectancy on his face - no fear, but
sonmething nore difficult to describe. As he strained for his final breath of air, | suddenly
renenbered sonething | had read to his book, and realized that | had made a mi stake on that night
so | ong ago.

She will show nme the Way of Black Fire or there is no other Hope, he had witten. Either she wll
answer, or Death.

He had not neant that he would kill her if she did not give himwhat he needed. He had neant t hat
if she could not help himfind an answer, then he would have to wait until death canme for him
before he could learn the truth.

And now he would finally receive an answer to the question that had tornmented himfor so |ong.
What ever that answer might be, Sulis did not return to share it with ne.

Now | aman old, old woman, and | will find it soon enough nmyself. It is strange, perhaps, but I
find I do not nuch care. In one year with Tellarin, in those nonths of fierce love, | lived an
entire lifetinme. Since then | have |ived another one, a long, slowlife whose snall pleasures have



| argely bal anced the nonments of suffering. Surely two |lives are enough for anyone - who needs the

endl ess span of the inmmortal s? After all, as the burning man nade clear, an eternity of pain would
be no gift.
And now that | have told ny tale, even the ghosts that sonmetines still startle me awake at

nm dni ght seemnore |ike ancient friends than things to be feared.
| have made mny choi ces.
I think I am content.
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