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By P.M. Biswas

 

The Wanderwood is an accursed place, where treacherous elvish folk dwell in the shadows and trick any trespassers into wandering forever.

Or so the legends say.

Tam doesn’t expect to be the one to prove them wrong.

Orphaned by the Great War against the evil King Danis, Tam is determined to fight as her parents did, even if she has to lie about her age. When Tam sneaks into the army, however, her first battle doesn’t go as planned. Instead of returning victorious, Tam is gravely wounded. When she staggers into the Wanderwood in a feverish daze, she assumes she’ll die there.

She doesn’t.

Something saves her—or rather, someone saves her, someone with leaf-green eyes and cool hands and distinctly pointed ears. Perhaps the elves can be negotiated with after all… and perhaps they can be allies in the war against Danis.

But centuries of mistrust will be hard to let go.




Chapter One

ENCOUNTER

 

 

“THIRD TIME’S the charm,” Tam muttered to herself as she snuck into the barracks. “Well, fifth time. Or is this the sixth?”

Wonderful. Tam was talking to herself, which meant she was nervous. She had to snap her mouth shut when two soldiers strolled past the corridor where she was hiding. Tam ducked into a cobweb-ridden corner to stay out of sight. She had an intimate knowledge of the barracks, having all but grown up in them, and that knowledge was now benefiting her.

The tragedy was that Tam had to do this at all. How unfair it was that she had to creep about like an interloper! She only wanted to serve her country, to serve Astaris. It was baffling that she was barred from doing so. This was her home. How could she not wish to defend it?

Brushing off the cobwebs now clinging to her hair, Tam slunk out of the corridor and into the laundry room, which stank as odiously as ever. Piles of sweaty, bloody unwashed clothing teetered next to a giant vat full of boiling water. It was into the vat that the clothes would be emptied. Steam filled the chamber, worsening the stench of all those filthy uniforms, lending the smell a dampness and a mustiness that had Tam wrinkling her nose.

A matronly woman in an apron stirred the vat. She moved her oar-like wooden stirrer in slow, even circles. The soapy water grew murkier with every stir as blood and dirt sloughed off the uniforms floating in it.

Nobody was bothered by the fact that the stains never quite went away, as long as the uniforms didn’t reek. Eventually the stains would merge into an indistinguishable darkening of fabric, turning tunics that had once been white a gradually deepening brown. Most of the soldiers just pretended their uniforms had been brown to begin with. It was better than picturing all the other bodies that had marched and fought and bled in them, and it was easy to ignore the faint, ever-present whiff of sweat and gore if it was accompanied by the stronger, sharper scent of soap.

Soon the woman was conveniently occupied with lifting the dripping clothes out of the vat and placing them into buckets.

Tam sprang into action.

She inched past the nearest pyramid of clothing and began extracting a used uniform from the bottom of the largest pile. The uniform had sticky blotches on it, blotches whose sources Tam had no intention of guessing. Her nose wrinkled even further at the prospect of wearing that, but needs must.

This was the most progress she’d ever made in her plan to sneak into the army. Her pulse raced as she donned the cloak of an infantry soldier atop the blotchy shirt. Tam was a tad smaller than the cloak’s previous wearer, but she didn’t have the luxury to linger and select a cloak that fit her perfectly. She had to leave before the noonday hour, when a slew of servants would enter the laundry room to take the washed clothing out to dry.

Tam was backing out of the laundry room, her heart in her throat, when—

“Halt,” boomed a familiar voice behind her, and Tam winced. It was Borik. Why was it always Borik? He was the commander of the spear-wielders and had an uncanny knack for locating Tam. “Are you Tamsin?”

“I have no idea who or what that is,” Tam said in an exaggerated, low-pitched alto, huddling into her oversized cloak and making as if to leave. “But I have places to be. Things to do. Wars to win. Goodbye.” Before she could escape, however, a hand landed on her shoulder, heavy as a boulder. “Oh, bug—”

Borik flipped off her hood.

“—ger.”

“I knew it. I’d recognize that tiny form anywhere.”

“I’m not tiny just because I’m short,” Tam shot back, since there was no harm in being herself now that her cover had been blown.

Borik glared down at her from what felt like five thousand feet above her head. “That is the very definition of tiny, you foolish brat.”

“You’re as huge as a mountain. Everyone’s tiny to you.”

“You’d be tiny to an ant.”

“Ha, ha. Very funny.” When Borik lifted Tam by her cape and began carrying her out of the barracks, she squawked, “I can walk!”

“Yes, but I don’t trust you to walk out of here and back to your dormitory in the children’s quarters.”

“I don’t belong there,” Tam said indignantly. “I’m not a child.”

“You’re seventeen. In the eyes of the law, you are still a child.”

“The law is pointless.”

“As are your repeated attempts to break into the army. Is this the fifth attempt?”

“The sixth,” Tam said sullenly. “Maybe. Did hiding in the mound of chicken bones left over from the kitchens count?”

Borik snorted. “If the royal kennel’s dogs hadn’t leapt upon it and exposed you, you would’ve been carted out of the fortress walls to be dumped outside with the rest of the city’s garbage.”

“That was the plan.”

“To be thrown out with the garbage?”

“To get beyond the walls so I could tag along with the last platoon dispatched to scout the border.”

“And what a success that was,” Borik said dryly. “Clearly, you are gifted in the subtle arts of espionage. Forget the armed forces, you should be inducted into the queen’s spies.”

Tam decided to go along with this fantasy. At least it was a fantasy in which she was useful. “According to you, I’m tiny, so I’d be the perfect spy.”

“Except for how, despite being tiny, you can’t snoop worth a penny.”

“You don’t get paid worth a penny,” Tam retaliated.

“I’m a soldier. I get paid in glory. Not that glory puts food on the table. Why do you want to be a soldier again?”

“Because my parents were soldiers. Because we’re at war. Because I’m sick of staying in the children’s dorm and languishing like some noble damsel, when I could be out there, fighting with you. Fighting with the only family I have.”

Borik paused, as if unsure how to respond to Tam’s passion. “Wars,” he said finally, exhaustedly. “There are always wars. Our war, the Great War, began when you were a child and may still be raging when you have children. King Danis of Norvald is our enemy and will remain so until his death—but it is rumored that he does not age as men do, and we have no means of discovering what dark magic he is using or how to defeat it.”

That was true. Danis was unnaturally powerful and nobody knew why. If it wasn’t for the alliance Astaris had with Axenborg, the land that lay between Norvald and theirs, Astaris would’ve been wiped out ages ago. “I don’t see how that’s relevant to—”

“What if we never vanquish Danis? What if this war never ends? What difference does it make, then, whether you join the fight today or tomorrow?”

“But that’s why the army could use me,” Tam said mulishly. “It’s because the war is never-ending that we could use every single combatant. Spare me your lectures on military history. They do the opposite of dissuading me.”

“I thought they might.” Borik sighed. “Not even Astar Himself could dissuade you.”

“Exactly! So don’t even try!”

Borik groaned in exasperation. “You haven’t finished your training yet. At this point all you’d do if you enlisted would be to get killed.”

“Excuse me? I was the champion spear-thrower at this year’s festival!”

“A festival is not a battlefield. And a fixed target eighty yards away is not the same as a moving target on horseback, approaching you at breakneck speed with a broadsword leveled at your throat.”

Tam swallowed. That sounded terrifying.

And thrilling.

“Ye gods,” Borik said wearily. “All I’ve done is encourage you, haven’t I? Whatever ideals of heroism you have, you overeager bear cub, bloodshed isn’t as adventurous as you imagine it is.”

“If I’m a bear cub, does that make you my mother bear?” Tam asked innocently. “You are as big as a bear.”

Borik ruffled her hair fondly. “Quiet, sprout. I’m reporting you to the queen.”

“What? Why? You’ve never reported me before!”

“Because I’ve come to believe that she’s the only person capable of stopping you.”

“Traitor,” Tam accused, shrugging off Borik’s treacherous, hair-ruffling hand.

“Aye, aye. I’m a traitor beyond redemption. I hope you’ll forgive me for keeping you alive.”

Tam stuck out her tongue. She’d be damned if she let Borik get between her and her ambitions.

Even if Borik did reclaim the cloak from her before he let her go.

“You’re as tricksy as an elf,” he said. “Give that back.”

“But the elves are evil,” Tam complained. “And I’m not.”

“No, you’re only mischievous. Sometimes that’s worse.”

“How is it worse?”

“It’s harder to predict.”

Tam beamed. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Don’t,” said Borik tiredly. “Please don’t.”

 

 

THE TRAINING grounds were hazy with kicked-up dust, but not hazy enough to entirely conceal the figures battling therein. The swirling eddies had coalesced into a semitransparent curtain, a glittering, sandy veil that shifted with the breeze, alternately hiding and revealing the sparring soldiers. The clouds of dust glowed, golden-hued in the midday sunlight, which slid like the brightest, sheerest of silks over both flesh and steel. A fine powder coated every person and object on the grounds.

Still, all that dustiness was preferable to the miserable sloshing and splashing that accompanied sparring in more rainy weather. Tam favored summertime in general but especially when it came to training. The heat made her sweat and thirst and ache, but it was worth it. In the summer she struggled twice as much against her own fatigue as she did in cooler conditions, and got sore twice as quickly.

It was satisfying. Pushing herself always was, and Tam invariably pushed herself to the limit. At each sunset Tam dragged herself back to the dorm, drained but victorious, sporting her new bruises like medals. She was the only trainee among the soldiers’ children who went to the training grounds every day, from dawn till dusk, despite it not being her duty to do so.

As Tam was not yet an official recruit, she wasn’t obligated to train, nor was she allowed full use of the training equipment. All Tam could do was train on the relative outskirts of the grounds, adjacent to the barracks, under the watchful eye of Borik or whoever happened to be the training supervisor that week.

Tam would have to tolerate this unbearable wait for another year. She would have to tolerate being a second-class trainee before she could call herself a soldier.

In order to sate her appetite for combat, Tam trained as brutally as she could, but the harder she trained, the more frustrated she became with her status as a child. It was clear to her that she was competent, devoted and able-bodied. Years of training had broadened her shoulders and corded her arms. While she was short, as Borik never failed to remind her, her physique was respectable. She did not differ overmuch from any of the younger soldiers deployed abroad.

Not being permitted to use the studded shields or the moving dummies was a disadvantage, but Tam compensated for it as much as she could by using the stationary dummies and the painted targets. Tam could now hit the bull’s-eye on any target within a hundred paces, and could use both underarm and overarm techniques to strike a dummy at every crucial anatomical point—the eyes, the brain, the heart, the lungs, the groin, the abdomen, and the major arteries in the limbs and the neck.

It had taken Tam an eternity to develop her upper-body strength to the stage where she could lodge her spear inch-deep into the solid wood of a dummy’s skull, and she was still working on embedding it even deeper. The spear was a weapon that required brute force as much as it did skill, and in order to build muscle, Tam hefted sandbags for an hour each morning. She hauled them around the mile-long oval of the training grounds, aiming to complete an additional circuit every six months. It was arduous, ceaseless labor, but Tam persisted at it.

It was a pity that she wasn’t permitted to spar with her practice spear, which bore a yellow band at its base to signal to any potential opponents that she was underage—and off-limits. Tam had endeavored swapping out her spear early on in her training, but given how notorious she’d become at the training grounds, she was easily recognized… and easily patronized. She had yet to find a regular sparring partner. Only Maryada, Borik’s deputy, was of the opinion that it was safer for Tam to learn sparring with a qualified partner than it was for Tam to go haring off to spar with another teenager and wind up injuring them both.

Or it could just be that Maryada enjoyed picking on Tam. That was more likely.

“Greetings, hatchling,” Maryada called out from the sparring circle, where she was overseeing the spear unit. She was sitting atop the circle’s low boundary wall, one leg hitched up to her chin, her spear beside her and a knife in her hand. A knife with which she was cleaning her teeth.

Tam set down her sandbags. Her arms shook as she did so, and Maryada noticed, her eyes crinkling in amusement.

“Look at the hatchling’s half-formed wings,” Maryada cooed, and the spear-wielders collectively turned to smirk at Tam in that infuriatingly affectionate way they had, like elder siblings mocking a younger sister. “Look at how they tremble.”

Tam clenched her jaw. “I’ll teach you how to tremble, you lumbering, flatfooted—”

“Now, now, let’s not get personal.” Maryada hopped down from the wall and swaggered forward, her knife put away in its belted sheath and her spear held aloft. “If you’re that eager to prove yourself, show me what you can do.”

“Oh, I will.” Tam grabbed her own spear and pointed it at Maryada. “Prepare yourself.”

“Prepare yourself, she says,” sniggered Dale, the sprightly spearman who had once been a swordsman, and frankly, shouldn’t he keep his mouth shut about the business of real spear-wielders? “What should the deputy prepare herself for, Tammy-Wammy? The featherlight taps of your puny spear? It’s practically a toothpick.”

“Hush, Dale.” Maryada smiled sweetly. “Her spear’s been cut down to her size. She can’t be expected to handle a proper spear.”

“It’s your spear that isn’t proper,” Tam retorted. Maryada’s spear was double-ended and as thick as the branch of an oak. It probably weighed five times as much as Tam’s spear. Which defeated the whole purpose of a spear, as far as Tam was concerned.

“That’s because I’m good enough to request a custom weapon from the royal armory,” Maryada said. “Perhaps someday, you might…. No, I doubt it.”

Ticked off as Tam was, she was itching for a tussle. That, and it’d get her some much-needed sparring experience. “Do you ever quit jabbering, or are we actually going to fight?”

Maryada twirled her massive spear as lightly as if it were a twig. “Try not to get hurt, hatchling.” Then she pounced.

If only there was a possibility for Tam to get hurt—not because Tam wanted to get hurt, but because it would be a mark of respect signifying that Maryada was sparring with Tam as an equal. Despite all her posturing, Maryada was being careful with Tam, and ten minutes into their match, Tam still didn’t have so much as a cut on her. Borik must cut himself more while shaving.

Fed up with being condescended to, Tam strove to get out of the seemingly endless grapple Maryada had trapped her in. Sweeping a kick at Maryada’s shins, Tam managed to duck out of the grapple and land a hit, but it struck Maryada’s spear with an impact so jarring that it rattled Tam’s bones. Maryada, however, was unperturbed.

“Aw,” Maryada drawled, “that tickles.”

A crowd of spectators had gathered around them. The sword and archery units clustered around the sparring circle along with the spear-wielders, and they erupted into a cheer at Tam’s near miss.

Was Tam that pathetic? Was she such an underdog that the soldiers would cheer even her mistakes?

Incensed, Tam jabbed at Maryada again and again, but even she could feel how ungainly her footwork was when compared to Maryada’s. She had taunted Maryada with it before, but it was Tam who was flatfooted.

As if that wasn’t already humiliating, Maryada’s ongoing commentary was annoyingly accurate. “You’re unbalanced,” she said. “Spread your feet wider apart when you brace for a collision. Guard your solar plexus with your opposing forearm, as you have no shield. Yes, like that.”

“Ouch,” Tam grumbled as Maryada landed an irritatingly glancing blow on her. An enemy would not have held back like that. Tam should, by rights, have been unconscious in the dirt.

“Remember that your spear is simply a staff with a sharp tip. If you cannot use it as a staff, you cannot use it as a spear. A hit with the shaft can be as disabling as a hit with the blade, if targeted expertly.”

“You deem yourself an expert, do you?”

“I do,” Maryada said. She wasn’t teasing Tam anymore; her focus on Tam was calm and assessing, the focus of a master on a student. “I have outlived dozens of battles. And I did so by exercising my mind, not just my body.”

Tam spluttered. “Are you calling me a dunce?”

“No, but you could benefit from strategy. For example, to deceive your opponent, lower your center of gravity by buckling your knees. Now leap into a high guard. Strike from above.”

Tam did as Maryada instructed—and succeeded. A strike landed on Maryada’s cheekbone, and the crowd cheered again, but Maryada had obviously ceded that strike to Tam as a demonstration.

“This isn’t a spar,” Tam spat. “It’s a tutorial.”

Maryada quirked an eyebrow. “Do you deny that you need one?”

Tam couldn’t. Dammit.

They sparred until Tam’s joints had been all but knocked out of their sockets, and it was only Borik’s arrival on the scene that brought the impromptu spar to its conclusion.

“Maryada!” Borik shouted as he advanced on them. “I leave for a routine briefing and return to find chaos! What are you doing to this child?”

“Teaching her as she yearns to be taught,” Maryada said, but she stepped down, lowering her spear and saluting her commander.

Tam, for her part, was doing her best not to crumple into a heap. Wallop after wallop had reduced her skeleton to jelly. She could barely stand—but stand she would, and she would walk, too, all the way back to the dorm, so that none would witness her frailty. Tam would rather wander forever in the Wanderwood, the bedeviled home of the elves that featured in every bedtime tale, than show her frailty to anybody.

But for now she had to endure Borik’s scathing chastisement of her and of Maryada, although Maryada looked unrepentant. The onlookers dispersed, but only after slapping Tam on the back and congratulating her on how she’d fared.

Tam swayed under their overenthusiastic slapping, wiping the sweat from her brow and sucking in heaving breaths. Maybe she hadn’t been a total disappointment. Maybe she’d been brave, even if she hadn’t been the victor. Maybe she’d improved under Maryada’s tutelage, enough that professional soldiers would applaud her for it.

“Praise her, would you, Borik?” Dale said. “Our Tamsin is just about ready to join us. With a bit of instruction, she could—”

“No, she could not,” Borik said firmly, snuffing out the spark of hope that had been kindled in Tam’s chest. “She has a year before she can qualify. I only ask that in that year, you not goad her into even more trouble than she gets into on her own. I’ll have to bother the queen herself to discipline this imp.”

Dale had the grace to look guilty, but Maryada’s nod wasn’t as heartfelt. Tam had an ally there. An ally who might argue for enhancing Tam’s training and might yet make a convert of Borik.

Before Tam left, Maryada clicked spears with her in a soldier’s salute—the sort of salute exchanged between peers.

Tam’s heart swelled. Oh gods. This was her first salute. She’d never been saluted before. Emboldened, she saluted Maryada back.

“Well done, hatchling,” Maryada said gruffly, ruffling Tam’s hair just like Borik did. “You’ll earn your wings soon enough.”

Tam flushed. There was way too much hair-ruffling going on.

 

 

A WEEK later, Tam was in the mess hall at the children’s dormitory, shoveling gruel into her mouth. Supper was simple at the dorm, but it was plentiful and nutritious, as Queen Emeraude surveyed and revised the monthly menu herself.

The dorm had the same meats and vegetables supplied to them that the royal pantry did, although—and Tam was admittedly bitter about this—the dorm’s cooks weren’t as talented as the royal chefs. A quince pie from the palace bakery was flawlessly honey-glazed and dotted with raisins, while a quince pie in the dorm was a slapdash imitation, the far thinner glaze flaking off in patches, the raisins few and far apart. The dorm’s pie looked like it had the mange. Tam suspected the palace stewards were skimming raisins off the dorm’s allocated amount and independently selling the prized dried fruit for profit.

Tam knew that the queen would be dismayed if she was alerted to this, and that she would remedy the situation. But honestly, they were in the midst of a war. Who’d have it in them to bother the queen with these trivialities? Emeraude was justifiably preoccupied with war expenses, such as organizing weapons requisitions, commissioning blacksmiths for armor, and paying tanneries for shoes. Sturdy boots for the soldiers on the Axenborg front took precedence over raisins.

Besides, given how meticulous the queen was about the accounting of provisions, it was inevitable that she would unmask the fraudsters among the stewards and would have them put in stocks. Emeraude always found out about secrets. Always.

So Tam kept mum and spooned more gruel into her gullet, meagerly pea-dotted though it was. As she chased the peas in her bowl, the youngsters seated on either side of her piped up in chirrupy, babyish voices. They were about eleven. Tam was just relieved to be taller than someone for a change.

“Have you heard?” said the boy to Tam’s left, hushed with awe. “About Timothy, who’s apprenticed at the kennels? He’s going around saying that a hound ran into the Wanderwood, and when it came back, it had horns!”

“Oh my goodness,” said the girl to Tam’s right, just as hushed, as if elves might pop out of the woodwork and plant horns on her too. “Really?”

“Yeah, like a demon’s horns. And it was breathing fire.”

Tam smothered a laugh. Had she been that gullible at eleven?

“Timothy’s saying the kennel keeper had to kill it and chop it up and burn it on a pyre to stop it from feasting on the villagers’ children.”

“After eating this watery gruel,” Tam groused, “I’m still hungry enough to feast on the villagers’ children.”

The boy and the girl gawked at her with wide-eyed horror.

“What?” said Tam. “It’s impossible, what that Timothy’s been nattering about. He’s having you on. The elves live in the Wanderwood, remember? The hound wouldn’t have escaped from them if it had gone into the forest. It would’ve died in there. Or just vanished altogether. Nothing comes back from the Wanderwood.” Tam rapped her spoon decisively on the dining table. “Nothing.”

“Th-that’s what the legends say,” said the boy, clearly displeased at having his fantastical story deconstructed so summarily, “but how do you know the elves didn’t ensorcell the hound?”

“To stick a pair of horns on it?” Tam said with a chortle. “Much good that’d do. Mayhap the elves do have a sense of humor.”

The boy scowled.

Tam grinned. “Fear not, little ones. The elves don’t bother with colorful pranks. If they come for you, horns and fire-breathing will be the least of your worries. Then again, you won’t have any worries.” She lowered her volume dramatically. “Because you’ll be dead.”

They were gawking at her again, even more horrified than before. Clapping them companionably on their shoulders, Tam whistled cheerfully as she got up to dump her bowl in the dishwasher’s tub.

Educating the youth was important, after all.

Scaring them was even better.

 

 

AFTER SUPPER, a royal page barged into the dorm to inform Tam that the queen would see her. So Borik had indeed tattled to the queen. As he’d promised to do.

Tam gulped. Borik, she could deal with. Queen Emeraude? Not so much.

Borik’s protectiveness was very different from the queen’s. It wasn’t as intimidating, for one. Borik had the proportions of a titan while Emeraude was slender and wispy, and yet there was a genteel steeliness to the queen’s demeanor that frankly made Tam cringe. The prospect of facing Queen Emeraude in all her sagacious glory was somehow more frightening than the prospect of facing Borik in a strop. And Borik could shatter rocks with his bare fists.

Then again, Emeraude could shatter armies with her wits. She was famed in all the lands for her strategic genius; perhaps that was why Tam felt so very insignificant in her presence. If Emeraude had been a typical monarch, given to idle pastimes and opulent feasts, Tam wouldn’t be so tempted to bow and scrape before her. But no, Emeraude had a will of iron… and it showed. It showed in Emeraude’s unshakable poise and in her all-knowing face, a face that seemed to have seen it all and that had never, in Tam’s memory, showed surprise.

It was like conversing with a divine being. That was why it was so daunting. Talking to Emeraude was like talking to an omniscient deity who knew all there was to know about anything—including Tam. Borik was bad enough, with his supernatural ability to ferret Tam out of wherever she was hidden. Emeraude could do that with Tam’s thoughts, even the thoughts Tam herself wasn’t aware of hiding. It was unnerving.

Tam would have to brace herself for another session of uncomfortable and involuntary soul-baring.

And she’d have to be nicely dressed for it. It was only polite.

Tam didn’t have an informal soldier’s uniform, let alone a formal, decorated uniform for court. All she could do was to tidy herself up as much as possible. The dorm’s communal bathing chamber had rusty, cracked mirrors aplenty, and its slick, mossy tiles would have anyone mincing like a courtier to prevent slipping and splitting their head open on the floor.

Tam took her grooming kit in with her and headed to the mirror with the fewest cracks. It was the mirror closest to the lavatories and was chronically underused, because the children were driven to farther mirrors to get away from the stink. But Tam couldn’t afford trying to neaten herself in a broken mirror that displayed her face in fifteen million angles. She could only pray the stink wouldn’t cling to her.

Tam hurriedly retrieved her comb from her kit, raked it through her coarse, frazzled hair, and plaited her braid anew. She’d hacked the sleeves off her summer tunics to give her freer movement with the spear, so her tunic was terrible, fashion-wise, but she liked to pretend it gave her a charmingly rugged air. Not that the nobles of Emeraude’s court would find ruggedness charming. Nor would they be charmed by the fading welts and bruises from Tam’s spar with Maryada, but Tam had no clue how to cover those up.

Not to mention that she didn’t want to cover them up. To her, the greenish hue of her bruises wasn’t ugly at all; it was a sign of her valor. At least her bumps and scratches were no longer smarting like she’d just emerged from a whipping—Maryada’s spear-strikes had been light, but they’d hurt nonetheless. Tam’s nut-brown skin now bore as many stripes as a tiger’s, scarcely visible though the fainter stripes were through her brownness. Faint or not, they were the markings of a warrior. Tam paused to admire them in the mirror before remembering that she had to hurry. She had an appointment with a queen.

Duly tidied, Tam rushed off to the palace, whose white spires glinted like knife points in the descending dusk. Tam supposed that was appropriate, given the amount of backstabbing that went on in there. Emeraude was moral to a fault, but her ministers weren’t.

The sloping stairs leading up to the palace were lined with liveried wardens. After introducing herself, Tam was escorted to Emeraude’s study, where the queen welcomed guests who weren’t of the political persuasion or who weren’t involved in the state’s public affairs.

Usually only the queen’s closest friends and relatives were ever allowed into her study.

Tam was the exception.

She tried not to dwell on the reason why.

Tam stood in the archway outside the queen’s study. The minutes passed about as slowly as taffy being poured on a candied apple from the height of a thousand yards. Tam fiddled nervously with her scuffed leather belt, a belt that she’d had to poke additional holes in with her dented hunting sword. None of her clothes fit her just right, unlike the courtiers with their impeccably tailored outfits. Tam was reminded again of how out of place she was. She stared up at the archway, which was an arc of polished gems set into geometric patterns of colored glass. Everything glittered here. Everything shone. Even the nobles. In contrast, Tam was dull-hued and grubby, a sparrow among peacocks. She was as ill-suited to the palace as a mushroom was to a rose garden.

Eventually a sentry opened the brass-knobbed door under the archway. The door’s ornately carved engravings gleamed as it swung inward.

“The queen is ready for her next guest,” the sentry announced, then blinked down at Tam. He took in Tam’s size and threadbare clothing with confusion, as if Tam were a miniature gargoyle that had sprung to life. “You must be Tamsin Bladeborn,” the sentry said with palpable disbelief.

Tam drew herself up, determined not to be cowed. “First of all, that is a ridiculous name, and I refuse to answer to it.”

The sentry kept blinking. “Just Tamsin, then.”

“Slightly less ridiculous. Still not answering to it.”

A grudging smile tugged at the sentry’s lips. “If so, how should I call you?”

“Tam, not Tamsin. I’m definitely not Tamsin Bladeborn.”

“Isn’t ‘Bladeborn’ the name you inherited from your parents?”

“They admitted it was ridiculous too. My father actually covered his face and mumbled whenever somebody asked him what his clan name was. He hadn’t wanted to inherit it either. It’s embarrassing, is what it is. Makes you sound like the hero of some balladeer’s dreamed-up quest.” Tam jutted out her chin. “My parents weren’t just Bladeborns. They shaped their own fates. They were their own people. Zara and Simion. Those were their names.”

The sentry sobered, inferring that Tam’s parents were dead. “The nobles that visit the queen tend to be obsessed with their clan names.”

“I’m not a noble.”

“I can see that,” said the sentry, and it would have been an insult if it weren’t for the sympathy in his smile. “Go in. Her Majesty awaits you.”

Tam stepped in. As she did, all her courage in dealing with the sentry evaporated.

For there sat Queen Emeraude, on a richly upholstered chair before her writing desk, dressed in a satiny blue gown with silver embroidery at the sleeves. She wore no crown—she despised doing so unless she was on her throne to officiate events or to pass judgment at court. Instead, her auburn hair flowed freely over her shoulders, and her clean, delicate, alabaster hands were folded on her lap.

Tam’s own fingernails were ragged and uneven, caked with dirt from the training grounds. Tam folded her hands behind her back, where they could not be remarked on. Not that Emeraude ever remarked on Tam’s appearance; she had the grace not to.

“Tam,” Emeraude greeted her warmly, and it still jolted Tam that Emeraude was the only adult who addressed her by the name she preferred. It was overwhelming, that a queen engrossed in more important subjects would find it in her to be considerate of a peasant child. Because, when in the company of Emeraude, it was clear that Tam was just a child. Tam couldn’t even dispute it, like she could with Borik.

“Your Majesty.” Tam bowed.

“Come now. Such formality after years of acquaintance?”

“Um. Em-mer—” Tam stammered. This happened every time she met the queen, and every time, it reduced her to incoherence. “E-Emeraude?”

“Thank you.” Despite the warmth of Emeraude’s tone, her eyes were sharp. “I hear that your escapades grow bolder by the month.”

Tam shuffled her feet. “I… I’m only… trying to help?”

“I’m sure you are.” Emeraude regarded her serenely. “Have you ever pondered why that is?”

“P-pardon?” Oh no. This was where Emeraude slit Tam’s soft underbelly open like a particularly beautiful dagger. A dagger with a bejeweled hilt.

“You lodge in the children’s dorm, where the offspring—orphaned or otherwise—of the soldiers are housed. Once, your parents had lodged in the barracks, and you were permitted entry to visit them, just as they were permitted entry into the children’s dormitory to visit you. Was that not so?”

Tam straightened. “Y-yes, it was.”

“Thus you became conditioned to visiting the barracks, and you understandably began to associate the barracks and its inhabitants with your parents, with home.”

“I… yes, of course.” Who wouldn’t associate the building where their parents lived with home?

“The other inhabitants of the barracks were the soldiers. That meant you also began to see these soldiers as home. So after losing your parents, you naturally adopted the army as your extended family. When you seek to fight alongside them, you seek belonging—a sense of togetherness to fill the void that the absence of your parents left within you.”

Tam flinched.

Emeraude’s serenity didn’t waver. “But does it do justice to your adopted family that you risk yourself unduly for them, as if you need to repay them with your own blood for the honor of calling them kin? Does it do justice to them that you believe sacrificing yourself is the only road to belonging among those who sacrifice themselves?”

“But… but you just said it. That they sacrifice themselves too.”

“They do it for their kingdom. For the children of their kingdom. For the innocence of those children. And what are you, Tam? To them, you are among the children they are sworn to protect. Would you take their sacrifice and throw it back at them as if it were nothing?”

Tam’s gaze fell to her boots—her muddy, half-torn boots, in which she trained day and night to perfect her craft as a spear-wielder. It wasn’t just about proving herself. It was about what was right, about how skilled Tam was, about how she could be of use. If she could be of use, she should be of use. Even Maryada and Dale had acknowledged her capabilities, budding though they were. Why did her age lessen that?

A heated, wretched sullenness bubbled up within Tam like lava, but she couldn’t argue with Emeraude. It wasn’t just because Emeraude was the queen; it was because what Emeraude was saying had the ring of truth. It was the same truth Tam had heard in her parents’ words—the words of those who would not spare her the truth, no matter how harsh it was. The words of those who loved Tam enough to tell her the truth. Now that her parents were gone, it was Emeraude who had taken up that duty. It was hard not to resent her for it.

“You say you belong to the army,” the queen continued. “Will you belong to them more if you offer yourself upon the altar of war before the gods and the law permit you to? That is not how belonging works, Tam. Not true belonging. If they are your family, so are you theirs. If you were to be needlessly harmed or lost in battle, you would be mourned by those who remain.” Emeraude’s features clouded with sorrow. “It is already tragic to lose those who venture forth when they are of age, after they have been trained to the fullest in order to prolong their lives as much as possible. It would be doubly tragic if the kingdom of Astaris began to sacrifice its children too.”

Tam hung her head. An unwilling shame twisted itself around her heart, a wire of thorns that pierced even her stubborn pride.

“Look at me, Tam.”

Tam couldn’t. She just—she couldn’t.

“Tam.” Emeraude said her name so gently. “Look at me.”

Inevitably, Tam looked up. Emeraude’s gentleness was even more difficult to resist than her sternness.

“Ask of yourself only what your parents would ask of you,” Emeraude suggested. “Would they ask you to join this war sooner than you ought to?”

Tam just stood there, frozen to the spot. Her ears burned. Her hands were knotted into fists behind her back. She had no notion of what to do with those fists—whether to beat down the wall between her and the army, or whether to plunge them into the earth, where her parents’ bones were buried, and ask those bones what her parents would have wished for her.

She’d been so certain that her mother would have advised her to pursue her own goals, that her father would have trained her for combat himself.

Now she wasn’t so certain.

That uncertainty felt like a weakness, a sickness, a disease of consumption dissolving her confidence from within. Tam hated it.

Uncertainty was unnatural to Tam. She relished living in constant certainty, in the mirror-bright clarity of mind that it gave her—no doubts, no fears, only direction and resolve.

Emeraude reached for the enameled tray on her desk, piled with sweetmeats as it was, and held it out to Tam like a peace offering. Tam reflected on how surreal it was for a queen to serve pastries to a subject.

Tam picked up a tart with berries on it and chewed on it mechanically. It tasted like sand.

“Simion and Zara rescued my husband on that fateful day eight years ago when Danis attacked our border. But in rescuing their king, they gave themselves over to death. They were heroes, staying behind to fight so that he might survive. I owe them—and you—a debt of gratitude that can never be repaid.”

Tam drew in a breath. This was it. This was the reason Emeraude was even meeting with her and why Tam was granted access to the queen’s private study when no other peasant was. This was why Emeraude saw Tam annually on the anniversary of her parents’ deaths and why she asked Borik for periodic reports on Tam’s training.

It was just that Emeraude was grateful. That was all.

But that was also why Tam shared an extraordinary kinship with Emeraude, and why it sometimes seemed as if her parents were speaking to her through the queen. It hurt Tam to hear her parents’ names spoken by Emeraude, but it was simultaneously a solace that Tam’s parents were so dearly and reverently remembered. The queen had dedicated headstones to them in the royal cemetery, with their graves on either side of King Ulster’s. After all, they had been promoted to being his personal bodyguards shortly before their deaths, and they had followed him everywhere.

“Unfortunately, in the irony to end all ironies, my beloved husband succumbed to his illness and perished not four weeks later.” Emeraude inclined her head pensively. “Do you ever blame him—blame us—for that? That your parents had to die for a man who was doomed to die anyway?”

“No,” Tam said fiercely, and just like that, her certainty was back, flaring up in her like a white-hot flame. “No. I wouldn’t—I wouldn’t disrespect them like that. They told me that there was nothing more sacred than choice, and that Astar had given us free will so that we might choose our own destinies. They chose to die for their king. That was all. They would not have died if they had not willed it. As their daughter, how can I not heed the will of my parents? How can I not heed their legacy, when their legacy was that I should have a will of my own?”

Emeraude was observing her with an odd expression, part pride and part indulgence, and it was such a motherly expression that Tam immediately understood what Emeraude had intended to accomplish by asking that question. Emeraude had posed it deliberately, to bring Tam back to Tam’s natural self.

Such was the queen’s kindness.

Suddenly humbled by having that kindness directed at her, Tam got choked up. She hung her head again to conceal just how moved she was. Tam wasn’t accustomed to displaying vulnerability. Or to displaying anything that wasn’t bravado.

“Wh-what,” Tam asked, although it wasn’t her place to do so, “what is the latest news from the front?”

Emeraude sighed. “It isn’t good. Axenborg’s messengers to us have ceased coming, which can only mean that Danis is close to breaching Axenborg’s defenses, perhaps even so close that King Korbyn of Axenborg cannot afford to dispatch any messengers lest they be killed. But worry not,” she added when Tam quailed. “We have been receiving missives via pigeons rather than heralds, and Axenborg has not yet fallen. The troops we’ve been sending to them every few months have aided them in preserving their sovereignty… and our own.”

Tam slumped in relief. Mayhap Emeraude was holding back just how dire Axenborg’s plight was—Tam sensed that Emeraude was not being completely forthcoming—but Tam had to trust her. Tam had to trust that everything would be all right, that the war would drag on in this limbo until it ultimately led to Danis’s downfall.

“Enough about war. Younglings should play, not fret, and even if they do, all they should fret about is wandering too far in their play and being captured by the vicious elves of the Wanderwood.”

“I’m not six,” Tam said indignantly. “I’m not enthralled by tales of bogeymen.”

Emeraude chuckled. “Aren’t you? You’re enthralled by tales of war, and that’s the greatest bogeyman of all.” Still indulgent, she said, “My son hasn’t seen you in a fortnight. He’s been asking me where you’ve been. Would you care to take a detour to the library on your path out of the palace? He’s drowning in books as usual, but he’ll appreciate it if you drop by.”

Tam brightened. Perhaps this was just a further ploy of the queen’s to lift Tam’s mood, but if it was, it was succeeding. Besides, Prince Kay was always happy to see her, just as she was always happy to see him. He and Tam had been friends ever since Tam’s parents had become royal guards. After the deaths of the king and of Tam’s folks, Kay had been there to share her grief. In spite of their differing ranks, they had both lost those dearest to them. It had created an unusually powerful bond between them.

Like Emeraude, Kay did not place much importance on social standing when it came to forging friendships, but unlike Emeraude, Kay was not disconcertingly perceptive. It was a winning combination. Tam was not overly fond of having her skin peeled back for Emeraude’s inspection, regardless of Emeraude’s genuine affection for her. With Kay, Tam could relax and be herself without fear of having her psyche poured through the fine sieve of another’s perception.

Tam bid farewell to Emeraude somewhat hastily, and saluted the sentry as she departed. She trotted down hallway after hallway, craning her neck to ogle the floor-to-ceiling tapestries that dangled between the marble busts of past rulers. The rulers all sported identical disdainful moues of aristocratic superiority. They looked constipated, to be honest, with their uniformly downturned brows and pinched mouths. It was hilarious.

Tam managed to nick an apple from the royal kitchen on her way to the library, even though she wound up getting chased out of the larder by an elderly cook brandishing a ladle like a club.

The library was easier to get into, on account of Kay’s sentries being stationed at the entrance. They, unlike Emeraude’s sentry at the study, recognized her from her many visits to Kay. The sentry guarding the queen’s study today was new, but now he would be acquainted with Tam as well. It was weird, being accepted among the royal sentries, but Tam disregarded it just as she did the weirdness of being friends with a prince. Her life was weird enough as it was.

While Tam didn’t cherish the library as much as Kay did—Kay would literally marry it if he could—she did like the ink-and-parchment scent of it. It had the hallowed silence of a temple, of an ancient shrine that preserved the wisdom of centuries. The long, winding rows of shelves were dizzyingly tall, with wheeled wooden ladders wedged against them that creaked under any climber’s weight. The shelves had been constructed in a spiral that circled around the center of the library. The spiral tightened as Tam ventured farther into it, the rows growing narrower and narrower until Tam had to crabwalk sideways to get through them, sneezing as stray dusty pages brushed her nose and as protruding spines snagged on her hair.

Kay was seated at a wide oak table at the library’s core, his lanky frame folded into a large claw-footed chair whose bosomy padding all but swallowed him up. His hair, a lighter auburn than his mother’s, was sticking out in wild curly tufts as he bent over a book, and he had an anemic pallor to him, tawny though he was due to his father’s slightly swarthier coloring. His book was a gigantic tome with a maroon sleeve of worn, patchy velvet.

That wasn’t the only reading material on the table. Open scrolls spilled off its surface, and towers of books teetered precariously close to the table’s edge. Tam gingerly shifted a tower aside before hopping onto a corner of the table and crunching into her apple. Loudly.

It must’ve not been loud enough, because Kay remained nose-deep in—Tam squinted at the title—a treatise on healing potions by a writer named Divinian Divinous. Was it a pseudonym? It had to be. But it was such an awful pseudonym that the author must’ve been drunk on one of their own “healing potions” when they invented that name. Borik called mulled mead a healing potion—the quickest acting there was, in fact. Tam agreed with him.

Tam crunched louder and louder, until the noise became downright obnoxious. The other visitors to the library grimaced discreetly in disapproval.

Eventually Kay shooed absently in Tam’s general direction.

“Oi, bookworm,” Tam said finally, tired of waiting.

Kay’s head snapped up. “Tam?” His eyes were bloodshot. “I…. What’re you doing here?”

“Your mother sent me. She might’ve just sent me to remind you that you exist in the mortal realm and inhabit a mortal coil, and that your coil needs to be fed at regular intervals. When did you last eat?”

“Er….”

“You have no idea, do you?”

“I vaguely recall a pheasant.”

“As in, a pheasant in a woodcut from a hundred years ago, or a plucked, roasted, spiced pheasant from the kitchen?”

“The latter, I’d say. There were no feathers on it.” Kay frowned. “I think.”

“And when did you have this grand meal of possibly feathered pheasant?”

Kay gesticulated at his books. “Before the atlas of Norvald and after the collection of religious poetry about Astar.”

Tam sighed. “Let me guess. You must’ve been fed some pheasant for dinner yesterday. Yes, yesterday. Because—and you may not have noticed this—you reek. Have you bathed today?”

“Who died and appointed you my quee—um.” Kay stumbled to a stop, evidently appalled by what he’d just said. “Did I almost commit treason by prophesying the death of the reigning monarch?”

“Don’t you already have an answer to that? You’ve read over fifty thousand pages of constitutional law, haven’t you? You keep gloating about every thousandth page you read.”

“I’m nine pages away from my next thousandth.” Kay beamed. “And you’re right, I do have the answer. I didn’t commit treason. Thankfully I wasn’t prophesying, merely contemplating. My motive was lacking.”

“I bet your mother would be very interested in you splitting hairs about the legal definition of motive. Since you’re her heir and stand to gain from her assassination.”

“Don’t ever say that to her, not even in passing. She’ll have me sit in on those interminable property disputes so that I can split hairs productively.” Kay shuddered. “The mind-numbing boredom will kill me before it kills her.”

“You won’t be able to avoid arbitrating disputes when you’re on the throne.”

“Which is why my remaining years of freedom are even more precious to me.” Kay snapped his fingers. “Aha! If anything, I have motive to prolong the current queen’s reign by every means available to me. Only her reign saves me from my much-hated duties.”

“A stellar rebuttal.” Tam nodded sagely. “A lawyer could not have outdone it.”

“Why, thank you.”

“I was being sarcastic. But… how about we trade favors?”

“Favors?”

Tam hesitated. Kay would do whatever Tam asked even if it wasn’t a trade, but without that trade as a front, Tam couldn’t lower herself so abjectly before her friend. Their friendship was based on a perceived sense of equality, and if that crumbled, so would their effortless banter and all the joy that came with it. “Let’s say I fail to mention to your mother that you routinely envision her demise—”

“It’s—it’s not routine!”

“—and as a result of my magnanimous omission, you dodge getting assigned to approximately five millennia of court arbitration so that you may more effectively employ your skills.”

“More effectively employ my…. By Astar, you even sound like her.”

“In recompense, let’s say you pay me back by failing to mention that you snuck me out of the palace.”

Kay gaped at her. “Are you joking?”

“I’m not. We can do it tomorrow.”

“And this has naught to do with the scouts marching out tomorrow morning? That’s too much of a coincidence. You’ll be caught in a jiffy.”

“No, I won’t be,” Tam insisted. “Because you’ll be making a spur-of-the-moment decision to go on a hunt with me as your squire.”

“I already have a squire.”

“That doddering ol’ fellow with ague? C’mon. You haven’t retired him only because he was your father’s squire and you can’t bring yourself to fire him. He won’t be of much assistance with an activity as vigorous as a hunt. He can’t even ride a horse with his arthritis, the miserable sod. Taking me along will be perfectly legitimate. I’ve gone with you on excursions before.”

“Yes, herb-picking excursions. I’ve been researching healing potions to help with the recovery of our wounded soldiers, and those potions must have specific herbs as their ingredients. But I informed my mother I wouldn’t be going on any more herb-picking trips this month, since I have enough of a stock to do some brewing of my own, and—”

“Precisely. That’s why this isn’t a typical excursion. It’s a hunt.”

“Me? Going on a hunt? My mother will wonder if I’m coming down with something.”

“Nonsense. You’re a brash young man thirsty for the gory murder of the nearest boar.”

Kay looked ill. “No, I’m not. Me going on a hunt will be as obvious a ploy as any.”

“Not if you’re allegedly only going on the hunt because you’re smitten with the Royal Huntsman.”

“N-no,” Kay stuttered, “I’m not!”

“Every bairn and its grandma knows you’re smitten with the Royal Huntsman. Except for the Royal Huntsman. He’s the only human being you notice that isn’t a character in a book.”

“I notice you.”

“Yes, but I’m a girl. And you don’t fancy girls.”

“What about you? You don’t fancy anyone. Unless it’s your spear.” Kay leered. “Which, speaking of phallic symbolism….”

“Shut up.” Tam shoved playfully at Kay. “Gods, you’re incorrigible.”

“I’m incorrigible? Do none of the mirrors you encounter function correctly?”

“I don’t have ‘encounters’ with mirrors, you narcissist.”

“And I don’t have encounters with spears.”

They proceeded shoving at each other until a throat cleared behind them, and they both whirled guiltily to see the crotchety librarian glowering at them.

“Heavens, no,” Kay whispered in horror. “I’ve committed a cardinal sin. I’ve caused a disturbance in the library. And all because of you! What if Madame Bundifoot never allows me in the library again?”

“You’re the prince. How can she ban you?”

“My princehood is irrelevant. To Madame Bundifoot, the library is a sanctuary where we are all equals in our quest for knowledge.”

“Uh-huh,” Tam said dubiously. “Don’t act like you wouldn’t sneak into the library even if you were barred from it.”

“An excellent observation.” Kay relaxed. “Very well. Having gained an understanding of why you want to break into the army, I shall help you. And when you find my head on a pike upon your glorious return, you will know that my beheading was all your fault.”

Tam rolled her eyes. “Don’t be dramatic.”

“I’m being dramatic? I’m not the one volunteering myself as a lamb to the slaughter!”

“I am no lamb.”

“No, you’re too tough to be as tender as a lamb. Your meat would be unpleasantly stringy. Which is why I’d like to spare you your slaughter. You wouldn’t be edible. Not even the dastardly elves of the Wanderwood would feast on your flesh.”

“Is that cannibalistic allegory your way of protecting me?”

Kay huffed. “Have you thought about how I’d feel if I snuck you out and you got yourself killed?”

Tam softened. “There won’t be any real combat,” she cajoled him. “It’s just a scouting mission. At most we’ll have a tiny skirmish with some bandits—outlaws with bad teeth and worse weaponry. I’ll knock a couple of those teeth out, have an adventure, and show Borik that I can and should be sent out to battle.”

“I’m aware that it’s just a scouting mission, Tam. Do you honestly believe I’d agree to this if it weren’t?”

The guilt that had arisen in Tam during Emeraude’s nearly convincing lecture rose up in her again. It occurred to Tam that she was directly disobeying royal instructions that she remain uninvolved in the war, but Tam hoped she’d conduct herself with such courage and skill that she’d lay the queen’s—and Borik’s—concerns to rest. “Kay, I….”

Kay waved dismissively. “Don’t be remorseful. It doesn’t suit you. What’ll you do if there aren’t any bandits?”

“Then Borik and his unit won’t even know I’m there, because I won’t join them if there isn’t any fighting. And there likely won’t be. I’ll just skulk along behind them and get bored out of my skull.”

“At least you’ll still have a skull. Even if it is an empty one.”

“Hey! My skull’s not empty. Spear-craft requires more than a basic appreciation of the sciences. I’ve had to read about velocities and angles and arcs and gravity and—”

“Tam. You’re very knowledgeable. I wasn’t casting aspersions on your intellect. I just meant that your skull is empty of anything that isn’t spear-craft… and your obsession with practicing it against an enemy.” Kay kneaded his forehead as if he was getting a headache. “My mother will kill me for this.”

“Don’t be absurd. You’re her only heir. At most, she’ll maim you.”

“Thanks,” Kay said dryly. “That’s very reassuring.”

Tam grinned unrepentantly. “I wish us both luck.”

 

 

THAT NIGHT, Tam had a dream.

She knew it was a dream because she was back in the hut her parents had spent their joint furloughs in, between deployments. The hut had not been theirs but the government’s; such huts were lent out to those military families who were reunited in between campaigns and had little enough time together as it was. For that time and that time only, children like Tam were authorized to leave the dorm and reside with their parents in the hut allotted to them.

The leftovers of previous residents were scattered among the shelves and throughout the hut. As a child, Tam had entertained herself by exploring the hut and discovering a carved wooden pony stuffed betwixt the cooking utensils, or a yellow hair tie strewn beneath a sagging cot. There were stories in the memorabilia she found, stories about those who had come and gone.

It hadn’t seemed melancholy to her to be so fascinated by those stories. It had been a reminder that life went on and that her parents might be back again—that they might all live in this hut once more and that Tam would uncover new treasures here. For a while, before they had been confiscated by the dorm warden for bearing a suspicious resemblance to stolen possessions, Tam had kept a box of those souvenirs under her dormitory bunk.

In this dream she was four again. Her father was combing the tangles out of her hair, preparing to put one of those borrowed hair-ties on her. He was perched behind her on the hut’s lone rickety stool while Tam sat on the tiniest cot and swung her legs. Tam’s mother leaned against the opposite bed and sharpened her spear with a flint, the motions of her hand repetitive and hypnotic.

“How sharp does a spear have to be, Ma?” Tam asked. “And how can you tell when it’s sharp enough?”

Ma smirked and flipped the blade of her spear until it was flat against her forearm. “Like this,” she said and ran the blade slowly up her arm until the small hairs that grew there fell away. “If it can shave you? It’s sharp enough.”

“Zara,” Tam’s father chided. “You’re only emboldening Tam. She’ll steal your spear and go gallivanting all over town again. Or she’ll cut her veins open trying to copy your stunt.”

“It isn’t a stunt, it’s a lesson.”

“The best lesson,” Tam added.

Da scoffed. “You’d say so, wouldn’t you? Want to know what’s actually useful?” He brought the comb he’d been using on Tam up so that she could see it and tilted it at a low angle. “The angle at which a blade is sharpened influences its sharpness. A lower angle leads to a sharper blade.” He tilted the comb down even farther. “But a lower angle also weakens the edge. Blades sharpened at a very low angle may be sharper, but their durability will be lessened. They’ll get dull sooner and will have to be resharpened more frequently.”

Ma faked a yawn. “That was stunningly boring, Simion. Look at the poor child. Her eyes are glazed over. She’s four, not fourteen. Don’t subject her to your technical monologues until she’s of an age to comprehend them.”

“I comprehend them!” Tam chirped, more out of pity for her father than because she got what Da had been saying, and mayhap Da discerned that, because he winced.

“Tam has to learn that bladecraft isn’t all about spectacle,” Da said to Ma. “Bladecraft is about discipline and patience.”

“I prefer ‘persistence’ to ‘patience,’” said Ma, “but go on.”

Da glared. “And I prefer my ‘technical monologues’ to your frivolous displays.”

“Frivolous?” Ma arched her brow. “I was under the impression that to you, those displays were devastatingly attractive.”

Da spluttered.

“Why,” Ma said, eyes dancing, “did you not fall to your knees and propose to me after a display in which I hurled my spear high enough to permanently dent the weathervane atop Santri’s Pub?”

“That weathervane still doesn’t swivel like it should,” Da grumbled. “You owe Santri money for the repairs.”

“Please, like Santri doesn’t relate that anecdote three times a night to whichever patron is inebriated enough to listen.”

“Only because that patron always happens to be you.”

“Is my drinking prowess a frivolous display too?”

“Isn’t it?” Dad challenged. “How is you regaling Tam with your daft antics more beneficial to her than my talk on spear maintenance?”

“More beneficial?” Ma teased him. “So this is a parenting competition, is it?”

“It shouldn’t be a competition. It should be us collaborating so that we can teach our careless daughter how to be cautious.”

“We couldn’t teach her to be cautious if we conceived her and birthed her all over again,” Ma drawled, and Da went red.

“Zara!” he hissed.

“What’s ‘conceived’?” Tam asked, confused.

Da went even redder. “Nothing,” he said with dismay, while Ma dissolved into laughter.

Da stared at Ma for several minutes, even after her laughter had quieted and she’d resumed sharpening her spear.

“Um, Da?” Tam tugged on his shirt. “My hair?”

Da jumped, blushing again. Why was he blushing so much? Given how fair he was compared to Ma’s shadow-dark complexion, his blushes were unmistakable. And inexplicable. “Of course, Tam-kin. My apologies.” Da carded the comb through her hair. “Do remember what I said when you sharpen your own blades someday—if you go into bladework, that is. You might grow up to be a tailor.”

“A tailor?” Tam screwed up her nose, then reconsidered. “Don’t tailors use blades? Like scissors? Isn’t almost every job bladework?”

“Yes, it is, you precocious urchin. How would you like your braid?”

“Braids,” Tam decided. “Plural. Lots of braids.”

“That’ll take ages,” Da griped but got to it nevertheless.

“Nice.” Ma winked at Tam as if at a co-conspirator. “I’ll sharpen my spear while Da braids your hair.”

“And when will I get to sharpen my spear?” Da asked her.

“I’ll sharpen it for you. Don’t worry, darling,” Ma said slyly, and Da’s blush flared back up.

But before he could reply, a tendril of smoke curled under the door of the hut, like a sooty, beckoning finger. It dwindled into an ashy, bitter odor, only to be followed by another tendril… and another. The stench of smoke gradually surrounded them.

Ma stood up. “There’s a fire in the fort. Maybe it’s just an accident.” She was uncommonly somber. “Maybe it’s not.”

“Maybe it’s Danis,” Da surmised solemnly.

“But that can’t be,” said Tam, because her dream-self vaguely recollected that this was yet early in the Great War, and that Danis was thousands of leagues away from Astaris. Danis could not be outside their walled city, let alone besieging it or torching it.

“Sadly, it can.” Ma slotted her spear into her belt and strode to the door. “I’m going to check. I’ll be back.”

No, you won’t be, Tam would have said, but her words had suddenly deserted her, leaving her voiceless, as she only was in her worst nightmares. So this was a nightmare, then. Not a dream.

Tam coughed as the fumes thickened. Her windpipe constricted convulsively. She sought to stand, to accompany her mother as she left, but Da dragged her back down onto the cot.

“Don’t,” he said as acrid smoke permeated the hut. He was eerily calm, like the smog wasn’t on the verge of choking them. The air had become cinder black and just as unbreathable. “Don’t go, Tam. The world’s on fire. Don’t go out there.”

Then why did you let Ma go out there? Tam would have accused him if she could have spoken.

Mysteriously, her father heard her anyhow, for he responded. “She had to go, Tam-kin,” he said gently, as if the smoke didn’t affect him at all. “And I will too. Someone has to put out the fire.”

If someone has to put out the fire, Tam thought as the dense smoke suffocated her, why can’t it be me?

 

 

TAM WOKE in the morning with a crick in her neck, a throbbing in her temples, and an old, familiar ache in her heart.

Well, that had been an encouraging dream, hadn’t it?

The dream, half memory and half prophecy as it was, had left Tam with a chilling sense of foreboding, but it must just be her overcooked brain warning her against implementing her plan. It wasn’t like Astar would have let her parents’ souls out of the nightlands for a brief sojourn into their daughter’s sleeping mind, just so they could warn her.

But what if Astar had done exactly that?

So what if He had? What Astar did was His business; what Tam did was hers.

And so what if Tam’s parents had indeed been warning her, as parents often did? Even if Tam had abided by Da’s counsel in the dream, she’d still have ended up dead of smoke poisoning. Might as well go riding out to confront the fire.

The only concession Tam could make to their warning was to take her practice spear along—the spear she had sharpened just as her parents had taught her. There was a rectangle of skin near her right elbow that was always conspicuously hairless. Ma would have been proud.

The dream had dredged up emotions in Tam that she would rather not deal with. Reliving what it had been like to have parents had made her gut wrench, and abnormal as it was to want to have more nightmares, she prayed she would, just to be able to see Ma and Da again. Just to be able to feel Da’s fingers in her hair. Just to hear Ma’s laugh.

Tam knuckled her tightly shut eyes. Wetness leaked out of them and smeared the backs of her hands, but she just wiped them on her tunic and climbed down from her bunk.

Wallowing in her loss wouldn’t get Tam anywhere. Working with it, though—taking it out of herself, where it was buried fathoms-deep, and shaping it into pure, diamond-hard dedication—that would at least prevent others from experiencing the same loss she had. She could go out there and do battle so that, when Astaris triumphed, the Astarian soldiers would come back to their children.

That much Tam could do.

No.

That much she had to do. Not to do so would be cowardice. And her parents hadn’t raised a coward.

Today Tam would prove it.

She freshened up and peeked out the dorm window. Luckily the dormitory’s warden was busy overseeing the offloading of supplies from the grocer’s cart. That would enable Tam to slip away unseen.

Or not quite unseen.

Piotr, the sixteen-year-old boy whose bunk was below Tam’s, got up when he saw her retrieving the rough-woven knapsack beneath her mattress.

“Going somewhere?” he asked lightly—and knowingly, damn him. Tam was infamous for her roguery.

She just shrugged and hauled the knapsack over her shoulder. It was full of food, packed with rolls of bread and strips of dried meat that Tam had secreted away in her pockets during yesterday’s breakfast. “Nowhere.”

“Like always,” Piotr quipped and proffered his arm for Tam to take. It was a gesture that said he would honor the pact upheld by all the children in the dorm—a pact to never rat on each other, no matter what. Snitches weren’t popular among the soldiers’ progeny.

Tam clasped Piotr’s arm firmly in camaraderie.

“Ow!” Piotr exclaimed. “You and your gods-be-damned muscles. You’re short, but you’re built like a rock. What manner of torturous training does Borik put you through? Aren’t you underage?”

That was true. Borik only gave Tam minimal training, since she was still seventeen. After his interference with Maryada’s tutelage, Tam had been relegated back to an unofficial apprenticeship and was forbidden from sparring.

But Tam did observe the spear warriors as they trained and sparred, and mirrored what they did, such that her actual training was on par with theirs. Or so she hoped. Maryada often passed by to give her tips when Tam was practicing with the wooden dummies; Borik had banned Maryada from sparring with Tam, but not from speaking to her. “Borik doesn’t do much,” Tam affirmed. “It’s just that there’s a lot of hefting to do.” Tam mimed hefting her spear.

“You spear-wielders….” Piotr shook his head. “My Ma’s a swordswoman and she’s formidable, but her spear-toting friends are simply petrifying. I can’t even imagine what you’ll be like at her age. You’ll probably be capable of crushing my bones in your fists.”

Tam preened. “’Course I will.”

Piotr chortled. “Like that isn’t scary. I’m just happy to be training to be a scholar, like Prince Kay. I couldn’t lift anything heavier than a quill.”

“Leave the heavy lifting to me,” Tam boasted. She strutted out of the dorm, her morale restored after that dreadful dream. Hearing that all her hard work was paying off—even in her appearance—was rewarding.

Tam collected her practice spear from the armory as she customarily did before her daily training, and her being there was so natural that the armory sentries didn’t even question her as she popped in and out.

Now all that remained was getting herself a horse and meeting Kay at the palace gates.

 

 

CARADOC, THE Royal Huntsman, was dashing in his brown leather vest and gold-buckled breeches. Kay stole glances at those breeches from under the rim of his hunting helmet, and Tam cooperated by staying out of Kay’s line of sight. It was the least she could do.

“There are unlikely to be any wayward boars this season,” Caradoc said in befuddlement at Kay’s peculiarly timed boar hunt, “as they have mostly migrated south for the summer. We may yet chance upon a herd of deer, however.”

Kay hunched, put off as he always was by violence, be it against humans or animals. “Brilliant,” he mumbled. “A deer will do.”

Caradoc looked at Kay askance. That was not the zealous attitude of a prince who had convened a hunting party on a whim.

Tam, in contrast, was all but vibrating with excitement on her not-so-noble steed. It was a horse she’d borrowed from the huntsman’s stables for the occasion, an aging chestnut mare named Maple, who had looked Tam up and down with a gimlet eye and had apparently found her wanting. Maple had tolerated Tam saddling her, but it was a grudging tolerance, like Maple was resigning herself to a young rider’s incompetence.

Well, Tam would show her. Tam would show everyone.

Shortly, Kay’s missive that he was going on a hunt would be delivered to Queen Emeraude, but by the time the queen received it and deduced that Tam was the source of this bizarre scheme, it would be too late. Tam would be out of the fortress and free to join her comrades. Not that they were her comrades. Yet. But they would be.

Only the thought of Emeraude being disappointed in her niggled at Tam. But Emeraude wouldn’t be disappointed for long. She had given Tam her heartfelt advice, much as Tam’s own parents would have, and while Tam regretted having to ignore that advice, she was resolved to persuade Emeraude that she was right to have ignored it. Tam’s method of persuasion was a bit extreme, that was all.

Just a bit.

Tam inhaled the crisp morning breeze and admired the blue-gray hills beyond the fort’s towering stone walls. At last she’d be able to venture beyond those walls and into the wilds, where her destiny awaited her. She could hear its call, a distant siren song filled equal parts with terror and rapture. Her spear quivered in her grasp, as if eager to launch itself at an opponent. Her pulse pounded.

Caradoc reminded the group of how to behave safely during the hunt and which dangers to avoid. Tam gave the appearance of being attentive, but in reality she was desperate to be off.

“We will not venture beyond our hunting grounds,” Caradoc said. Kay gazed at him adoringly, hanging on every word, as if Caradoc were singing a ballad and not rattling off a list of potentially deadly threats. “We will stay within the boundaries of Lyton Forest and will not, under any circumstances, veer off into the Wanderwood. If we meander into that accursed place, none of us will get back alive. The elves will bewitch us with their vile magic and then kill us. I shouldn’t have to remind any of you of that, and do forgive me, Your Highness, for haranguing you with what you already—”

“No, no,” Kay hastened to assure him. “I appreciate your, um. Your professionalism?”

Tam snorted. That wasn’t all Kay was appreciating.

Kay’s usual guards flanked the hunting party as they all rode out of the fortress that barricaded the palace proper. The massive chains clunked loudly as the drawbridge was lowered, and the bolt-studded wood creaked beneath them as they rode out over the moat.

Just hours earlier, at dawn, Borik had led a squad of scouts out across this very drawbridge. They were a motley crew of elite soldiers, men and women of various ages, although most were in their thirties and above. They were accomplished trackers, land-readers and navigators, not just spear-wielders. Borik had cherry-picked them for their noncombat abilities, since scouting rarely led to conflict.

That might begin to change.

For twenty years the Great War had held sway over the human world, pitting every nation there was against the evil King Danis of Norvald. Danis devoured kingdom after kingdom in a military campaign that seemed to have no end, much like his bloodthirstiness. The nation of Khatir had capitulated to him, as had the nation of Xinbao. Tam’s own nation of Astaris struggled to maintain its freedom in the face of Danis’s brutality and had allied with the neighboring kingdom of Axenborg to keep Danis at bay. Axenborg lay between Norvald and Astaris and provided a buffer between the two nations. Astaris’s alliance with Axenborg was essential to Astaris’s survival.

The Astarian army routinely dispatched scouts to its border with Axenborg to ensure that Danis hadn’t strayed too close. Those sent on scouting missions tended to be users of long-range weapons, designed to bring down a foe at a distance before that foe breached the border. The archery and spear units were therefore the units traditionally deployed as scouts, whereas the sword and ax units remained within the fort to fight off any impending incursions—incursions that they would, hopefully, be notified of in advance by the scouts.

And so it went. The war with Norvald continued unabated, and Astaris’s alliance with Axenborg kept Norvald’s forces from infiltrating the Astarian border. Emeraude had ordered a portion of the Astarian army to be stationed at Axenborg indefinitely, to block Danis from making further ingress into Axenborg and to deter him from crossing the boundary of Astaris.

However, after nigh on two decades of relentless assault by Danis, Axenborg’s defenses had begun to crumble—and, if what Emeraude had said was the truth, they might collapse at any moment. Months ago Axenborg had issued a letter to Astaris that they were on the brink of being invaded, and Emeraude had taken preemptive action by moving her state capital from the magnificent city of Vesalis to the fortress at the border of Astaris. From that fortress scouts were sent out every single day to different stretches of the border, to ensure that had Axenborg succumbed to Danis, Astaris would not follow.

That too marked Emeraude’s uniqueness among monarchs. Most monarchs of warring countries kept far away from any susceptible border, ensconced safely in their palaces with their civilians as their shields.

But not Emeraude. In moving her capital to the border, Emeraude had placed herself and her army between Danis and the majority of her kingdom. The border fort at Lyton was the most insecure location in Astaris, and Emeraude had voluntarily relocated there.

When Emeraude’s ministers and courtiers—nervous about exposing themselves—had attempted to convince her that as a ruler she should seek to outlive her citizens, she had replied that no ruler worth their salt would do so. She had also released from service any minister that chose not to go with her to the new capital at Lyton.

The royal court at Lyton was, as a result, a mere shade of what the original court had been, lacking in splendor and color. Yet Tam was fond of it; it was proof that she served a worthy queen. A queen she would gladly die for, as Tam’s parents had once gladly died for their king.

Tam calculated how many miles Borik’s troop would’ve traveled in the five hours since dawn. Marching on foot and weighed down by armor as they were, they wouldn’t have made it more than a hundred and forty furlongs out from the fortress.

But Tam had neither shield nor armor. If she parted from Kay and rode Maple as swiftly as she could, then Tam would be able to catch up to the scouts within ninety minutes.

Maple would hate her for it, though.

Oh well. It wasn’t like Tam had to woo Maple for a lifelong partnership. Maple would go back to the huntsman’s stables after this impromptu romp. Tam would be formally reprimanded by the queen… and then formally attached to Borik’s spear-wielders.

Heh.

“Stop snickering to yourself,” Kay whispered to her. “It’s creepy.”

“I’m creepy? I’m not the one ogling Caradoc like a hound ogling a side of ham.”

“Shh!” Kay said, and when Caradoc turned back from the front of the party after overhearing his name, Kay gave him a wobbly little wave. “Sorry, we… we were just… mentioning you. In idle conversation.”

“Just like you think about him when you’ve got idle hands,” Tam muttered under her breath and then sniggered when Kay attempted to jab at her with his bootheel.

“There!” Caradoc yelled. “A deer!”

The yell frightened away the deer, but that was Caradoc’s intention—he had to initiate a chase for the pleasure of the spoiled prince. Caradoc likely expected Kay to slay the deer after the other riders had cornered it and rendered it easy prey, but Tam knew that Kay, idealist that he was, would pardon it just before it was slain. And by then Tam would have escaped.

The deer would live. Tam would officially join the army. Kay would enjoy an interlude with the object of his infatuation. They would all go home happy.

As the chase began, Tam stealthily separated herself from the main group under the pretense of pursuing the hart. It darted between the trees, a flick of an ear visible here and a hoof dislodging dirt there, conveniently diverting the other hunters from what Tam was doing.

When Kay all but careened into a tree—on purpose, since despite being a bookworm, he wasn’t that clumsy a rider—Caradoc and the guards were momentarily distracted by the sheer panic of possibly losing their prince.

Taking advantage of the distraction Kay had so generously fabricated for her, Tam whirled around and urged Maple into a breakneck pace.

They headed southwest.

To the border.

To action.

As Tam broke free of the cover of Lyton Forest, the mottled shadows cast upon her by the treetops receded. Tam could see the fortress dissipating into a foggy hulk behind her, shrouded by the morning mist.

Tam whooped in delight.

She was free.

Tam’s braid streamed behind her as she rode, whipped back and forth by the wind. Maple’s flanks frothed and shone with sweat, but to her credit, the mare did not flag in spite of her age. It was as if she’d caught Tam’s wildness of spirit, and as the ground raced beneath them—loose pebbles and trampled grass and kicked-up dirt—Tam bent almost flat over Maple’s neck and urged her on and on and on.

 

 

TAM HAD to slow down when the footprints left by the scouts became fresh enough to indicate that she would soon be within hearing distance of them. She eased off on Maple’s reins, slowing them down to a trot and then to a halt.

“Stay here,” Tam said to Maple, untying the waterskin strapped to the saddle and pouring it into a shallow depression in the ground so that the exhausted horse could drink. “I have to go by myself from here or they’ll hear me coming.” Tam patted Maple awkwardly. “Uh. See you later?”

Maple regarded her flatly, as if to say, I’d be fine not seeing you ever again, thanks.

Tam scratched Maple between the ears in apology for pushing her so hard, and slunk off behind the crest of the hill. She squinted into the now bright noonday sun. From this vantage point, the scouts were as tiny as ants, far ahead of her and moving steadily across the landscape. They were marching in the valley leading to the border, which would allow Tam to trail them from above. She’d remain unnoticed as long as she stayed behind the hills above the valley. It would require Tam to clamber over the rocks as lightly as a mountain goat, careful not to displace a mini-landslide of stones and inadvertently announce herself. But given how nimble Tam was after years of spear training, she was confident she could pull it off.

And she did. As she crept up to them, Tam began to make out the individuals in the squad—there was Borik’s bulk in the lead, with Maryada’s trademark double-ended spear resting horizontally across her broad shoulders, and Dale’s ginger hair catching the sunlight like a beacon.

These were all people known to her and dear to her, members of the spear unit that had trained her and kept her out of trouble.

Tam was in trouble now, though. And she was loving it.

Unfortunately, no bandits showed up to add some excitement to Tam’s lonely tracking. Just before she got bored, she glimpsed a flash of purple converging on them from the other side of the border. From Axenborg.

Immediately Tam snapped to alertness, her spear clutched in her right hand as she crouched behind an outcropping of hilltop shrubs. Borik, the tallest of the squad, likewise saw the intruders and barked out a command—only just audible to Tam from her hiding place—that his scouts raise their spears.

Tam raised her spear too.

The army of Axenborg wore purple livery, so this was most likely a scouting group sent out by Korbyn, king of Axenborg, just as Borik and his unit had been sent out by Emeraude. If that were the case, the two squads would only exchange pleasantries across the border before going back to their bases. It might even be an opportunity to obtain the most up-to-date intelligence from Axenborg’s own war with Danis before the next messenger from Axenborg arrived at Emeraude’s fort at the turn of the month. If the messenger arrived at all. Emeraude had said that recently, Axenborg’s messengers had disappeared.

Borik must’ve been thinking similarly, because he approached the border—marked as it was by ribboned posts entrenched a hundred paces apart—with his squad’s spears still raised in caution.

Once the two squads were near enough to look at each other, Borik instantly relaxed, ostensibly recognizing the leader of the Axenborg scouts.

“Bathisda!” he called out to a burly woman who bore Axenborg’s purple coat of arms on her cuirass. “Haven’t seen you since our victory at Morrighain! How fare your children?”

But Bathisda did not answer Borik’s question. Instead, she drew her sword… and charged across the border.

There was a moment of fractured, splintered shock—in which Borik and his squad shouted in alarm—and then there was a ringing clash of weapons as Axenborg’s scouts rushed in to meet them, shattering an alliance that had preceded the Great War itself.

Tam was immobilized by fear, not only at the horror that was unfolding before her eyes, but at what this boded for Astaris. If Axenborg was no longer allied with Astaris against the otherwise unstoppable King Danis, Astaris would be destroyed. It was only a matter of time. Astaris and its people would be butchered, just as Danis had butchered all the nations he’d conquered.

Tears sprang to Tam’s eyes—tears of rage and betrayal—and when she saw Dale go down in a spray of blood, Tam finally unfroze and barreled down the hillside to join her comrades, screaming in fury.

She sprinted to the base of the hill and used the leverage of her speedy descent to catapult herself into the air, spear angled downward to plunge into the throat of the nearest Axenborg scout.

Scouts? No, they were traitors. And traitors would pay.

Tam’s stomach heaved with bile when her oft-sharpened spear made contact and sank, like butter, into the flesh of her victim. But she didn’t have the luxury to slink off to a corner and vomit, like so many soldiers did after making their first kill. Tam could only stagger back in disbelief when the soldier she had just slain… got back up.

She’d killed him, hadn’t she? The gaping hole in his throat wasn’t burbling up blood anymore. He was standing upright, and his eyes—

Gods help her, but his eyes were a pupilless, fiery red. An unnatural red, glowing like a hellhound’s and flickering like twin embers. There was an utter lack of humanity to the man’s features, a blank, fixed, vacant expressionlessness that could only be the emptiness of death.

It was as though the body she had slain was animated not by life but by something else, some unholy animus that could only be wizardry. For if there was one fact Tam was sure of, despite this being her maiden battle, it was that dead men did not get up and walk. That was the whole point of battles, even—that those with the most dead lost and those with the most survivors won. Simple arithmetic.

It wasn’t simple anymore. And what was even more horrifying was the likelihood that this was related to the rumor of Danis being immortal. Had Danis begun using his necromancy on others? Was he behind this devilry?

But those were questions Tam could not ponder. Not now. Not when every second counted.

Tam thrust her spear upward and underarm, driving it into the soldier repeatedly. He only lurched at each jab, plodding onward as if insensible to whatever Tam did to him. Desperation curdled in Tam’s belly as her breaths came thin and fast. Distantly, she was aware of bodies rising around her, those that Borik and his scouts had killed rising again and again. The foe was beginning to outnumber them purely by virtue of being able to get back up. Only those undead that were hacked to pieces stayed down.

They’d have to be hacked to pieces, then.

As Tam’s compatriots reached the same conclusion, the skirmish became even more brutal. Heads were severed from torsos to forestall their reanimation. Maryada mowed down an entire column of the fiends, but it wasn’t enough. What should have been a fleeting skirmish stretched on and on, like an agonizingly long death.

Perhaps that was what this was—death, come to claim Tam as she had offered herself up to be claimed. She had no armor, as she wasn’t an enlisted soldier and wasn’t issued any by the armory. She had no shield. She had ridden into this battle without any forethought, armed only with a practice spear, because she had seen her brothers and sisters dying and it could not be borne.

“Tamsin!” bellowed Borik, spotting her from across the melee and doing his best to fight his way through to her. To protect her. Gods, he shouldn’t—he shouldn’t have to spare her any attention. It would endanger him. It would get him killed. What a fool Tam had been to think she’d be of help—

But self-hatred had no place here. Only urgency did. Safeguarding herself against her undead opponent left Tam’s back vulnerable to attack, and that was where she was struck. A deep gash bit into her ribs, slashing outward from her spine, and it didn’t even feel like a cut—what it felt like was a jarring impact, followed by an unbearable heat eating into her, as if a living flame was searing her from within. She cried out and stumbled, and that led to her being stabbed again.

Blood oozed out of her thigh as her a sword sliced her hamstring open. She dropped to her knees, unable to support herself on her injured leg. Still she twirled her spear around her, faster and faster, creating a blur of motion to keep her attackers from closing in on her and finishing her off. It was a hopeless effort, doomed to futility, and the realization sunk in that her end was upon her. The realization was somehow an ancient one, as if the foreknowledge of her death had been with her all her life and was only surfacing now, like a lost memory.

Despair yawned open within her, an abysmal maw, a pit of endless darkness on whose edge she teetered. She had once believed that peace would suffuse her in her final moments—the hard-won peace that belonged to those who perished in battle, to those who died nobly.

But there was no peace here. There was no nobility. Tam was frantic, mad with the need to survive, sweat and blood trickling down to her eyelashes and obscuring her sight. There was nothing heroic about this. This was pointless. Stupid and pointless, that she should die within the borders of her own country, failing to defend it, failing—

The speed at which Tam was twirling her spear started to slow as she weakened. The strength bled from her, the soil around her staining red. Soon the Axenborg traitors would slaughter her like a pig, or worse, leave her to bleed to death, hearing her comrades die around her, surrounded by their gurgling moans and the dark, inexorable descent of crows circling overhead.

Bloodshed isn’t as adventurous as you imagine it is, Borik had said to her. How right he’d been.

The carnage spun around Tam like a fever dream, a nightmare that became increasingly jumbled as her vision dimmed. Another blow landed on her head, and more blood welled out of her scalp like wax, a hot, viscous dribble down her face. With what remained of her mind, Tam uttered a slurred, broken plea to Astar to spare her life this day.

It wasn’t Astar who answered.

It was Maple.

There was a thundering beat gathering momentum, a reverberation that shook the very earth beneath Tam. She looked up, incredulous, as her enemies were trampled beneath the hooves of a horse that descended on them like an avenging angel. The horse’s familiar chestnut coat was streaked with a rusty crimson, and its eyes were a molten, wrathful gold.

Tam grabbed on to the saddle with a trembling hand, but her grip was too slick with blood for her to find purchase. Just as she was about to give up and slump back into the mud, a hand twice the width of hers settled upon hers and helped her up.

It was Borik.

Oh gods, it was Borik. Borik had found her.

Tam sobbed, childishly grateful, as if Borik’s proximity would shelter her from harm. Borik wasn’t angry with her, like she’d expected him to be. Instead, he looked haggard and hollowed out, as if he was already grieving for her. It brought Tam back to herself, to how badly wounded she was, and pain lanced through her with an intensity that it hadn’t before. It was crippling.

Tam gasped, doubling over. Borik hoisted her up onto the saddle and quickly bound her to Maple with the reins’ leather straps. The mare hadn’t, by some miracle, trampled Borik. It was as if Maple had discerned that Borik was an ally and was waiting for him to secure Tam to her.

“Go,” Borik said to Tam in a tired rasp that made him sound like a different man altogether, not the jolly, loud, blustering commander who had trained Tam and had watched over her in lieu of her parents. “Go home, Tamsin. If you are lucky, you will be back in time to be healed. Tell Queen Emeraude of what transpired here.”

“But—” The words stuck in Tam’s gullet like fishhooks. She couldn’t get them out. “But you—”

“We will win,” Borik said grimly. “We will win, if nothing else, because Astar wills it. These perverse enchantments cannot overcome His will.”

So saying, Borik returned to the fray. Before Tam could survey the field to assess whether Borik’s prediction was being fulfilled or was even plausible, her consciousness suddenly spilled from her, like wine from a toppled glass. The last thing she was aware of, before it all went black, was Maple’s powerful haunches bunching beneath her as the horse took off.

 

 

TAM WAS underwater. Or so she thought, because she was floating in what appeared to be the glimmering depths of a still, serene pond. Light filtered through to her from above, strangely silvery, as if it were moonlight and not daylight. Tranquil currents buffeted her, buoying her up, and the light grew brighter and brighter as she drifted upward.

The water shimmered like silk as it flowed into her, into her mouth and her lungs, but it didn’t drown her. It soothed her. As she neared the source of that light, a pair of pearlescent, luminous hands dipped into the water from above. They enveloped her body, cradling her, and their coolness comforted her as they lifted her out.

Tam’s eyes fluttered. When she opened them, she was surprised at having to open them; she’d been convinced she was already awake.

She wasn’t in a pond. But she was beside a pond, a small oval of water at the base of the oak against which Tam was leaning. She bent over the pond and saw herself reflected in it, grotesque with the gore caked on her. Her braid was matted with blood as it swung forward, and her skin was discolored with bruises.

But where were her wounds? Had she hallucinated that hellscape of a battle?

No. It had been real. It had all been horribly, sickeningly real. The dead had risen. The living had fallen. And Tam… Tam should have, by rights, fallen with them. Why was she here, beside a forest pond, with her injuries miraculously healed? Even her bruises were lightening, vanishing one by one.

She peered blearily at her left arm, which was partly submerged in the pond. There it was, that silvery stuff she’d seen in her dream, seeping into the veins at her wrist—fine glittering threads of it that almost seemed part of the natural rippling of the pond, and that had thus eluded Tam’s notice till now.

The grogginess that had been weighing her down veered sharply into panic. She tried to yank her arm out of that witchy water, but the threads that bound her were as impossible to break as chains of iron.

“I wouldn’t do that, if I were you,” said a soft, musical voice. “Shattering the healing bond would be unwise in the extreme.”

Tam jerked backward, stopped only by the silver threads that tied her to the pond. She scrabbled instinctively for her spear before she remembered that she’d left it behind. She was unarmed. Unarmed and defenseless and too feeble to fight back.

Because she would have to fight back. There was a creature sitting across the pond, a creature that resembled a human boy but on closer inspection was not human at all. His ears were pointed and his face was uncannily beautiful, like a stained-glass portrait of a saint in a temple window, radiant and illuminated from within. He had long pale hair the color of frost; it tumbled past his shoulders in shining waves, like a river of starlight, tamer than Tam’s stubborn mop had ever been. His frame was as slender as a sapling’s, and while the smoothness of his snowy skin indicated that he was about Tam’s age, there was an aura of palpable magic around him, a magic from the birth of the world itself, untamed and primal.

“You’re—” Tam’s eyes darted around frantically, taking in the dense trees that loomed above her like obelisks, their trunks as thick and knotted as the limbs of titans. Even the trees here were monstrous. “You’re an elf. And this… this is the Wanderwood.”

The elf tilted his head curiously. “Does she always state the obvious?” he asked, addressing somebody behind Tam, and Tam whipped around, expecting to see another elf.

But it was just Maple, loitering there at the edge of the clearing, smug as could be. She whinnied at the elf in what could only be agreement.

“Maple!” Tam scolded her. “When Borik told us to go home, he didn’t mean here!”

“Do not blame her,” said the elf. “She did carry you to your home. Your heart’s home.”

“Um, not to be rude, but I’m quite sure I don’t live in the Wanderwood, of all the—”

“Your heart’s home is not where you live. It’s where you belong. If you are fortunate, they are one and the same. If you are not, then you will journey all your life looking for your heart’s home.”

“Right.” Tam blinked. She’d expected evil hexes directed at her, not mystical platitudes. Were all elves this given to spouting meaningless gibberish? Or maybe this was just deception cloaked in rhetoric, designed to baffle Tam; the elves were infamous as sorcerers. If those demonic scouts Tam had just fought hadn’t hailed from Axenborg but from the direction of the Wanderwood, Tam would’ve had no compunction about pinning the responsibility for that witchcraft on the elves.

It hadn’t escaped Tam that the silver threads connected to her wrist came from him. At the opposite end of the pond, the elf-boy’s wrist was in the water, too, and the threads flowed from him toward her, pulsing as if in time with his heartbeat. Didn’t the legends call the elves Silverbloods, on account of their blood being silver? Was this elf sharing his blood with her? Tam had heard of the concept of transfusions, but nothing like this. Even Kay, in all his unrelenting research into healing potions and practices, hadn’t located a single record of a successful transfusion.

Not in human history, at any rate. But the elves had clearly managed it. This elf, specifically. A healing bond, he’d called it. Was he healing Tam? For what reason? Why would a being naturally disposed to wickedness save her?

There had to be an ulterior motive. That was the only explanation.

“My heart’s home, huh?” Tam asked sarcastically. “So my horse just happened to wander into my destined home? And you just happened to bind me to it with these silvery tentacles, like a particularly pretty octopus? Are you saving me? Is that your story?”

Annoyance flashed across that perfect face. “I’m not pretty.”

“Ha! So you admit to being an octopus. A nefarious octopus.”

The elf pinched the bridge of his nose with his spare hand. It was such a human gesture that it threw Tam for a loop. “You’re so…. What are you? Surely all humans can’t be this irritating.”

“We’d surprise you.” Tam was feeling more cheerful now that the elf’s composure had cracked to reveal an actual person within. Probably still an evil person, but a person nonetheless. “So, what’s the agenda?”

“What agenda?”

“Your agenda. Are you trapping me in some sort of geas where I’m enslaved to you forever because you saved my life?”

The elf made a disgusted moue. “Firstly, you have an unnecessarily fertile imagination. Secondly, we elves do not condone slavery. Even if we did, I would not burden myself with such an annoying slave.”

Oooh, so he had some sass in him. He was somewhat interesting that way, instead of merely being a fetching, pointy-eared freak with powers. “By what name should I address you, then, my not-master?”

“Loren,” he said snippily, like he was unaccustomed to introducing himself. What, did he expect everyone to just know him by default? Was he that famous among the elves? He did have on a doublet of some green velveteen material to match the leaf green of his eyes, so he must be rich. “And you are?”

“Tam,” she replied. By Astar, why was she languishing by a sorcerous pond while her comrades were fighting and dying? Was Borik even alive anymore? What about Maryada? Tam couldn’t bear to lose them both. But no, she couldn’t afford to be sentimental now. She had a mission. “Listen, Loren. You must let me go. I have pressing news to deliver to my queen.”

“Your wounds are not yet healed.”

“They’re healed enough.”

“A day is scarcely sufficient to conclude the healing process, and—”

“Wait, a day? I’ve been here a day?” The battle must be over! And who knew how Borik’s unit had fared? Who knew how many, if any, had made it back to the fort? Borik had entrusted her with apprising the queen, and instead, all Tam was doing was lounging about by a pond, being magically healed when her comrades had no such luxury. “Release me! Now!”

“If I release you from the healing bond prematurely, it will undo all the healing done thus far. You would do better to wait, or you will not live long enough to deliver your message. To anyone.”

“Are you telling me to just sit here while my kingdom spirals into chaos?”

“Yes,” Loren said blandly.

Frustration churned within Tam. Patience had never been her strong suit, and with the fate of her people hanging in the balance, it was inconceivable. “What manner of lily-livered scum do you think I am, to put myself before my country?”

“I had not expected such selflessness from a human.”

Tam yanked at her arm again, but she was as thoroughly bound as she had been before. Those damn silver threads, although delicate, were unbreakable. “How little do you think of us?”

“How little do you think of us?”

They glowered at each other.

Tam had the distinct sense that this was who Loren really was beneath all that finesse, and that the mask of refined mysticism he’d worn at the beginning of their acquaintance had been just that, a mask. What a stuck-up, prissy—

“You mentioned that you did not wish to be a coward,” said Loren abruptly. “But the desire to live is not cowardice. Just as being willing to die is not courage. There is no courage in pointless self-sacrifice.”

What, was he going back to preaching at her? “There’s more courage in that than there is in sitting around in forests and mooning over ponds.”

“A pond that will save your life.”

“So you say.”

“Do you not believe me?” Loren demanded, as if he was offended by Tam’s very practical, very impersonal caution. All right, so maybe it was a tad personal.

“What if you’re poisoning me with that elven blood of yours? Not healing me?”

“What benefit would there be in poisoning a human already poised to die from foolishly self-inflicted wounds?”

“What makes you think they’re foolish?” Tam retorted.

“Because you’re a fool. Obviously.”

“And you’re a twit. Obviously.”

They went back to glowering at each other.

Goodness, Loren was such an ass. “If you’re that infuriated by my kind, then why are you saving me?”

“I never said your kind infuriated me.”

“But I do.”

“Evidently.”

“Since you’re pretending to be so unprejudiced, you who said you hadn’t expected that a human could be selfless—”

“That was an observation. Not a prejudice.”

“—are you saying you’re saving me simply to save me?”

Tam had meant it as a jest. But Loren just nodded, in full seriousness, and Tam gaped at him.

“What?” Loren frowned. “Do you humans leave your fellows to die in gutters?”

“You know what gutters are?” Tam blurted, despite herself. “Because I can’t see any around here.”

Loren sighed. A drawn-out, put-upon sigh.

“If you’re such an altruist,” Tam continued, “why don’t you travel with me back to the battlefield and heal my friends who’ve fallen there?”

“Alas, only fresh wounds can be healed. Once the body’s own healing takes over, or once rot sets in, the magic cannot do its work. A day is too long after the injuries have occurred to heal them.”

“Look, either a day’s too long or a day’s too short. Make up your damned mind.”

Loren didn’t react to her baiting; he only gazed into the pond, where the threads had ceased pulsing. They dissolved, melting into the water, and just like that, Tam was free.

She sprang to her feet immediately—only to totter dizzily into a tree. “Ouch,” Tam said when she fetched up against the rough bark. She looked daggers at Loren, holding him responsible for her newly acquired coltishness. “Didn’t you heal me?”

“Your gratitude moves me,” Loren said dryly. “Yes, I healed you, you dolt. But the wounds you sustained are too grave for you to dismiss them, even in the aftermath of your healing. You must treat yourself gently.”

“I’d never treat myself gently,” Tam said incredulously. “What good would that do? It wouldn’t strengthen me.”

Loren sighed again. “Your dearth of understanding of the healing arts—nay, of basic biology—is astounding. Yes, gentleness can strengthen you. An injured appendage needs rest before it can function, and you… you were injured all over when you arrived at this clearing with your friend.”

“My friend? Oh. Maple.” Tam had to accept that Maple was a friend, given that she had carried Tam out of peril just like a true pal would do.

“Here.” Loren stood and approached Tam with a suspicious-looking sprig. Tam shrank back. “This,” he said, “is an herb whose leaves, if you consume them, will give you the stamina to withstand the strain of your journey. Without it, your strength may falter.”

Tam didn’t take the herb. There was a long pause as Loren’s hand hovered in the air, untouched.

Eventually Loren lowered it. His lips were pinched in displeasure. “Or you could just die, I suppose; that’s your prerogative.”

“Humph,” said Tam. “I won’t take it from your hand. I have no idea where that hand’s been.”

“Where could it possibly have been?” Loren asked in annoyance.

“In the seventh hell? Or wherever you elves were born?”

“You,” Loren gritted out through his teeth, “are so bigoted and unrefined that it pains me to hear you speak.”

“Just as it pains me to be in your general vicinity.” Tam motioned at the herb. “Place that on the ground and I shall pick it up. With my gloves on.”

Loren did as she asked and stepped away. Tam pulled out the riding gloves she’d tucked into the pocket of Maple’s saddle. Only after putting them on did she retrieve the sprig. It didn’t burn through the fabric of her gloves, as she’d half envisaged it would. Maybe it wasn’t harmful after all. Maybe. She wouldn’t ingest it unless she felt herself weakening dangerously.

“It truly is spectacularly ugly,” Tam murmured as she inspected the herb. “All thorny and prickly and stubby.”

“I did think it resembled you.”

Maple neighed as if in laughter.

Tam scowled at her. How had Loren won the intractable Maple’s favor in so brief an interlude? Did Tam have to nearly die to get some sympathy from that horse? “Friend? What friend?” Tam grouched. “Maple’s on your side now.”

“There are sides?” Loren said, amused because he’d gotten an insult in edgeways, the bastard.

“You’ve seduced her. I should’ve known. You’ve seduced her with your wily elvish wiles.”

“My wily wiles? How very eloquent.”

“Oh, stuff it, Mister I’m-A-Quill-In-Disguise.”

Loren’s eyes widened guilelessly. “How did you know?”

“That you’re a quill?” Tam squinted at him. “Was that a joke? Did you just make a joke? I didn’t know you could joke.”

“How sanctimonious do you take me to be?”

“As much as you’d have to be to casually use the word sanctimonious in a sentence.”

Loren made a peculiar coughing noise. It took Tam a while to realize that it was a laugh.

“Your laugh’s weirder than Maple’s,” Tam declared, because it was. “I’m off, then. Thanks for not bewitching me. Although that remains to be seen. Will you let me out of this forest?”

“I certainly won’t keep you in it. Get gone, human. Just don’t die while you’re getting gone.”

Tam sniffed disdainfully and swung herself onto Maple’s back. Maple’s whinny was distinctly complaining this time. “Yes, yes, I’m sure you’d prefer his dainty arse on your saddle,” she said as Loren choked on his spittle. It was incredibly rewarding to reduce all of Loren’s wittiness to such garbled incoherence.

“My—why, you’re—how can you be so—”

“Rude? Brazen? Inappropriate? I’m not the one who dragged a stranger into a clearing and forced my blood into them.”

“It’s called life-saving, you barbarian.”

Tam seized Maple’s reins. “Don’t save my life again.”

“Then don’t wander into my woods when you’re mostly dead and unconscious.”

Tam scoffed. “Why would I wander into them when I’m alive and conscious?”

Loren sneered at her. “Who can comprehend why you humans do what you do?”

“I could say the same of elves.”

“You don’t know any elves.”

“I know you.”

“No, you don’t. Not in the slightest.” A ray of sunlight pierced the forest canopy and caught Loren’s eyes. They glowed like jewels, eerie and green. “Go home to your queen and forget this incident ever happened. That would be best for all involved.”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but we’re in agreement.”

“Then let us part on that note. Maple shall lead you out of the woods, as she knows the way.”

Tam didn’t shake Loren’s hand or clasp it in thankfulness, as she would have were her savior a human. It sat ill with her, the nagging doubt that she might be behaving dishonorably, but she couldn’t bring herself to touch an elf. She just couldn’t. She’d been taught for too many years that the elves were treacherous. Tam had to trust in the knowledge of her people, rather than in the few moments of oddly bearable conversation she’d had with Loren.

As if to spite her, Loren didn’t bid her goodbye either. He spurned Tam to instead say goodbye to Maple. Maple, as if it were Maple whose beliefs he’d just shaken to their roots.

“Unfair,” Tam groused as she rode out of the Wanderwood. Her heart’s home, was it? It still unnerved her too much for that—the immenseness of its trees, the absence of any birds or animals, and the charged silence of the undergrowth, as if whatever wildlife there was, it was deliberately hiding from her.

It was a deceitful, oppressive place. It wasn’t her heart’s home. She’d never come here again, but….

At least it’d be a tale to tell.




Chapter Two

RETURN

 

 

TAM RODE back to the Astarian fort as fast as Maple could go. Maple seemed recovered from her previous exertions, and flecked with the blood of her enemies as she was, she tossed her head proudly when they approached the gates at sunset.

Tam wasn’t proud, however. She was ashamed. She wasn’t returning a hero; she was returning a survivor, a child who had stumbled into that which she did not understand and had then paid for it with her own blood.

Tam was also paralyzed by terror at the prospect of how many may have paid not only with their blood, but with their lives. Borik may no longer be alive. Maryada may be rotting on the battlefield, her sturdy frame now a lifeless corpse. And Dale—

Dale, Tam had seen dying. The vision of Dale going down played over and over in her mind, and the urge to vomit once again threatened to overwhelm her. Her hands were slippery with sweat on Maple’s reins. Perspiration trickled down her back underneath her slashed and bloodied tunic, and her heart twisted and untwisted like a sprain.

Loren had been a distraction from the misery that roiled within her, but now it bubbled to the surface. As she drew nearer to the fortress, panic engulfed her. The places where she’d been healed throbbed as if they were bleeding anew.

The guards at the drawbridge unsheathed their swords at Tam’s approach. They weren’t the guards that had been stationed there when Tam had headed out with Kay. They didn’t recognize her.

“Halt!” The woman by the gate stepped forth. “Identify yourself.”

“I-I’m—” Tam stuttered. For the first time in years, she said, “I’m Tamsin Bladeborn. I’ve just ridden here from the border. I… I’m with the spear unit.”

The woman exchanged glances with her watch partner, a younger man with a sparse beard.

“That’s impossible,” the man said. “The spear unit sent out to the border has already come back.” His features clouded over. “What remains of it.”

Tam’s breath hitched. “How—how many—made it back?”

“You’re an outsider. Why should we blab our business to you?”

“I’m… I’m not an outsider. Send a messenger to Queen Emeraude, please. Or to Borik, commander of the spear-wielders. Is… is Borik…?” Tam could not finish the question. Tears flooded her eyes.

The woman regarded Tam narrowly. She rapped the hilt of her sword against the wooden gate and called out, “Ho, there! Did you hear that? Send a page to the queen.”

The queen. Not Borik. Did that mean Borik was—

No. No.

Tam slid off Maple and doubled over, retching. The guards watched her uncomfortably. The male guard made as if to offer Tam his flagon of water, but was stopped by his partner.

“She could yet be a spy,” said the woman, and he retracted his flagon.

When Tam had finished spewing the meager contents of her gut, she leaned against Maple, exhausted. Maple let her, curving her neck around Tam to snuffle comfortingly into Tam’s hair. If even Maple pitied her, then Tam must be quite wretched indeed. Tam was shaking as if with the ague, and she could barely stand. The strength that had driven her home had suddenly been sapped from her, and the acidic, half-digested food she’d brought up had scoured her throat and left it raw. Her mind was blank, as if it had been emptied along with her belly.

The giant bolt on the other side of the gate slid loose with a deep metallic clunk, heralding the advent of the page. The gate creaked ajar.

Tam straightened, expecting to be escorted to the queen, but instead a blur hurtled toward her and collided with her, almost knocking her off her feet. She brought her fists up on instinct, but—

It was just Kay.

Kay, who wrapped his arms around Tam tightly, as if he could keep her from leaving him ever again.

“Tam!” Kay cried out, and he was shaking too. His eyes were red-rimmed and wild, like he hadn’t slept, and unshaven fuzz lined his jaw. Kay always shaved. He was meticulous about it, the sole aspect of his physical appearance that he paid attention to. But now he looked….

He didn’t look like a prince. He just looked like a boy who’d lost his best friend.

Kay held her and held her, his grasp tightening instead of loosening, and in it Tam found herself weeping, holding him as well.

“I’m sorry,” Tam said. “Kay, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry….”

“You’re sorry? Do you know—I couldn’t sleep all night, thinking—you were lying somewhere, dead and cold and all alone, and I’d put you there, I’d snuck you out, and it—it was all my fault.”

“It was on me, Kay. Don’t blame yourself. Don’t pretend—”

“I’m not pretending. It was my fault. Mine as much as yours. But why are you…? Where are your wounds?” Kay drew back to peer worriedly at Tam, taking in the rips in her bloodstained clothing and the absence of any injuries through those rips. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“But how…? Borik said you’d been all but dea—” Kay faltered. “He said you’d been fatally injured, and that if you hadn’t made it back, you….” Kay swallowed. “You must be gone.”

“So Borik’s alive? Oh, Astar. Thank Astar….”

“He’s—he’s alive.” Kay twined his fingers around Tam’s. “But Tam, he’s….”

Tam’s heart plummeted. “He’s what? What happened to him?”

Kay closed his eyes. When he reopened them, they were shadowed, weary, old, the eyes of a man and not the boy he’d been just moments ago.

This is what he’ll look like when he’s king, it occurred to Tam. This is what Emeraude gave him. The eyes of an all-seer.

“Perhaps you should check on Borik for yourself,” Kay said. “He’s awake enough to talk, if that’s any consolation. But telling you more than that would be—” Kay hesitated. “I may just be a coward striving not to be the harbinger of bad news, but it might be a lesser blow if you can talk to him, if he can reassure you in person. As much as he can reassure anyone.”

“I certainly hope he’s reassuring, Kay, because you’re not reassuring at all.”

Kay laughed, but it was a ragged laugh. “There you are. The usual Tam. I don’t suppose you noticed that the drawbridge had already been lowered when you rode in?”

“I hadn’t,” Tam said, surprised at herself for missing something so self-evident. “Isn’t it always up? Why isn’t it up today?”

“Because my mother was hoping that, unlikely as it was, a certain injured girl might find her way back. And if that girl did find her way back, time would not be wasted in lowering the drawbridge. A healer was appointed at the entrance to treat her immediately. The plan was to raise the drawbridge only if she hadn’t returned by the morrow.”

It was only then that Tam saw a fellow in a healer’s cloak lurking directly behind Kay. “I….” Tam sniffed, overcome with gratitude and guilt. “I can’t believe the queen would wait for me.”

“Can’t you?” Kay tugged on her hand, leading her to the healer. “You mean a lot to my mother and me, Tam. You’re family to us. Although, if I’m to be honest, my infinitely just mother would have left the drawbridge lowered for any straggling soldier.”

“You’re right, she would have.” Tam batted away the healer’s reed stethoscope. “I’m fine.”

“You can’t possibly be ‘fine,’ Tam. In fact, I can’t make sense of where your wounds are, since those horrifyingly gaping holes in your clothes indicate that you were punctured like a pincushion.”

“That’s because—” I was kidnapped by an elf and forcibly healed. Gods, that sounded bizarre. Disturbed, even. Folks would accuse Tam of going barmy. “Um. I’ll… wait to tell you about that too? If you can wait to tell me about Borik, then I can wait to make my revelation.”

“The plot thickens,” Kay said in mock suspense, the wildness finally fading from his eyes. He seemed like himself again, like the Kay that Tam was accustomed to bantering with—except he still hadn’t let go of her hand, which he was clutching as hard as before.

“This isn’t a novel, Kay. There is no plot.”

“There’s always a plot. And plotters aplenty.”

“The court has disillusioned you, my innocent prince.”

“No, the war has. Now would you stand still and let the good doctor have a look at you?”

“I don’t need to be prodded like cattle.”

“What if I order you to be prodded? I am a prince, after all,” Kay said haughtily, “and you are but a serf.”

“Kay. Be serious. I’m in perfect health.”

“Inside and out?”

Tam huffed. Kay was being a bit too much like himself, actually. “Kay, could you just… take me to Borik, please? Or to the queen, although I assume Borik’s already told her what happened, so perhaps she won’t be offended if I visit Borik first?”

“Offended? Tam, she’ll be relieved that you’re unhurt. And anyhow, if I take you to the palace infirmary, you’ll see Borik and my mother. They’re both there. You don’t have to fret about who to meet first.”

“The queen’s in the infirmary?”

“She’s overseeing the healers. There were… a lot of wounded.” Kay reeled Tam in for another hug. “Is it true? About the—about the undead soldiers from Axenborg? Is that why your injuries are gone? Gods, you’re not…. You haven’t been converted by them, have you? But you don’t have those red eyes Borik was talking about….”

“I’m not undead, Kay,” Tam said in exasperation.

“Didn’t think so.” Kay shuffled awkwardly. “Just figured I’d ask.”

As Tam and Kay left for the infirmary, the guards at the drawbridge gaped at Tam. They likely hadn’t pegged the short, stocky, unkempt girl they’d dealt with so rudely as the prince’s friend. That reaction always embarrassed Tam, so she ignored it. They were right to have been rude. She could’ve been a spy.

The infirmary was teeming when Kay and Tam got there. Nurses bustled about, their aprons smudged with bloody fingerprints. Healers murmured soberly among themselves, and the royal apothecary decanted potions into vials as his assistants soaked cotton bandages in brine.

But beneath the hubbub and the stinging scent of quicklime was the smell of sickness and urine and blood, a thick miasma of death that had Tam wanting to retch again. From the curtained enclosures within which the patients rested, there arose faint, faltering moans—but the most alarming enclosures were those from which no sounds arose at all.

There were five empty beds. Tam stared at them, at their parted, fluttering curtains. A slow, ink-dark desolation sank into her.

Five empty beds. Five spear-wielders who hadn’t returned. There couldn’t have been any that weren’t wounded—not after a battle that brutal—so they should all be here in the infirmary, all eleven of them. Marta. Grennulf. Collard. Yusef. Miranda. Feng. Isman. Yvette. Maryada. Borik.

Dale.

Dale, who Tam had seen die. Dale, whose laughter and playful brotherly mocking had been silenced forever.

Who else had joined him in the nightlands? Tam couldn’t bear to guess. She couldn’t bear to imagine who wasn’t on those empty beds, just as she couldn’t bear to see who was in the remaining beds and how critical their conditions were.

“Tam,” Kay said softly. “Borik’s down there.” He led her to the curtained bed at the very end of the infirmary and never let go of her hand. Tam squeezed his right back.

When Kay parted the curtains, Tam froze at the scene that confronted her.

Borik.

Gods, it was Borik, prone and ashen and feeble amidst blood-soaked sheets, fever-sweat lending a sickly sheen to his skin. And his legs were…

They were gone.

They were just—

There was nothing below Borik’s thighs. Nothing. Only two bandaged, severed stumps.

Tam staggered back against Kay, a bout of intense, incredulous dizziness gripping her. This couldn’t be real. This was… this was a nightmare, some disjointed dream she was having in the Wanderwood while she lay unconscious and under a malevolent elf’s thrall.

Borik’s eyes flickered to her, and they, too, were different, unknown to Tam, almost alien. They were feverish and glassy and not quite present, as if Borik’s pain had taken him to some faraway place.

“Tamsin,” he rasped. The name cracked in the middle as he uttered it, and for a moment, the stark, solitary agony of his face transmuted into joy. “Tamsin. My girl. You’re alive.” But then, in a jumbled, confused torrent of words, he said, “Dreaming again. I’m dreaming….”

Tam sank to her knees, her hand slipping free of Kay’s. She knelt there, on the blood-sticky floor by Borik’s low bed, and keened. It was a low keen, more akin to a thin, prolonged whimper than a scream, and she hunched around it as she would around a knife in her stomach.

“Don’t…. Tamsin, don’t cry.” Borik settled his broad, familiar palm atop Tam’s head. The comforting roughness of those calluses brought more tears to Tam’s eyes. There was a tangled ache within her that grew worse with every heartbeat. She hadn’t lost Borik, and yet, why did she feel like she had?

“Hush, child,” Borik said, but his eyes were far away again, and his hand slid off her hair as his awareness seemed to turn inward, toward some inner torment, as he whispered indecipherable, rambling sentences.

Tam couldn’t even begin to fathom Borik’s pain. All she could do was to stay kneeling there by his side, where she should have been during the battle instead of abandoning him to save herself.

“Tam,” said somebody, and she flinched.

She looked up. It was the queen. Emeraude was sitting on the chair by Borik’s bed.

Tam hadn’t seen Emeraude there—hadn’t even noticed the queen—because Tam hadn’t been able to register anything but Borik.

Borik was the closest thing Tam had to a father nowadays. To see him in this state, so helpless and so unlike himself….

Tam wept. Useless, ugly tears. Emeraude joined Tam on the floor, uncaring of dirtying her royal dress, and embraced Tam with a kindness that made Tam quake.

Kay hovered beside them, watching, his throat bobbing as he pressed his fingers to his mouth and stifled sobs of his own.

“Wh….” Tam couldn’t bring herself to ask it. “Why are his legs…?”

“When he returned yesternight, his lower legs had been slashed to shreds,” Emeraude answered calmly, but despite her calm, Tam could sense Emeraude’s grief, as palpable as the weight of everything she could not say. A queen could grieve, but she could not let that grief shatter her. She didn’t have that privilege. “That wouldn’t ordinarily have necessitated an amputation, but it was a poisoned blade that had struck his legs, and the poison was spreading swiftly upward, consuming and ulcerating his flesh. The surgeons had no choice but to sever Borik’s legs above the knees. It was the only means of saving him.”

Tam nodded dully.

“He was more coherent before the surgery. After, he became delirious with the healing potions, his fever, and the infection from his other wounds.”

“Did…?” Tam sucked in a shuddering breath. “Did he inform you about what happened? About what manner of foes we encountered?”

“He did.” Emeraude observed Tam intently. “Yet you do not match his description, neither in the severity of your wounds nor in your proximity to death. He was more worried about your life than he was about his own, even after the healers told him that he would lose his legs. But you needn’t fear for his life. He is out of danger and must only recover. Once he has sweated out his fever, he will be restored to his customary clarity.”

Tam sniffled. She’d never felt so young and so adrift; only the presence of Borik grounded her, distant though he was. “Thank you. For… for staying by his bedside when I could not.”

Emeraude released her and helped her to her feet. Tam tottered, and Kay took her arm to steady her.

“Would you like to see the others?” Emeraude asked gently. “You needn’t, if you require respite, be it physical or mental. I’ll have some food brought up for you. You must be famished.”

“Of course!” Kay sprang into action, flinging the curtain aside. “Why didn’t I realize how hungry you must be, Tam? I’ll summon the maids and—”

“No,” Tam said. “I… I appreciate it, but I’m afraid I couldn’t keep any food down. Not now. I’d rather see the others. Is Maryada…?”

“Maryada is the least injured,” Emeraude assured her, “and she’s just been promoted. Borik can no longer command the spear unit in active combat, although he will still retain his position as a trainer and strategist. Maryada is your new commander. Your future commander,” Emeraude amended, “once you’re eighteen.”

Tam quailed. This was where Emeraude upbraided Tam for what Tam had done, for the rules she’d broken, nearly at the cost of her own life.

But Emeraude didn’t say anything. There was still that gentleness to her, as if she could perceive that Tam was already paying for her misdeeds. Tam had gone to battle before she’d been ready for it, before she’d been prepared for what it could do to people. People dear to her.

Tam’s own parents had perished in battle, so perhaps Tam should have predicted that she could lose her friends to it too—but she’d never witnessed the carnage firsthand. Not until yesterday. Now that she’d seen it, she would never outlive the horror of it. She would never forget.

“Here’s Maryada,” Emeraude said as Kay tailed them to Maryada’s bed, the nurses and healers bowing out of their path. “There will be a funeral service for those who didn’t—” Emeraude wavered, which was shocking for a woman who had always been unwavering. “There will be a funeral service. Tonight. You may like to attend, after you’ve bathed and supped.”

The very thought of a funeral was awful, but it was Tam’s duty to attend. It was the least she could do for her comrades. “I’ll be there.”

“And afterward”—Emeraude raised an eyebrow—“perhaps you can explain to me why Borik’s account of your injuries was so uncharacteristically inaccurate, and why it is that you are unmarked even though your clothing is all but ruined.”

Oh. That. Tam wasn’t looking forward to that either.

 

 

TAM DIDN’T get a chance to speak to Maryada, as Maryada was asleep under the influence of opium and valerian. Unlike Borik, whose potions to fight his infection could not be paired with painkillers lest the combination overdose him, Maryada was fortunate to not have sustained either poison or infection. Her limbs were intact, and despite the stitches peppering the incisions all over her body—there was scarcely any patch of skin without stitches—at least Maryada wasn’t trapped in the burning cage of consciousness like Borik was. Borik, who could not partake of the opium that could ease his suffering.

At rest, Maryada seemed smaller, not the hulking goliath who had beaten Tam soundly at sparring. Tam lightly touched Maryada’s forehead—beaded with perspiration, cool and clammy—before moving on. Out of all the survivors, only Feng was aware and coherent enough to engage in conversation. He would be Maryada’s deputy, just as Maryada had been Borik’s deputy before.

Tam didn’t dwell on how Borik would feel about losing his legs—what she herself would feel if after a lifetime of soldiering she was consigned to the sidelines, doomed to being a spectator and not a participant. Tam couldn’t dwell on it. It would break her.

It wasn’t as though Tam hadn’t seen wounded veterans before; it was just that they hadn’t been beloved to her, and that she’d never seen them like this, in the infirmary, in pain and hopelessly, terribly vulnerable. She’d only seen them afterward, with brave smiles plastered on their faces, getting clapped on the back for their courage, receiving medals, and having ballads sung about them by the court bard.

But behind that bravery was immeasurable anguish. Tam knew that now. She wished she didn’t.

The funeral service was held in the town square at the very center of the fortress, a large uncovered area generally reserved for public events—games, performances, plays.

Funerals.

Torches mounted on tall timber posts provided the only illumination in the square, because the sky overhead was as starless and depthless as an abyss. Underneath that vastness, the citizens gathered here seemed insignificant, like ants beneath the great turning wheel of darkness above them, poised to crush them at any moment.

Perhaps it was their transience that made them insignificant.

Or perhaps it made them precious.

On the platform in the middle of the square were five vacant coffins, devoid of inhabitants, each of them uncovered and filled only with a folded Astarian flag.

“There are no bodies,” said Kay, as hushed as he could be. “The survivors who fled were too wounded themselves to carry the dead. My mother would have sent another unit to retrieve the bodies, but it isn’t safe to approach the border again until we have more insight into the situation. It….” Kay paused, then continued. “It hurts, doesn’t it? Knowing that they’re just—that they’re just out there, that they won’t even get a decent burial. They were all your friends. It must hurt you most of all.”

“No.” Tam gazed across the square at the children and spouses huddled in groups, crying quietly as their relatives consoled them. Some of those children, Tam had lodged with in the dormitory. She’d eaten breakfast with them for years. Chatted with them over supper. And here they were, robbed of their parents just as she had been of hers. She, too, hadn’t had her parents’ bodies to bury. She too hadn’t quite believed they’d died—not for many, many months. Without bodies to bury, the lack of closure was as debilitating as the deaths themselves. “Not as much as it hurts their families. Their children.”

Kay, likely reminded of his own father, reached for Tam’s hand again. She took it, and together they saw Emeraude ascend the platform in a somber black dress. The queen laid a bouquet of flowers in each coffin, her mourning veil shielding her features as she bent to say farewell to each soldier in turn.

Emeraude then retreated into the throng, just another mourner, as the priest replaced her on the stage.

The priest—a gaunt, aged man with a balding head—peered out over the sea of citizens gathered before him. The torches cast shifting shadows that rendered the onlookers insubstantial, like ghosts. Like this itself was the land of the dead.

The priest raised his arms, his trailing sleeves spreading like a bat’s wings.

A hush fell over the crowd.

“Today,” the priest said gravely, his words resounding and sonorous, “we honor those who have sacrificed themselves upon the altar of the holy, for there is no task more holy than the defending of one’s homeland. Each soul sacrificed thus is like a pearl on the necklace of Astar and will adorn Him for eternity, nestled against His very breast. For Astar adores those who do their duty.”

It was the same sermon Tam had heard eight years ago, from the front row, where the families of the soldiers now were. There had been other burials in between that Tam had attended—other burials she had sorrowed over—but this was her unit. These were her fellows. A fierce longing pierced her to see them again, to talk with them again, to spar with them as she had never gotten to do. She longed to sing crude songs with them at campfires, to march with them across the ceaseless miles, to complain about the tastelessness of their rations, and to jostle each other in jest while reading love letters from afar.

All the things that she’d hoped to do with them, but now never would.

“As I pronounce each warrior’s name, I ask you to pray for their safe passage into the nightlands.” The priest lifted a taper to light it against the nearest torch, and then bent to light smaller candles in each coffin, chanting the names as he did so. “Isman Alvi. Collard Beaumont. Marta Copperworth. Yvette Mossman. Dale Vyner.”

The mourners echoed each name as it was spoken, and as Tam repeated the names, memories filled her mind of those who had departed—the shapes of their smiles, the sounds of their voices.

“May these valiant souls sleep peacefully in Astar’s eternal night, and may the serenity of the nightlands ever be with them.” The priest gestured toward the coffins. “You may now approach to pay your respects.”

The families went first, of course. The remainder of the spear-wielders went second, the dozens of them who, fatefully enough, hadn’t been sent on that scouting mission. They would have a drinking party after this, in which they would slam sloshing tankards onto tables and tell tales of their departed friends. Tam would’ve liked to join them, but she knew she wouldn’t be permitted there, as she wasn’t officially a soldier.

That, and the queen expected her in court, posthaste. Tam didn’t have the luxury to go drinking like an adult, or to throw herself onto her pallet in the dormitory and snivel into her pillow like an infant. Tam was neither adult nor infant; she was some in-between creature, ungainly and half-formed. Neither childhood nor adulthood accepted her. She was a pariah in both worlds but had obligations to both.

So after climbing the platform and paying her respects to the dead, Tam had to fulfill her responsibilities to the living. Tam followed the queen and her entourage of guards back into the palace, with Kay in tow.

 

 

TONIGHT IT wasn’t Emeraude’s study that Tam had to report to; she reported to the court itself, that grand hall of mirrors with the chairs of ministers arrayed on either side of a gleaming marble aisle. As a midnight session of the court had been called, it wasn’t daylight that illumined the hall but rows of lamps that hung from the arched ceiling. The lamps swung on their brass hooks, sending streaks of what seemed like fire dancing across the gems embedded in the walls—gems that reflected the lamplight and flashed in dazzling colors.

The ministers assembled underneath those gems were similarly garbed in bright, bejeweled robes that showed off their status. They were all flawlessly groomed, their hair combed and tidied by countless attentive squires, showing none of the haste with which they must’ve tumbled into clothing to appear so suddenly at court. Only the ministers’ pinched mouths and tired eyes belied their displeasure at the unusual hour of their summons.

It galled Tam that most of them had not attended the funeral service. The ingrates. Since ministers could choose whether or not to give of their private time outside of court sessions, they had no vested interest in attending the frequent funerals that had become routine during wartime. Only if they themselves were acquainted with the deceased did they bother showing their arrogant, condescending, patrician faces.

Kay took his place beside the queen, their plain black garments setting them apart from the ministers as much as the crowns on their heads. Their thrones were two out of the three situated on the dais, all hewed from a rich oiled mahogany and cushioned with gold-and-scarlet upholstery. The throne in the middle had no occupant, having been long vacated by King Ulster. Once Tam’s parents had stood behind that throne, just as Emeraude’s and Kay’s personal guards now stood behind theirs.

Emeraude’s introduction to the reason for this conference was as cool as ever. “We have convened this emergency session to discuss the account of Tamsin Bladeborn, recently of the spear unit dispatched to the border.”

Tam, who was bowing before the dais, looked up in startlement. Emeraude had called her a part of the spear-wielders. Mayhap it was only because the queen wanted the ministers to take Tam seriously. Yes, that must be it.

“Bladeborn was described by several witnesses—indeed, by the entirety of the spear unit that survived—to have sustained mortal injuries during the clash with Axenborg. However, as you can see, she now stands before us whole and unharmed. This is another mystery that complicates what occurred on the border yesterday. Now, we have already discussed the supernatural nature of that occurrence, and the possibility of Axenborg having either been possessed by Danis’s unknown powers or voluntarily switching sides and allying with Norvald instead. Both possibilities are, as we agreed unanimously, alarming. Without Axenborg’s alliance, our nation of Astaris is as good as finished.”

Murmurs of disquiet broke out amongst the ministers. After eight years of relative stasis in which Astaris’s coalition with Axenborg had created a tenuous equilibrium, the ministers must’ve hoped that Axenborg would continue being a dependable buffer between them and the threat of Norvald. That key pact was now at risk.

“Bladeborn’s account may yet contain the antidote to our problems.” Emeraude’s eyes fixed, uncannily perceptive, on Tam. “Since the sentries posted at the gate saw Bladeborn riding in from the direction of the Wanderwood, I have deduced that the source of Bladeborn’s apparently miraculous revival may have originated from the Wanderwood as well.”

Tam gasped. She’d forgotten that Emeraude could calculate any equation, even with unknown variables, and could infer that which was unsaid.

Emeraude curled her fingers around the clawed arms of her throne and regarded Tam impassively, as regal and enigmatic as a sphinx. There was no motherliness in her, no fondness, no softness. Here, Emeraude was queen. “Go on, Bladeborn. Give us a complete description of what you experienced.”

Tam gulped. She would have to talk about elves. Elves. Who would believe her? It was madness. Everyone would assume it was madness anyhow, except for Emeraude, whose intellect was unrelentingly unbiased and would not react with incredulity to any story as long as it was provable, and Kay, who would trust Tam even if Tam were to claim that the moon was made of cheese.

The ministers had no such incentive to believe her. Their snooty, skeptical stares were merciless. As Tam began recounting her sojourn to the Wanderwood, she saw the ministers react just as she had predicted—and just as she had dreaded. Scoffs and guffaws punctuated her narration. Humiliating as it was, Tam lifted her head stubbornly and persisted in doing what her queen had asked of her.

Emeraude did not come to Tam’s defense. Emeraude did not ask that the ministers contain their merriment until Tam was done speaking. Somehow that only made Tam straighten her back even more, because this was what Tam had always wanted—being treated like a soldier, like a grown-up, left to fend for herself. Emeraude may have planned that too. Gods alone knew what Emeraude didn’t plan.

“A kindly elf with convenient healing magic?” Mysenius, Minister of Finance, was beside himself with mirth. “Come now, lass. The elves have ever been evil. It is common knowledge.”

Tam had never, ever thought she would wind up defending Loren—whose intentions she still didn’t fully comprehend—but she did owe him a life debt. Having that debt mocked aroused in her an unbidden anger, even though she herself hadn’t offered Loren the appropriate gratitude.

Somewhere between leaving the Wanderwood and appearing before this court, Tam’s attitude toward Loren had changed. Seeing what had happened to her peers—both those in the infirmary and those whose coffins she had just paid her respects to—had lit in Tam an urge to respect the fact that she was alive… and to respect the elf who’d kept her alive.

Tam didn’t like Loren or his kind, nor did she care about them, but what sort of warrior would she be if she didn’t defend the very being who’d saved her life? The life her parents had given her?

“My lord,” Tam ground out, “what evidence is there of the elves being evil?”

“Wh-why,” Mysenius floundered, “we haven’t dealt with them for centuries. Surely that is proof enough.”

“That is not proof,” Tam said emphatically. “That is tradition.”

Just then, Tam saw a spark of emotion in Emeraude’s eyes—an emotion akin to pride—but Emeraude smoothed her expression once more. “It is as Bladeborn says,” Emeraude assented. “We cannot afford to base our foreign policy on assumptions. We assumed that Axenborg was a permanent ally. We were wrong.”

“Your Majesty,” said Minister Chen, “charming as the girl’s anecdote is, it is obviously fabricated. For all we know, this Bladeborn is an agent of Axenborg—or even of Norvald—who has been spying on us, and whose mysterious recovery is due to Danis’s sorcery and not some elf’s selfless charity.”

“Do not dare to question Tam’s—Bladeborn’s character,” Kay said hotly. “She is a thousand times more honorable than doddering old vultures who cannot even recognize the truth when they see it.”

“Kay,” said Emeraude sharply.

Kay shut up, scowling but obedient. Then he flushed, slowly and deeply, probably realizing that he’d overplayed his hand.

“See?” Chen said smugly. “Through his outburst, the young prince has revealed his favoritism toward Bladeborn. For which he cannot be blamed, of course,” Chen added hurriedly. “His friendship with a lowly soldier is a sign of his generosity, a generosity which has been cleverly exploited. If anything, it reinforces my suspicion of Bladeborn. Despite her youth, it is not impossible that her parents were also traitors, and that she was given the mission to befriend the prince, to earn his loyalty and therefore his—”

“Be quiet,” said the queen flatly. “The Bladeborns were the guards who died saving my late husband’s life. Their virtue is beyond question.”

Chen fell silent, wide-eyed. He could hardly dispute the motives of those who had sacrificed themselves for the king. “Well. Still. Her parents’ virtue is no guarantee of hers.”

Kay looked like he was gearing up for another outburst, despite his best efforts to not unintentionally disadvantage Tam’s case. He was practically aboil with rage, his cheeks a blotchy red. “Virtue? You—” Kay visibly controlled himself. “Ministers. Tamsin Bladeborn, despite having befriended me, has never once taken advantage of that friendship to ask boons of me or to acquire riches in my name or through my association. Why, she has never asked me for so much as a piece of jewelry.”

Tam frowned in puzzlement. “What would I do with jewelry?”

“See?” Kay mimicked Chen derisively. “Can you say that of yourself, Minister Chen? Were you a prince’s friend, would you not use that to advance your career and build lucrative connections?”

Mysenius came to the besieged Chen’s rescue. “What connections could a peasant make?” Mysenius jeered. “A child born of the rabble, a girl of low blood—”

Kay, who was getting blotchier and blotchier, interrupted Mysenius’ tirade with a snarl. “I have experimented with healing potions for years and have therefore tested the various properties of blood. I can say with confidence that human blood does not differ in the slightest between the so-called nobility and the so-called rabble.”

Mysenius huffed, clearly disbelieving.

“My son,” said Emeraude, “is sentimental but not a poor judge of character. While it may be that Bladeborn is Danis’s agent, consider that in showing up after the battle as she has, hale and healthy, she has only rendered herself more open to suspicion, as you have just showed. Logically, it would have benefited her and her master more for her to return moderately wounded and hence even more trustworthy than before.”

Chen and Mysenius traded glances; Tam got the distinct impression that they were allies, although allies to what purpose, she did not know.

“I concur, Your Majesty,” said Lady Zameen, Minister of the Army and formerly a commander herself. She was elderly and emaciated, clasping a cane in a fragile, blue-veined hand, her breeches and tunic devoid of the decoration generally favored by nobles. “I trust my spear-wielders, and they uniformly trust Bladeborn, whom they consider one of their own. I have conferred with those of them who were conscious enough to comment on her character and on the events that unfolded at the border, and their statements corroborate Bladeborn’s account. Which brings us to the most pressing issue of this conference—what do we do with elves that may not be what we had always deemed them to be?”

Minister Unwin of the Messengers spoke up, his tone low and considering. “We have sent our pigeons to King Korbyn of Axenborg asking for an urgent clarification of Axenborg’s attack on our scouts, but until we get a response, we must assume that our alliance with Axenborg is no more. Which leaves us friendless before Norvald and its demon king, Danis.” Unwin tilted his head to scrutinize Tam through his thick magnifying spectacles. “Or perhaps not that friendless, if the elves are more inclined to cordial discourse than we had originally presumed them to be.”

“Wait,” said Mysenius. “If you are inferring that the elves are our allies, then you are sorely mistaken. The actions of a single rogue elf—if those actions even occurred—do not imply the involvement or the approval of the entire elven race. It would be dangerous for us to assume so. Since we cannot base our foreign policies on assumptions.” Mysenius sneered.

“Which is why,” Emeraude said mildly, “we must conclude whether our current view of the elves is an assumption or a reality. If it is an assumption that is not borne out by the facts, then we must explore the feasibility of a concord with the elves. We have no choice. Certainly we could do no worse, for the elves, who have subsisted in isolation and have left us unmolested for eons, would not seek to pit themselves against us at this juncture. All we have to lose, insofar as the elves are concerned, are our own prejudices.”

“And what if our ‘prejudices’ are verified as true?” Chen demanded. “What then?”

“Then we abandon any efforts at peacemaking with the elves and prepare ourselves for a defensive war against Danis, as an offensive war without an ally would be imprudent. If our defenses ever crumble, we will have to consider evacuating our populace to the icebound north, to the inhospitable Mountains of Mordeth, or perhaps even across the sea to the Isle of Spirits.”

A susurration of whispers ran through the ministers—whispers of trepidation and ill-disguised panic.

“B-but the Isle of Spirits is haunted.” A lady in a pearl-studded headdress wrung her hands.

“Between corporeal armies and incorporeal ghosts,” Emeraude said dryly, “I would say that the ghosts are preferable.”

Kay muffled a chuckle with his hand.

Emeraude smiled as she surveyed her ministers. It was a chilly smile, not even remotely gracious. “No matter what the future holds, we must remain calm. Yielding to fear and fractiousness,” Emeraude said, looking fleetingly at Chen and Mysenius, “is not the solution. Staying pragmatic and reasonable is. And seeking a new ally to combat our enemies is the most reasonable course of action.” Emeraude nodded at Tam. “Bladeborn?”

“Yes, Your Majesty?” Tam was sweating. She wasn’t certain why she was sweating, but it was as if she could sense the twist of fate itself, the burgeoning of something momentous, like the electric, stifling weight of storm clouds gathering on the horizon. It was as if Tam was standing at a crossroads in history, a turning point that would be written about in the types of books Kay read.

“We thank you for your participation in this session of the court, and we ask you for a further favor.”

Tam stood at attention, her arms flat by her sides, every inch of her skin crawling with suspense.

“We ask that you accompany a diplomatic delegation to the Wanderwood.”

The hall erupted in a cacophony of exclamations.

Emeraude quelled them with her gaze, stony and implacable as it was. “Nay, Bladeborn, we ask you for more than that. We ask that you go ahead of the delegation and approach the Wanderwood on your own before the rest of the delegation does. As you are the only human since antiquity to have conversed with an elf, we ask that you speak to the elves and establish safe passage for us into the Wanderwood, such that our diplomatic party may enter the woods unscathed.”

“Mother.” Kay had paled with horror. “You cannot mean to use Tam as a shield.”

“Bladeborn will not be a shield, but a forerunner.”

“That is a laughable distinction. A splitting of hypothetical threads.”

“Kay,” said Emeraude, “all your studies of philosophy have taught you how to hypothesize, but our war—our wounded—our dead—are not hypothetical. Bladeborn is, in actuality, the least likely to be harmed; given her prior congenial dialogue with an elf, she is the safest choice to negotiate our entrance. She is the safest choice even for herself. Imagine if we sent….” Emeraude caught Chen’s eye. “Minister Chen, for example, or Minister Zameen, or anyone without a record of successful meetings with the elves. If the elves took offense, everybody in the delegation—including Bladeborn—would be in peril.”

“Yes,” Kay interjected, “but—”

“But if we appoint Bladeborn as our herald, the likelihood of a fruitful negotiation will increase dramatically and will spare her as well as the delegation. This is the most palatable scenario, my son, unpleasant though it may be. Bladeborn’s youth, innocence, and forthrightness, coupled with her previous interactions with an elf, make her the ideal forerunner for our delegation. She will disarm them in a way no diplomat can, and in doing so will simultaneously raise the odds of her own survival. Do you not agree?”

Kay slumped back against his throne, his shoulders hunched. “I agree, Mother. I am sorry to have contradicted you.”

Tam’s jaw hung open. It often did that around Emeraude and Emeraude’s never-ending calculations. Even Tam was convinced to volunteer herself for the job—not that she wouldn’t have volunteered anyway, but still. The ministers were equally speechless.

Emeraude steepled her fingers. “Time is of the essence. We must send the diplomatic party immediately, as soon as the sun rises tomorrow.”

“Who will be in that party, Your Majesty?” Mysenius asked shakily. The craven cur must be frightened of going into the Wanderwood, even if it was to protect his country.

Emeraude gestured at herself. “The delegation will consist of myself, Bladeborn, a few select ministers, and a contingent of guards.”

The ministers exploded into vehement denials.

“But Your Majesty,” Zameen argued, “you cannot put yourself at risk! You are our monarch, and—”

“That is precisely why I must go. I met with King Korbyn all those years ago, when we had initially pledged to ally Axenborg with Astaris. Why will the elves ally themselves with us if we do not treat them with the same respect? Alliances are forged between monarchs, and only then between nations. I must meet the ruler of the elves in order to secure their help. Otherwise, not only might our delegation be turned away, but we might not get another chance to negotiate with the elves. This diplomatic endeavor is as crucial to our survival as the air we breathe. How can we not send our ruling monarch? We cannot make such unforced errors; they may cost us dearly in the future.”

“But,” said a minister clad in a vermilion doublet, “what if you are harmed, Your Majesty? Or—or slain? What will we do then?”

“I will leave Kay behind as my regent. He will rule in my stead.”

“That is most excellent,” Chen said unexpectedly. “Prince Kay would be a superb regent.”

Tam squinted at Chen. Was he being sincere? Tam doubted it, not after everything he’d said about Kay’s naiveté today. She wondered whether Chen and Mysenius were plotting against Kay, hoping that Emeraude would die on this fool’s mission and leave the kingdom in the hands of a boy. A boy vulnerable to usurpation, exile, or assassination.

Tam folded her hands into fists, vowing to defend Kay against usurpers if it ever came to that. If Mysenius and Chen were plotting against Kay, Tam would cut them down herself.

It was a pity that she wouldn’t be here with Kay while Emeraude was away. But Tam would return, and when she did, she would take a full inventory of those who had sought to betray Kay and would exact her own brand of justice.

Not that she’d have to, if Emeraude got to them first.

“Compose yourselves,” Emeraude commanded her ministers, and the uproar quieted down. “I will not forcefully recruit ministers as diplomats for this hazardous mission. I will only take those ministers who volunteer for the mission unprompted. I will call a recess for an hour, during which you can ponder whether to be in the delegation and what consequences there may be for your families if you are. When we reconvene this session, I will take a count of hands, and only those who come forward on their own will be included in the delegation.”

It was a brilliant move. In asking only for voluntary participants, Emeraude had effectively weeded out the cowards and those so biased against the elves that they would make lousy diplomats in any case. Tam waited out the recess on the aisle before the dais, her joints beginning to ache at how stiffly she was holding herself at attention.

“At ease, soldier,” Emeraude said wryly, taking in Tam’s tense posture. “Your spine will snap if you comport yourself so.”

Tam relaxed all at once, heaving a sigh of relief.

Kay wasn’t likewise relieved. Upon his throne, Kay was chewing his nails, a nervous and most unprincely habit. He must be terrified for Tam. Tam tried smiling at him encouragingly, but Kay just shook his head.

The ministers milled about in the hall, talking animatedly but sotto voce, discussing this newest diplomatic challenge out of hearing range of the queen.

The hour passed. The session was reconvened. As promised, Emeraude took a count of hands. “Who wishes to join the diplomatic delegation to the Wanderwood?” she asked.

No more than six hands went up. There were more than seventy ministers.

Pathetic. They were all pathetic.

Among the six hands to go up were Minister Zameen and five other ministers that Tam couldn’t identify. They must be junior in rank, because they were much younger than Zameen, and because they weren’t among the regulars that Tam had seen going in and out of the royal court since Tam was a child. They must be relative newcomers. Perhaps they sought to please the queen by aiding her effort, in the hopes that currying favor with her would result in an improvement in their rankings. Why would they endanger themselves for a lesser prize?

“The delegates have been decided.” Emeraude gestured at the scribe sitting behind an intricately carved desk by the dais. “The Royal Scribe will inscribe the delegates’ names and issue them with stamped letters to acquire whatever they need for the journey from the palace storehouses, kitchens, armories, and stables. This session of court is now adjourned.”

That was that. It felt abrupt, perhaps because there were ministers who hadn’t gotten to quarrel with Emeraude’s decision and their frustration was tangible.

It just made Tam grin.

She bounced excitedly on her feet as the hall emptied, impatient to talk to Kay. Kay, who wasn’t nearly as excited as she was.

When all of the nobles had left the hall, Kay bounded down the stairs of the dais, his brow a thundercloud. “Why are you grinning, you mooncalf? Do you not care whether you live or die?”

“But this is my first official mission! It isn’t a combat mission, but still. It’s important. So important that a session of court had to be called for it. And I’m spearheading it.” Tam snickered. “Get it? Spearheading? I’m a spear-wielder!”

Kay massaged his temples as if to stave off a headache. “Now is not the time for your awful puns.”

“They’re not awful!”

“Tam. My mother must think of her kingdom before she does of any particular individual—even me. So she can’t…. She may worry about you, but that won’t stop her from putting you in situations that cause her to worry about you. I can’t do that. As I am not yet king, I can’t… I can’t put the kingdom before you. I can’t put my people before my friend.”

Tam sobered up. “Kay, that’s not how it is. That’s not how I see it. I don’t blame you or your mother for making decisions that benefit the country. That’s what rulers have to do.”

“It shouldn’t be what we have to do.”

“But it is.” Tam shrugged. “We’re at war, and all I’ve ever wanted to do was help. Now I can. I’m not going into battle, but I’m going to serve my country nonetheless. It makes me happy. It makes me proud. It gives me a reason to visit Borik and brag like a jackass until he cuffs me over the head to shut me up.”

“You’ve always wanted to brag to Borik.”

“It’s called wanting to prove oneself.”

“It’s called self-punishment.”

“Kay,” Tam cajoled, knocking her shoulder companionably against his. “I’ll be all right. The elf I met wasn’t violent. He was weird, I’ll admit that, but he wasn’t violent. As for the Wanderwood… I hadn’t ever foreseen going back there. I hated it, to be honest. But if meeting with the elves is our kingdom’s only path to peace, then shouldn’t I put my bigotry aside and genuinely strive for a truce?”

“Don’t get shot full of elvish arrows, that’s all,” Kay badgered her. “You’d make a terrible target.”

“Are you saying I’m too short to be a decent target?” Tam said defiantly.

“Your width isn’t that bad. Your height, though….”

“Ha, ha. That’s hilarious. What about you? You were having a breakdown during the session.”

“You try not having a breakdown when people insult your friend’s honor and then enlist her in a suicide mission.”

“Firstly, it isn’t a suicide mission. Stop saying that. You’ll jinx it. And secondly…. Eh, honor-schmonor.”

Kay stared at her. “You are literally the most honor-obsessed crackpot I have ever known. And now it’s honor-schmonor?”

“Near-death experiences put it all into perspective. I’m not saying I’m not obsessed with honor all of a sudden, only that the lives of my comrades mean more to me than my honor. I might have to bow and scrape before the pointy-eared elves, even if I despise them, but I’ll do it if I have to.”

“You’re so enlightened,” Kay said sarcastically.

“I’m more enlightened than you, that’s for sure. You just about lost it when Chen tried framing me for treason. You should’ve seen your face. It belonged in the dictionary under ‘apoplectic.’”

“You’ve seen a dictionary? Brawny as you are, with muscles for brains?”

“Excuse me? Have you met you? You are a dictionary.”

“Kay,” said Emeraude behind them, and they both jumped. She had descended the dais and was watching them with an affectionate equanimity. “You must let Tam go. She has preparations to make and people to farewell. I must also prepare for tomorrow’s departure.”

“Um. Right.” Kay took Tam’s hands in his. His fingers were trembling. “Look after yourself, Tam. I’ll deliver a batch of my best, fully-tested healing potions to you before you leave.”

“Why would I need all those healing potions?” Tam asked. “After the elves healed me, hurting me again would be counterproductive.”

“Would it? What if they only healed you to make you a subject of their arcane experiments?”

“You’re the only one who experiments with potions, Kay.”

“Yes, but my experiments aren’t arcane. I don’t mess about with magic.”

“If that elf hadn’t ‘messed about’ with magic, I wouldn’t be here. Relax. Don’t be such a pessimist.” Tam darted in to peck Kay on his frowning forehead, and then bowed to the queen before trotting off.

“Pessimists are never disappointed,” Kay shouted after her.

Tam waved at him cheerfully as she exited the hall.

 

 

AS MUCH as Tam would have loved visiting Borik immediately and breaking the news to him, she couldn’t do so at midnight. All the patients in the infirmary must be sleeping, and Tam had no intention of disrupting their recuperation. Not until the morning, when visitations would be reopened.

So Tam went back to the dorm in total darkness, slinking between the bunks of her peers so as to not disturb them. She was already considering what to pack in her bag. She didn’t have as many possessions to cart around as the nobles in the delegation would have.

When Tam got to her bunk, she saw Piotr asleep on the bottom mattress, splayed out on his belly and snoring softly as he drooled onto his pillow. She reached into the cobwebbed shadows beneath their bunk and extracted the very knapsack she’d taken with her when she set out with Maple before. Miraculously, it was still intact despite all its trials and tribulations. There were new rips in its canvas material, but none so severe that Tam could not use the bag. She’d sew the rips shut later.

Tam’s three spare tunics and breeches were pressed under her mattress to keep them from wrinkling, and she tugged them out and folded them into the bag. She also took out the scented pouch of herb-woven pads that she used for her monthly bleeds. Her next bleed wasn’t due for another fortnight, but who knew how long the negotiations would take? She had to be ready for any contingency.

She couldn’t pack any food at this time of night, as the kitchens would be closed. At any rate, food for the delegation would likely be cooked en masse by the chefs tomorrow, and loaded onto mules to follow the convoy. Tam wouldn’t have to pack her own meals. She would be eating with the ministers.

Eating with the nobles. The mind boggled.

Tam couldn’t fetch her spear from the armory either; it had been left behind at the border. She would have to obtain another spear in the morning, cut to her size and with a matching shield. She’d earned a shield, hadn’t she? As a companion of the queen’s delegation?

After packing her sharpening stone and the oil she used to clean her spear, Tam had to go to sleep, because what remained to pack could not be packed tonight. She lay on her pallet, tossing and turning, unable to so much as close her eyes.

The entire kingdom was depending on her. On her being diplomatic, which was about as antithetical to Tam as being violent was to Kay.

But Tam would have to do it. She’d have to spout pretty phrases, to simper and flatter like the courtiers did. She’d have to act chummy with the elves despite knowing nothing about them except that they tended to wax lyrical with indecipherable platitudes about hearts and homes.

Tam resolved herself to behave more politely with Loren, even if his mere presence infuriated her in some inchoate fashion that she didn’t understand.

Count to ten before you prattle on, Tam thought to herself. No, count to a hundred. Or a thousand.

 

 

THE NEW day dawned with rays of pale, watery sunlight angling through the slats of the dorm’s windows and onto the closed eyes of the children in their bunks. Many of them groaned in complaint, flipping over to escape the unwelcome light. Tam yanked her pillow onto her own eyes to block out the sun before she remembered—

The mission. The delegation to the Wanderwood.

Astar! What if she was late?

Tam tumbled out of her bunk and fell to the floor with a splat. Her ears rang at the impact. Her nose throbbed painfully at hitting the floorboards. Gods, it was as if she’d been punched. Piotr stirred at the thud of her body against the ground and peeked blearily down at her from over the edge of his bed.

“Ow,” said Tam.

“Wha…?” Piotr rubbed his eyes. “Tam? What are you doing down there?”

“Suffering,” Tam muttered. She hoisted herself up, grabbed her bag, and sprinted out of the dorm at top speed. Her legs had never carried her so fast.

When she arrived at the fortress gates, she saw that she needn’t have worried. Only the ministers’ servants and stable hands were there, grooming the horses and loading them with richly quilted bags that looked nothing like Tam’s bedraggled knapsack. The ministers’ bags bulged not only with clothes but with perfumes and soaps; as she drew near to the horses, Tam almost gagged at the cloying sweetness of all those mingled aromas. Mayhap the nobles would insist that even the horses’ dung be perfumed so as to not offend their delicate noses.

Of course the ministers wouldn’t take “leaving at sunrise” as actually leaving at sunrise. They must be swanning about in their chambers in silken nightgowns, waiting for their golden tubs to be filled with scented bathwater. Tam’s guess as to the reasons for their tardiness was confirmed when she overheard the servants gossiping about how picky this minister was with her bath salts and how indecisive that minister was with his wardrobe, ordering his squires to lay out ensemble after ensemble for his selection.

These were the people Tam would be traveling with? Ye gods. She would have to practice her diplomatic skills far before she ever met the elves.

But thankfully this delay gave her the opportunity to run some errands.

She scampered to the royal armory, which was emitting puffs of black smoke from its crooked chimney and into the dim chalk-white sky. The royal smithy was attached to the armory for convenience’s sake, and performed the vital function of repairing damaged weapons or customizing them for those who could not use standard-issue weaponry. Like Tam.

Tam ducked into the armory’s gloomy interior, where the equally gloomy caretaker was polishing swords behind the counter.

“Hello!” Tam greeted him. “I’m Tamsin Bladeborn, and the queen has decreed that I be equipped with—”

“A spear, a shield, and a suit of lightweight armor. It said so in the missive her page delivered to us yesternight.” He jerked his chin at the shield-and-spear combination leaning against the counter, the spear’s handle painted with a red band that… wasn’t a training band.

“That isn’t a yellow band,” Tam said tremulously.

“Why would it be?”

“No reason!” The armor—a simple set of vambraces and a breastplate—was well suited to Tam’s physique. Tam hefted the spear, which was perfectly sized for her, and the shield, whose inner buckles fit the breadth of her forearms as if they had been tailored for them. Which they had. Although why the queen had all of her measurements, Tam didn’t know. Maybe Emeraude kept detailed records of the physical proportions of all her citizens, creepy as that was. “Thank you for producing these so quickly. There isn’t much time between midnight and morning, is there?”

“What are you talking about?” the armorer said. “The queen’s missive was delivered to us long before midnight yesterday.”

“Oh,” Tam said weakly, stupefied. “How—how long before?”

“Before the funeral service.”

What?

So Emeraude had—

Emeraude had already decided to send a delegation to the Wanderwood before she’d even called the court into session? Not only that, she had decided to send Tam?

“May Astar preserve me from ever having to play a game of chess against that woman,” Tam said under her breath.

When the armorer looked at her askance, Tam bowed meekly and beat a hasty retreat. With her weaponry and armor taken care of, Tam jogged back to the gates to check the readiness of the delegation… and found that Lady Zameen was the sole delegate present, seated astride a dappled gray gelding and speaking solemnly to a man whom Tam vaguely recalled as Zameen’s husband.

And there, amongst the ministers’ graceful thoroughbred horses, stood Maple, her broad workhorse’s frame sticking out like a sore thumb. A stable hand confirmed that she had been stationed there as Tam’s ride.

“You again,” said Tam, and Maple looked as if she was thinking the same thing. “Well, at least we match each other. We both look like the peasants we are. Let the nobles have their slender, dignified steeds, eh? We’ll show ’em what real horses are like.” Tam piled her spear, shield, and armor onto Maple’s back, and Maple neighed in displeasure at the additional load. “Sorry,” Tam apologized. “I have to go. I’ll be back in time for our departure. See you!”

Then Tam rushed off again, this time to the infirmary. After all, Tam couldn’t prance off to the Wanderwood before popping in to see Borik, Maryada, and the rest.

When Tam got there, though, she was waylaid by a stern man in a nurse’s apron. It was the chief nurse.

“Are you aware that it is just past dawn?” He glowered down at Tam. “Visiting hours for families and friends do not begin until after breakfast. Even the spouses and children of these patients may not see them until then.”

“Please,” said Tam. “I’m—I’m going away. Far away. I have to… I have to see how my unit is doing before I go. I have to say goodbye. Please?”

The nurse studied her narrowly. “You were in here with the queen,” he said. “Yesterday.”

“Indeed, I was here with her and Ka—I mean, the prince.”

“You’re Tamsin Bladeborn.”

“Er, yes?” How did he know Tam’s name?

“I suppose I can permit you to peep into the curtained areas and see whether the patients are awake. If they are not, then you may not wake them,” said the nurse in possibly the most threatening tone Tam had ever heard. “But if they are, then you may exchange words with them. Just words, mind. Not paragraphs. And do it quietly. If you wake any of the patients who are asleep, then you will be banned from visiting the infirmary.” The nurse’s brows lowered. “Permanently.”

By Astar. This nurse was downright petrifying. It was as if Tam was being told she would be hanged, drawn, and quartered.

“F-fine,” Tam squeaked. “I’ll… I’ll be careful.”

The nurse sniffed disdainfully and went back to rolling up reams upon reams of steamed bandages. Tam edged past him as she would past a tiger, and headed straight for Borik’s bed.

Borik was fast asleep. The strain had faded from his features, and he no longer had the feverish cast of a man trapped in unremitting agony. He must have weathered the effects of the poison and the resulting infection enough that he too could be given opiates to ease his torment.

Tam sat on the chair by his bed and took his hand. It was far bigger than hers, a bear paw within which her own hand seemed like a cub’s. She stroked her fingertips gently over his bruised knuckles, doing it as lightly as she could so as to not wake him.

It eased a knot within Tam to see him resting peacefully. His missing legs still jarred her, and there was a dark swoop of sorrow within her at the sight of his stumps, but she could well envision how Borik would react once he was recovered. He’d refuse to despair—not visibly, at least—and would go around showing off his new peg legs and joking about what a fearsome pirate he’d be. He’d probably get the court bard to write a ballad about the peg-legged spear-wielder.

It wasn’t in Borik’s nature to brood or to pity himself. He didn’t even pity other people; that was what had endeared him to Tam all those years ago, when her parents had died and everybody had walked on eggshells around her. Everybody except for Borik, who’d yanked her along to spear practice by the ear.

If you’ve got time to mope, you’ve got time to train, he’d said, and while Tam had intuited that this was Borik’s own method of distracting her from her grief, she’d been grateful for it, more grateful than she’d been for the careful, compassionate, heartfelt condolences of the other adults around her.

Borik wouldn’t let himself mope either, so Tam couldn’t allow herself to mope for him. It would be an insult to the hero he was. She wouldn’t impinge on the privacy of his loss, wouldn’t insert herself into his much-needed space with patronizing promises of assistance.

Borik had respected her space, even when she’d been a child. Now it was her turn to respect his. After bending to place a kiss on his hand, Tam lowered it gingerly back onto the mattress and left his curtained enclosure.

The ward was uncannily hushed—still bodies on still beds—and was distressingly reminiscent of a mortuary. Only one alcove had some movement in it, and sure enough, the occupant soon pushed aside the curtains and poked her head out.

“Psst,” hissed Maryada. “Hatchling. Over here.”

Tam tiptoed over to Maryada under the watchful eagle eyes of the nurse.

“Maryada,” she said as she entered the enclosure and tied the curtains shut behind her. “I’m glad to see you awake. How fare you?”

“How fare I? I’ve had nothing but soup since I woke up. I’m about ready to abscond from this depressing room and steal some proper food from the kitchens.” Maryada brightened. “Do you happen to have any bread on you?”

“Er. No?”

“No dinner rolls? The soft, warm, freshly baked dinner rolls with knobs of butter melting atop them?”

“No.” Tam stifled a giggle. “Was that even a question? It sounded more like a fantasy.”

Maryada’s stomach growled, and she patted it as one would a disobedient pet. “Oh, I’ve been fantasizing aplenty. Roasted quail with mashed peas. Custard pudding. Candied apples. Those gorgeous potatoes with the stringy cheese.”

A grin pulled at Tam’s mouth. “Potatoes are gorgeous?”

“They are a very attractive vegetable.”

“I’m starting to worry about your sanity,” Tam said, “if root vegetables are beginning to seem attractive to you.”

“I’m stuck in here with nothing but stock soup and a never-ending series of revoltingly flavored potions. The last potion I had resembled raw sewage in both taste and consistency. Not that I’ve ever ingested raw sewage. But still.”

Tam surveyed Maryada concernedly. “Is that why you’re so… buoyant? Is it the morphine?”

“The effects of which are swiftly fading, alas. But yes, I may be a tad more cheerful than the situation calls for.” Maryada pointed at the stool by her bed. “Have a seat, would you? It’s good to see you intact after… seeing you not-so-intact.”

“Um. Yes. About that.” Tam sat on the proffered stool. “I’m… I’m sorry I didn’t stay for the whole battle. I left you and Borik and the remaining spear-wielders to fight while I crept away like a coward—”

“Oh, hush,” Maryada said. “Borik threw you onto that horse and slapped its behind hard enough to send it galloping to the stars. You weren’t even conscious when you left, were you?”

“But… you and Dale and Marta, and—all of you stayed and fought, and some of you didn’t even make it—”

“That’s war, my dear,” Maryada said, and though a shadow of heartbreak flashed across her eyes, she didn’t so much as flinch. “We who sign up to the military know full well that we might die in service. It is not that we shouldn’t mourn each other, but rather that our mourning should strengthen our resolve to honor those who have passed, to conduct ourselves in a manner worthy of their legacy and to ensure that their sacrifice was not in vain.”

Tam swallowed. Her bereavement was a heavy weight within her chest, impossible to dislodge by any means. She envied Maryada’s strength. It wasn’t just strength of the body—that, Tam could beat into herself with increasingly brutal training regimens. No, this was strength of the spirit. What would Tam have to do to gain strength like that? What would she have to undergo? How many friends would she have to lose?

Maryada lightened the mood by chucking Tam fondly under the chin. “There is yet time for you to grow up, little one. Do not hasten the process unduly. Enjoy your innocence.”

While you can, was left unsaid.

Tam had to change the subject. As much as she could in an infirmary ward. “H-how are your wounds? Are they healing?”

Maryada snorted. “I have as many stitches in me as an old sock. In fact, I’m beginning to believe I am a sock. Torn and mended in too many places. And the mends show.” She preened. “They do, don’t they?”

“They’ll be very impressive scars,” Tam said dutifully, and Maryada scowled at her.

“Just for that insincere compliment, you owe me a spar,” Maryada declared. “Several spars.”

“I wasn’t being insincere!”

“Yes you were, you imp. Good luck with your mission, by the by. I heard. Well, everyone heard. Gossip spreads like wildfire around here. I’m sure there are footmen and scullery maids who know of your legendary rendezvous with the elves and the task now entrusted to you by the queen herself.”

“Blimey. No pressure,” Tam said dryly. “And it’s not elves, plural. It’s elf, singular. I met only one elf. Just the one.”

Maryada raised an eyebrow. “Was it a pretty elf?”

“Maryada!” Tam exclaimed, scandalized.

“What? The elves are rumored to be as beautiful as they are deadly. I’m just curious if the myths are true.”

“They’re not,” Tam lied. “He was quite plain.”

“How disappointing.”

“Aren’t you already married? Should you even be wondering about how beautiful elves are?”

“Marriage did not destroy my imagination.” Maryada winked. “Besides, my wife would be right there wondering with me.”

“That’s… more than I ever needed to know about your imagination. Or your marriage.” Tam got up, dusting her knees. “Sorry, I’ve got to go. Goodbye.”

“So soon, hatchling? Ah, you must have to ride out.” Maryada reached out to clasp Tam’s forearm in the absence of a spear with which to salute her. “Do us proud, Tamsin Bladeborn. Do the spear-wielders proud.”

Tam blinked rapidly to forestall what she suspected was the onset of tears. She succeeded. Barely. “Goodbye,” she said again and left.

Tam strode back to the gates with her head held high, encouraged by what Maryada had said.

Maryada was right. Death was inevitable in their profession—in Maryada’s profession and in the profession Tam could only publicly adopt once she was eighteen. If Tam intended to serve in the army, she would have to come to terms with the certitude of her own death and—even more difficult—the certitude of her comrades’ deaths.

That wouldn’t take away from Tam’s desperation to survive, especially not in the midst of a battle, but it would give her the fortitude to go back into battle after nearly dying again and again. It would also give her the power of conviction, a power that could only come from wanting to live up to someone’s legacy—the legacy of her friends who had perished.

Tam had been driven to honor her parents’ legacy, and that drive had enabled her to keep going without them. Now, after listening to Maryada, Tam realized that she would have to do the same with those whom she had just lost—Dale, Yvette, Isman, Marta, and Collard.

The list of names written in her heart’s sacred book would only grow longer with every battle. It was a terrible but undeniable truth, and perhaps its undeniability would help her accept it like Maryada had.

Perhaps it would become a part of her as the years passed, until it became livable. Until, even if every fresh loss stung like the snap of a whip, Tam would be able to take that pain into herself and live with it. Until, even if she was brought to her knees with woe, she would be able to get back up and dive back into the fray. Until she could carve the very grief that overwhelmed her into a weapon with which to vanquish her enemies.

That was what it meant to be a soldier.

Maple was waiting for Tam by the gate, still laden with Tam’s armor and looking as disgruntled as ever. The other ministers had finally deemed themselves sufficiently primped for the trip and had arrived with more servants lugging more luggage. The ministers then clambered onto their horses, using the cupped palms of their pages for support.

Queen Emeraude was preceded by a retinue of guards from the sword unit—tall, strapping warriors who were bristling with blades of all sorts. They looked thorny from a distance, like human cacti. Which was a bizarre mental image.

Kay scurried up to Tam, toting a leather satchel of such undeniable quality that it could only belong to a prince.

“Tam!” Kay panted. “I made it! I was pouring my potions into bottles and putting labels on them.”

“If they’re your usual labels, I won’t be able to tell what’s what. Acacia guandariva? How would I know what that’s for?”

“First of all, there’s no such plant as Acacia guandariva. You just made that up. Kindly stop inventing species that nature itself has not invented. Secondly, I did take into account your illiteracy when it comes to herbs—”

“Illiteracy?” Tam said indignantly. “Nobody but you has any idea about herbs, other than those that garnish food!”

“Tam, I’m saying that I’ve taken into account your… lack of interest in herbs,” Kay amended tactfully, “and that the labels are categorized by application, not origin. For example, if you require a coagulant to slow your bleeding, search for the bottle labeled ‘Stems Blood Flow.’ If you require a cure for digestive infections, look for the bottle labeled ‘For Stomach Ailments.’ If you require a contraceptive—”

“A contraceptive?” Tam yelped. “Why would I…?”

“It’s a basic requirement for anyone our age.”

“And who do you suppose I’ll be bedding, hm? The elves? The ministers? The horses?”

“Oh, just take it.” Kay bundled the satchel into Tam’s arms. “I’ve included potions for all the scenarios that might arise on your journey. Keep them safe. They may be of help to the others too.”

“Shouldn’t you just give this to the physician accompanying the delegation, then?”

“He’s a traditionalist with no patience for my inventions.”

“Basically, what you’re telling me is that established doctors don’t believe in your potions. Are you sure they’ll work? Mayhap your cure for ‘Stomach Ailments’ will turn me into a shrub.”

“You’d be less trouble as a shrub.” Kay frowned. “Be careful on this journey. You’re the herald, which means you’ll be alone in the Wanderwood in advance of the delegation. If there’s even the slightest hint of danger, flee immediately. Do not tarry and get yourself unnecessarily killed.”

“As opposed to necessarily killed?” Tam quipped.

The color drained from Kay’s face. “No. I didn’t mean—I’m not like my mother. Necessary or not, I won’t have you dying on me.” Kay leaned forward to press his forehead against Tam’s. He whispered fiercely, “You’re my family, understand? You’re my sister in all the ways that matter. Don’t you dare die and leave me by myself.”

Unfair. That was just unfair. Tam was getting choked up again. What was with everyone today? Why were they bandying about emotional proclamations so irresponsibly, unheeding of the effect they had on others?

“I’ll be back,” Tam said gruffly, clearing her throat to get rid of the stone seemingly lodged in it. “Don’t have a conniption.”

“A conniption? Is that what you think this is?”

“And you,” Tam said vengefully, because if Kay could be worried about her, then she could be worried about him too, dammit. “Watch out for Chen and Mysenius. They’re shady, those two.”

“I am aware,” Kay said. “My mother gave me a profound lecture on court politics earlier this morning. Along with tips on how to handle Mysenius and his ilk.”

“Good.” Tam strapped Kay’s satchel and her own armor behind Maple’s saddle and put her right foot on the stirrup. “If they so much as breathe on you, they’re dead.”

“You’ll be the one killing them, I assume?”

Tam smiled brightly. “Of course.”

“Tam….” Kay didn’t finish his sentence. He stepped back as Tam mounted Maple. “I bid you luck. With every day that passes, I will pray to Astar for the delegation’s safe return.”

“Don’t fill Astar’s ears with nonsense. Leave them open to hearing the pleas of those in Danis’s path.”

“We are in his path. Without Axenborg to blockade us from him, we’re in his direct path.”

“Touché.” Tam picked up Maple’s reins and clucked. “C’mon, girl. Ma’am,” she corrected when Maple glared back at her. “Let’s go join the rest of the delegation.” To Kay, she said, “I fare thee well, brother.”

“And I thee.”

Tam guided Maple to the chattering throng that was the delegation, leaving Kay behind. She positioned herself at the front; as the herald, that was where she had to be.

Emeraude raised her hands, silencing the small crowd. “My compatriots,” she proclaimed resonantly, her voice carrying over the delegation. “We are about to depart for the Wanderwood, on the first diplomatic mission to elfkind in recorded history. We may or may not return. We may or may not survive. But we will do our best to secure our country by allying ourselves with the elves. We will endeavor to establish cordial relations with a race whose magical abilities may benefit us against the tyrannical Danis, who himself possesses magic beyond our ken.”

Tam shuddered. She’d been ensorcelled by that magic herself, yet she could not fathom it. It was vaster, stranger, and older than anything she had ever encountered.

“There is no room for failure here.” Emeraude was unshakable. “Failure is death. Failure is the eradication of our entire nation, of every man, woman, and child within our borders. For them, we must proceed without fear, without doubt, and without hesitation. For them, we must make peace with a race that may well despise us. I trust that each of you will behave with the utmost tact when we do parley with the elves. Let us unite in this, our most crucial defensive maneuver in decades, since the formation of our alliance with Axenborg. May Astar protect us all.”

So saying, Emeraude ascended into her carriage.

The delegation appeared to be collectively holding its breath. Only when Emeraude nodded at the sentries at the gate did the pall lift, the lull caused by Emeraude’s speech breaking into motion.

The drawbridge lowered, and with every inch that it lowered, it ratcheted up Tam’s heartbeat. The horses, sensing the tension in the air, whinnied and pawed at the ground. The ministers clutched their reins in fear. The tail end of the delegation, which consisted of carts bearing servants, cooks, pages, and supplies, creaked onward, the wheels turning slowly. Emeraude’s carriage—painted in the blue-and-gold royal colors of Astaris—was in the center, in the most protected position.

Thus, at two hours past dawn, the delegation of Astarian diplomats left for their fated mission to the Wanderwood.




Chapter Three

ALLIANCE

 

 

THEY RODE through the night. There was muted griping from some of the ministers, but none of them contradicted Emeraude’s insistence that they travel as swiftly as a party of their size could travel. While Tam had been able to race to the border in hours, an assemblage of this many civilians could not go at the same speed. The ministers were unaccustomed to riding and could not go beyond an easy canter, not without falling off.

Which was why Emeraude asked that they at least not stop for the night; it was bad enough that they couldn’t set a breakneck pace. Only Zameen could ride properly, and even she was too aged and frail to be subjected to the rigors of hard riding.

So the delegation halted only for meals, and even then, only for the distribution of dry meats and breads. Once each member of the delegation was given their allotment of food, they were ordered back onto their horses to eat on the go.

It must have seemed horribly unsophisticated to the nobles, who wrinkled their noses at the tough strips of jerky they were expected to consume in lieu of tender roast lamb and figs stuffed with mince, or whatever they ate on a regular basis. The cretins.

The night stars twinkled above them, incongruously merry, and from behind her, Tam could hear the snoring and snuffling of the ministers who’d fallen asleep atop their steeds. She looked back to see the majority of them slumped in their saddles, tilting dangerously, held in place only by the belts that secured them to their horses. Tam almost wished one of them would keel over and go crashing into the dirt. It’d be funny, if nothing else.

She herself managed a kip or two atop Maple, because meeting the elves with bags under her eyes, haggard and worn, wouldn’t make for a charming diplomatic debut. She couldn’t look like she was on the verge of passing out; she had to look strong enough and dependable enough to inspire faith in others.

For all of Maple’s surliness, the mare slowed to a placid, swaying gait while Tam rested, as if instinctively rocking Tam to sleep. Maple really was more maternal than she let on, wasn’t she?

Tam woke with the sun. It rose above the horizon, half hidden by clouds, a pallid circle casting an eerie grayish glow over the rolling hills and desolate trees. It was all dismal, dreary, and disheartening, as if it were a landscape that Astar had painted at His most despondent.

Tam splashed water onto her face from her flagon, the cold shock of it waking her up more thoroughly than the reverent nudging the pages were giving their ministers.

The cooks—who’d been boiling porridge in their carts, apparently—ladled the porridge into shallow wooden bowls that steamed in the morning chill. The bowls were passed up the procession, from hand to hand, and Tam gratefully gobbled hers up when it reached her. Predictably, it reached her last. She was at the very front, after all. The porridge wasn’t steaming anymore, but it was warm. There was a lovely dash of honey in it that soothed Tam as it went down.

Breakfast was concluded with rough sticks of unbuttered bread being passed up the ranks in similar fashion. The bread was chewy enough to make Tam’s jaw ache, but then, unlike the ministers, she was used to chewy bread in the dorm.

An owl hooted in the wilderness, only adding to the eeriness around them. Then, out of the mist, loomed the Wanderwood. Its giant trees pierced the fog that concealed them like a cloak, only their treetops visible above the haze. As Tam drew closer, their branches began to be visible too.

“Hark!” Tam yelled at the riders behind her. “We approach!”

The ministers clamored nervously. Emeraude remained in her carriage, but Tam saw her liveried guards murmuring to her through its window.

Tam turned back around and squinted at the Wanderwood. It was so surreal to see it from the outside. She’d been unconscious when she’d ridden into it after her battle, and when she’d escaped it, she’d fled without once looking back. The scope of it was immense, and it exuded a disquieting, palpable menace, an otherworldliness that made Tam shiver.

She’d been in there. She’d survived being in there.

She could still scarcely believe it.

About a mile away from the forest, Emeraude called the delegation to a stop. She emerged from her carriage and onto a waiting gelding, a glossy-maned beast suitable for a queen. Emeraude rode up to Tam herself, instead of summoning Tam to her.

“Tam,” Emeraude said as her horse drew even with Maple. “The time has come.”

Tam’s heart chose that very moment to somersault out of her rib cage and into her mouth. “Uh-huh,” Tam said intelligently.

“You’re apprehensive. It is no wonder that you are. But Tam”—the queen settled a reassuring hand on Tam’s shoulder—“you need not proceed unless it is your will. ’Tis a cruel burden I have assigned to you, particularly at your age. I shall not force you to go, nor shall I fault you for not going. Minister Zameen can go in your stead if you cannot be the herald. I have already discussed this with her. There is no shame in withdrawing, should you choose to do so. Nobody would hold you accountable at just seventeen.”

I would hold me accountable, Tam didn’t say. And I hate being “just” seventeen. “I’ll go.” Tam somehow regained her tongue. “Your Majesty—”

“Emeraude.”

“Em-Emeraude.” Tam ducked her head. “Thank you for trusting me with this. It… it means a lot to me.”

When Tam looked up again, she saw a complex expression flicker across Emeraude’s countenance—regret and sympathy and guilt, tinged with pride. The same pride Tam had seen in Emeraude earlier, at court.

It made Tam want to live up to that pride. It made Tam want to prove herself so that Emeraude didn’t feel guilty for sending Tam into near-certain death. That, Tam was prepared for.

“Um,” said Tam at last, clumsy but sincere. “M-Maryada told me that soldiers go into battle knowing that they have already pledged their lives to the cause. There is nothing that can happen to me that I am not ready and willing to endure.”

“That will not make it easier for you to endure.” Emeraude lifted her hand to cup Tam’s face, and Tam was so startled by it that she almost jolted off her horse. “Wear your armor, Tam. Take your shield and your spear. Wiser though it may be to approach a peacemaking unarmed, I refuse to send you into the Wanderwood without any protection whatsoever. That is why I had the armor issued for you.”

“I… I will. Thanks,” Tam said again, although every time she thanked Emeraude, it gave the queen that haunted, guilty look.

The ministers had been watching the exchange with narrowed eyes, likely envying Tam for having won the queen’s favor, although Tam could bet they wouldn’t have liked going through what Tam had gone through to get it.

Tam dismounted Maple and put on her armor, struggling with the ties until Emeraude glided forward to help her.

“Your Majesty!” Tam stumbled back, acutely conscious of the nobles giving her the evil eye. “I mean… Emeraude! You are a queen. You cannot lower yourself to performing the duties of a page!”

“I owe you more than any page owes a master,” Emeraude said, “for risking your young life for us. Please, let me.”

Tam had no choice but to let her. It was embarrassing, standing there and being fussed over by the queen as she would have been by her own Ma. It may have been meant as a gesture of respect, but Tam felt oddly childlike instead. For a moment it was as if her mother, Zara, was here, doing up Tam’s armor herself. A pang of longing shot through Tam, breath-stealing and intense.

When Emeraude withdrew, Tam sighed. “Than—”

“Don’t thank me again.” A dark smile twisted Emeraude’s lips. “Please. Don’t.”

“You oughtn’t say ‘please’ when you’re a queen.”

“It makes for a pleasant alteration in routine.”

“Heh. Uh. In case I don’t come back, can you tell Kay… er. I have no clue what to tell him, actually. Tell him to remember to eat once in a while? When he’s preoccupied with reading or brewing potions? And tell him to please get up the guts to ask Caradoc out on a hunt with just the two of them. His crush is getting ridiculous.”

“It really is.” The darkness left Emeraude’s smile.

“Tell Borik that I would’ve liked to talk to him one last time. Say goodbye in person. Hug him, maybe. For me. And please, um… send a lifetime supply of fresh dinner rolls and cheesy potatoes to Maryada?”

“Is the food in the infirmary that bad?”

“Worse.” Tam smiled back.

“You’re a brave girl,” Emeraude said, and Tam shrugged uncomfortably.

“No, I’m not. I’m scared shi—er, witless right now. But I’ll do what I have to do.”

“That is the very definition of bravery, Tam.”

“Is it?” Tam scratched her head. She’d thought being brave was never having to be afraid at all. “All right, then. Guess I’m brave. Good to know.”

“I cannot give you guidance on what to say to the elves, because I haven’t dealt with them as you have. Act as per your intuition and you will not go awry. In the absence of knowledge, intuition is the closest thing we have to wisdom.”

That was too convoluted for Tam to decipher, so she waved feebly at the queen and mounted Maple again. Then, to be polite, Tam waved at the remainder of the delegation. “G’bye, everyone!”

Nobody waved back.

Maybe the ministers felt guilty like Emeraude did and didn’t wave back because they were embarrassed to be sending a seventeen-year-old ahead of themselves.

Or maybe they just didn’t care. To them, Tam must just be a random soldier doing what random soldiers did—dying conveniently and at a distance to prevent the nobles from dying inconveniently and very, very close.

Tam urged Maple toward the Wanderwood. Her heart was still in her mouth, which was annoying because Tam couldn’t breathe around it, and she was too anxious to breathe through her nose.

“Are you as anxious as I am?” she asked Maple, but all Maple did was to happily flick her tail. “Of course you aren’t. According to you, you’ll be reuniting with your beloved elven paramour. Lucky you.”

The delegation fell behind more and more, and the edge of the forest got closer and closer. Unlike most forests, which had the occasional tree growing outside of their boundaries—boundaries which were uneven and naturally blended with the adjoining land—the Wanderwood’s boundary was perfectly circular, with no outcroppings of growth beyond the very clear line that separated the woods from the encompassing terrain. It was such an unmistakable, deliberate demarcation that it had to be magical. Nature didn’t do that by itself.

“Did you make this place too, Astar?” Tam mumbled as she approached that freakishly uniform boundary. “Quick question—and I mean no offense by it—what were you thinking when you made it? Or when you were making the elves? Were you just mucking about and decided, hm, let’s put pointy ears on people and stretch them until they’re pointlessly tall? Oh, and let’s make them bizarrely beautiful, too, and let’s give them magic so they can manicure the very grass at the edge of their woods! Who’s so controlling that they have to control grass? Obviously only the incurably perverse.”

Astar didn’t answer. When did He ever?

“Maryada would probably like it if the elves were perverse,” Tam continued on her jittery tirade. “She’s a bit disturbed, that woman. Keep her alive, though, would you? She’s a fine teacher of spear-craft.”

Maple’s ears flicked, as if to block out Tam’s meaningless drivel. Wasn’t Maple overly judgmental for a horse? Honestly. Tam didn’t judge Maple for dropping dung into the mud behind her as she walked. And that was arguably more deserving of judgment than Tam’s effort to add some humor to this situation.

But all of Tam’s forced humor evaporated the instant she entered the woods. Maple’s clopping hooves went from being faintly audible to being dead silent, as though the greenery around them absorbed all noise and let not a whisper escape. It was as if sound itself were being muffled. Stifled. Strangled.

There wasn’t so much as a breeze stirring the leaves or a sparrow hopping along in search of worms. There was only that preternatural stillness Tam recalled from before, as if the Wanderwood itself was alive, had sensed Tam’s ingress, and was hiding all its denizens from a potentially dangerous intruder.

The mammoth firs that towered above Tam were dizzyingly high. Just craning her neck to look at them made Tam giddy, in an odd sort of reverse vertigo. It was like standing on an upside-down cliff and staring down—or was it up?—at a sea so far away that it seemed to be from another world. That was what it felt like to look up at the canopy, ruffled by the wind like a surging sea of indistinguishable green. Tam couldn’t even calculate how long it would take her to climb any of those trees, in case she had to do so to find her bearings.

Thankfully she didn’t have to find her bearings. That was what Maple was for.

“You remember where the pond was, don’t you?” Tam bent to speak into Maple’s ear, which flicked again. “Take me there if you can. Hopefully the forest won’t trick us into wandering forever, like it’s said to do. Death by wandering does not appeal to me.”

They got to the pond sooner than Tam had predicted. Which was to say, before Tam had aged by fifty years.

The pond was still there, somehow tinier than before, and Tam’s skin goose-pimpled at the sight of it. It was just so… innocuous, so deceptively ordinary, that if it weren’t for the lack of ripples that should normally ruffle the surface of a pond, Tam might’ve thought she was in an average clearing. Thirsty as she was, she was tempted to drink from that pond, but who knew what it’d do to her? What if it transmuted her into one of those massive trees?

Well, at least Tam would be tall that way. For once in her life.

In the end Tam picked the safer alternative of drinking from her own flagon, sour and stale though the water was after sloshing around in a pouch of cowhide. She withdrew the flagon from her saddlebag and gulped down a few mouthfuls, but stopped before she would have liked. She had to ration her water. If the elves didn’t show up for hours—or even days—Tam couldn’t afford to be left waterless. She wouldn’t drink from the pond.

“Now we wait,” Tam said to Maple as she dismounted. Tam contemplated leaning against the same tree she’d leaned against whilst involuntarily siphoning off an elf’s blood, but elected not to. She leaned against Maple’s flank instead; it was better to be near Maple in case there was an emergency and they had to dash out of here.

The emergency occurred about half an hour into Tam’s wait. She was biting into a slice of dried apple when suddenly—out of nowhere—an elf dropped into the clearing.

From above.

What, did elves fly? Tam hadn’t seen a single branch sway under the weight of a body, so either the elves weighed nothing at all or they had invisible wings.

So Astar had wasted all of His special gifts on the elves. Tam couldn’t help but resent that. She herself couldn’t walk without stomping; stealth was nigh impossible for her. But here this elf was, all but materializing out of thin air.

The elf who’d landed in front of Tam was female. She had proportions similar to Loren’s—the slender, somewhat elongated limbs and willowy build—although she was dark where Loren was pale, her skin the shade of raven’s wings and her hair a lustrous sable that flowed over her shoulders, as if the night itself had transfigured into something glimmering and fluid.

The elf was also armed. She was an archer with a quiver on her back and a bow in her hands, and she had an arrow pointed straight at Tam’s face. Specifically, at Tam’s right eyeball, from only an inch away, poised to launch into Tam’s eye socket and then, from there, into her brain.

“Hullo,” croaked Tam, her apple rind sticking out from between her teeth. How undignified. This wasn’t the impression she’d hoped to make. “H-how are you? Nice day, isn’t it?”

The elf only looked at Tam with a flat, indifferent gaze. Tam got the feeling that it would not bother her to kill Tam then and there, any more than it would bother Tam to squash an irritating fly.

“I’m… I’m Tam.” The apple was stuck in Tam’s now-dry mouth, and speaking around it was a challenge. “Could I, um, could I shpit out this affle I’ve gof in my mouf? I can’t talk properly wiff it.”

The elf didn’t say anything.

Tam leaned carefully away and spat out the apple, expecting to be shot for moving without permission.

A disgusted sneer curled the elf’s upper lip. Hey, at least it was a reaction. Tam had begun wondering if the elf had frozen altogether, atrophied by sheer revulsion.

“Human,” said the elf at last, and goodness, though she resembled Loren in form, she definitely did not resemble him in manner. Tam’s instincts told her that this was because Loren wasn’t a warrior, and this elf was. Or it could just be that elves were distinct from each other, just like humans were, with individual and unique personalities. Tam would have to erase her own biases if she wanted to avoid being spitted by arrows.

“Yes?” Tam fidgeted. “Like I said, I’m Tam. Not ‘Human.’ I mean, I’m human, but my name is Tam?” By Astar, this diplomacy stuff was exhausting. And she’d only just begun. “What’s your name?”

“Why are you in our territory?” The elf barreled right over Tam. “And why are you armed?”

“I can take off the armor! I just. I figured. Going into the Wanderwood, it wouldn’t be wise to be unarmed. Just in case you”—Tam went cross-eyed focusing on the arrow tip all but poking her in the nose—“weren’t happy to see me? Are you unhappy? How could I make you happy again? Because I have a vested interest in making you happy, right about now.” The arrow tip moved closer. “Eeep!”

“What. Are. You. Doing. Here?”

“That was an interesting way of punctuating a sentence. As for me, I’m here in peace! To establish peace. That’s what I’m here for.”

“You say you come in peace, but you bear the weapons of war.”

“Like I said, I can take off the armor and lay aside my weapons. If you would just let me. Or you could go and ask Loren about me.”

The elf stiffened. “How do you know His Highness?”

His what, now? “Loren saved my life. Here. By this pond.” Tam waved at it distractedly. “With those silvery threads of his. Is he a prince? I had no idea! He wasn’t regal at all. Have you heard him laugh? He coughs. Coughs. Who laughs like that?”

Now the elf was outright glaring at her.

“Not that I don’t respect your prince.” Tam cursed herself for that social faux pas. “I’m bubbling over with respect for him. I owe him a life debt, after all. It would be bad form not to respect the person who pulled your nuts out of the fire. Not that I have. Er. Nuts. To be pulled out of any fire.”

Tam couldn’t stop putting her foot in her mouth. If this kept up, she would wind up putting her actual, physical foot in her actual, physical mouth. What was happening to her? Terror had never addled her wits like this before. Then again, she’d never had the whole kingdom depending on her diplomatic skills. Her nonexistent diplomatic skills. That she didn’t have.

“Your armor.” The elf pointed her arrow at Tam’s breastplate. “Take it off.”

Tam jumped to obey. She fumbled with the straps—there was no Emeraude to assist her this time—but she did eventually manage to get her breastplate off. She did the same with her vambraces, and counterintuitive though it was to her, she laid her spear and her shield aside too. “There.” Tam beamed. “Look at that! I’m exposed to the elements and to your arrows. You could kill me easily now. Isn’t that great?”

“I could kill you easily enough before. There was no armor on your eye.”

“You’re such a pleasure to talk to. Did I mention that? No? ’Twas an appalling oversight. For which I apologize.”

“I am Nala.” The elf deigned to introduce herself at last. “Prince Loren did not inform us that he had met a human, let alone saved it.”

It? “Hold on. I’m not an ‘it.’ I’m a ‘Tam.’ I’ve said so about a hundred times.”

“Four.” Nala’s bow was still trained on Tam. “Four times.”

“Elves sure are skilled at arithmetic.”

“Just as humans are skilled at destruction.”

Tam tittered nervously. Was that a neutral observation or a clever insult? Even Tam, as a human, couldn’t disprove what Nala had said. With all the wars the humans were currently embroiled in, they did appear to have a penchant for mass destruction. “Did we just go from jokes to depressingly accurate philosophical diatribes? Because I’m terrible at those.”

“Move.” Nala shifted behind Tam and poked Tam in the back with the arrow. “As you humans are also adept at lying, you may be concocting that tale about Prince Loren. I cannot trust you to remain unsupervised. I will escort you to the elven court myself.”

“Your faith in me is deeply touching.” When Nala poked her again, Tam squawked, “Ow! I’m moving, I’m moving!” To Maple, Tam said, “You. Stay. I’ll be back. I hope.”

Did Maple look worried, or was Tam just flattering herself?

No, she was just flattering herself. Because when Nala propelled Tam out of the clearing, all Maple did was put her rump toward Tam and start grazing, carefree as could be.

Traitor.

Meanwhile, Nala instructed Tam to cooperate… or else. “Don’t run. Don’t fight. Don’t so much as twitch in the wrong direction.”

“Got it.”

Thus began Tam’s awkward crabwalk across the forest, because she couldn’t bring herself to put her back completely to Nala, but she couldn’t walk beside Nala either. It resulted in a bumbling sideways march, highlighted by Tam getting slapped by overhanging foliage and tripping over pebbles that seemed to be conspiring to put themselves in her path. This place was malicious. It was just as she’d suspected. And Loren had said this was her heart’s home? Pfft. What nonsense.

To Tam’s surprise, Nala engaged her in conversation. Well. Interrogation. Still, it was progress.

“Who were you talking to, outside? About having created the elves?”

“Oh,” said Tam. “So you were spying on me even before I entered the woods? Very shrewd.”

“I am a Sentinel,” Nala said, emphasizing the term like it was a title. “It is my duty to patrol the boundary.”

“Right.”

“So who were you talking to? Was it a companion hidden close by?”

It was then that Tam understood the bent of Nala’s questions. “What, like an accomplice? Heavens no. I’m by myself. I was just, er. Having a casual chat with my god.”

Nala looked at Tam blankly.

“You know, gods? Deities we worship? Who’s your god?”

“We don’t have gods,” Nala said. “We worship nature.”

“Not nature goddesses? Wood nymphs? Fairies?”

“Cease your babble. Or I will cut your tongue out myself.”

“As opposed to asking somebody else to do it?”

Nala snarled.

Tam shut up faster than sweat evaporating in a desert.

This? This was how Tam had imagined elves to be. Not like Loren, who’d been harmless in comparison. What false advertising that was!

As they ventured deeper and deeper into the Wanderwood, the trees grew even more monumental, stately monoliths with branches as thick as human bodies. Very bulky human bodies. Like Borik’s.

The plants on the ground were getting larger too, and weirder. There were pitcher-shaped flowers with goblet-like stems, their petals as pink as skinned flesh, filled with a wine-red honey the exact tint of blood. The stillness at the outskirts of the forest was now replaced by the buzzing of dragonflies as big as Tam’s head, and Tam had thought she had the courage to defy armies, but this was just preposterous. She recoiled as a dragonfly whizzed by her, and Nala let out a short bark of laughter.

“Glad to be entertaining,” Tam grumbled.

“You must be a famous warrior among your kind,” Nala said scornfully. “Since you have such valor.”

Frankly? Nala could go stuff herself. With dragonflies.

But the dragonflies weren’t even the worst of it. The once-quiet Wanderwood was now teeming with wildlife. Critters darted in and out of the undergrowth, too fleeting to be identified. Only their eyes could be seen through the vegetation, round and glowing and fixed unerringly on Tam.

Once, Tam saw long, wickedly hooked talons vanishing between the leaves of a spiky bush. A hulking, shadowy silhouette drifted past behind the trees, a formless behemoth whose passage caused a mere rustling of leaves, as if it were floating above the earth and not treading upon it.

Tam was beginning to comprehend why the elves didn’t worship gods. They didn’t need to. They were surrounded by them. They lived among them.

Birds with orange-and-violet plumage soared far overhead, and Tam was relieved to see that they, at least, were ordinary—but when a pair of them swooped low enough to land on a nearby branch, Tam saw that they had faces like those of men, with deep-set, oddly intelligent eyes and no beaks, and that their three-pronged claws were just tapered fingers with sharp obsidian-black nails at the ends.

Tam’s stomach churned. It wasn’t even fear that did it—or not only fear. There was just a wrongness to how everything looked and behaved. Even the spiderwebs, which billowed gently between the trees like skeins of shimmering silk, had enormous spiders at their centers that glittered like precious gems, iridescent and blinding, each spider a conglomeration of hard surfaces that reflected the sunlight at a million colorful angles.

“Are those spiders made of stone?” Tam asked. “Because they—they look like they are.”

“No, they’re made of bone,” Nala said, like that was only natural. “They devour animals that stray into their webs and digest the skeletons, using the bones to build shells for themselves.”

“Egads,” said Tam. “That’s. That’s very. Impressive.” Yes, impressive. Not terrifying. “Why is it so quiet near the border of the forest but so, er, lively in here?”

“The outer limits of the forest aren’t real.”

Tam gaped at Nala. “Say what?”

“They are an illusion. That is why there is no life in them; they are in truth barren land, and the trees there are purely props, erected by our magic. Only those who know the way will succeed in crossing that illusory barrier and entering the forest proper. The rest will wander aimlessly in circles, never making it into the true forest.”

“Aha!” Tam crowed. “So we humans were right! That’s why it’s called the Wanderwood. Because you wander in it!”

Nala rolled her eyes. “Yes, it’s called the Wanderwood because of all the wandering. What an astute commentary.”

“You reckon I’m about as bright as a hock of ham, don’t you?”

“We do not eat ham. Or any meat. We consume only plants that surrender to us freely.”

“Freely? Do plants have free will here?”

“They do everywhere. The fault is yours if you do not heed it.”

Tam’s last interaction with a plant had been plucking a tomato from a vine crawling over the walls of the palace kitchen’s gardens. She was reasonably certain that the tomato had not cried out not to be plucked. But then perhaps she could not hear what the elves heard with their flaring, pointed ears. Or perhaps the elves were just superstitious.

Given the mystery and the savagery of the woods around them, the elves certainly had reason to be superstitious. If Tam lived here, she’d be balking at every shadow.

Slowly, the wildness of the jungle began to gain a peculiar sort of architecture. The trees formed rows like corridors, and the canopy above formed tangled arches not dissimilar to the arched ceilings of Emeraude’s court. Subtle variations in the texture of the tree barks began to look more and more like doors. The yawning hollows in the trees’ trunks began to look more and more like windows, with vines falling across them like curtains.

“Is this what I think it is, or am I hallucinating?” Tam asked Nala.

“This is our city.” Nala gestured at the trees. “And these are our towers.”

Tam was possessed by the sudden urge to go into one of those towers and climb it to the very top. Nobody could fault her for being inquisitive, could they? What would the view be like from up there? It must be incredible.

The bases of the trees were as wide as large oval rooms, so it made sense that people could inhabit them. Squirrels inhabited smaller trees, didn’t they? “Did these trees ‘freely surrender’ themselves too?”

“Yes,” Nala averred. “We would never force ourselves upon nature like you humans do.”

“Your negative opinion of us is discouraging, but I can assure you that we aren’t complete arseholes.” Wait, was that acceptable diplomatic language? “Jackanapes,” Tam amended. “We aren’t complete jackanapes.”

“I doubt it.”

Tam goggled at a series of plants whose squat, bulging stems segued into horizontal, rectangular leaves—leaves as broad and sturdy as benches. “I could sit my entire arse down on those. Not that I would,” Tam added quickly. “That would be disrespectful. Would it be disrespectful? Do you sit on these plants?”

Nala ignored her and glanced up at a window. The vines curtaining it were drawn aside, and an elf leaned out, watching their progress below. “Ato,” Nala called up to him. “Greetings. Is His Majesty at court?”

“That’s where most everyone is,” the elf named Ato answered, eyeing Tam like Tam was a circus animal. “What’s this, then?”

“A human I found at the Pool of Healing.”

The elf raised his eyebrows. “It breached the boundary and reached the Pool?”

“Prince Loren discovered the human, injured as it was, and tended to it. He must have originally guided the horse to the Pool, and the horse, remembering the path on its subsequent visit, carried the human there.”

“The prince did all that? Why did he not speak of it? A breaching of the boundary is—”

“A serious issue, yes. Which is why we should warn the king.”

“Not to interrupt you,” Tam interrupted them, “but could you both please stop calling me ‘it,’ like I’m an object? It’s very offensive.”

Nala grunted. “Your presence in our home is offensive.”

The elf, who’d disappeared from his window, opened the door at the base of the tree. He had indigo-hued skin and lively, dancing gray eyes. “I wouldn’t say that. It isn’t offensive. It’s interesting.”

Wonderful. So Tam had been promoted from object to freak show.

“I stayed at home to prepare for my wife’s birthing ceremony, even though everybody else went to court,” Ato said. “But this is too fascinating to resist. I must see what His Majesty has to say about his son consorting with a human.”

“We weren’t consorting.” Tam grimaced as Ato joined their little parade. “Don’t make it sound like some forbidden romance.”

“Is it?” Ato asked eagerly. “Now that’d be a scandal!”

“There is no scandal,” Tam said firmly. “There could never be a scandal. Goodness, you lot are just like the queen’s courtiers. Gossipy and petty.”

“Not petty.” Ato smirked. “Just gossipy.”

“Ah, yes,” Nala said pensively. “The humans have a queen. Was it the crown-wearing female in the procession that brought you to the Wanderwood?”

Tam blinked. And blinked again. “You could see us? Miles away? From all the way over here?”

“I am a Sentinel,” Nala restated, like that explained everything. Her arrow was still up, frequently jabbing Tam between the shoulder blades. Hadn’t Nala gotten tired of holding that bow fully drawn for the hour or so that they’d been trekking through the woods? Tam had trained with the spear for years, but even she would tire at holding a spear aloft for that long. If Nala was not averse to sharing her training regimen, Tam would very much like to inquire about it.

“Yes, that was our queen,” Tam said absently, distracted by the prospect of improving her endurance. Mayhap the elves could be learned from, if this negotiation was successful. “I’m an envoy, I suppose.”

“An envoy,” Nala said darkly. “That means more of you want to enter the Wanderwood.”

“Er. Sorry? We kind of have to. I’ll tell your king everything, I swear on my honor.”

“It claims to have honor,” Ato said, amused. “We shall see.”

“Yeah?” Tam said defiantly. “I’ll make you see.”

“Fighting words.” Ato’s amusement didn’t fade one bit. Curse him.

Tam picked up on a distant hubbub that gained in volume as the trees became even huger, till they were colossal pillars on either side of her. The hubbub gradually became distinguishable as voices, convivial and plentiful. There was music in the background that was an airy admixture of the flute and the lute, a melody without any rhythm, the notes seeming aimless and incidental but blending together in what was unmistakably a song.

That must be the elven court, then. Tam had envisioned a solemn gathering of pontificating philosophers, not unlike Loren with his platitudes, but if they had music at court, then surely it couldn’t be as morose an affair as Tam had pictured.

Tam’s pulse sped up. She would soon be seeing what elven society was really like—not just isolated assignations with princes and Sentinels, but the culture itself. She’d be the first human to ever do so.

Beyond the next copse of trees was a gigantic square filled with elves.

Tam stumbled to a halt. Nala’s arrowhead almost impaled her from behind, but Tam simply could. Not. Budge.

It was just… those elves. So many elves.

Young elves. Old elves. Musicians with fiddle-like instruments in their hands. Mothers shepherding flocks of children along. Girls and boys giggling as they ran about, waving sticks of some type of candied fruit, their mouths sticky and laughing. Here, an elvish man unspooled a bolt of transparent cloth as other elves oohed and aahed at it, and there, a woman with a sharpening stone offered to sharpen what must be kitchen knives. There was no currency changing hands. There was no money. There was only sharing and smiling and singing.

Tam’s heart squeezed within her. Because now she understood. It was only now she truly grasped that the elves were people. People like hers. There were differences, aye, but the differences weren’t important. They weren’t nearly as important as the similarities.

This was why Tam had to succeed. Because she could succeed. It wasn’t inconceivable that the humans and elves could find peace together—therefore, they should. There was no excuse for Tam to go back to her queen and say that an alliance was impossible because the elves and the humans were just too different.

They weren’t. Now that Tam had seen it, she couldn’t unsee it.

Now that Tam had seen it, she had to carry through.

Her mission was achievable. So Tam would achieve it.

The resolve crystallized within her as if it were carved into her very being, a covenant engraved upon the foundation of her soul. She would make this work. She had to. She had no choice.

“Is… is this a court?” Tam asked. “It looks more like a marketplace.”

Ato indicated the group of blue-caped elves flitting through the throng, bearing rolls of parchment on which they were directing the civilians to press their thumbs. “This is a vote,” Ato said, “for which the residents of the Wanderwood have been summoned. It is not compulsory to participate, but almost everybody does. As incentives to attend, feasts, markets, and celebrations are often held alongside the elections. So yes, this is a court. It just happens to coincide with a marketplace.”

“E-elections?” Tam boggled. “But isn’t there a king? You just said there was a king.”

“There is,” Nala replied. “But he is not a tyrant. In matters of policy, King Eras consults with the general populace. Routine laws that have gone unchanged for eons need not have votes cast for or against them, but any new changes must be approved by the citizens.”

“What about the king himself?” To Tam, this was astounding. “Does he occupy the office uncontested, or can he get voted out?”

“He can. Once a decade, there is a vote to reaffirm his position as king. If there are those who are unhappy with his reign, they have the opportunity to stand against him in an election. His throne is not his, but the people’s. He is merely their representative.”

Tam was floored. While Emeraude sometimes organized votes amongst the ministers on contentious topics, the ministers themselves were not elected. They inherited their roles by birthright. As did the royalty. It was a system that Emeraude was not overly fond of, but that she did not reform.

Did that make Emeraude a tyrant? Tam didn’t think so. She didn’t like to think so. If it hadn’t been for Emeraude, Astaris would have been destroyed ages ago. Emeraude knew that. Surely it was why she maintained her own power and the system that justified her having that power. It was all for Astaris.

It had to be.

“Rivkah!” cried Ato when he spotted an elvish woman who was heavy with child and clad in a cheerful yellow dress. She was chatting away animatedly with a cluster of youthful mothers and fathers, their children tugging demandingly on their clothes. “Should you not be resting? If you have cast your vote, I will escort you home!”

Rivkah—evidently Ato’s wife—swept her gleaming russet curls aside as she turned to him. “I’m pregnant, Ato, not infirm. I shall go home when I please. Don’t tell me what I should and should not do. Besides, what are you doing here? Did you not claim you were decorating the baby’s birthing room?”

“I was,” said Ato sheepishly. “A-and it’s nearly done! But there’s been a bit of an, ah… how shall we say, a bit of an incident, and I simply had to see what King Eras would do about it.”

“A human?” Rivkah caught a glimpse of Tam beyond Ato’s shoulder and became hushed. “Oh. Oh my.”

“Precisely.” Ato bounced on his heels, not dignified as Tam had expected all elves to be, but boyish and jolly. “You can’t blame me for shirking my duties, can you?”

“You’d have found an excuse to shirk them anyhow,” Ato’s wife said dryly. “Nala, I must say, you’ve made quite the discovery.”

“It was but my duty.” Nala, seemingly losing patience with the saccharine domestic bliss being flaunted before her, prodded Tam again. “Pardon us, Rivkah and Ato. We must go to the king.”

So saying, Nala frog-marched Tam ahead of her across the square, toward a platform on which Tam could only just make out a seated figure.

As Tam passed by, the elves saw Tam’s humanness and quieted, their frivolity transforming into unease and curiosity. There were some who only gawked at her, while there were some who nudged each other and murmured into their companions’ ears, likely commenting on this or that aspect of Tam’s alien appearance. There was mistrust in their eyes, a mistrust that cast Tam as other, as foreign. By the time Tam had crossed the square, its festive atmosphere had ground to a halt.

Tam almost felt remorse for ruining it.

The platform on which the king sat was a raised, symmetrical clump of tree roots, one of which twirled upward, widening into a vaguely chair-like structure. It was on that chair that the king was seated, and it was from there that he presided over the court.

So this was King Eras. Loren’s father. He did have Loren’s aristocratic features and flaxen hair, but unlike Loren’s not-quite-there abstraction, Eras was very much present, his eyes as keen and discerning as a hawk’s.

“Sentinel,” the king addressed Nala even as his gaze settled calmly on Tam. “I see that you have brought us a guest. The trees told me that you would be arriving with company, but they neglected to mention that the company was human.”

“Your Majesty.” Nala inclined her head. “Before we proceed, I ask that you place additional guards on the human.”

“You’ve done an exemplary job of guarding her yourself. But you are correct. We cannot take a chance. Guards,” he said, and Tam leaped about a foot in the air when elves with weapons melted out of the nearby trees. She hadn’t seen them there. They couldn’t have been there. “Take up positions around the human,” Eras instructed, and the guards obeyed wordlessly. “Nala, you may proceed with your report.”

Nala lowered her bow at last, slinging it across her back. “This human calls itself Tam. It alleges that it is acquainted with Prince Loren, who it says saved its life. It also penetrated the defensive perimeter around the Wanderwood, piercing our illusory spells and reaching the Pool of Healing, where it says it first met the prince. Since a breach of our defenses is of the utmost concern, I brought the human to you myself. Else it would have roamed about within our boundaries and potentially caused damage to our home. It may be a saboteur.”

“I’m—I’m not a saboteur! Also, I’m not an ‘it.’ How many times do I have to say that before you—er.” Tam realized that she was in the presence of a king, and that sassing Nala in front of him may not be the best idea. “Your Majesty. My apologies. I’m Tamsin Bladeborn, a human from the, um. Humans.” Gods, that was a pathetic introduction. Not to mention that Tam was struggling to look past the barricade of ridiculously tall elves caging her in. All she could see from where she stood was Eras’s eyebrows. She couldn’t talk to eyebrows. “Your Majesty? I’m rather short, in case you hadn’t noticed. So could you maybe… ask these very dashing guards to part enough for me to see you from between them?”

There was an odd coughing sound from the king. It reminded Tam of Loren’s laughs. Sure enough, when Tam rose on her tiptoes and craned her neck to try to catch his expression, the king had a hand pressed to his mouth, as if hiding the edges of a smile. “Move aside, Mayka, Ronil. Give the child a gap through which to see.”

Child. On the one hand, Tam hated being called a child. On the other hand, it was a step up from “it.” As the guards parted for her, Tam gave the king a little wave. “Hello! Er, as I was saying, I’m Tam. I’m on a mission of peace. My queen, Queen Emeraude, sent me to you as a herald, to establish safe passage for her diplomatic delegation.”

“Well, Tam, human from the humans,” Eras echoed her wryly, and Tam winced at having her poor phrasing thrown back at her. “Why should I believe that a queen would send an adolescent as a herald? And if she did, why should I respect a queen that uses children as pawns?”

“I’m not a pawn,” Tam snapped, before recalling that she had to be civil. “S-sorry. I’m a willing participant. A volunteer, even. The queen gave me this task because I was the only human to have met an elf.”

“Prince Loren,” the king said. “My son.”

“Yes. If… if you don’t believe my version of events, please call on the prince to verify my tale.”

“That’s what she says, Loren,” said the king, and like the guards, Loren just manifested out of the crowd, coalescing like a ghost. Creepy bastard. So he’d overheard everything but hadn’t bothered coming forth until now? How considerate of him to abandon Tam like that. “Is it true? Did you bring a human into the Wanderwood without permission?”

“I did.” Loren was straight-backed and nonchalant, crossing his hands idly behind his back, like he was in the middle of a relaxing morning stroll.

Tam wished she had that much composure when defending her own rule-breaking. She tended to stutter incurably when confronted by the queen.

Eras rested his chin on his palm. He didn’t look overly distraught either. It could just mean that he trusted his son, or that he wasn’t as bothered by Tam as all the other elves clearly were. It could also be his age; he was among the very few elves who had wrinkles, which meant he was older… and wiser. That might be what had gotten him elected as king and why he didn’t refer to Tam as an “it.” Maturity must have tempered his prejudices, just as Emeraude’s maturity had tempered hers. “And why did you do that?”

“She was dying,” Loren said. “As per our laws, a living being cannot be allowed to die if there is recourse to save it.”

The onlookers—among whom Tam spotted Ato, watching avidly—breathed a collective, audible sigh of relief, as if Loren’s actions were now wholly justified. What, they hadn’t believed Tam when she’d said Loren had saved her life, but they believed Loren?

Then again, he was their prince. And right now he was acting like it—his chin up and his spine unbowed with the pride of an aristocrat who was convinced he had done no wrong.

“But if that was so, why did you not tell us?” Eras spread his hands. “We could have aided in her rescue.”

“It was—it was very urgent.” A faint pink tinged Loren’s cheeks. “She was—her body was—not that I was paying attention to her body,” Loren blurted, and Eras arched an eyebrow.

“Indeed?”

Loren was growing pinker by the second. “But her body was shredded by bladed weapons, some of them poisoned. I had to take immediate action.”

Like the blades that poisoned Borik and led to his amputation. Tam shivered; Loren had saved her from that too. He’d saved not only her life, but her limbs and her use of them. An unwilling gratitude lodged itself just beneath her tongue, prompting her to say thank you.

For once, Tam listened to that prompting. Tact was not her forte, but this was a diplomatic endeavor, and the least she could do was voice those icebreakers that did come to her mind. “Thank you,” Tam said, and Loren’s eyes flicked to her before flicking hastily back to his father.

What, couldn’t Loren even do her the courtesy of looking at her? Tam scowled at him, but Loren wasn’t paying her any attention. His stance had grown tense, and if Eras took note of that, he did nothing about it.

Instead, Eras said with a dangerous equanimity, “Still, you could have alerted us after the most critical phase of the healing had finished. You could even have apprised us of what had transpired after she left the woods. Why didn’t you?”

Loren cleared his throat. Opened his mouth. Closed it. Cleared his throat again.

Tam hadn’t a clue what was going on, but she decided she liked it better when Loren was floundering for explanations like a real person and not sticking his nose up like a fairy-tale prince.

“There must be another reason you engaged in this highly unusual subterfuge.” Eras’s piercing eyes narrowed as he considered his son. “Could it be that you made a mistake in the healing process? A mistake you were too ashamed to confess to?”

Loren’s pinkness had deepened into an outright red. “She wasn’t supposed to come back,” Loren mumbled, then glared at Tam like this was all her fault. “Why did you come back?”

Tam seethed. Anger simmered within her at such unfair treatment. So Loren had only healed her because of some antiquated law and not because of any innate decency. So what? That didn’t mean he had the right to be rude to Tam like this. “Why did I come back? Because I’ve been sent here, that’s why! It’s not like I wanted to come back. I was just as happy about not having to see your pasty face again as you were about never seeing mine!”

Loren spluttered. “My face isn’t pasty!”

“No, I bet you think it’s fair.” Tam snorted. “Fair and oh-so-handsome. As if.”

“Loren,” chastised the king, and Loren startled, looking appalled at having spoken like that in public. The elves in the square were ogling Loren as if they barely recognized him.

Tam grinned in triumph. If she could claim to have an area of expertise, it was getting people into trouble—mostly by baiting them into speaking their minds.

“I see,” said Eras, like Tam and Loren’s exchange had been consequential and meaningful and not just a blatant exhibition of mutual spite. “My son, could it be that you have bonded with this human?”

There was a ringing silence.

Loren appeared to have been petrified into a pillar of salt. The elves in the square appeared to be having a collective out-of-body experience. They all wore expressions of such sheer, flabbergasted disbelief that had Tam been a court artist, she would’ve been compelled to paint those expressions. Even Ato’s jaw was hanging open. This probably far surpassed his hopes for a romantic scandal.

As for Tam, she was—

What was she feeling? Frothing-at-the-mouth wrath was there, that was for certain. Righteous indignation at having been dragged into some mystical union, against her will and without her say-so, was there as well.

But there was also a bizarre, wicked schadenfreude in her that relished seeing Loren so hapless, so overwhelmed. Tam hadn’t thought she was that vindictive. Apparently she was.

Finally, into the deafening silence, Tam said, “You bonded to me?”

“I didn’t mean to!” Loren’s cheeks were so red that they were practically ablaze. “I wasn’t even thinking about it! What was I supposed to do, leave you to perish as you lay in a puddle of your own blood?”

“Thanks for that lovely image,” Tam muttered. “But I don’t see why you had to bond with me.”

“I didn’t—” Loren was spluttering again. “I didn’t intend to—”

“Tam, human of the humans,” Eras said, and by golly, wasn’t he ever going to stop saying that? Mayhap echoing people’s stupidities back at them was one of the scant amusements left to him after having grown so old. “What my son means is that there is always some degree of a bond between the healer and the healed. It is necessary, especially in drastic conditions where the very life of the patient is at risk. The healer’s life force flows into the patient, twining with and bolstering the patient’s own life force. However, the bond is then carefully disentangled to prevent accidents such as these. A professional healer would have disentangled their magic from you without leaving in place a bond that tied their life force to yours, as the life forces of married couples are bound.”

“Holy muck-balls,” Tam said, horrified. Married to Loren? Astar preserve her from such an intolerable fate. “Is—is it permanent?”

“Not if the healer and the healed are physically separated for an extended length of time,” Eras expounded. “The bond will gradually fade away. But as you have returned to the Wanderwood and within range of Loren’s magic, your bond will persist for a while longer.”

“Until I leave again.”

“Until you leave again.”

“Phew,” Tam exhaled. So she wasn’t doomed, after all. The bond wasn’t irrevocable. To Loren, she said, “Great. Not only are you a berk, but you’re an incompetent berk.”

As Loren glowered at her, Eras made another coughing sound. Was he laughing at his own son? “Loren has never been spoken to like that. He must find it refreshing.”

Loren’s glower swung to his father and then away, as if he was too abashed by his bungled healing spell to meet his father’s eyes.

If Tam hadn’t been breathtakingly consoled by the prospect of escaping marriage to Loren, she’d almost have pitied him. Almost.

“I am not a healer, Tam,” Loren said evenly, “but I did my best to save your life. I reassure you that I did not intend to bond with you, nor would I ever intend to bond with a human. Particularly such a boorish one.”

Tam toed the soil beneath her sullenly. Of course the princely ponce would want nothing to do with a knuckle-dragging, barbaric, filthy human. Just as evenly as Loren, Tam said, “And I thank you for saving my life, Loren. But if you want me far away from you, so that the bond may dissolve, then you ought to support my case for peace. The sooner I can negotiate safe passage for my queen, the sooner I’ll be gone.”

Eras smiled thinly. “We cannot make such profound decisions based on the whims of the young. How do we know that this isn’t a ploy for your fellow humans to breach our outer defenses and slaughter us all?”

“Um,” Tam waffled, “aren’t you the ones with magic? If anything, you have the advantage of us. And please forgive my coarse language, but I’m positive that my ‘fellow humans’ will be pissing themselves at the sight of just one of your spiders.”

Eras coughed again. Loren turned his eyes heavenward, as if asking for patience. From whom, though? Didn’t the elves not worship gods?

“To what purpose does your queen desire diplomatic relations with us after centuries of human disdain for elfkind?” Eras asked.

“I’ll be blunt,” Tam said, for she could be nothing else. If she attempted a courtier’s frippery, it’d only come off as artificial and amateurish. “We’re under siege. King Danis of Norvald—a despot and a killer of innocents—has been on a rampage for the last two decades, and has conquered most of the nations on earth.”

“Human nations,” Eras said.

“Human nations,” Tam confirmed. “Now he’s heading for us. Our former alliance with Axenborg, the country between ours and Norvald, has fallen through, and—”

“And you hope that if you find new allies in us, the war may yet turn in your favor.”

Tam hesitated. “That… sounds quite self-serving of us, doesn’t it?”

“It does.”

“But it’s more than that. Danis is…. We humans can’t use magic, but he has some method of using it, and he uses it not only on himself but on others. That’s why he has remained undefeatable for so long. If he invades Astaris, then it is inevitable that he will invade the Wanderwood, which is located within Astaris. Danis is a threat to us, yes, but he is also a threat to you.”

Eras stroked his chin thoughtfully. He glanced at his son. “Loren, what say you? Is this a ploy? Unforeseen as these events have been, it is convenient that you currently share a bond with this human. You should be able to sense whether she is a liar. Duplicity does not seem to be in her character, not insofar as I have observed her, but you have insight into her that I do not.”

“She isn’t inclined to treachery,” Loren ruminated aloud, “and she believes what she says. But for a blockhead like her, it is possible that her understanding of the issue is incomplete or skewed, or that she has been manipulated into believing in what she says, though it may be untrue.”

“That’s the most convoluted insult to my intelligence I’ve ever heard,” Tam said, “and I’ve heard a few.”

“Have you?” Loren remarked disdainfully. “I’m shocked.”

“Son,” Eras chided, “that is no way of talking to a herald.”

“But she’s so—” Loren clamped his mouth shut. “Yes, Father. It is as you say.”

“That’s more like you. Now, we must hold a vote.” Eras spread his arms in a sweeping gesture that encompassed everyone gathered in his court. “Citizens of the Wanderwood, I ask you to cast your vote on this most pressing dilemma. You have heard testimony from the human girl and from my son. Do you deem it acceptable to temporarily accept the envoy of human diplomats into our home, to negotiate an alliance against this new threat? Upon the arrival of the humans, we will consult with our Seer, Soma, to verify the verity of the humans’ story. If its verity is found lacking, they will be turned out.”

“Your Majesty,” said Nala, “may I speak?”

“You may,” Eras replied. “This is a public forum in which all voices are welcome. Speak.”

“If our Seer discovers that the humans are misleading us, or that they have used the pretext of a negotiation to spy on us and learn the lay of the forest, then should we not kill them before they leave, so that they may not take any information they have gleaned with them?”

“Killing them would be an act of war,” Eras said, “and I have no intention of starting a war with Astaris, the land within which the Wanderwood lies. It would be suicide. We would be astronomically outnumbered. Furthermore, this girl named Tam has already gleaned much from us, should she be inclined to misuse it. If we suspect her or her kind of deceit, we can always recast our wards and strengthen them to prevent the humans—including Tam—from ever reentering the woods. But your point stands, and your suggestion, too, will be put to the vote should the Seer detect any deception.” Eras looked out over the assembly. “Are there any more suggestions or amendments?”

There were none. A hush fell upon the elves as they voted. They pressed their ink-dipped thumbs onto the fresh rolls of parchment distributed by the blue-caped vote counters. Tam saw that each thumbprint was magically absorbed into the paper, the ink disappearing and reappearing as a number. That number increased incrementally with every vote, and Tam, who was about as good at mathematics as fish were at flight, envied this shortcut to counting votes. If only she had magic to do all her counting for her.

Tam distracted herself with that while she waited for the results, her heart pounding more and more loudly with each vote.

This was it. This was her destiny—and the destiny of all Astarians—hanging in the balance. If the elves fell back on generations of antipathy to vote against accepting the human delegation, all Tam could do was go back to her people and tell them that she had failed… that she had failed them all.

But if the elves were sufficiently frightened by potential eradication at the hands of Danis, they might overcome their preconceptions in this instance. Just once. Just once would be enough, because Tam was confident that Queen Emeraude would make an undeniable case for an alliance, with words more eloquent and convincing than the blathering Tam could manage.

All Tam needed was an affirmative vote. One more vote on the side of accord than on the side of animosity. One more vote on the side of cooperation than on the side of indifference.

Tam’s breaths came short as the blue-caped counters brought their scrolls up to the king and knelt before him, unrolling them and holding them up for inspection.

“The results of the vote will now be announced,” Eras said after surveying the documents.

Tam squeezed her clammy hands together, closing her eyes and praying. Astar, shine Your light upon the elves so that they see the truth. Astar, move their hearts with compassion and not aversion. Astar, do not let me fail my country. Astar, let the vote be yes. Yes. Yes.

“On the motion to invite the human delegation into the Wanderwood for peace talks….” Eras paused for effect, a pause so protracted that Tam had to open her eyes again. The elves were so melodramatic. “The yeas have it.”

“Yes!” Tam shouted. She dropped to her knees, her legs going weak as she sobbed. Jubilant tears blurred her vision. She doubled over and slammed her fists onto her thighs, gasping, unable to breathe, happier than she had ever been.

When she wiped her tears and looked up, Loren was staring at her, his eyes wide, his lips parted. Do you feel that? Tam thought with a sort of savage joy. Do you feel that through our supposed bond? Good. Know how important this is to me. Know that what I say is true and that I have never lied to you.

Eras disbanded the vote counters with a flourish. He looked proudly upon his subjects. “War has never come to our doorstep. It would have been easy for you to pretend that it never would, and to keep shunning contact with the humans as we have done since time immemorial. I commend you all for your courage and your foresight, and for your open-mindedness in making a change to our age-old policy of separatism. Now we must leave behind our cocoons and secure our place in the wider world—for if a threat is enough to drive even the isolationist humans to forge an alliance with us, then it must be a grave threat indeed. I ask that, from this day onward and in the interests of peace, we not refer to humans as beings lesser than us, but as beings equal to us. No longer is this girl an ‘it.’ Kindly refer to her and all the humans in her delegation with the utmost respect.”

Tam got up shakily. Her guards eyeballed her in warning, but Tam wasn’t about to break out of their corral and launch herself at Eras for a congratulatory hug, or whatever it was they were imagining after seeing her earlier emotional display. “King Eras.” She wobbled on her feet. “I thank you for your decision.”

“It was the decision of my people.” Eras studied Tam speculatively. “I hereby permit you to lead your delegation into the Wanderwood, but only the queen and her advisors. Any armed guards must be left behind, as must any weaponry.”

“I—I can’t let my queen in here without an armed escort! Even if the elves do not accost her, the beasts might!”

“The beasts will do naught to endanger the woods they live in. I will convey to them that they are not to approach the humans who will be passing through.”

“Er,” said Tam, “how will you… convey… that to them?”

“By telling them.” Eras frowned at Tam quizzically. “They are sentient beings. How else do sentient beings communicate but by speech?”

“I dunno.” Tam winked mockingly at Loren. “By unintentionally bonding with them next to a magical pool?”

Loren flushed angrily. “You’ll never let me live that down, will you?”

“Why should I?”

Eras’s quirked lips revealed that he was enjoying seeing his son being taken down a peg or two. He indicated that Tam’s guards step forward. “As you are our finest Sentinels, you will accompany this human girl to the edge of the Wanderwood. You will supervise her interchange with her delegation, and if in it you intuit any subterfuge, you have my permission to expel her from the forest—by force, if need be. If she does not cooperate, you may slit her throat then and there.”

Tam didn’t so much as flinch. Loren, however, did. It was exceedingly odd.

Eras spared his son a long, penetrating look.

Loren said nothing.

“You are not to kill any other humans, as that would be a declaration of war. Killing a lone herald is permissible if that herald is exposed as a spy, but no more killings should occur. Nala,” Eras said to the Sentinel, and Nala saluted him. “You will lead our guards. You will bar the human delegation from entry into the Wanderwood if the hostilities worsen to the point where Tam has to be expelled or killed. Else, should hostilities not occur, you will lead the human delegation through our illusory border and into the forest proper, where I will have a delegation of our own awaiting them.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Nala drew her bow and installed herself behind Tam once more.

“Oh, c’mon,” Tam said when Nala’s arrow pricked her again. “Are you going to keep poking me in the back with that? You’ll gouge a hole between my shoulder blades. Where would I run off to? Into the arms of that giant, ghostly monster I saw lurking in the bushes? No thank you. I’d rather throw myself on my own sword. Not that I have a sword. But if I did, I’d throw myself on it.”

Nala scoffed. “What you saw was the Deerwent. He is a benign forest spirit that only protects and does no harm.”

“So you have benevolent monsters? Monsters are benevolent, now? Just tip me upside down and tar me with feathers.”

Nala was baffled. “Why would I do that?”

Tam sighed gustily. “It’s a figure of speech.” Gosh, these elves. “Oi, husband mine!” Tam called back to Loren before she was marched off, and was rewarded with the spectacle of Loren almost hacking up his own lungs. “Wait for me with a flower on your pillow and a song in your heart!”

Eras coughed out another laugh. It was the last thing Tam heard before her guards shepherded her out of the elven court and back into the wild.

 

 

THE UNINHABITED outskirts of the Wanderwood weren’t that terrifying when Tam knew why they were uninhabited. They were just illusions, that was all. Very convincing illusions. Tam was tempted to crouch down and inspect every clump of grass and every mossy stone for its verisimilitude. And she would have, were it not for the grim-faced, saturnine Sentinels propelling her onward with a reticence as off-putting as the noiselessness of the fake forest around them.

“Are all Sentinels this unhappy?” Tam asked, because she couldn’t resist. “Or are you lot especially gloomy?”

“No,” denied Nala. “We’re just concentrating. On what we can see, hear, smell, and taste.”

“Taste? What can you taste but the spit in your mouth and what you had for breakfast?”

“I can taste changes in the breeze. The advent of rain. Whether soil has been tread upon by an elf or a human.”

“Ew,” said Tam. “You taste the soil?”

“I can also taste fear.” Nala dug her arrow even deeper into Tam’s skin.

“Ow, all right, sorry. By Astar, you’re scary.”

“I intend to be.”

“Yeah, I got that.”

When they arrived at the boundary of the Wanderwood, Tam peered out in the direction of where Emeraude had been, but the mist shrouding the terrain concealed any sign of Tam’s people waiting for her on the other side. For an unreasoning, childlike instant, Tam feared she’d been abandoned, that Emeraude had given up and gone home without her.

But that wasn’t the case. Nala, who was squinting into the distance, said, “Your delegation is lunching on breads and meats.”

Tam’s stomach growled in response. Bad stomach, Tam castigated it. Mid-diplomacy is not the time to complain about not having ingested anything in hours. “Let me guess,” Tam said. “The mist is magical too, and only you can see through it?”

“No human can, but the elves can. We Sentinels, in particular.”

“Can you signal my queen, then? Or allow me to go and get her?”

“No. You remain here. Tomak,” Nala barked at a thickset elf with eyes as golden as a falcon’s. “Shoot.”

Tomak immediately withdrew an arrow from his quiver.

“Wait.” Tam panicked. “Shoot? Shoot what? Why are you shooting at them? Don’t shoot at them!”

“Hush,” Nala admonished her. “It’s a message, you tiny ignoramus.”

“I resent the tiny part,” Tam said. “And what sort of message is an arrow being shot at you meant to be? ‘Your murder is imminent’?”

“No.” Tomak extracted a miniature scroll from his belt to tie it to his arrow. “This is the message.” He squinted just like Nala had, aimed, and shot.

“Where’d you get that scroll?” Tam pried apprehensively. “What does it say?”

Tomak reholstered his bow. “An assistant of King Eras handed it to me before we left. You were too busy having vapors on the ground to see it happen. It is an invitation to parley.”

“I wasn’t having vapors. I was happy. And why would my queen assume that your invitation to parley isn’t an invitation to a mass beheading? If she doesn’t see that I’m intact, and if she doesn’t speak to me, she can’t know that this isn’t a trap. She may not even come forward.”

“Her loss,” said Tomak, expressionless as a brick.

“Her cowardice,” Nala amended.

“Nice,” Tam said. “Very nice. Insult my monarch, why don’t you? How would you feel if I insulted your ki—”

“Quiet.”

“Now that’s a double standard. So you can insult my monarch, but I can’t insult yours?”

“No, be quiet.” Nala inclined her head, her left ear perking up and its pointed tip twitching. “I hear something.”

All Tam could hear was the continued growling of her stomach, which, much like the elves around her, wasn’t listening to her at all.

Ultimately—after half an hour of Nala and the other Sentinels standing around with identically tilted heads, like a flock of curious storks—a faint clattering became evident to Tam. The clattering of hooves.

Tam bounded forth in eagerness—or tried to—but Tomak dragged her back by the collar. “Stay.”

“Quit treating me like a disobedient dog,” Tam griped, but then, out of the mist, emerged a rather confused-looking human guard on horseback. He batted at the mist around him as if at flies.

“Here!” yelled Tam, waving at him energetically. “Sir knight! Here I am!”

“Bladeborn,” said the guard warily, reining in his horse and halting it before it reached Tam. His eyes flicked to the elves with her and widened. “Ye gods,” he breathed in wonder. And why not? He’d never seen elves before.

“The elves don’t believe in gods,” Tam disclosed, “just so you know. Could you ride back to Queen Emeraude and tell her that her herald has secured safe passage for the delegation?” Tam puffed out her chest. “This herald. Tamsin Bladeborn.”

The guard spent another minute gathering his wits, then said, “We received the elven king’s missive that we are welcome on his land. Are there any conditions of entry?”

“No guards, no weapons, and nobody but the diplomats.”

“No guards?” said the rider skeptically, but then he visibly reconciled himself to being the humble bearer of a message and not a commentator whose opinions mattered. It marked a stark difference between the elves, who felt entitled to vote and comment on everything their king did, and the humans, for whom royalty was unquestionable. “Very well. I shall inform Her Majesty of the terms, and if she agrees with them, she will approach the Wanderwood herself. If she does not agree with the terms, I will return to ask that you be repatriated to us.”

Tam gave him the thumbs-up. “Sounds like a plan! If the queen’s concerned about me and about whether I’m speaking under duress, please convey to her that I no longer feel she has to deal with the Caradoc problem. I’ll deal with it myself. Even if it means setting them up on a hunting date.”

“Setting who up on a what?” asked the guard, back to being confused.

“She’ll know,” Tam said. “She’ll deduce that if I’m ready to play matchmaker, I must be relatively unharmed.”

“Relatively?”

“Absolutely,” Tam assured the guard. “I’m absolutely unharmed. Except for taking the occasional blow to my pride and accidentally pseudo-marrying an elf.”

The guard’s eyes widened again. “Wh-what?”

“Um. Ignore that. Just tell her I’m dandy.”

“Dandy,” the guard repeated, as if unsure that word was standard diplomatic jargon.

“Yep. That’s how she’ll know it’s me and not a very lifelike imitation of me. The elves are talented at lifelike imitations,” she added, only for Nala to poke at her forbiddingly. “Of which I am not one. I’m not an imitation. Er, I swear?”

“Noted,” the guard said somewhat dubiously, before nodding at Tam and whirling around.

As he disappeared back into the mist, Tam slumped. “Remind me never to become a career diplomat.”

“I doubt that will happen,” Nala observed.

“Thanks for the encouragement.”

“My pleasure.”

Tam had to admit, Nala was beginning to grow on her.

Like a fungus. A toe fungus. Unwanted but always bloody well there.

“How is your queen?” Nala asked abruptly.

“How is she?” Tam scratched her nose. “In glowing health, I’d say?”

“No,” Nala gritted out. “What manner of person is she?”

“Oh! Oh.” Tam bounced excitedly on her feet. “Let me tell you! It’s not just her health. She glows in general. She’s very beautiful. And wise. And—”

“Never mind,” Nala said in the tone of someone who’d ordered soup and had been given a bowl of piss instead. “Shut up.”

“Shut up? If that’s how you elves talk, how do you… y’know, talk?”

“Shut. Up,” Tomak reiterated, with the remainder of the Sentinels grunting in assent.

“Look at you, copying each other like the unoriginal louts you are,” Tam retaliated. “You’d make better parrots than Sentinels.”

Tomak cuffed Tam behind the skull.

“Hey!” Tam objected. “You can’t do that! I’m a herald!”

It was how Dale had once cuffed Tam—brotherly and obnoxious—and it struck a pang within Tam that Tam had no intention of indulging. She would cry over her lost comrades after she had earned the right to do so. That right would only be earned by accomplishing this mission.

The arrival of Emeraude and her delegation was preceded by the same head-tilting routine from the Sentinels, and thus Tam was prepared for the sight of her queen galloping out of the fog, resplendent in a lush velvet dress of royal purple and riding sidesaddle on a gelding of pure white, its saddle a creamy brown leather embroidered with threads of gold. Her auburn hair was pulled back in a diamond headdress that sparkled in the sunshine, and her delicate hands were encased in satin gloves.

She eclipsed all the ministers behind her. Dazzling as she was, how could she not?

Tam glanced at the elves with her, resisting the urge to nudge them and say, See? See? Does she not glow?

“That’s my queen,” Tam gloated, and Nala’s arrow wavered at Tam’s back before rising again. That waver alone said plenty. Heh. “That’s Queen Emeraude.”

“Tam,” said Emeraude as she rode up to the forest, her eyes dark and worried, even as her ministers collectively cowered behind her. “Are you well?”

“Spiffing, Your Majesty,” Tam said.

A small smile curved Emeraude’s mouth. “You have done well, my herald.”

Tam straightened proudly. Her heart was all but bursting out of her chest. Which would be messy if it actually happened, so Tam pressed a palm to it and willed it to slow down.

“You must be my honored hosts,” the queen said to the elves, not descending from her horse, as she had likely inferred that the Sentinels were sentries and not of high rank. Unlike her ministers, Emeraude kept her poise, as if not even seeing elves could faze her. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance. But if I may ask”—Emeraude’s focus shifted to Nala’s drawn bow—“to what purpose are you holding my herald at arrowpoint?”

“Your Majesty,” said Nala brusquely and without—to Tam’s ear—sufficient reverence, “this is a mere precaution. Our king indicated that we were to use our discretion in determining whether the human girl was about to flee.”

“That wasn’t exactly what he said,” Tam refuted, “but I suppose you’re free to interpret what he did say as creatively as you like.”

Nala glared at her.

Tam grinned cheekily. “It must be tough, being creative for a change.”

“Tam,” Emeraude said mildly, with the very mildness that presaged Armageddon for those who crossed her. “Has your life been threatened?”

Oh no. Tam couldn’t let the negotiations go awry. Not this early. “Only for a while,” Tam clarified hurriedly, “and only at the start. This?” She jabbed a thumb at Nala and at Nala’s offending arrow. “It’s mostly just formality, at this stage.”

“What stage is that?”

“Comfortable mutual distrust? Nothing personal.”

“I do not require you to rescue me from a diplomatic blunder,” Nala hissed at Tam, sotto voce.

“Somebody had to,” Tam hissed back. “You were barreling over that cliff like an extraordinarily ambitious lemming.”

“What is a lemming?” Nala continued hissing.

“A diminutive rat with no instincts for self-preservation.”

“Then that would be you. Given how you’re diminutive. And a rat.”

“Excuse me?” Tam couldn’t argue with being labeled diminutive. Or ratty, given the shape of her nose. But self-preservation…. “I have self-preservation!”

Nala jeered. “You do?”

“I… see.” Emeraude relaxed, like Nala’s and Tam’s barely audible dialogue had inexplicably bolstered her hopes for peace. To Nala, she said, “May I ask your name, my lady?”

Nala looked horrified, like being called a “lady” was an insult of unimaginable brutality. “I am Nala, Your Majesty. Please call me by that name, or by my rank, which is Sentinel.”

“Sentinel,” said Emeraude, “I ask that you lower your arrow, since you do not, evidently, plan to use it.”

“I—” Nala blinked, as if caught in a lie she had thought was undetectable. “I was—”

Emeraude only regarded her serenely.

That serenity had often disarmed and disconcerted Tam. Now it was doing that to Nala, and it was amazing. Tam had to suppress a snicker at how Nala grudgingly lowered her arrow and slung her bow across her back.

“Aw, so you like me now?” Tam taunted the elf. “You don’t plan to shoot me?”

“Don’t make me change my mind,” Nala muttered. She saluted Emeraude, a mark of respect she hadn’t shown Emeraude before. Emeraude’s insight must have impressed Nala. “Your Majesty,” said Nala, “allow us to check that you are indeed unarmed as our king requested.”

“Of course. We carry only our saddlebags, which you may inspect as you see fit. The sandalwood box borne by the dappled stallion at the rear is our gift to your leader, and may also be inspected. As for our persons,” Emeraude said wryly, “we would prefer to remain unmolested unless it is necessary, but we will cooperate with any such inspections.”

“Bodily inspections will not be necessary, as we can smell what your clothing contains. Other than your bodies,” Nala elucidated clumsily, and Tam was amused to see the Sentinel’s stoic façade crumble before Emeraude’s imperturbability.

The Sentinels inspected the saddlebags perfunctorily, clearly already having sniffed out the contents of those bags and confident that there was nothing incriminating in them. The sandalwood box, however, attracted their attention.

“The sandalwood has an intense scent and partially obscures our senses,” Nala said. “We must perform a closer appraisal.”

“You may proceed,” Emeraude permitted them, and Nala indicated that her Sentinels open and sift through the box.

The Sentinels, seemingly puzzled by the box’s contents of gold, jewelry, and silk, withdrew after ensuring that the box contained no weaponry.

“Your Majesty, you may now enter the Wanderwood and journey to the court.” Nala bowed to Emeraude. “We Sentinels will escort you, but it is more to protect you than it is to contain you.”

“More to protect me,” Emeraude remarked with another smile, this smile sharper than the last, “but not entirely to protect me?”

Nala blinked again.

“Get used to it,” Tam whispered to her. “She does that with everyone.”

“I beg your pardon if I have caused any offense, Your Majesty,” said Nala stiffly.

“No, you have not. You needn’t apologize.” Emeraude lifted a shoulder in a graceful shrug. “I cannot fault you for upholding your duty, and it is your duty to protect your birthplace. It only deepens my faith in your king, that he has the loyalty of those so devoted to their duty.”

It was very characteristic of Emeraude, to couch a compliment in a gentle warning that she could perceive the truth of any situation.

“There are animals in the woods that may alarm you or members of your delegation,” Nala said, “but I and my cadre of Sentinels will guard you from harm. You may rest easy.”

“A-animals?” The third minister down fidgeted on his horse, causing his horse to fidget too. “What kind of animals?”

Nala’s answer was deadpan. “The feral kind.”

Tam hastened to explain before the poor minister gave himself an aneurysm. “She means that they’re just—they’re very different from the animals we’re used to. Their birds don’t have beaks, for example. Just faces. People faces. It’s creepy, but it doesn’t make them any more dangerous.”

“Yes, it—” Nala began, but Tam elbowed her in the side.

“What are you doing?” Nala hissed again. “I do not require an interpreter.”

“Uh, yeah, you do. You want them to ‘rest easy,’ don’t you? They’re not going to rest easy if you shower them with lurid descriptions of just how beastly your beasts are.”

“It is in the nature of beasts to be beastly.”

“That’s so deep.” Tam rolled her eyes. “You’re a genius.”

The march to the elven court progressed amidst spooked gasps from the human delegation at the creatures they saw. A minister almost fainted when a bird landed on an overhanging branch and squawked, “Humans! Humans in the Wanderwood!”

The bird cackled at the cowering minister—a disturbingly sadistic cackle—before chirping, “Humans! Look how round their eyes are, like pebbles! Pluck them out, pluck them out!”

“I’ll pluck your feathers out if you don’t cease your quacking,” Nala groused, even as every minister but Zameen dove for cover, their hands shielding their eyes. “Did our king not command you to stay out of the way?”

“The way is our home! The humans are in the way, not us!”

“They’ll be out of the way even sooner if you don’t interfere with the talks.”

The bird’s black-and-white tail bobbed up and down. Its uncanny face twisted into a cruel expression as it surveyed the humans, but eventually it caved to Nala’s intimidation tactics. “Hmph,” it chirruped and flew away.

The ministers tugged their capes low over their faces, ostensibly to safeguard their eyeballs from avian theft. Only Emeraude and Minister Zameen remained unflustered, although they did grip their reins a tad more tightly.

“I… think I need to go back,” said the minister who’d been nearest to the bird. He was distinctly wan, his rotund form sweating in his heavily ornate clothing, perspiration darkening it at the armpits. “I m-might throw up.”

“Nonsense,” Emeraude said with a steely cheerfulness. “You had a very meager breakfast, Minister Foltecht. There isn’t much to throw up.”

“Ah,” drawled Minister Zameen, also effortlessly placid, as if having her eyeballs targeted by a diabolical hybrid bird hadn’t daunted her at all. “But Minister Foltecht requested extra rations, even if it meant depriving his squires of a full breakfast. Perhaps he has more food to throw up, after all.”

It was a takedown at least as vicious as the threats of that bird, and Tam would’ve clapped in admiration if it would’ve been appropriate. Was it appropriate for a peasant to savor the humiliation of a noble? No, likely not.

But it felt so, so good.

The court wasn’t as busy as it had been when Tam got there. Instead of hundreds of elves milling to and fro, the considerable space had been cleared and a circular carpet placed on the ground. Upon the carpet were seated King Eras and what Tam figured were his own ministers, reclining on luxuriously oversized cushions all arrayed in a semicircle on the left. The cushions on the right were unoccupied; they must’ve been set aside for the human delegation.

At the center of the carpet was an elderly elf Tam had never seen, sitting cross-legged and apparently meditating, her eyes closed. Her hair was a soft halo of white curls, and her brown skin was wrinkled yet radiant, like timeworn, crumpled vellum that still retained its richness. There was a powerful aura around her, tangible as the heat of a flame, but it was a soothing power—a quiet pulsing that seemed to send invisible ripples outward, a pulsing echoed in the heartbeats of those around her.

Or Tam assumed that it was affecting the other humans, too, for Tam’s own heartbeat had changed the instant she’d seen that old woman, slowing and calming as if synchronizing with some outside force, steady and regular as a metronome.

Whether it was a deliberate effort on the part of Eras to control the humans and make them more amenable to nonviolence, Tam did not know, but she could bet that Emeraude had not only noticed but was taking copious mental notes on the phenomenon. Zameen was more vigilant as well, but Minister Foltecht and his ilk appeared to be benefiting from the elf woman’s calming influence, no longer as jittery as they had been. Then again, it could just be the absence of eyeball-stealing monsters that was pacifying them. The elves, pointy-eared though they may be, looked homely in comparison.

The elven ministers weren’t as richly garbed as their human counterparts; they were clad in lovely but unadorned clothes, no ornaments decorating their clothing or their bodies. King Eras was just as austere, his muted maroon robe woven from what appeared to be a very fine material, but which had no crystals or gems sewn into it.

Beside Eras sat Loren, armed with an ornate, ceremonial, useless-looking bow and as palpably uncomfortable as a man sitting on a bed of thorns. It was clear that Loren’s fake weaponry wasn’t intended for use so much as it was intended to convey that the elves had the upper hand, that they had the choice to arm themselves while the humans had no such choice.

Loren wasn’t at ease with his weaponry; that much was obvious. He was clad in the same green outfit he’d worn when he healed Tam. No, Tam realized as she registered the minor detail of the tunic flaring at the waist, not the same outfit. Just the same color.

Tam couldn’t help but huff at Loren’s vanity, at his constantly wearing the precise shade of green that complemented his eyes. Loren immediately turned to frown at her, as if he could sense her derision through the bond.

Loren pointedly ran a finger down the bow he had slung across his back. He wasn’t remotely as formidable as Nala was, though, bony where Nala was sinewy and dainty where Nala was hardy. How comical it was for such a scrawny creature to pretend at menace!

Maybe this bond’s good for something, Tam thought. Let’s see how much we can irritate him through it, shall we?

But that wasn’t the diplomatic mindset Tam ought to be in, so she vowed to test the limits of the bond later and to concentrate on diplomacy for now. If she could.

“King Eras.” Nala bowed and gestured at the human ministers who’d been following her like lost ducklings through the woods, trembling and fearful. “The human delegation is here.”

Eras stood, as did his companions. He smiled at Tam with a gladness that bemused Tam somewhat. Had she made such a positive impression on him that he would rejoice at their reunion? Or was it just a show he was putting on for Emeraude?

“Tam, human of the humans,” said Eras, and Tam shrank into herself in embarrassment when Emeraude raised an eyebrow at the title. “We welcome you back into the Wanderwood with your delegation. Please, introduce us to your queen.”

Tam, who hadn’t had a horse to ride after being forced to leave Maple behind, didn’t have to dismount before beginning her introductions. She only went to Emeraude’s horse and assisted Emeraude in dismounting. “This is Queen Emeraude,” Tam said, imbuing her voice with all the deference she could muster. “Queen of Astaris.”

“I am only the queen of the human kingdom in Astaris,” Emeraude said humbly. “I do not rule the elven kingdom of the Wanderwood, nor would I ever seek to.”

“Please, sit.” Eras motioned at the cushion-strewn carpet and reclaimed his own seat, his advisors sitting with him. “We are overjoyed to hear that you have no interest in conquest, as so many humans do.”

Was that a stab at human aggression? Surely not.

“Indeed,” Emeraude said, dripping with sincerity, as she and her ministers took their seats upon the tasseled cushions. Tam just hovered awkwardly in the background, acutely aware that she didn’t belong on the carpet with the ministers. “Conquest was never my ambition, nor an ambition of my citizens. All we have ever wanted is to subsist in peace. A peace now endangered by the wicked King Danis.”

“Who is also a human, I take it?”

“He is also a human,” Emeraude agreed.

Eras placed his hands on his knees, palms up and open, receptive. His body subtly conveyed his openness to negotiation even though his words did not—those open palms were a promise of forthcoming compromises. It occurred to Tam that Eras, much like Emeraude, was an expert negotiator. “Queen Emeraude, forgive my candor, but… my people are concerned that if we involve ourselves in the conflicts of humans, we will never be able to extricate ourselves.”

“That may be true,” Emeraude replied, a reply that plainly discomfited some of her ministers, who must’ve expected her to mouth pleasing platitudes about how the elven and human races would soon resume their mutually indifferent coexistence, with no further demands being placed on the elves after this war was over. “Out of respect for your candor, I will offer you my own. If you do ally yourselves with us, you will make formal enemies of Danis and the kingdom of Norvald, which may lead to further conflicts with them that may be undesirable to you and your people. However, if you do not ally yourselves with us, it is inevitable that Danis will make himself a formal enemy of yours when he invades Astaris and thereafter the Wanderwood. You will have enemies regardless; the only difference is that in the former case, you will have allies against those enemies, while in the latter, you will not.”

“If I may speak, King Eras?” asked a craggy, cadaverous-looking elf at Eras’s left, whose elfin prettiness seemed strangely askew. The symmetry of his features was ever-so-slightly off, the features themselves too narrow and angular, like a fox’s. There was a meanness and a coldness in his eyes that made Tam shudder.

“Of course, Alfernas. In this court, you have as much of a right to speak as I do.”

Emeraude’s expression grew alert at that statement from Eras—a declaration of equality that was unusual from a monarch—and Tam could’ve kicked herself for forgetting to inform Emeraude that the elves had a democracy. Sort of. It was crucial intelligence that Tam hadn’t passed on to her queen. Some herald she was.

“Thank you, my king,” said Alfernas. “Why should we ally ourselves with the humans even if this Danis will invade their nation? Astaris is their nation, not ours. We are of the Wanderwood—we were here at the beginning of time itself, and so will we be at its end. The Wanderwood existed before Astaris did, and will exist long after Astaris is gone. The affairs of humans have not touched us for millennia, nor should they now.” Alfernas flicked a contemptuous glance at Emeraude and her delegation. “These humans have left us undisturbed for centuries because they fear our magic, and rightly so. Why would this Danis do otherwise? It may be that this peaceful delegation”—Alfernas emphasized the phrase with sarcasm—“is only here to beg us to lend our magic to them for their own gain, and is misleading us when it comes to Danis. Even if Danis invades and conquers the human kingdom of Astaris, he may very well leave ours alone, just as Emeraude and her predecessors have always done. Why should we take what these humans say to be true? And why should we alter generations of policy for a transient human kingdom’s unavoidable destruction?”

The ministers seated behind Eras murmured in assent, while the ministers behind Emeraude wrung their hands and shot their queen panicked glances. Even Zameen looked as though she would like to interject, but the human kingdom was not a democracy. If the queen did not permit Zameen to say her piece, then Zameen could not do so.

Emeraude herself was unperturbed. Tam had no idea how she did it; she must have nerves of steel. Tam was sweating like a pig.

But Emeraude’s gaze was fixed not on Alfernas… or even on Eras. It was fixed on the elderly elf who sat between the two parties, in the middle of the carpet, still meditating and still emanating those pulses of silent, tranquil power.

“The observations Lord Alfernas makes are cogent and justifiable,” Emeraude said, drawing shocked exclamations from her own ministers, “but those are the observations of reason, and the truth often defies reason. Only one who perceives the truth, without the veil of either logic or illogic, can predict the great events that change the world. Which is why I must ask… what has your priestess to say about this?”

Eras smiled again, this smile both secretive and vaguely congratulatory. “Well-spotted, Queen Emeraude. Our Seer, Soma, is a reader of both hearts and minds, and she is connected more strongly to the earth than any of us. Soma, what do you See?”

Soma opened her eyes. And it was—

It was as though a lotus had unfurled, a lotus with an effulgent light at its core. That light washed over the assemblage of gathered diplomats like a wave gently washing over the feet of one standing on a vast, glimmering shore. It was not a physical light—not blinding to the eyes—but a luminosity that reached only the mind, a touch that brushed softly over all their thoughts.

It was magnificent. It was terrifying.

It was by far the most complete experience Tam had ever had, although why or how it was complete, she could not explain. She knew no language that could describe its fullness.

The human delegates swayed backward, as if a wave truly had rocked them, gentle though it may have been. The elves seemed similarly afflicted, although they must have been exposed to this before.

Even Emeraude was, for once in her life, speechless. Minister Zameen discreetly wiped tears from her sunken cheeks.

It was only then that Tam noticed the Seer’s eyes. They were a blank, milky white, unseeing and utterly devoid of pupils. Their milkiness was not inert but alive, and drifted across the twin surfaces of her eyes like clouds drifting across a pale predawn sky.

So it was not with the eyes that Soma saw. It was with the spirit.

“My people,” said Soma, and there was such an all-encompassing love in her voice that it was clear she was addressing not only the elves but the humans. There seemed to be no boundaries when it came to Soma, not in how she perceived others and not in how others perceived her. Despite her tremendous power and how she had just wielded it to read all their thoughts, none of the humans looked upon her with fear.

That, Tam reflected, was the most fearsome trait of all.

“I have read the stories you tell yourselves in your minds,” Soma went on, “and while there is much discord in them, there is a common thread that may connect your two worlds.”

“What thread is that, Soma?” asked Eras.

“The thread of survival.”

“Does that mean you see some truth in the humans’ concerns about Danis?”

Soma’s cloudy eyes shifted to Tam, of all people; Tam tried not to squirm under that omniscient scrutiny. “I do.”

Even though Soma’s voice was soft—softer than the stirring of leaves in a breeze—there was a telltale deepness to it that drew Tam’s attention to the Adam’s apple in Soma’s throat, and to the contours of Soma’s form, which lacked any curves though it was clad in a skirted gown. Soma must be twice-born, like Maryada’s new deputy, Feng, who was born into a body not suited to the soul. Regardless of her Adam’s apple, Soma was clearly not a man. She was a woman and a prophetess.

Alfernas, who had collected himself after Soma’s revelation, resumed his argument. “Respectfully, our beloved Seer Soma, the truthfulness of the humans’ account does not necessitate our joining them. Even if Danis strikes terror into them, fragile mortals that they are, why should he do the same to us, who are ancient and powerful? If Danis does conquer Astaris and then presents himself at the entrance of the Wanderwood, can we not defeat him here, ourselves, without ever having to ally ourselves with this human queen?”

“If ‘this human queen’ may respond directly to Lord Alfernas,” Emeraude said, earning a wince from Eras at the tactlessness of Alfernas’s phrasing, “Danis will grow in strength once he conquers us and absorbs our armed forces into his own, which are multiplying rapidly as his military campaign progresses across the continent. If you wait for him to reach your doorstep, he may be undefeatable by then. Even if he isn’t, he will cause considerable damage to the Wanderwood if you make it your chosen battlefield. Yes, you may vanquish him here, but the Wanderwood or parts of it may be forfeit. However, if you ally with us and fight Danis off at the Astarian border, the Wanderwood will remain whole and untouched, its sanctity preserved for your future generations. What do you deem wiser—keeping your resources, your families, and your children unharmed, or maintaining your pride even if it leads to the destruction of your home?”

The elven ministers conferred amongst themselves, taken in by Emeraude’s unique brand of common sense, but Alfernas was not to be dissuaded. Did he really hate humans that much?

“How could a human like Danis conceivably cause damage to the Wanderwood?” Alfernas mocked. “It is magical and he is not. He cannot possibly harm us if we stay within its boundaries.”

“Ah, but he is not without magic.” Emeraude gesticulated at Tam. “My herald may have mentioned this before, but Danis cannot be slain—and now it appears that his soldiers cannot be slain either. There is necromantic sorcery at Danis’s disposal. Recently, we encountered border scouts from Axenborg that has thus far been our ally, but those scouts turned on us. They were not themselves but merely reanimated versions of themselves, corpses without personalities that we could not stop unless their limbs were hacked off to prevent them from rising again.”

“What…?” Alfernas laughed cynically. “What nonsense is this?”

“It is not nonsense,” Emeraude said evenly. “As Axenborg has not responded to our messages to justify the incident, we can only assume that Axenborg has fallen to Danis, and that King Korbyn of Axenborg is no more. If that is so, then the army of Axenborg—including the scouting patrol we met at the border—is now under Danis’s control, a control that has gone beyond the political and has become magical. Those scouts from Axenborg rose from the dead. Save for their faces, they bore no resemblance to the people they had been before, people who we had once befriended. Rather, it was as if they were mere puppets and that their puppet master was elsewhere. We can only infer that the puppet master was Danis.”

The elves broke out in nervous whispers.

Emeraude watched them solemnly. “Do you still believe that Danis will be so easily driven away, as if he were a middling conqueror? If he can magically enlist the soldiers of all the foreign states that he conquers, will his army not grow exponentially until it is unstoppable?”

Eras intervened at last, placing a quelling hand on Alfernas’s knee. The king’s other ministers were conspicuously unsettled too. “What is disturbing to us is not only the prospect of the dead rising, but how familiar that prospect is to us from our own legends. Soma,” Eras addressed his Seer, “is this related to the Stones, or am I mistaken?”

“First,” said Soma, “I would like to ask the queen a question. I could of course read the answer from you, Emeraude.” Soma eschewed the queen’s title as if it were meaningless—which, for a being of Soma’s power, it must be. “But I would fain hear how you put your answer, and the elvenfolk should hear it from you as well. When I opened my eyes and Saw you, what did you see in me?”

“I witnessed the light of Astar,” Emeraude said with conviction, although whether that conviction was a skilled performance or was genuine, Tam couldn’t guess. It must be genuine, given that in the presence of Soma’s mind reading, prevarication was useless.

“Astar is a human god, Queen Emeraude,” Eras corrected the queen cordially.

Emeraude shook her head. “Astar is all that is divine. You may call Him the earth that you worship, and we may call Him the god that we sing praises of in temples, and other religions and races may have different names for Him, but I know what I saw. I saw the light that suffuses the darkness, that animates the flesh. I saw Astar.”

“There you have it,” said Soma. “That which animates the flesh. It was not my own magic but the magic of the earth, of creation itself, that Emeraude glimpsed through me. Now,” Soma said patiently to the human delegation, as a teacher would to a brood of young students, “imagine if that magic—that power to reanimate, the power of life itself—were transferred to a corpse. Would the corpse not rise?”

Emeraude’s eyes widened slightly, with her ministers sucking in breaths of surprise. “Are you…? Holy Seer, are you implying that the magic King Danis uses is elven? But he is human.”

“A human may yet wield an elven weapon,” said Soma, “if he stole it. What you have recounted is comparable to the effects of the Firestone, an elven artifact belonging not to us, the Earth Elves, but to the Fire Elves of Ashfall, far beyond the Mountains of Mordeth.”

“Wait,” Tam blurted, forgetting her place. “Other elves? There are other elves? That can’t be!”

Soma smiled at her. “And why not? Are there no humans besides the humans of Astaris?”

Tam floundered. “There are, but—but! There couldn’t be that many elves, could there? There’ve been myths about elves from other countries, but it’s all just the mythology of those cultures!”

“Were the elves not part of your mythos before you saw us for yourself?”

“Y-yes, but—”

Soma’s smile became even kinder. “Do you believe that no mythology but your own is true?”

Well, put like that, it sounded downright daft.

“You are the only witness present who has seen the undead,” Soma said, “and in your memories lies the key to discerning whether those undead were reanimated by the Firestone or whether there is another explanation for the events at your border.”

Eras looked deeply troubled. “If it is the Firestone, then….” He exchanged somber looks with his advisors. “Then our involvement in the conflict will be mandatory. All debate from that point onward will be moot. Our laws on the containment of the Stones are absolute. Should a Stone fall into the wrong hands, it is the responsibility of all elves, of all alignments, to do everything they can to get it back—or to destroy it.”

“Your Majesty!” Alfernas objected. “To destroy a sacred Stone…!”

“Alfernas, I do not often ask much of you, but as a citizen to a fellow citizen, I ask that you allow Soma to verify whether it is the Firestone we are dealing with. If not, then your concerns will stand and will be voted on as is tradition.”

“But,” Alfernas persevered, even though his colleagues were not displaying as much sympathy to him as before. “But how can our magic be used for such evil purposes?”

“Is life itself good or evil?” Soma lifted her hand, her fingers loosely cupped, as if she was sifting sand through them. “No. Life is neither good nor bad. It is what you do with it that defines it. Magic is naught but the essence of life itself. It, too, is primeval and is neither good nor evil. It can be misused, even though there were checks and balances put in place eons ago to prevent the misuse of the Stones. If King Danis has the Firestone, he may have circumvented those conditions.” Soma beckoned Tam to her. “My dear, would you be offended if I took a deeper look into your mind?”

Tam edged toward Soma after Emeraude nodded at her. “Um. D-didn’t you—didn’t you already—?”

“That was but a breeze ruffling the surface of a pond.”

“So my mind’s just a tiny pond? Not a river or a lake? Thanks.”

Soma let out a startled laugh. “I haven’t had someone speak to me like that since I was a child. Since before I was Seer. I didn’t realize how much I missed it.” Soma patted the spot beside her on the carpet, like a grandmother inviting a grandchild to cuddle with her for a bedtime story.

Tam sat down cross-legged, just like Soma. “You… can miss things?”

“Of course I can. I channel the earth, but I am not the earth itself, immense and unconquerable as it is. I am a finite being, like any of you.”

“I doubt you’re like any of us,” Tam said, giving Alfernas the evil eye. “But, er. I get your point. Yes, you may read me more deeply. I’m not that deep to begin with—just a pond, right?—so there won’t be much to see. It’s not like I have grand secrets.”

“Secrets don’t have to be grand to be precious,” Soma countered. “And a pond need not be shallow. Do you remember the Pool of Healing? It looks shallow and small from the outside, but in truth it is infinite. You floated in its immeasurable depths as you healed.” At that, Soma stretched a wrinkled hand out toward Loren. “You should join us too, Loren. After all, you are Tam’s bonded.”

Loren spluttered. “I’m—I’m not her—”

“Perhaps not by will, but by circumstance, you are. As your very life force is bound to hers, I cannot read her in isolation, not without reading you as well. It will be far easier to plumb her psyche with your assistance. Else, as she is human and unused to such an invasion, I might injure her.”

“I-injure me?” Tam squeaked.

As soon as the potential for Tam being injured was brought up, Loren sprang protectively to his feet and then looked dumbfounded that he had done so, as if he had moved without his volition. He hovered there, uncertain, seeming torn between his dignity and what the bond demanded of him. Tam was lucky that as the nonmagical human half of their… equation, she couldn’t feel its irresistible pull. In fact, she felt just like she always did.

Loren evidently didn’t.

“Go,” said Eras to his son, his tone brooking no argument.

Loren went. Or, to be more accurate, he trudged toward Tam like a man trudging toward his own execution. He sat on the other side of Soma, facing Tam, who stuck her tongue out at him.

“You’re such an infant,” Loren said scornfully. “Do you not realize that our Seer has just said you may be psychically injured without my presence? And your reaction to that is to stick your tongue out at me?”

“Better than sticking my tongue down your throat, husband,” Tam sneered.

“And I would cut mine out before I called you wife!”

“Children,” said Soma forbearingly, even as Eras muffled one of his coughs in his palm. Soma took Loren’s right hand and Tam’s left hand, bringing them together on her lap.

“Are we supposed to hold hands?” Loren asked dubiously.

“No,” Tam said snidely, “our hands are simply meant to occupy the same space at the same time. Yes, she wants us to hold hands, Loren! Gods.”

“To think I once twined my blood with yours, out of a misbegotten sense of compassion and out of my duty as an elf. I even thought you were amusing after you awakened, before you revealed what an ungrateful wretch you are.”

Tam’s mood soured. The guilt she’d felt at not behaving honorably toward Loren—at not having repaid her debt to him or even having expressed her desire to repay it—crept up her gullet like bile.

“She is not ungrateful,” said Soma, and Loren gaped at her, startled.

“No, I am.” Tam had the horrid feeling that her cheeks were warming; thankfully, dark as her skin was, that warmth didn’t show up much. “Ungrateful, that is. I have—I don’t—just because he saved my life doesn’t mean he owns it.”

“That much is true,” Soma agreed. “Our laws state that all life that can be saved must be saved. Prince Loren only did his duty.”

“Exactly.” Emboldened, Tam met Loren’s eyes squarely. “If I were to save someone, I wouldn’t expect them to treat me any differently. I wouldn’t save them because I wanted them to grovel at my feet or spout unending praises at me. It’d give me the hives.”

Loren’s cheeks, unlike Tam’s, were tellingly blotchy. “I didn’t…. That’s not why I saved your life, either! You were bleeding all over that poor horse when I first saw you—”

“Oh, so you saved me because my horse needed a wardrobe change?”

“No. I saved you because you looked terrible—”

“So I was too ugly for you to tolerate, and you just had to save me to make me less ugly?”

“No! You looked like you were dying! That’s why I saved you! Even if the preservation of life wasn’t in our laws, I wouldn’t have left such a fragile creature to perish on its own!”

“Oi,” said Tam, sorely offended. Could Loren not see that her biceps were twice—nay, thrice—the width of his? She’d worked ruddy hard for those! Loren was a runt in comparison. An annoyingly tall runt, but still. “Call me fragile again and I’ll show you how fragile I am, princeling.”

“What else are you if not fragile? We elves cannot die unless we will it, unlike you lot, who can die at the drop of a hat. You may have exercised every muscle you have, but that doesn’t make you impervious to death.”

“You two,” Eras exhaled at last. “Perhaps if you would quiet down, Seer Soma could progress with her examination?”

“No.” Soma beamed. “I’m all done.”

Both Loren and Tam whipped their heads around to gawk at her.

“Since when?” Tam asked.

“Since you two started holding hands.”

Loren blinked down at Soma’s lap, where his and Tam’s fingers were intertwined. “When did we start holding hands?”

“Search me. Or don’t, ugh, what a horrifying mental image that is!”

“Pardon me for my tardiness in telling you that I had finished.” Soma didn’t sound apologetic at all. “An old woman such as I is not often so entertained.”

Entertainment? Was that what Tam and Loren were to everybody gathered here? Then again, it might be beneficial for the cause of peace, for all involved to see that an elf and a human could bicker just as much as any two ill-matched people would, heedless of their species. That must be why Eras and Emeraude, both astute strategists, had allowed them to bicker mostly unimpeded.

Tam tugged her fingers away from Loren’s, unnerved by how she hadn’t noticed it before—the clamminess of her palm against the coolness of Loren’s. She was usually vigilant about guarding herself from attack, and not registering what was happening to her own hand was bloody peculiar. It was as if her skin hadn’t identified Loren’s skin as belonging to another. It was as if Loren’s skin was her own.

Mayhap Tam wasn’t as invulnerable to the bond as she had hoped.

Dammit.

“Tam,” said Emeraude. “Are you truly unharmed? How do you feel?”

“Just peachy.” Tam wondered if it’d be rude for her to wipe her hand on her breeches where the elves could see her doing it. It wasn’t because she considered all the elves disgusting; she just didn’t want Loren’s… germs… on her. Loren’s in particular. What if his snootiness was infectious? “Thank you for asking, Your Majesty.” Tam scowled at Loren. “Unlike some people.”

“I didn’t need to ask!” Loren protested. “If you’d been harmed, the bond would’ve gone off in my head like the ringing of a thousand bells.”

“Music to your ears, I’m sure.”

Loren clamped his mouth shut. He stared down at his hands, that had so betrayed him by gripping Tam’s.

Soma patted him on the shoulder almost… consolingly? What did Loren have to be consoled about?

“King Eras and Queen Emeraude,” said Soma, “I regret to inform you that what Tam witnessed was, indeed, a perversion only possible with the misuse of the Firestone.”

The elves quailed en masse. They actually, visibly quailed. Tam didn’t want to know what could make a race of immortals quail. Even Eras had blanched.

“Holy Seer,” Emeraude said respectfully, “we humans have never heard of these Stones, and if the use of the Stones is what has changed the course of our history, then we would appreciate being educated as to their nature and how they may be controlled.”

“No human can control them,” answered Soma. “Not without capturing and somehow forcing an elven Seer, like myself, to assist them with the ritual. Danis must have stolen the Stone and captured the Seer of the Fire Elves. It is truly a tragic day.” Soma closed her eyes, and the pulses of power she had been emitting slowed, as if she were drawing that power into herself, concentrating on some inner vision only she could see.

With her eyes still shut, Soma recited, “Hark, my human friends. This is the story of the Stones. There are four elements and thus four Stones, created by nature to distribute power uniformly amongst the elves. At the dawn of time, nature had given the elves all the magics of creation—the magic of fire, wind, water, and earth. However, much like the humans, they began to vie for supremacy and started wars against each other. To contain their greed and their capacity for destruction, they were then split into four tribes, each representing the element whose Stone they were assigned. The Fire Elves could control only the Firestone, the Earth Elves only the Earthstone, and so on. This curbed their powers and gave the tribes an equality that was nigh impossible to overturn. Peace was restored, and in the interests of that peace, the elves were dispelled to the four corners of the globe, where they dwelled with their Stones to guide and empower them. This was centuries before humans came into being.”

“But what stopped the elves from unleashing their Stones against the puling, newborn humans?” Tam asked. “Even if the Stones didn’t do much against the other elves?”

“Ah, a clever distinction,” Soma approved. “There are basic magics all elves possess, such as our healing arts, our illusory enchantments, and the acuity of our senses—especially among our Sentinels—but our more deadly powers are locked into our Stones and can only be unlocked in times of dire need. To prevent a Stone’s misuse, whosoever that doth seek its use will forfeit his or her life. After the ritual is performed by the Seer, a willing sacrifice—often the Seer themselves—must be offered to the Stone so that it can be unlocked, as it can only be unlocked by elven magic. This prevents those elves with designs on world domination from ever using a Stone, because those who desire domination do not wish to die themselves. If they cannot live, they cannot reap the rewards of their newfound power, now can they? Even if they offer another as a sacrifice in their stead, how can they convince that surrogate to sacrifice themselves willingly? The Stone cannot be unlocked by an unwilling sacrifice.”

“A morbid yet farseeing failsafe,” Emeraude commented. “So either Danis has recruited an elf, or he has ensorcelled an elf into submission.” After a pause, she asked Soma, “Do the Stones differ in their magic, as they are of different elements?”

“Yes. Each Stone has a distinct… personality, if you will, to match the personalities of the elves who can wield it. The nature of earth is to grow, to shelter, to nourish, and to bury. The nature of water is to cool, to slake, to drown, and to extinguish. The nature of air is to disperse, to fan out, to be unrestricted, and to travel across limitless distances. The nature of fire is to warm, to consume, and to agitate, for heat agitates the particles that make up our universe. Without heat, the universe would become inert and all within it would die. Thus, out of the four Stones, the Firestone is the most suited to regenerate dead tissue and to breathe life into the dead.”

“That is why you suspect the Firestone,” Emeraude concluded, “and not the Waterstone or the Airstone.”

“The Airstone is said to have been annihilated in mysterious circumstances a millennium ago, leading to the extinction of the Air Elves. So they cannot be responsible for this madness. The Water Elves live upon the sea, in floating cities built of wood and in the ships they use to commute back and forth between those cities. To them, the affairs of the mainland are largely irrelevant—and even if they weren’t, water cannot ignite the spark of life and allow it to catch and spread like fire can.”

“King Eras.” Emeraude was wan. “Based on what the Seer says, we can deduce that Danis has utilized the Firestone to spread his accursed life to others and to reanimate them, much like fire spreads when it meets tinder.”

“Precisely,” Eras concurred. “Once unleashed, the Firestone consumes all in its path, because that is what fire does.”

“B-but….” Tam was increasingly alarmed by this fantastical possibility. “How come we received no news or even rumors of the dead being reanimated? Not until now, when we fought off the undead at the border with Axenborg?”

“When you observe a fire’s behavior,” Soma said, as if fire could have a behavior, as if it were sentient, “then you will find that it must be stoked before it can spread. A faltering flame with insufficient kindling is incapable of spreading. Only if it is sufficiently fed does it become a roaring blaze that devours everything around it. What I glimpsed in Tam’s mind was the reddish hue of fire in the eyes of those undead soldiers, which meant that they were victims of the Firestone. It seems to me that all the kingdoms Danis has been conquering, and all the lives he has been taking in the process, have been fed to the Firestone—and now that it has been stoked to a towering inferno, it has begun to spread to every being and body that Danis conquers.”

“That is—” Emeraude looked, for the first time in Tam’s memory, afraid. Very, very afraid. “I had half feared this, but to hear it…. This means that Danis will soon become unstoppable. If he isn’t already unstoppable. Axenborg may not have betrayed us so much as been forced to yield to Danis, because if he killed King Korbyn and those scouts that we met at the border, then all Danis had to do to enslave them was to reanimate them—to reanimate their bodies as empty vessels, without their minds or their hearts or their consciences. King Korbyn was dear to the Axenborgians for his compassion and his virtue, and they would have hated Danis for murdering their beloved king. But instead of having to suppress a rebellion in Axenborg, Danis would only have to slay Axenborgian after Axenborgian to reduce them to his mindless pawns. King Korbyn—or rather, Korbyn’s corpse—would now be Danis’s puppet, as would any Axenborgian who resisted Danis. Who may still be resisting Danis, only to become his tools. The scale of the slaughter will be unimaginable. In the ensuing weeks, Danis’s army may multiply in size exponentially as he mass murders and converts all of Axenborg. He will be undefeatable.”

Even Alfernas was shaken, if the ashen hue of his face was anything to go by. The elven ministers clustered closer together to conduct what appeared to be an impromptu conference, gesticulating wildly and arguing in low, urgent voices.

Eras remained silent, listening in. His features had a stark grimness to them, as if he foresaw the end of peace for his people and could find no alternative to it. Emeraude had a foreboding despair to her, too, but in her eyes shone the resolution to overcome that despair by any means necessary.

She had no choice. She was a queen. If Emeraude gave up hope, then so would her helpless subjects, who had none to turn to but her. Tam could see all that on Emeraude’s face, unusually unguarded as it was right now. Tam was tempted to go and hold Emeraude’s hand, just as Kay had held Tam’s.

But Emeraude didn’t need that solace. She never did. As Tam watched, the despair that had briefly overcome Emeraude was transmuted as if by alchemy into a steely resolve, a purity of purpose that burned away the doubt from Emeraude’s bearing and left her as centered, poised, and fearless as before. It was like watching a ritual cleansing, not unlike the rituals performed by priests when working miracles.

Tam envied that mastery of the self, that alchemy, which in Tam’s opinion outdid any magic the elves could wield. What the elves wielded was power over their environment, while Emeraude wielded power over herself, and that, as Tam’s mother had once told her, was the only real power there was. Every other type of power was a mirage, constructed by the ego to make the pitiless desert of life more bearable.

From among the chittering humans, Zameen alone asked Emeraude for permission to address the two delegations, and Emeraude gave it.

“I have been a warrior longer than bears telling.” Zameen’s sagging, blue-veined skin belied the steady grip she had on her cane, which she leaned against even as she sat. “I was here before this Great War, for the last Great War, and I can assure you that only the weapons have changed. War itself has not. The principles of war have not. If our enemy now wields a weapon we have not used before, then we, too, if we unite, wield a weapon of equal power. If Danis possesses the Firestone, we possess the Earthstone. Why can we not pit one against the other?”

“We? There is no we,” Alfernas bit out. “The Earthstone is not to be shared. It belongs to the Earth Elves and only to the Earth Elves. You humans will never have it. Just look at what you did with the Firestone, after stealing it from the Fire Elves and likely sacrificing their Seer to gain control of it! You think we Earth Elves will let your kind anywhere near ours? The elves need not ally with the humans to wield the Earthstone. All you ought to do is stay out of our way.”

“Alfernas,” said Eras quietly. “We can only wield the Earthstone against the Firestone if we cross land belonging to the humans—the land between the Wanderwood and Astaris’s border with Axenborg. An alliance is obligatory. They will not possess the Stone, but they will be our partners in transporting it, guarding it, and situating it strategically, such that it might be used.”

Alfernas harrumphed.

“Soma, what do you hear from the earth?” Eras queried. “If you cast your senses far enough, to the border, do you sense the incoming of troops?”

Both humans and elves alike held their breaths. There was another surge of magic from Soma, spilling out of her and moving northward, toward the border. The trees around the clearing stirred and rustled as if a wind had just gusted through their branches.

“Distant,” Soma murmured. “Very distant. Too distant for me to hear the striking of their boots against the ground, but the trees there have seen the army and have gossiped about it to one another, as trees do. The trees of the border have spoken to the trees within Astaris, and when I asked them to speak to our own trees, the trees of the Wanderwood, they relayed that there is in fact an army headed toward us. It is weeks away, but is headed toward us nonetheless.” A frown marred Soma’s already wrinkled forehead even more. “I cannot descry their life force—they are invisible to me—but it is as though flames are lapping at the edge of my psyche, growing hotter the farther I venture north. It can only mean that the soldiers are not themselves, but agents of the Firestone. This army is not of the living. It is of the dead.”

“How many?” asked Emeraude tightly. “How many are there?”

“Thousands,” said Soma in a horrified hush. “Thousands upon thousands.”

Tam swore loudly and sincerely, letting out a string of expletives as inventive as it was explicit.

Loren nudged Tam with his foot, as they were still seated across from each other. “I’m not certain how Danis being the whoreson of a triple-horned goat’s behind is relevant—or even anatomically possible—but would you just shut up?”

“It’s not a goat’s behind. It’s a goat’s arse. Don’t you even have the courage to swear honestly?”

“Explicitness is not honesty.”

“It is when a necromantic sorcerer with an army of the undead is marching toward us! Hell, it’s practically mandatory!”

“For humans, maybe. We elves have a battle to plan. Juveniles like you should stay out of it.”

“This ‘juvenile’ is the only person present who’s actually fought against those gruesome death-puppets, so I of all people shouldn’t stay out of it.”

“She is right, my son,” said Eras, and Loren slouched sullenly, crossing his arms like the juvenile he was. “Tam, human of the humans—”

“Please,” Tam begged. “King Eras, could you not address me by that title? No offense, but it’s driving me up the wall. And there aren’t even any walls here.”

“Tam, then. I assume that when you saw the Axenborg scouts approaching the border, they did so across the mountain pass of Mount Zivan?”

Tam straightened, eager to offer her expertise in the only area she had expertise to offer. “Erm, yes. They passed directly under the peak of Mount Zivan, through the tunnel formed by Zivan’s weird arm thingy.”

“Weird arm thingy?” Loren snorted derisively.

Tam glared at him. “The overpass, all right? Is that textbook enough for you? It’s Mount Zivan’s natural overpass, an arc of rock that crosses over from Axenborg into Astaris. That’s the only route into Astaris through the Mountains of Mordeth, narrow though the trail is, capable of holding no more than three soldiers abreast.”

Emeraude met Eras’s eyes. “Which means that an army of thousands would take days to trickle through to our side. Even undead soldiers are possessed of only two legs. They may march through the pass somewhat faster than the living, since they will not have to camp for sleep or food, but they will be as hindered by geography as any ordinary human would be. Given how narrow the neck of the overpass is, they will clog up its entry, thousands of them gathered at the mouth of the pass. Unmoving. Easy targets.”

“Easy targets for what?” Alfernas demanded.

“For the Earthstone.” Eras’s eyes never left Emeraude’s. “It appears that the queen and I are thinking along the same lines. The Earthstone can bring Mount Zivan down on Danis’s soldiers while they are gathered at the overpass.”

“To bury them all alive?” Loren guessed. “But they aren’t alive. Wouldn’t they just get back up again?”

“Get back up from under what?” Tam countered. “Tons of rock? Boulders bigger than buildings? Remember, they can’t recover if they’re hacked to bits. There may be life in each individual limb—unholy life fueled by the Firestone—but if all the limbs are crushed or detached, they won’t be able to operate like limbs should. It’s ghastly, but it’ll work. If they’re all squished like ants beneath the weight of an entire mountain, there won’t be any getting up after that. They’ll be just smudges of tissue by then,” Tam said with satisfaction. “Bloody little smears. Like swatted flies.”

Loren looked ill. “Aren’t you reveling in that gory scenario a tad too much?”

“Reveling in the survival of both our peoples too much? Oh, go suck on an egg, weakling.”

“Why would I suck on a—”

“Ahem,” Eras interrupted. “If we may return to business? We must dismiss this session to convene another vote.”

Emeraude, who must have surmised that the elves had a democratic mode of government, asked, “King Eras, did you not say that the elvish laws were absolute when it came to intervening with the theft or abuse of the Stones? What role could a vote play in such an ‘absolute’ decision?”

“An intervention is mandated, but the manner of that intervention still requires a vote. The key vote will be between Alfernas’s viewpoint and mine—the view that the elves can and should protect themselves without an alliance with the humans, and the view that the elves can only adequately protect themselves through an alliance with the humans. Once that vote has been taken, your nation and mine will move ahead together—or part ways, if that is what the outcome of the election dictates.”

“Then this is an election of the utmost importance. We humans should leave you to it. Should we retire to our tents outside the Wanderwood in the interim, while you conduct the vote?”

“No, no,” Eras said courteously. “You are our guests. Nala will take you to a hall where you may rest and replenish your energies. Dinner will be brought to you there. It will be vegetarian, as we do not eat meat.”

Emeraude bowed her head to hide a strange smile. It made Tam realize that it wasn’t so much that Eras was being polite by providing accommodations to the human delegation, but that he wanted the human delegation to be supervised, and keeping them in the Wanderwood was the best means of supervising them. Every tree here was a spy, every leaf an ear pricked to listen in on any words exchanged by the human queen and her ministers. “We appreciate your hospitality,” Emeraude said blandly. “Please, Sentinel Nala, lead the way.”

Nala—who was either oblivious to the finer points of diplomacy or just didn’t care about them—rejoined her team of Sentinels and surrounded the human party. All the better to “guide” them to their accommodations.

“Well!” Tam dusted off her knees as she got up. “Seer Soma, it was a pleasure to meet you. Loren, not so much. Farewe—”

“Wait.” Loren latched on to Tam’s forearm. His hand didn’t wrap all the way around it, outlandishly elongated though Loren’s fingers were, because Tam’s forearm was a spear-wielder’s forearm, muscular and broad. Loren stared down at it, nonplussed.

“What?”

“Um. I….” Loren was still staring. “I have something for you.”

Tam leered. “Is it what a husband customarily has for a wife?”

Now Loren just appeared confused. “What a husband…?”

“What he has in his britches, of course.”

“Wha—no!” Horrified, Loren dropped Tam’s arm and whipped his head around to where Soma still sat cross-legged near them. “In front of the—you cannot talk like that before the Seer!”

“I am a Seer, lad, not a prude.” Soma was smiling benevolently… or was it teasingly? “You needn’t be so scandalized on my behalf when I, myself, am not.”

Loren’s horror seemed to double, and Tam burst out laughing, clutching her stomach as she wheezed. “Oh. Oh, Loren. You’re hilarious. You’re the prude. All I have to do is embarrass you and you go off, squawking like a plucked chicken.”

“I’m—I’m not embarrassed!”

“No, you’re just glowing a brighter red than the Firestone probably does. Now, that? That’s what I call a blush.”

“If you’re quite done humiliating me for your own amusement—”

“No,” said Tam cheerfully. “I’m not.”

Loren ignored her and plowed on. “—and if you’re not concerned about what happened to your horse or your spear, then you can go along with the rest of your delegation and feast on leaf-bread for the evening.”

Well, Tam was curious about what Maple was doing and where Tam’s armor and weaponry was stashed, if it hadn’t been demolished altogether. But worse still…. “Leaf-bread? By the gods, no wonder you elves are so off in the head. You’re all malnourished. Even if you don’t feed on meat, haven’t you ever heard of roast pumpkin? No? Buttery peas? Mashed potatoes? Courgettes, of all the—and I despise courgettes, but even they’d be an improvement on leaf-bread!”

“Leaves from our plethora of plants carry a variety of nutrients and provide a balanced diet. Plus, we do have lentils.”

“Lentils?” Tam shuddered. “Spare me. Just take me to see Maple. It’ll be more tolerable than the collective breakdown the human ministers will be having. I’ll leave Queen Emeraude to soothe their ruffled feathers.”

“Come along, then.” Momentarily laying his bow aside, Loren knelt before Soma and pressed his forehead to her bare feet in what Tam presumed was a gesture of veneration. “Thank you, Mother, for being careful with my bonded and for not harming her.”

“How could I harm such an adorable child, even in error?” Soma petted Loren’s cheek in a maternal fashion. “Go, go. Spend some time together with her.”

Loren looked very much as though he’d like to object to that as his reason for asking Tam to go with him, but his reverence for his Seer likely prevented him from contradicting her. When he saw Tam gawping at him in disbelief, he scowled. “I was only thanking her out of formality. It was in my self-interest that you be unharmed, or I would have felt your pain and it would not have been pleasant.”

“You were never pleasant to begin with.”

“If I am so unpleasant, then why are you still with me?” Loren picked his bow up and settled it across his shoulders, its belt crisscrossing his quiver full of arrows, which were just as flimsy and ceremonial as the bow itself. Wasn’t Loren mortified to be carting that around? But he only sniffed haughtily at Tam’s critical examination of his bow. “Do you want to see your friend Maple or not?”

Tam did. So she bid her queen adieu before gallivanting off after Loren. If the bastard ended up throwing her back into the Pool of Healing, like a letter stamped as “Return To Sender” by Astaris’s postal service, then Tam would just have to swim her way out. She was nothing if not a survivor.




Chapter Four

MISSION

 

 

IT WAS only Loren’s presence that kept Tam from being accosted by a flock of those carnivorous, people-faced birds. They followed Tam and Loren overhead, flitting from branch to branch, rotating their heads all the way around to keep Tam within their sights. The head-rotating was almost as creepy as… everything else about them.

Tam categorically refused to edge closer to Loren, even if some instinct within her spurred her to do so. “Why do I get the feeling they’re fantasizing about plucking my liver out with their claws and eating it?”

“Don’t be absurd,” Loren disdained her. “They’re just being protective of me.”

“Of you? Against who, me?” Tam pondered it for a while. “So they’re sure you’d lose to me in a fight. Heh. That’s kind of flattering.”

“That’s not… I wouldn’t lose to you.”

“Really?” Tam taunted Loren. “Let’s test it out, then, shall we?”

“Are you suggesting we engage in armed combat while our rulers are negotiating a truce? Because that seems counterproductive, to say the least.”

“Sayeth the princeling who’s using excuses to avoid a good, healthy spar.”

“It won’t be very healthy when my arrow pokes a hole in your eye.”

“Thinkin’ of poking holes in me, eh?”

To his credit, Loren managed to stop himself from spluttering. He did go roughly the shade of a tomato, though. “Are all humans this lewd?”

“No, and normally I’m not either. But you’re just too easy to get a, ha, rise out of. And I figured Nala was prickly, but I can’t rile her up like this. She’s ten times more stoic than you.”

“Nala is a Sentinel. Sentinels have to be stoic.”

“What, is it in the job description?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes.”

“There’s way too much manner in your speaking,” Tam remarked. “How about some genuine cussing every now and then?”

Loren sighed the deep, protracted sigh of the fed-up. “Like I said, explicitness and honesty aren’t the same thi—”

“Yes, they are,” Tam steamrolled right over him.

“Do you ever let anybody complete their sentences?”

“Not if I can help it.” Tam sidestepped a spiderweb that curved inward like a silvery gossamer bowl, dotted with small black specks that must be other insects. “By Astar, Kay would love cataloging and classifying all these species.”

“Who’s Kay?”

“The human prince. Queen Emeraude’s son.”

“But you’re on close enough terms with him to be familiar with his hobbies? Are you not a peasant? I was given to believe that human society was more striated than ours.”

“Firstly, only Kay would know what ‘striated’ means. Because I don’t. Secondly, yes, he’s my friend even though he’s a prince. He isn’t a prat like you are. He wouldn’t stuff up a healing like you did. He’s been researching healing potions all his life.”

“So have—” Loren broke off, flushing. “Never mind.”

“Oooh. Oooh, but I have to mind. Is the elven princeling dissatisfied with his rank as prince? Would he prefer being a healer? Is that why you went so far to save me, because you had the chance to heal somebody?”

“I’ve… I’m… I’ve looked into herbs. Somewhat.”

“Somewhat, as in, looking the occasional herb up in an encyclopedia, or reading the encyclopedia cover to cover and imprinting every twenty-seven-letter genus into your brain?”

Loren paused. “The latter,” he said eventually. Shortly. Like he was confessing to a shameful misdeed.

“Kay’s like that too. Why’re you so hung up on it?”

“My kind don’t…. We are supposed to learn from nature itself. Not by artificial means. So while there are healing texts composed in archaic Elvish by our ancestors, from before the Stones were formed, common wisdom for the last few centuries has been to learn by bonding with the earth, as we Earth Elves are meant to. Knowledge gained by book-reading is distrusted because it is considered a shallow knowledge, a knowledge of appearances and not essences.”

“But you….” While Tam was often relegated to the ranks of the boneheaded, growing up with Emeraude’s inescapable perceptiveness had taught her a thing or two about being perceptive, herself. “You don’t connect to the earth that naturally, do you? That’s why you bungled healing me as badly as you did. Not the healing part, but the bonding part. You couldn’t separate your life force from mine. That’s why… that’s why you were so ashamed of it, weren’t you? When your father asked you about it? Because it was an admission of not being elf-like. Of not being as effortlessly connected to the earth as you ought to be—not just as any elf, but as an elven prince.”

Loren didn’t say anything for a while. He looked away from Tam and up at the birds following them, as if fearful of what they thought about him too.

“Look, they clearly love you,” Tam said awkwardly, unused to being the comforter, let alone to comforting Loren. She couldn’t even understand why she was doing it. She should be stomping on Loren’s weakness and cackling. She should be rubbing it in for everything it was worth, for every grain of salt that would make Loren’s wounds sting and smart.

But Loren had healed her wounds, hadn’t he? He hadn’t stomped on them. So she had to be decent and not stomp on his. Tam was a warrior, after all; kicking a man when he was down was dishonorable in the extreme. She would never stoop to it. Never.

Reassured that she wasn’t going barmy, Tam continued, “The birds, I mean. They feel connected to you. That’s why they’re so protective of you. Your people love you too.”

“Only who they think I am. And that is a sham.”

“It’s not a sham. Nobody can maintain a sham for years and years.”

Loren’s lips twisted. “Sayeth the human with no comprehension of what time is to immortals.” He glanced at Tam, and then away again, his cheeks a dull red. “Why am I even telling you this? I can’t abide you. I can barely stand to be in the same forest as you.”

“That hurts,” Tam said mock-sincerely. “Not even the same clearing? A whole forest? Tsk, tsk. Didn’t we just have a lovely heart-to-heart?” Abruptly, it occurred to Tam that their conversation may not have been as confidential as they would’ve liked. “Sodding hell. What if the trees spied on us? What if they blab about everything you just said to all the elves back home?”

“Concerned for my reputation? How uncharacteristic of you.”

Tam scrambled to restore her professed indifference to Loren’s well-being. “I’m not concerned. I’m just wondering if you spilled the beans on yourself like the incompetent you are.”

“Don’t trouble yourself over this incompetent, then. Only the king and the Seer are so deeply bonded with the earth that they can closely communicate with the trees. And they both already know I’m not what I pretend to be.”

“Pretty?” Tam waggled her eyebrows.

Loren glowered. “Princely.”

“Well, princely prince, are we there yet?”

“Almost.” Loren pushed aside a curtain of leaves. It was suspended from a tree not unlike a weeping willow, except that its leaves were a sapphire blue that glittered like jewels in the sunlight. Past that shimmering curtain lay the glade of the Pool of Healing; Tam could recognize it by now, its topography intimately known to her. She hadn’t encountered that weeping willow before, though. Sure enough, when she turned around, the curtain of leaves from which she’d emerged was gone.

Just gone. Like it had never been there. In its place stood a tree with low-hanging crimson fruit as bright as rubies.

“Er.” Tam backed away from it slowly. “Am I imagining it or does the forest rearrange itself?”

“It does.” Loren studied her quizzically. “Are not all living entities capable of movement?”

“This is more movement than I’d expected of trees. Do they get up and walk?”

“No, the trees are stationary. It is the land that shifts periodically. It tends to shift more during daylight hours, however, because it absorbs energy from the sun.”

Tam was getting goose bumps. Damn this eerie forest and its fickleness! “How do you find your way around this puzzle map?”

“It is only a puzzle if you cannot read it.”

“I can’t. I can’t, that’s why—don’t go wandering off and leave me to get lost, would you?”

“Even if you were lost, you would be found.” Loren pointed up at the canopy. “The birds could guide you, for example.”

“No, the birds could pluck out my eyes. You could guide me. Just stay by my side, got it?”

“What a sentimental declaration,” Loren said wryly. “Truly the words of a loving wife.”

Tam shoved Loren. She’d meant to do it lightly, but given how reed-thin Loren was and how burly Tam was, she ended up propelling Loren several steps into the glade.

Loren stumbled to an ungraceful halt and frowned back at her. “What was that for?”

“For breaking your promise. You said you’d rather cut out your tongue than call me wife.” Tam held her hand out, palm up. “Hand it over, then.”

“Hand what over?”

“Your tongue.”

“You’re so gruesome.”

Tam jeered. “Better than being a timid li’l rabbit-prince who’s too afraid to be himself.”

“I’m taller than you are!”

“So you agree with all my other assessments of you? That you’re timid, rabbity, and afraid to be yourself?”

Before Loren could defend himself, there was a whinny from across the glade and Tam saw Maple step out from behind a towering bush bursting with yellow flowers. Flowers that Maple was apparently ingesting, because a few stray petals clung to her chewing mouth.

“Hey!” Tam rebuked her. “Can you eat that? What if it poisons you, you silly horse?”

“She is far wiser than you, you silly human,” Loren said. “She is only grazing on sleep-flowers. The most they’ll do is make her drowsy.”

Maple did have blissfully glazed-over eyes.

“Great.” Tam sulked. “I have a sedated horse and a fake husband. My life is now complete.” Tam went up to Maple and patted her down, checking for any injuries.

“She is unharmed,” Loren said. “I made sure of it. No predators were permitted to enter this area while Maple was in it, and I laid a perimeter charm to prevent her from leaving.”

“Oh. Thanks.” Tam hated thanking Loren. She wished Loren would quit doing things she had to thank him for. “I was worried she’d have been devoured by some giant piranha on four legs.”

“Piranhas don’t have legs. And they can’t survive out of water.”

“Here, they might. Anything’s possible in the Wanderwood.” Tam spotted her armor and her spear lying where she had left them, undisturbed. “My stuff hasn’t disappeared! Brilliant.” Then it dawned on Tam that this might be against Eras’s policy. “But aren’t we humans supposed to be unarmed? Can you even give my spear back to me?”

“I won’t let you take it out of the clearing,” Loren said self-consciously.

“Still, this is awfully suspicious….” Tam smacked her fist against her palm. “I’ve got it! You’re trying to sabotage the negotiations! By tempting me into arming myself!”

Loren huffed in exasperation. “Are you physiologically incapable of accepting someone’s goodwill?”

“Why would you bear goodwill toward me? After I’ve sassed you so much?” Tam squinted at Loren distrustfully. “Is the bond messing with your mind, or what?”

“Or what,” Loren muttered, looking like he was regretting this spontaneous excursion.

“If you’re not sabotaging the alliance, why else would you be giving me back my weapon?”

“I’d hardly call a spear that tiny a weapon.”

“Oh. Oh, it’s on.” Tam immediately hoisted her spear, relishing the weight of a weapon in her hand after all that tedious diplomacy. “Prepare yourself, princeling. We’re going to spar.”

“And you’re accusing me of sabotage? I’m not the one insisting we fight in the middle of peace talks! Put that useless spear down.”

“You just called it useless! You insulted its honor!”

Loren goggled. “Spears have honor?”

“Now I must champion its just cause!”

“What cause is that?”

Tam twirled her spear in a cocky display of skill. “Defeating you so soundly that you’ll never be able to meet my eyes again.”

Loren scoffed. “How will you defeat me? I’m armed with a bow and arrows and you have a spear. A spear will do naught against a barrage of arrows.”

“You call those ceremonial twigs arrows? I could snap them in two across my knee.”

“No, you could not. They only appear delicate. They’re made of enchanted ironwood and wouldn’t break even under the striking of a hammer.”

Now that was more like it. Tam jogged in place, eager to begin. “Good thing I’m built like a hammer, then.”

“Tam.” Loren massaged his temples, as if staving off the onset of a truly horrendous headache. “I didn’t save your life for you to waste it on a pointless sparring session.”

“Only you would call sparring pointless. Guess what, Your Highness, you won’t survive the battle if you don’t survive the spar. Sparring is how I ensure I stay alive. Given that a war’s coming, it’s how you should ensure you stay alive too.”

“So this spar’s for my benefit, is it? Is that what you’re claiming now?”

“Anything to get you in the mood.” Tam grinned unrepentantly. “C’mon, Loren. Bring it.”

“Your language is highly inappropriate, and—and how would you even spar with me? We have contrasting weapons.”

“That’s what makes it interesting.”

“It won’t be that interesting when I shoot arrow after arrow at you and you fail to deflect them with your spear. I have no intention of turning you into a pincushion, especially when it might interfere with the alliance my father is currently establishing.”

Tam pictured it—arrows flying at her and Tam without a shield, forced to rely only on her spear to safeguard her. If she could manage it, it would refine her hand-eye coordination to an almost unachievable height. Even if she couldn’t manage it and had to resort to her presently discarded shield, this spar would still vastly improve her performance. “Nice. Very nice.”

Loren regarded Tam with alarm. “Nice? What’s nice?”

“That’s an excellent idea.”

“What’s an excellent idea?”

“You shooting at me. It’ll give me unmatched defensive practice. Target practice in reverse, if you will. Because I’ll be the target.” Tam spread her feet in the stance Maryada had taught her. “Hit me.”

Loren stared at her. “Where is it?”

“Where’s what?”

“Your armor, you suicidal creature. Why haven’t you put it on? My arrows are tipped with elven steel, capable of cutting through the trunk of an oak. No matter how strong you are, you are still far less substantial than an oak.”

“You care about me dying? Aw.”

“I cared about you dying even when you were an utter stranger. It is the way of our folk, gracious as we are.”

“Yes,” Tam drawled sarcastically. “I can feel your graciousness radiating from you like light from the sun.”

“Why, thank you.”

Tam spat on the soil. “It wasn’t a compliment. Hit me, cowardly elf-boy, or go running back to your father if you’re so afraid of drawing a little blood.”

Loren’s eyes narrowed. He reached back to pull an arrow from his quiver, not even taking his eyes off Tam to do so. Mayhap he wasn’t as inexpert as Tam had estimated he was. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re impossible?”

“Everyone. Constantly.”

“That, I can believe.” Loren slotted his arrow. “Do go crying back to your father if I draw ‘a little blood.’”

“That’s even more impossible than I am,” Tam said, “since my father’s dead.”

Loren paled. “I—” He looked appalled at himself. “I’m sorr—”

“Stop apologizing and shoot. I am no swooning damsel overwhelmed by a fact as simple as death. I am a warrior.”

Loren was staring at her again. “Unfathomable,” he said quietly, as if seeing in Tam a being so opposite to him that she was beyond his comprehension.

“Besides, even if you do hit me, all you have to do is plug me into your Pool of Healing and patch me back up. Why’re you so scared of wounding me?”

“Because it’ll still hurt you, you oblivious—” Loren’s words seemed to strangle him, he was so frustrated.

“And it’ll hurt you. That’s what you’re actually afraid of, isn’t it? That when I feel pain, so will you.” Tam bared her teeth. “Or is it because you’re an archer? Is that why you’re cringing? Because you’re too gutless to descend from the trees and fight me face-to-face on even ground?”

“Did you forget that I saved your life?” Loren retaliated. “Do you not owe me respect?”

“Aye, I owe you respect. It doesn’t mean I have to like you.” Tam jabbed her spear in Loren’s direction. “I owe you a degree of respect for saving me, elfling, because that is my debt to bear. But you are no friend of mine. Nor will you ever be.”

Loren’s face went cold. It was as if clouds had shadowed the sun—even Loren’s luminous green eyes acquired a cooler, darker glitter. “Very well,” Loren said. The hesitation had left his voice. It was lower than Tam had ever heard it, rock-solid and deep, and it sent shivers up Tam’s spine.

Then, before Tam could even see Loren draw his bow, he’d shot an arrow at her. It whizzed past her ear.

“Yes,” Tam hissed in delight, because even though it was just a warning shot, it was swifter than Tam had envisioned. If Loren could draw his bow that quickly, this match would be a thrill.

Tam sprang into motion, launching herself into the air to strike down Loren’s next arrow, and his next. She leapt again, her booted foot rebounding off a nearby tree, dislodging chunks of bark. Tam knocked Loren’s fourth arrow away with such force that it veered off from its original path and struck the dirt with an audible thud, burying itself inches deep in the soil. Tam’s spear reverberated with the impact.

Not enough. Not nearly enough.

There were still five to six seconds between the whistling of each arrow. Loren had slowed the speed of his draw after that initial shot, likely because his anger was simmering down and his innate caution was taking its place.

That could not be borne.

“Is that all you’ve got, princeling?” Tam goaded him on. “Is that all your skinny arms can manage?”

Loren growled and redoubled his attacks. His next arrow came faster, and the ones after that faster still, merging into indistinct streaks as they zoomed toward Tam. Tam ducked and dodged, whirling as unpredictably as she could, making herself harder to track.

Loren turned to keep his aim on Tam as she bounded around the edges of the clearing, ricocheting from tree to tree, keeping herself above Loren’s line of sight as much as possible. His arrows lodged themselves into the trees Tam was using for leverage with a relentless thock thock thock, getting swifter and swifter, the seconds between each draw shrinking as Loren’s movements became more fluid and habitual.

It was all Tam had ever wanted from a spar. It was perfect.

All that bounding around was tiring Tam. Her lungs burned and her hamstrings ached, and each lunge was tougher than the last. Soon she would have to sacrifice the advantage her leaps gave her to simply maintain her stamina, even if it meant grounding herself and making herself more vulnerable to Loren. She was using more muscles than Loren was, and was using them harder and meaner than he was. She couldn’t outlast him.

But, by Astar, she could try.

Tam rolled as she hit the grass, balling herself up to shrink her size as a target. As she came back up, she ripped the grass up in handfuls, with clumps of soil clinging to its roots, and flung it at Loren’s face.

Loren cursed. If he wasn’t so preoccupied with getting dirt out of his eyes, he’d probably be blaming Tam for being a cheat. But this wasn’t cheating. This was fighting. Earnest fighting, merciless and pitiless and so, so good.

Loren’s distraction gave Tam ample opportunity to wage her own attack. She flew across the clearing, her heels kicking up dust, her spear aimed right at Loren’s heart. Loren saw her coming and cursed again, fumbling to get his arrow slotted in time, but Tam had already reached him. Only reversing her spear at the last moment spared Loren from being spitted on it like a wild boar. Its blunter end caught Loren in the ribs and Loren fell backward with an oof.

To his credit, Loren surged back onto his feet in a single smooth motion and resumed firing at Tam—just like that!—and Tam laughed in genuine joy as she fended off more of his arrows. She back-flipped away from Loren’s volley of shots and, when she landed, flowed into the steadiest posture of all—her legs braced far apart, her body closer to the earth and her arms akimbo, angling her spear across her torso to guard her most vital organs.

Now all Tam could do was hold the fort. All she could do was remain in this place and meet Loren head-on. Her limbs could no longer carry her from one tactically advantageous location to another. Tam would have to withstand his assaults from this disadvantaged position.

It was a waiting game. Who would tire first, Tam or Loren? Whose grip would slacken first? Well, obviously it wouldn’t be Loren, given that he hadn’t been leaping about like a particularly aggressive frog, but how long could Tam fend him off? That was the question.

Tam was positively itching for the answer.

Loren took in Tam’s new stance with that same foreknowledge, his eyes lit with a hot, hungry spark so removed from his former coldness that it told her Loren was enjoying this as much as she was.

He met Tam’s gaze and shot without once looking away from her. And he kept shooting, stepping closer and closer. Tam spun her spear in circles so rapidly that all that could be seen before her was a blur. It was a shield of sorts, a shield formed not of any particular material but only of perpetual motion. Loren’s arrows bounced off it.

Until, gradually, they didn’t.

Tam’s increasingly fatigued biceps could not maintain the rate of rotation required to successfully ward off Loren’s arrows, and one got through, grazing Tam’s thigh. Tam barely registered it; she was too busy ensuring the subsequent arrow didn’t get through. But the arrow after that did, and this time it ripped through the sleeve of her shirt and tore a gash open on her left shoulder.

Loren cried out, dropping his bow, gripping his own shoulder as if certain he’d been hit. But his palm came away bloodless, and Tam, who had stopped spinning her spear because there was no point in parrying arrows that weren’t coming anymore, said, “It’s me. Loren, relax. It’s me, not you.”

Loren did the opposite of relax. He raced toward Tam and fell to his knees, his face stricken with horror, and it was only then that Tam noticed she was on her knees, too, that her legs had buckled in exhaustion and she had simply collapsed. Blood welled slowly and searingly out of her shoulder like acid, and sweat dripped from her forehead. Air sawed in and out of her throat like a blade of flame.

She felt glorious.

“How—” Loren reached for Tam’s shoulder but stopped before touching it. He was panting, frantic. “Why—why do you feel—like that?”

Tam smiled, aware that she must look half-mad. “Amazing, you mean?”

“You’re—you’re wounded, and yet you’re—”

“Loren. Breathe.” Tam sucked in some much-needed oxygen of her own. “I’m fine.”

“You’re bleeding!”

“Eh, not a lot. I could patch it up with a bandage. It’s barely a scratch.”

“Barely a—” Loren wiped the perspiration from his own brow. “But it hurts. You hurt. I need to heal you.”

“No, what you need to do is to let all this sink in.”

“What, the fact that you talked me into shooting arrows at you?”

“No, the fact that you liked it. You liked sparring with me. Feel it. Let yourself feel it.” Tam reached out and grabbed Loren’s collar. “Stop lying to yourself, man. You lie to yourself about who you have to be, how you have to behave, and what is and is not acceptable for you to do in the eyes of your public. But now? Right now? Just be here. Feel the blood pounding in your veins. Feel the sweat cooling on your skin. Feel the animal that you are, primitive and vital. Have you ever felt more alive?”

“I….” Loren trailed off, his eyes wide. “I’ve… I’ve never done anything like this before.”

“What, you’ve never sparred? Can’t be.”

Loren shook his head. “Not… not like this. What I did wasn’t sparring so much as it was stationary target practice. If I did request a live target or volunteer to be one, my rank as prince discouraged others from taking me up on it, were I to be defeated and take offense, or were I to be injured and my father take offense. This is the first time I haven’t held back and my opponent hasn’t held back either. This is the first time I’ve….” Loren peered at his trembling hands. “Why am I shaking?”

Tam laughed again. She hadn’t laughed this much in a long time. She released Loren’s collar and rapped her knuckles against Loren’s chest, against his palpably pounding heart. “Feel that? The ferocity of your own life force? How you’re blazing with it?”

“Y-yes.” Loren’s skin was flushed, his eyes bright with wonder. “I do.”

“Then you’re no longer the prissy, priggish twit you were when we met, when you were disguising yourself with all those weird platitudes about hearts and homes and whatnot. Now you’re being yourself. That’s why you’re feeling so much. Because you’re letting yourself feel. You’re letting yourself be who you really are, instead of perpetually manufacturing a mask for people to see. You’re in the moment.” She clapped him on the back. “Enjoy it!”

“Enjoy….” Loren took Tam’s arm gingerly, elevating it to staunch the bleeding as he inspected Tam’s cut. “I still need to heal you.”

“Magnanimous now that you’re the victor, eh?”

“I’m not the victor.” Loren helped Tam up and guided her to the pond. “You won.”

“No, you did.” The outcome was the outcome. Tam accepted it.

“I wouldn’t have survived that attack of yours in a real battle, when you threw dirt at me and I didn’t recover quickly enough. In a real battle, you wouldn’t have reversed your spear like that. You wouldn’t have hesitated to kill me.”

“With a pretty face like that?” Tam joked. “Maybe I would. It’d be such a waste otherwise. Or that’s what my new commander, Maryada, would say, anyhow. She’s got a disturbing obsession with elves.”

Loren grimaced. “I’m… not sure I want to know.”

“I didn’t either. Believe me.”

Loren deposited Tam at the Pool of Healing and submerged her hand in the water, just like before.

“Well,” Tam said. “This is becoming a pattern.”

“Only because you always place yourself in danger, and then you get hurt, and then I have to heal you.”

Loren bit his wrist lightly, just enough to cause blood to bead along the bite. Its silver threads unspooled into the pond when Loren inserted his hand into the water. Then Loren leaned against the same tree Tam was leaning against, their sides pressed together.

“You should’ve told me.” Tam was transfixed by those strands of silver as she hadn’t been before, because she wasn’t frightened of them anymore. She was already bonded to Loren; it wasn’t like it could get any worse.

“Told you what?” Loren was watching attentively as the wound on Tam’s shoulder healed, closing up millimeter by millimeter within the torn, bloodied gap in Tam’s tunic.

“That you’ve had training. Military training. Then I wouldn’t have treated you like such a prat.”

“Of course I’ve had training. All Earth Elves are trained in arrowcraft. It is the form of warfare most suited to a forest like the Wanderwood.” Loren shrugged. “The other elves may have their own specialties. It is said that the Water Elves of the sea can wield the harpoon.”

“The harpoon?” Tam’s eyes got so huge, they all but popped out of her head. A harpoon was basically a giant spear, wasn’t it? The ultimate spear, even? “I have to meet the Water Elves,” Tam breathed. “I don’t care how it happens. But it has to happen. I have to throw a harpoon at least once before I die.”

Loren seemed bemused by Tam’s spear-madness. “You’ll die sooner than that if you’re not careful. But the more pressing question is, why do you equate a person’s worth with their military training?”

“What? I don’t—” But did she? Did Tam instantaneously have a deeper respect for those who could fight… and win? “That’s not true. I do respect people who don’t have training.”

“Just not as much as those who do.” Loren repeated Tam’s thoughts almost verbatim, and Tam scowled.

“I respect Kay. Kay’s not a soldier. And I respect the queen.”

“Both of whom have armed themselves in their own ways—Kay with knowledge, and the queen with strategy. That much is plain even to me.”

“Even to you? So you admit to being as thick as a brick, then?”

Loren just carried on. He was becoming more and more difficult to derail. Dammit. “Perhaps it is because you have equated your own worth with your ability to wield weaponry and go to war. You cannot imagine how a person can have worth without that.”

Tam’s mouth opened and closed like a goldfish’s. This was the kind of vivisection she expected from Emeraude, not Loren. “That’s sly of you,” she complained. “Using the bond against me like this.”

“The bond…?” Loren blinked at her. “Tam, I need nothing but my own two eyes to see your very visible biases. You might as well be carrying a flag announcing them. A very big, very red flag. That’s on fire.”

“You mean like your face when you blush?”

But Loren was undeterred. “If you can expose my own secrets to me, I have every right to do it to you.”

“So this is revenge? Is that it? That’s just pathetic. As pathetic as you are.” Then, out of the blue, Tam recalled that there was a crucial vote underway for the elves and yet here their prince was, sparring for fun. “Don’t you have to vote? What have you been doing with me all this while? Go! Go!”

Loren huffed. “I can’t vote.” Was he pouting? He was pouting, wasn’t he? “I’m too young.”

“Too young to vote? How old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

Tam gawped at him. “You said you were immortal! You can’t be eighteen and immortal!”

“Being immortal doesn’t mean never being born. It just means never dying.”

“You were born eighteen years ago? Are you sure?”

Loren preened. “Why, did you think I was more mature than that?”

“No,” Tam said. “I reckoned you were about five.”

Loren knocked his shoulder against hers, forgetting that Tam was wounded, and they winced simultaneously as pain sizzled through Tam’s nerves—and Loren’s. “Sorry,” Loren rasped. “That’s. Ow. Sorry.”

“Forget about that! I’m almost healed.” Tam was more fixated on Loren’s age. “How come you can’t vote if you’re eighteen? Eighteen is the age of majority among humans. I’m seventeen, and I’ve been praying and praying to turn eighteen. I can’t vote or join the army until then.”

“That’s because you’re mortals,” Loren said patronizingly. “You have shorter lifespans, so you must do everything earlier.”

“What a phenomenal insight,” Tam responded, dry as gin. “Thank you for reminding me of my own mortality.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I was speaking in jest, princeling.”

“When are you not? To answer your question, no, I can’t vote until I’m a hundred.”

Tam just sat there stupefied. “Until you’re what?”

“A hundred years?” Loren looked at her in puzzlement. “Also known as a century? Do you not measure time like we do?”

“No, that’s….” Tam threw her head back and guffawed, loud enough and boisterous enough to make her shoulder twinge. “And I thought my wait was long. Blimey. Astar take pity on you and your eighty-two years of waiting. I’ve only got one. It puts everything in perspective.”

“Don’t laugh so much,” Loren scolded her. “You’ll reopen your wound.”

“Too much pain for you to take, rose-boy?”

“What do I have to do with roses?”

“You’re like one.” Tam waved vaguely. “Somehow. I don’t know exactly how, but you are. One of those tall roses with their petals pulled up tight.”

Loren let out a startled chuckle. “That’s called a bud.”

“No, what comes after a bud. Still uptight, but slowly opening up. And soft. And easily bruised. Ready to wilt at the slightest disapproval.”

“So, to you,” Loren reiterated, “I’m a delicate flower with no self-confidence?”

“Aye.” Tam smirked. “A rose without thorns. Unless your thorns are your arrows, but they aren’t you. They’re outside of you. You have to borrow them just to pretend to have defenses.”

“If we’re comparing each other to plants,” Loren said in a vengeful tone, “then you’re a cactus. Sturdy and sharp and liable to cut anyone that approaches you.”

That was surprisingly flattering. “Thanks for the compliment.”

“A very short cactus,” Loren clarified. “A tiny one.”

“Oi,” said Tam.

“The sort of cactus you can put in a pot the size of your hand and leave on the windowsill to scare away crows.”

“At least I can scare away something. You wouldn’t scare away a feather, let alone a whole crow.”

“I—” Loren’s attention swung back to Tam’s shoulder. “It’s healed,” he said with relief. The silver threads of his blood dissipated into the water, and he withdrew his fingers from the pond, flicking droplets off his fingertips. “How do you fare?” he asked. “Can you walk?”

“I got shot in my shoulder, not my calf. I can walk. I could walk before you healed me.”

“There’s no need for indignation.” Loren got up and extended his hand to Tam in assistance, but Tam eschewed it and scrambled up on her own.

“I said I could walk.” Tam batted Loren away. “You’ve healed me twice. Twice! If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to indebt me to you.”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to get killed by any means available.”

“Not by any means.” Tam puffed up proudly. She was the queen’s herald, after all—and soon she’d be the queen’s soldier. “If I do die, I have to die in battle. No other means will be acceptable.”

Loren was gazing at her with an odd expression.

“What?”

“Do you never doubt yourself?”

A memory flashed through Tam’s mind of that wretched chat she’d had with Emeraude, before Tam’s escapade to the border, and how she had doubted herself then. “Once, maybe.”

“Once, she says,” Loren mumbled to himself. “Maybe, she says.”

“Don’t you doubt yourself less now? After our spar?”

Loren was gazing at her oddly again, but this was a different type of oddness. Tam couldn’t identify it.

Mayhap the prince could do with some reassurance. “Look, let’s do a salute,” Tam offered generously. “To mark our beginning as comrades.”

“Comrades?” Loren’s voice squeaked as he said it. Why did it squeak?

Tam eyed Loren warily, lest he turn into a mouse. The elves were magical; who knew what they could do? “We’ve sparred,” Tam explained. “That makes us comrades. Not comrades that get along, necessarily, but comrades nonetheless.”

“I see,” Loren said weakly. Then, like he was just repeating fairy-tale terms he’d heard somewhere, he rambled, “Comrades. Chums. Pals.”

“Not chums. Not pals. We’re not friends, all right? Not yet. Just comrades.” Tam cleared her throat. “But that’s a big deal too.” Maybe a bigger deal. She didn’t say that.

Perhaps Loren sensed it anyhow, through that irritating bond of theirs, because he only nodded dumbly. He just stood there, looking down at Tam, his arms hanging loosely by his sides.

“Don’t you know how to do a salute? Bloody hell.” Loren had Tam blaspheming at ten swear words a minute. “Listen. I wouldn’t even be saluting you if you hadn’t sparred with me and if I hadn’t realized you were….” Competent? Bearable? For some reason, neither of those words seemed entirely accurate. “Before the spar, I misjudged you as a spoiled prince brought up all coy and cuddly, incapable of fighting off a flea, with balls smaller than blueberries.”

“Blueberries?” Loren squeaked again.

“But I was mistaken.” Tam stuck out her hand. “This is a salute among my people. Here, grasp my forearm. I’ll grasp yours.”

Loren moved jerkily, clasping Tam’s forearm as Tam clasped his. “N-now what?” he asked, after they’d been standing there, arms clasped, for a few moments.

“Now, nothing.” Tam tugged at her arm. “Let go, already. The salute’s over.”

Loren let go. His hand clenched on empty air, and he stuffed it into his pocket as if to hide it. “Thank you,” he said roughly. “Comrade.”

“You don’t have to thank me.” Why on earth was this so uncomfortable? Suddenly self-conscious, Tam barreled on. “Anyhow, it was good to see your pretense at gentlemanliness replaced by honest rage. We should do this more often.”

Seemingly recovering from his momentary strangeness, Loren rallied with his usual gusto. “You mean, you taunting me and manipulating me into striking you with whatever weapon I have handy?”

Tam was just grateful that the salute and its ensuing awkwardness were over with. “That sounds about right.”

“I….” Loren twitched abortively toward the nearest tree, which was riddled with arrows. “I should retrieve my arrows.”

“Then retrieve them. What’s the problem?”

“Are you—can you stand on your own?”

“I swear, Loren, if you play nursemaid with me one more time—”

“I’m off! To get the arrows!” Loren hurried across the clearing to every tree he had punctured—which was most of them—and reinserted the arrows into his quiver.

“Don’t you feel bad for the trees you shot arrows into?” Tam asked idly. “Didn’t you say they were sentient?”

“Yes, but they do not experience pain like we do. They don’t have a nervous system comparable to ours.”

“I am a nervous system, right about now. Very nervous.” Tam rubbed her shoulder absently; healed though it was, it still throbbed distractingly. “I hope the vote doesn’t go in Alfernas’s favor. That bigoted bastard. He’s out to ruin the alliance before it’s even born.”

“Alfernas is a master illusionist. Many of the wards around the Wanderwood are his, as are the wards on the sacred cloth that enfolds the Stone. The cloth conceals the Stone’s power so that the Seers of the other elements cannot detect it. That is why Alfernas’s opinion has weight amongst the voters.” Loren settled the final arrow into his quiver. “In any case, the vote should be over by now.”

“May Astar have swayed it in a direction favorable to the alliance.”

“It wouldn’t be a fair vote if it was swayed,” Loren pointed out.

“Just for today, I’ll take a jot of unfairness. More than a jot, if it gets us out of this soup with Danis before we all get boiled to death in it.”

“What a delightful image.”

“Thank you. I do try.” Tam straightened. “I have faith in your father, though. With him in charge, the vote would’ve gone well. I can foresee it.”

“Foresee it? Since when did you become a prophetess?”

“Since I saw how your father dealt with the previous vote. It was a democratic vote, yes, but he made a speech before the vote that gently encouraged his subjects to vote a specific way. He was very subtle about it, but after years of watching Queen Emeraude orchestrate court politics, I caught him doing the same. If he handles this vote in a similar fashion, the alliance will sail through.”

“Very perspicacious of you.” Loren beckoned Tam to him, and they left the clearing together. Despite the chaos that had recently been unleashed upon the area, Maple was asleep in her corner by the bush of yellow flowers, curled up in a semicircle with her muzzle tucked between her hooves. Tam scratched her between the ears, which Maple flicked in her sleep.

“I wish I was a horse,” Tam said wistfully. “Not a care in the world.”

Loren snorted. “If you want to be a horse that badly, I’m sure we can oblige.”

Tam gasped. “You elves can do that? You can turn folks into animals?” When Loren only chuckled, Tam persisted. “Well, can you?”

Loren never did answer her. He was too busy chortling.

 

 

THE ELVEN court was emptying of voters when Tam and Loren got there, and the human delegation was being guided into it from an arched, tree-lined pathway.

But rather than the delegations sitting opposite each other on the floor as they had done before, a second, less imposing throne had been temporarily erected beside Eras’s. Emeraude was invited to sit upon it, with the ministers of both elfkind and humankind seated in front of the platform on which the thrones were placed.

In spite of her status, Soma wasn’t on the platform but was cross-legged as she customarily was, bare-footed on the earth, likely because she required direct contact with the earth to work her magic.

The knot of fear within Tam unraveled. So the elves had voted for the alliance. That could be the only reason for Emeraude to be seated next to the elven king. The atmosphere was of a verdict having been reached, and the elven ministers were clear-eyed and determined. The only exception was Alfernas, who bore a disgruntled moue, but even he could not challenge the voting process of his own people. Tam resisted the urge to point at him and cackle victoriously.

Had Tam been wiser, she would’ve requested a change of clothes from Loren. Instead, when they entered the elven court, Tam was still wearing her bloodstained tunic. It immediately attracted the scrutiny of King Eras and Queen Emeraude, who were now stationed on their thrones.

Eras’s brows lowered. “My son,” he enquired with a menacing mildness, “why is the human herald sporting an injury after having accompanied you?” What went unsaid was the accusation, What did you do to her?

“Father.” Loren fidgeted. “My apologies for returning the herald in this state. We were…. That is, I was….”

“We were playing,” Tam blurted.

“Playing,” said Eras flatly, still not taking his eyes off his son. “Are you both toddlers?”

“But she’s—” Loren faltered. “She is healed, as you can see.”

“Why did she have to be healed?”

Tam jumped to Loren’s defense again. “I—I tripped and fell on a sharp branch!”

Emeraude joined the conversation belatedly, as if despite herself. A faint smile pulled at her mouth. “Did you fall upside down, Tam? Because only then could you have acquired an injury on the very top of your shoulder.”

“I… was dangling from a tree?” Tam gesticulated wildly. “Upside down? That’s when I fell.”

“Astar help us,” Emeraude murmured, and shared a commiserative glance with Eras, as if they sympathized with each other’s parenting challenges. “Well, at least they’re getting along better now, whatever it was that they did.”

Loren went a dull red. Did he blush constantly? This was getting ridiculous.

“Indeed.” Eras indicated that Loren and Tam take their seats. “Let us resume our negotiations.”

Tam seized Loren’s sleeve and lugged him to a spot in front of the platform, close to where Soma was. It was nice being near her. Soma always emanated peacefulness; it was a warm, perpetual glow at the back of Tam’s mind. Tam would miss her after leaving the Wanderwood.

Eras began speaking. “As you may have guessed, my guests—”

“Was that a pun?” Tam whispered to Loren, only to have him elbow her in the guts. “Ouch!”

“—we have conducted the vote as per our laws and have collectively decided that it is to our mutual benefit to forge an alliance with the humans and to use the Earthstone against Danis. We elves will send the Earthstone to Mount Zivan, along with our Seer, who will channel its power and will unleash its wrath upon Danis’s army of the undead. We hope that you, our human allies, will assist us in traveling to the mountain, as we are unfamiliar with the terrain and will have to trespass upon your territory to reach it.”

“It will not be a trespass if it is solicited.” Emeraude made an all-encompassing gesture at her ministers, although how much they had contributed to her decision was unclear. “While we were resting, we received a message—via messenger pigeon—from an outpost of ours along the Axenborg border. They have confirmed the incoming of Danis’s troops.” Emeraude hesitated. “How the pigeon managed to find us in the Wanderwood, I am uncertain, but I promise you that it was not an act of sabotage by us, nor of treason against our new alliance.”

Nala, who had escorted the human delegation, stepped forward. “King Eras.” She bowed. “It appears that the Wanderwood was apprised of our discussions and permitted the bird to fly in.”

“I am aware of that, Sentinel.” Eras dismissed Nala with a nod. “As I am the one who apprised the forest.”

“Oh,” said Tam, hushed so that none but Loren could hear her. “Oh, that’s just neat. The apprising part. Um. Not the awful news part.”

“Be quiet,” Loren replied, just as hushed. “Our fates are changing forever and you insist on providing comic commentary?”

“Nothing wrong with comic commentary,” Tam retorted in an undertone, “especially when our fates are changing. It’s stress relief. Everybody needs it.”

It was only when Emeraude leveled a quelling glance at Tam from the stage that Tam shut up.

Emeraude proceeded with her announcement. “We humans have resolved to do everything we can to grant the Earthstone safe passage to Mount Zivan. We ask only that a representative of ours be in the convoy transporting the Stone, in order to ensure that our interests are served.”

“We would also prefer it if a guard from our Sentinels were present, to protect the Stone and the Seer, and perhaps an additional representative of elfkind to carry the Stone itself.” Eras drummed his fingers on his throne’s armrest. “At her age, Soma cannot be burdened with carrying the Stone on such a difficult journey, and the guard must be free to fight should the group be accosted by thieves or by hostile agents belonging to Danis. Thus, another elf is required as the Stone’s courier.”

“That is understandable.” Emeraude paused pensively. “Given the narrowness of the path to Mount Zivan’s peak, the convoy must contain no more than a few persons. A larger party may not survive the climb and will move more sluggishly when speed is of the essence. It will also be more likely to be noticed by any scouts Danis may have around the pass. Stealth is crucial to the success of this endeavor. I suggest keeping our joint convoy to a maximum of four—the Seer, the guard, the Stone’s courier from among the elves, and a single envoy from the humans.”

“Nala will be the guard,” Eras said, “provided she accepts.”

“I accept, King Eras.” Nala lifted her chin in pride, honored to be chosen even though this errand might result in her death. The elves were immortal, but only if they did not will their own deaths. If Nala was ever trapped in a quandary where she had to choose between her own survival and the success of her assigned task, it was obvious which she would choose. Nala would sacrifice herself without a second thought.

Tam swallowed in admiration… and in envy. She wanted to serve. She wanted to be the human envoy. She—

Why couldn’t she be the human envoy?

Tam stood up, even as Loren—likely intuiting her intentions through the bond—tried frantically to yank her back down. “I volunteer as the envoy,” Tam said to her queen, meeting Emeraude’s eyes squarely. “Allow me to be the envoy, Your Majesty.”

Emeraude remained unmoving, as if frozen. It wasn’t that she was surprised at Tam’s proposal; it was evident that she wasn’t. There was a bleak certainty in her features, a shroud of sorrow that presaged the loss of Tam’s life, of the girl-child that Emeraude had watched grow up.

Emeraude’s gaze left Tam to drift over her ministers, all of whom cowered before her, terrified of being selected for this suicide mission. There were more royal guards waiting in the human encampment outside the Wanderwood, guards who would obey Emeraude’s orders more willingly, but none of them were as familiar with the Stone—and with the elves—as Tam was.

And Emeraude herself was the queen. A queen could not abandon her kingdom and go on a quest whenever she pleased… particularly not on a quest this deadly.

Tam could see every round of Emeraude’s mental debate, for Emeraude was letting her see it. Emeraude was letting Tam see how agonizing this was for her.

When Emeraude’s eyes drifted back to Tam, they were full of grief.

“Tam,” Emeraude began and then dropped her gaze, as if ashamed.

Tam hurt at the sight of that shame. “Your Majesty….”

“I said I would protect you, and yet here I am, asking again and again for what no monarch should have to ask a child.” Emeraude pressed a hand to her mouth. “You…. If you leave on this perilous journey, your life is not guaranteed.”

“When is it ever?” Tam jerked a thumb at Loren. “It wasn’t guaranteed when I met this fellow. I wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for him, and even if I were, there’s no saying how long I’d be alive for. The time of our deaths is not known to us. I have elected not to concern myself with mine.”

There was a deafening silence.

Emeraude was looking at Tam as if at an apparition. Soma’s eyes were now open, milky-white and blind but fixed unerringly on Tam—as if what the Seer saw in Tam was incandescent enough to capture even her attention. Loren had instinctively reached up to clutch Tam’s hand, as if to drag her back from the edge of an abyss.

Holding hands like children while asking to be assigned to a world-saving quest was downright embarrassing, but before Tam could shake her hand free of Loren’s, he stood as well.

“I will be the courier,” Loren stated. It wasn’t a request. There was a darkness and a determination in his voice that brooked no argument.

Eras looked stunned. “My son….”

“I am not just your son. I am the prince. My kingdom depends on a trustworthy courier being given the duty of carrying the Stone, and there can be none more trustworthy than I, bound as I am by blood and title to the Wanderwood itself.”

Tam gaped at him. Gone was Loren’s indecisiveness and self-hatred from before, when he had bemoaned not having a more organic, more elven connection with the earth. Here he was, boasting about that connection as though it were more powerful than any other elf’s, save the king’s and the Seer’s.

“I may not yet be of age to vote, but my absence from the vote makes me unbiased as no other elf is. I can be trusted not to execute my personal agenda—” Loren looked tellingly at Alfernas “—and to execute only the agenda of my people.” Loren released Tam’s hand and knelt. “Please, my king. I ask this of you as your heir and not as your son. Send me on this journey. I will return worthier of my title than I have ever been.”

Eras beheld his son as he would a stranger. Who are you? he seemed to be thinking. Eventually Eras said, “And what if you never return?”

Loren raised his eyes to his father’s. “Then that is what nature intends for me, and the citizens will elect a replacement for me when you retire.”

“The line of succession has not been interrupted for more than a millennium.” Eras sighed. “Am I to believe that this has nothing to do with your bond with the human girl, and your need to be with her when she is in danger?”

“She is always in danger,” Loren said frankly. “She puts herself in it with a frequency that has ceased alarming me, if only because it is inevitable.”

Oh gods, this was mortifying. Loren was making it out as if this was—as if it was—but it wasn’t. “He shot me in the shoulder, just earlier,” Tam said, and Loren whirled to her with betrayal writ large on his face. “I mean, he healed me after, but he did shoot me. I doubt he’s as swayed by the bond as you think he is.”

“Or you are just that masterful at provoking him, and the bond demands that he go along with you, even against his better judgment.”

“That’s….” Tam’s belly flipped with a sickening lurch. “That’s disturbing. You make it sound as though he cannot rightfully consent to anything while he is bonded.”

Loren made as if to speak, his betrayal replaced by worry, but Eras waved him silent.

“I did not consent to my wife’s death,” Eras said, “when she gave up her life so that she may give birth to our son. It occurred regardless.”

Oh. So that was what had happened to Loren’s mother; she’d died in childbirth. Tam had wondered. The familiar heartache of her own parents’ passing rose up within her, compounded by the injustice of Loren having had to endure it too. But Tam suppressed that heartache, because this was not the time to mourn—be it for Loren’s misfortune or her own. “That isn’t the same thing, and you know it.”

“It isn’t,” Eras conceded after a while. “You’re a stubborn creature, aren’t you?”

“As Astar made me.” Tam smiled shakily. “Your Majesty,” she said to Emeraude, “am I to be your envoy?”

“I had predicted this outcome since before we departed for the Wanderwood,” Emeraude said unsurprisingly, “but it is no less tolerable to me now than it was then.”

“So it is me?”

“Yes, Tam, it is you.” Exhaustion rendered Emeraude’s beautiful countenance older, harder and more jagged, as if it was an exhaustion of the soul and not merely of the body. “May Astar be with you.”

“He will be,” Tam asserted. “He has no choice. It is either lose His entire kingdom of Astaris or give His blessings to our quest. Logic!” Tam proclaimed with zeal. “It’s pure logic that He will be with us.”

Loren groaned.

“What?” Tam asked indignantly. Surely what she’d said didn’t deserve that reaction.

“Every time I forget how surreal you are, you say something like that.”

“What was amiss with what I said? It was the truth!” Tam cuffed Loren lightly. “You may not believe in Astar, but He does exist. You’ll see.”

“That wasn’t what I…. Never mind.” Loren turned to Eras. “My king.” Loren still did not address Eras as his father. “Will I be the courier?”

“You will,” Eras said heavily, like it cost him to say it. “If anything, your bond with the human ensures that she will be unable to harm you, should the alliance fall through. It is an additional safeguard that any other elf would not have.”

“Tam wouldn’t kill me,” Loren declared, “even if we weren’t bonded.”

“Oh?” Eras looked skeptical. “And why would that be?”

“Because I’m—I’m her—” Loren’s mouth flapped soundlessly.

“Comrade,” Tam finished for him. Gods, he was useless. “He’s my comrade. That’s why.”

Eras’s eyebrows had risen so far, they were practically at his hairline. “Really.” He regarded Loren’s complicated expression with amusement. “Ha! I sympathize with you, my son. I wish you luck.”

Why did Tam get the distinct feeling that it wasn’t the mission Eras was wishing Loren luck for?

“So, that’s that.” Tam put her hands on her hips. “Nala guards the Seer, Loren carries the Stone, and I tag along for moral support. I’m great at moral support.” Tam winked. “When you’re on a march to near-certain death, what you need is a good joke or two.”

“Your jokes are terrible,” Loren said.

“No, they’re not. What about you? You couldn’t tell a joke to save your life. Not that you’ll have to,” Tam added quickly. “I hope. Er.”

“And you, Holy Seer?” Emeraude asked Soma, who had insofar remained uninvolved. “Does this plan meet with your approval?”

Soma smiled beatifically. “It more than meets with my approval. I am blessed to spend my penultimate days with such sweet children.”

Nala was a sweet child too?

No, the more serious issue was Soma’s suggestion that she would not outlive this quest. Nala, Tam, and Loren may have to fight—and therefore die—but why would Soma have to get embroiled in any conflict? Could she not remain hidden away whilst her younger companions fought? “Seer Soma,” said Tam, “What do you mean by your penultimate days?”

“Have you forgotten, dear? Using the Stone requires the sacrifice of the one who uses it. The user is but a conduit that absorbs the Stone and relays its magic, and the conduit cannot channel such powerful energy without shattering. Hence, I will shatter.”

“L-literally?” Tam was appalled. What a grisly image that was, Soma simply exploding. Blood and guts everywhere.

“No, not literally,” Soma said indulgently. “Figuratively. My flesh will remain intact, lifeless though it may be.”

Tam’s heart sank. “B-but what happens to the Earth Elves if they lose their Seer?” Weren’t the Seers essential to the elves’ welfare? Without Soma, how would they interact with the earth?

“A new Seer will be born.” Soma was so unconcerned about it that it was as though her own death was irrelevant. “The magic lives on, even if the Seer does not—and I am already fortunate to have lived such a lengthy and happy life. Now,” she said briskly, “I have sent Makiya, my attendant, to fetch the Stone for me.” Soma tilted her head as if scrying where Makiya was. “She approaches.”

Makiya was a girl of no more than eight, tripping on her feet as she hurried into the court. In her arms she held a bundle of silken black cloth unlike any fabric Tam had ever seen, for over it flowed golden patterns of some arcane alphabet, symbols that shifted and moved as if alive.

Periodically, the cloth seemed to vanish altogether, only to reappear, as if it was partly invisible or as if it were not completely based in reality. That must be the sacred cloth Loren had mentioned, the cloth that concealed the Stone and that Alfernas had ensorcelled.

That petty arsehole had created an object this magnificent? It was confounding.

Makiya gingerly laid the bundle in Soma’s lap, and Soma gave her a grandmotherly peck on the cheek. Tears filled Makiya’s eyes.

“Oh, my child,” Soma said to her. “You will miss me, and I will miss you, but as the years go by, you will find my memory more of a joy than a sorrow. You are yet young. Your heart is more resilient than the tired old organ palpitating away in my chest! Go on, go back to playing with your friends. I shall see you again before I depart.”

The girl sniffled and rubbed at her eyes before darting away, quick as a rabbit, and Tam ached for her. Soma may have remained unmarried and without a wife or a husband, but she would be sorely missed by her people, perhaps even more so than Loren, who was their prince.

Soma unwrapped the bundle that had been delivered to her, and Tam craned her neck to look as the Stone was unveiled. Tam didn’t know what she had expected—a massive gem cut into the shape of a dragon? An uncannily glowing orb?—but all that emerged was a humble block of brown granite, featureless and drab and utterly unexciting.

Tam deflated. What a disappointment that was! The Stone didn’t pulse like Soma’s magic did. It just lay there in Soma’s lap, inert and roughly textured as a rock just hewn from the earth. It wasn’t even pleasingly symmetrical; it wasn’t a circle or an oval but some lopsided cross between a square and a triangle. In was mediocre in size, too, smaller than Tam had envisaged, given that much of its bulk had been the cloth padding it. Once revealed, it was no bigger than a hand-width in all directions.

“That is the most uncharming stone I’ve ever seen,” Tam said, after leaning over to speak in Loren’s ear. “Not that I think stones can be charming.”

“It is not just any stone.” Loren frowned at her. “It is our Stone.”

“Unimpressive, though, isn’t it?”

All Tam got was another jab of Loren’s elbow for her efforts. Hm. Perhaps by insulting the Stone, she could goad him into sparring with her again.

The elves, King Eras included, beheld the Stone with reverence. Soma cupped it in her palms, closed her eyes, and pressed each closed eyelid to it in what must be a ritual. “Earthstone, be my Sight. Help me see into the hearts of those chosen for this quest, and if they are not suited to it, direct me to those who are.”

There was a prolonged lull as Soma consulted with the Stone. Nobody budged. Nobody spoke. Nobody so much as batted an eyelash.

It made Tam restless. She was unaccustomed to being without movement or speech for any duration; her bunkmate, Piotr, had often griped about how she tossed from side to side and talked even in her sleep.

So it was unavoidable that Tam would chatter. She just had to. Going without activity was making her brain melt out of her ears.

“So it’s called the Earthstone,” Tam remarked to Loren under her breath. “What a bollocksy name that is. Of course it’s an Earthstone. Aren’t all stones from the earth?”

Loren looked at her with such shocked outrage that Tam briefly feared sparking a diplomatic incident. But only briefly.

“What? It’s a pointless name, and you know it.”

“The Earthstone is our holiest artifact and our most precious treasure,” Loren hissed.

“Doesn’t change the fact that its name is silly,” Tam insisted.

“You’re the one whose name rhymes with ham.”

“And you’re the one whose name rhymes with boring.”

“What?” Loren exclaimed, his volume rising. “No it doesn’t!”

“Yes it does, Boring Loren. Loren the Borin’.”

“That doesn’t even make any—”

“Children,” Soma interjected.

Loren’s jaw snapped shut with a click so loud that Tam was astonished he hadn’t bitten off his tongue. Loren bowed his head in apology, his cheeks burning. “I am sorry for the disruption, Seer. Please go on.”

“No, no,” Soma said easily. “The Stone has already reached a conclusion—a conclusion that was, I daresay, aided by your… disruption.”

“Eh?” Tam was flummoxed.

“It was quite handy.” Soma tapped the Stone. “Your hearts were bared as you bantered.”

“That wasn’t banter,” Loren muttered. “It was torture. Systematic torture.”

“Don’t be so dramatic.” Tam rolled her eyes. “You need to be pricked every now and then. Like a bubble. A pompous, pretentious bubble.”

“You do realize that bubbles burst when they’re pricked?”

“Do they?” Tam asked innocently, recalling how she’d gotten a spar out of Loren when he’d last burst. “I had no idea.”

Loren glared at her.

Tam didn’t let her faux innocence waver.

Eras coughed. “Seer, have the assignments for the mission been confirmed by the Stone?”

“Yes,” said Soma. “I suggest that those traveling—including myself—disperse to pack our belongings and to say goodbye to our loved ones.”

Well. That was a depressing statement. And here Tam had been working so hard to lift everyone’s spirits… especially Loren’s, since Loren was such a fragile buttercup. If moral indignation didn’t inflate his ego on a regular basis, he shrank into self-doubt and misery.

Speaking of misery, Tam would have to write letters to her loved ones. Borik. Kay. She couldn’t go and meet them; given the urgency of this mission, Tam couldn’t ride back to the fort and bid farewell to them personally.

As if sharing the same opinion, Emeraude left her throne and descended the platform. After bowing deeply before Soma, she summoned Tam to her.

“Come, Tam.” Sadness had softened Emeraude’s customarily cool mien. “We both have letters to send.”

“Both…?” Tam asked. “Aren’t you going back to the palace?”

“Not until this ordeal is over. In the interim I shall rule by proxy, sending Kay instructions, should he need them.” Turning to Loren, Emeraude asked, “Your Highness, would you mind terribly if I borrowed your bonded for a while?”

“M-my…,” Loren floundered. “That is, Your Majesty, you don’t have to….”

“You definitely don’t have to ask anyone’s permission but mine when it comes to me,” Tam said, perhaps a tad too forcefully, and Emeraude smiled—a knowing smile which told Tam that Emeraude had, as usual, deliberately said what would rouse Tam’s spiritedness.

“Precisely,” Loren said, relieved. He held his arm out to Tam for another salute. “I shall see you later, comrade.”

Tam gripped Loren’s arm firmly. “Later, then.”

 

 

THE HUMAN delegation was staying in a section of the Wanderwood not unlike where Ato and his wife dwelled. Emeraude was housed in a massive oak-like tree with a trunk several yards wide—nine yards, if Tam had it right—and while it had no artificial decorations on its exterior, the fruits dangling from its vines like giant blue pearls were decoration enough, the treetop like a grand chandelier that tinkled and shimmered overhead. Tam ducked into the doorway curtained with intricately interwoven, minuscule star-shaped flowers, and into a room whose arched ceiling was a knotted mass of inseparable branches. In a corner, a stairwell of yet more protruding branches led to an upper level.

It was alien and otherworldly and wonderful. Tam gawked at it all like a country bumpkin at a city fair—the furniture comprised of tables that were discs of wood bulging out of the walls and chairs that rose naturally out of the ground, their backs cushioned by thick, waxy leaves.

“Erm,” said Tam, “i-is it appropriate for me to be in your private chambers, Your Maje—”

“Emeraude,” corrected the queen.

“E-Emeraude?”

“Well, I am no virginal damsel and you are no persistent suitor. There’s nothing inappropriate about it.”

“I… I meant as a peasant, not a suitor, but….” Tam giggled nervously. That was a jest, wasn’t it? Why were Emeraude’s jests always so bizarre? Mayhap it was because Emeraude didn’t know how to jest; she could plot and scheme, but everyday humor was beyond her.

“I heard that was how Maryada courted her wife,” Emeraude said absently, walking over to a dainty portable desk that had foldable joints. It was markedly of human make and had likely been carted in with the queen’s sundry baggage. “Ten years ago, before they got married. By climbing in through the window.”

“That sounds like Maryada,” Tam admitted.

“Now they are due to have their tenth anniversary. How time flies. My husband and I would have had our twenty-third anniversary a month ago, were he still alive. We were wed when we were just eighteen.”

Tam had no clue what to say to that. What could she say to that?

Emeraude still wasn’t looking at Tam; she was studying the joins of the desk like an augurer studying a hen’s markings. “In sending you on this mission, I am robbing you of anniversaries you will never have. Lovers you will never wed. Children you will never embrace. Sweetnesses and tragedies beyond your imagining.”

“That’s why I don’t imagine them,” Tam said matter-of-factly, and Emeraude glanced up at her, startled. “Because they’re beyond my imagining. Why waste my energies on them?”

Emeraude just stared at her.

What, was Tam supposed to pity herself for living a short life? Short as Tam was, perhaps a short life suited her. She would rather have a meaningful life than a long one.

It wasn’t that Tam didn’t respect the everyday joys of family and intimacy—she had seen how in love her parents were, and that love was forever ingrained in her mind as the ideal marriage. It was just that such joys took years to cultivate, and to Tam, who had grown up amidst a war, it was more efficient to spend those years training and fighting. If she survived, she would come home victorious and would go about discovering the sweetnesses that Emeraude spoke of.

“You’re a remarkable girl,” Emeraude said, and Tam shrugged one-shouldered, ill at ease.

“I’m just stubborn. That’s what my ma told me.”

“She was right, I’d wager.”

“Heh. She was.”

Beside Emeraude’s rickety collapsible desk was an open box full of parchment and bottled ink that Tam could borrow sheaves and a quill from. Tam noticed the presence of another box—the hulking sandalwood monstrosity that had borne gifts for the elven king.

“Um,” said Tam, “did King Eras not accept your presents?”

“Indeed not,” Emeraude answered with some bemusement. “I offered them to the king such that he may disburse them amongst his citizenry if he so desired, but he said that the elves have no use for metals such as gold. To them, gold is lifeless and without magic—a metal without value. A blade of grass has more value to them than a gold coin, for it has more life in it.” Emeraude ran her hand over the engraved enamel of the box. “The silks were likewise rejected, as the elves wear enchanted clothing and ours would only serve to discomfit them.”

“The elves are eccentric, aren’t they?” Tam wouldn’t refuse a box full of gold if she was gifted it. Silks, she was less interested in, but with gold she could commission a custom spear for herself, buy a purebred warhorse, and feast on an endless supply of cinnamon-and-apple pies. Her stomach growled.

“Not more eccentric than we are.” Emeraude heeded Tam’s hunger and slid a plate of floury greenish flatbreads toward her. Augh. It must be the infamous leaf-bread. “We simply evolved from different pasts and were shaped by different experiences. But our personhood is the same.”

Tam wasn’t sure she understood the concept of “personhood,” but she didn’t want an hour-long philosophical lecture on it, so she only hummed in agreement and stuffed a leaf-bread into her mouth.

It was—

It was like spinach pastry, actually. Not Tam’s favorite, but not unpleasant either. Tam stuffed a second bread into her mouth and chewed enthusiastically.

“There’s wine in that pitcher.” Emeraude indicated a winding, twisting jug with a spout as long as a swan’s neck. She bent to retrieve sheaves of paper from the stationery box and laid them upon the desk. “I’ll give you some privacy to write your letters.”

Tam shook her head vigorously. “N-no!” she managed around her mouthful of bread, spewing breadcrumbs all over herself. “I’m the subject and you’re the monarch! It is I who should leave!”

“Sit down,” Emeraude said with a stony sort of gentleness, “at this antique desk that my secretary loaned me for this expedition and is likely weeping over back home, and write your letters on it. Spreading the parchment over your knees and then attempting to write will only further botch your already messy scrawl.”

Was Emeraude critiquing Tam’s handwriting? How unfair. Tam didn’t have calligraphy tutors like the royals did. And Kay’s handwriting was crabby even after all that tutoring. “All right,” Tam said sullenly and sat at the miniature desk with a thump. “Thanks.”

As if amused by Tam’s fit of adolescent pique, Emeraude patted Tam’s head on her way out.

Brilliant. To Emeraude, Tam must seem about as mature as a newborn chick three days post-hatching. Well done, Bladeborn.

Grumbling to herself, Tam tucked her ankles beneath the rung of the stool attached to the desk and dipped a quill in ink. She would begin by writing to Kay.

Then it hit her.

She had no notion of what to write. She’d never been good at essays, and this was so much worse than an essay. Tam was basically informing a young man that his best friend may never be coming back. “Hello, I’m going to die!” didn’t seem like the thing to say, and yet it was all Tam could think of.

By Astar, why did Emeraude have to leave? Tam could have asked her to dictate the perfect letter, just like Emeraude dictated royal writs to her secretary.

Dear Kay, Tam began and stopped. I got accidentally married to an elf, she wrote and then crossed out. I am embarking on a quest to save the world! Tam wrote instead, and left that there. It was suitably impressive. And optimistic. No funereal declarations of impending doom.

I will be accompanied by an elven warrior who loathes me and may kill me if I so much as look at her wrong, an ancient Seer with immense powers to whom I am probably as insignificant as algae, and the aforementioned elf who accidentally married me.

Tam crossed out that last bit too. Gods, this was impossible. She crumpled up the parchment and shoved it into the back pocket of her breeches. Littering the queen’s apartment would be frowned upon, wouldn’t it?

Tam began anew on a fresh sheaf.

It wasn’t just a quest, Tam decided. It was an epic quest.

Dear Kay,

I am embarking on an epic quest to save the world! There are just four of us going, me included, and I’m the only human. Awkward. The other three are a Seer, a warrior, and a prince. Yes, another prince. He’s like you—he likes herbs and things—but he’s a much bigger prat. Not that you’re a smaller prat. You’re not a prat, is what I’m saying. But he is.

Anyhow, there’s magic and danger and the possibility of having fun along the way, so I’m excited to go. You must’ve guessed that it isn’t just an exciting jaunt, though, given that I’m writing you a letter and I’m not the letter-writing sort.

I might not make it back. Then again, even if I did go on to become a soldier like I always wanted, I might not have made it back from my battles, whenever I left to fight. Think of this as inevitable, and forgive me for leaving you behind. I’d said that I wouldn’t. But I am.

Or maybe I’m not, who knows? Astar does, but when does He ever share His plans with us? Never, that’s when. It must be more fun for Him that way, to dangle us like puppets on strings and see us do that jerky little dance called life.

I hope I come riding back into town like a hero. I really do. If nothing else, I’ll get free drinks at every tavern for at least three months. And trust me, I’ll need those drinks. Just spending a minute in that poncy prince’s company makes me want to down a barrel of ale. Or drown myself in it. I live in holy terror of what prolonged exposure to him will do to my brain. If I have a brain! You’ve often contended that I don’t, and you may have been right. Else, I wouldn’t have volunteered for this mission.

Yes, I volunteered. Please don’t blame your mother. I am proud to be her herald and her subject.

But I am even prouder to be your friend.

Wish me luck! Don’t observe those gloomy mourning rites, like wearing all black for months if I don’t come back. Black doesn’t suit you; you won’t win Caradoc over like that. Wear blue in my honor, if you must honor me at all. Blue matches your eyes. And then ask Caradoc out on a hunt. A hunt in your pants, perhaps?

I’m sorry, this must be the most improper end to a farewell letter ever written, but I’m the improper type, so I guess it’s the proper end, after all.

Hoping that what I just said makes even a lick of sense,

Yours always and forever,

Your devoted sister,

Tam

There. That ought to do it.

Except that, all of a sudden, image after image of Kay assailed her—his shy smile, his befuddled expression when he was interrupted midbook, the wild tufts of his hair after he’d been tugging at them while reading, and most of all, how he’d held her hand through everything that had happened after Tam’s first, disastrous battle.

A telling heat prickled at the corners of Tam’s eyes; she scrubbed it away. She would not cry. She wouldn’t. That wasn’t what a hero on a quest did.

Tam didn’t give in to the temptation to reread her letter to Kay, because that would multiply the chances of her crying by about six orders of magnitude. So what if she’d made horrible spelling mistakes? She’d just leave them where they were. Writing had never been her strong suit, anyway. It wasn’t like Kay didn’t know it.

Borik knew it too.

Tam took a deep breath and started on her next letter. The foreign sensation of Emeraude patting her head had stayed with her, and Tam missed Borik’s fond hair-ruffling. She’d resented it then, but she missed it now. If only you were here to ruffle my hair, Tam didn’t say. There were more important matters to write about.

Dear Borik,

I miss you so much. I didn’t get to talk to you before I left, but I wanted to be there when you woke up. I wanted to be there for you through your rehabilitation, and when you resumed training the new recruits. I wanted to be among those recruits. I wanted you to train me. But that may never happen.

I don’t think you’re going to fall for my blabber if I tell you I’m not in trouble. You know me; I’m always in trouble. And I’ve, um. I’ve gotten myself into quite a bit of it now. Enough that I might not survive it, this time. It was bound to happen someday, right? Don’t get too down in the dumps about it.

The queen will tell you the whole story much better than I can, and will likely make me sound much better than I am, so I’ll leave the storytelling to her. I am only writing to tell you that you’re…. You’ve been my father in all but name, and you’ve looked out for me when nobody else would’ve had the patience to.

Thank you for that. Thank you for stopping me from joining the army, and for telling me I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t. I’m still not. But circumstance is throwing me headlong into hell, and I’m going there willingly. If anybody would go there willingly, it would be me. So don’t think I was at all pressured into it. You are well aware that even fate itself could not pressure me; I would just grab it by the neck and kick it in the bal—

Er. Never mind.

I have faithful allies with me, and that’s all one can ask for, isn’t it? To have comrades at the end of it all, who will face that end with you?

I’ve been praying every day for your recovery, which I am certain Astar is watching over. You are a warrior as you always were; you won’t let your injuries stop you from serving your country, even if you have to find new ways of serving it. I will be with you every step of the way, in spirit if not in form.

Goodbye, my friend and my mentor, my teacher, and my father. I miss you more than words can say.

Ever yours,

Tam

P.S. Please tell Maryada that the elves are pretty. Very pretty. I lied to her about that before. Dunno why, but I did. They’re pretty. And please congratulate Maryada and her wife on their tenth anniversary on my behalf. I wish I could’ve been there to celebrate with you all.

P.P.S. If you don’t knock back more than twenty tankards of mead in my name, I will be sorely insulted. You’re huge; I know you can handle them.

The prickle of tears threatened again, but Tam suppressed it with every ounce of her will.

Thus concluding her letters, Tam folded them into neat rectangles—if her handwriting couldn’t be neat, at least the paper could—and left them on Emeraude’s desk. She knew that the letters would not reach the palace until all of this was over and Emeraude herself brought the letters back, because if the letters were sent by horseback or pigeon, their contents may alert any spy that intercepted them as to what was happening.

It wasn’t just Danis’s spies that might interfere. Not all the elves were in favor of this alliance, nor were all the humans, if the dithering of Emeraude’s ministers was anything to go by. Any messenger sent forth might betray the alliance and redirect the letters toward Danis. Any pigeon may be shot down.

Tam wasn’t a total fool. She had a basic appreciation of tactics.

She’d need more than a basic appreciation to succeed at this task, but she was confident that experience would educate her accordingly. It always did.

 

 

THE ELVEN court was teeming with activity the day of the departure. Tam had passed the night in the lower level of Emeraude’s quarters, on a wooden bed carved in the shape of a giant cupped hand and lined with yet more leaves. It had been astonishingly cozy for such a creepy-looking bed, but Tam had been vibrating out of her skin with mingled anxiety and anticipation, so she hadn’t slept and was as groggy come morning as Dale used to be after a night of drinking.

Tam’s morning ablutions consisted of her sticking her head into a basin of icy water, because nothing less than that would get rid of the bleariness in her eyes. She tumbled into her tunic, hopped into her breeches, packed in less than a minute, and tore out of the tree that had been housing her, only to find Loren hovering on the doorstep like Emeraude’s aforementioned persistent suitor.

“C’mon, then,” Tam said brusquely, catching Loren’s sleeve and hauling him full tilt toward the court. Loren had longer legs, but he stumbled behind her like a mule tied to a racehorse. When they reached the court square, it was a hive of elves abuzz with purpose, going to and fro on errands Tam couldn’t make heads or tails of. How much preparation could a group of just four require, and for a trip of only a month?

Tam had packed as lightly as it was possible to pack without leaving herself behind. She had her menstrual herbs tucked into the pouch sewn to her belt, a few essentials she’d raided from Kay’s satchel of treatments—just in case no elf was around to heal her, because she, unlike them, was not immortal—and a single set of spare clothes, including a cloak that could double as a blanket to sleep on.

She’d rolled her clothes up and shoved them into an overlarge sock she’d stolen from Borik ages ago. The sock got clipped to Tam’s belt, along with her waterskin, and that was it. All that remained was her spear, which she strapped to her back. Armor would only weigh her down, and her shield was too bulky for a mountain climb, so she wasn’t taking those.

To her surprise, Loren was similarly unencumbered, bearing only his bow and his quiver filled with arrows. There were no packed clothes at all; there wasn’t even a waterskin.

Tam had pictured Loren packing tons of fine garments, just like those foppish ministers had. This degree of practicality was startling.

“Are you planning to wear those clothes for weeks? Admirable of you. Foul, but admirable.”

“Our bodies and our clothes clean themselves. We do not need changes of clothing unless it is for variety, and we needn’t bathe unless it is for refreshment.”

“Oh, shut up,” Tam said enviously, already sweaty in her tunic. “I’ll show you refreshment.”

Refreshments did, in fact, arrive in the hands of a parade of elven cooks—parcels of food wrapped in cotton cloth and thread, conveniently stored in packs for the journey ahead. If it could be called real food. It was just leaf-bread. Bundle after bundle of leaf-bread.

Tam moped.

“What?” Loren asked. “Worried about the mission?”

“No, about my taste buds.” Tam sighed. “Look, your leaf-bread isn’t that bad—”

“What a ringing endorsement,” Loren said dryly.

“—but I am not having that for my last meal. I insist on having cake. Apocalypse cake. Can it not be baked in time?” Tam pouted, staring up at Loren with wide, pleading eyes.

Loren cursed. “Miniature human gnomes and their unreasonably big eyes,” he groused, and Tam immediately took offense.

“Oi! Who’s a gnome?”

Loren ignored her and signaled an elf clad in a triangular apron, and when the elf drew near, Tam identified him as Ato.

“Ato!” she said cheerfully. “Do you bake?”

Ato’s eyes twinkled, merry as ever. “For the court, yes. And increasingly for my wife, Rivkah, who demands the most grotesque combinations of baked goods as her pregnancy progresses. Just today, for breakfast, she asked for fermented moonflowers stuffed into a lettuce-and-kale pie.”

That… sounded revolting. “I wish her well,” Tam said sincerely, because Ato’s wife was clearly suffering. Nobody in anything but the extremities of agony would invent that atrocity. “May Astar grant you both a healthy baby.”

“We… we too wish you triumph on your quest.” Ato drooped, likely remembering that Tam might die. “We hope to host you with us again, Tam the human. I will bake you cakes to enjoy on your expedition.”

“Er….” Tam was beginning to have second thoughts after that lurid description of Rivkah’s pregnancy pie. “Not cakes of leaves, right? There’ll be butter in ’em? Sugar?”

Ato guffawed. “Aye. Aye, they shall have butter and sugar, human.”

“And no leaves?”

“None at all.”

“There’s a good man!” Tam slapped Ato on the back.

Ato staggered, then gave Loren a look as if to say, Does she do this to you too? Which, as far as Tam was concerned, was completely unjustified. It wasn’t her fault most of the elves were so scrawny that they tipped over like playing cards at the slightest breath.

After Ato scurried off to bake his emergency cakes, Tam saddled Maple. As she did so, an additional horse was led in by Emeraude’s stable hand. Tam recognized it as the inky gray gelding that belonged to Lady Zameen. It was more docile and cooperative than most horses and was thus suited to a woman of Soma’s age.

“Is that horse for Soma?” Tam asked curiously.

“Yes,” Loren confirmed. “For Nala and the Seer.”

Tam blinked. “For both of them?”

“Both of them. They will share the horse, as only Nala can ride it. I was hoping—” Loren cleared his throat. “That is, I will share your horse.” It was a declaration, not a request, as if the princely git couldn’t bring himself to ask like a normal person.

“Just like that? Without even asking my permission?”

“We elves don’t keep horses,” Loren said somewhat anxiously, surveying Maple with more apprehension than he ever had before. “Only Nala knows how to ride one, and even that, only through her observation of the human riders who strayed close to the Wanderwood and within range of her senses as the Sentinel.”

“So what you’re saying is, you have to ride with me because you don’t know how to ride yourself?” Tam gloated. “Oooh, His Highness is asking me for help. His Highness is asking me to babysit him.”

“Stop calling me that.” Loren scowled. “And you won’t be babysitting me.”

“No, just ensuring you don’t topple off our horse in a graceless tangle of limbs.” Tam clapped Loren on the shoulder mock-comfortingly. “Never fear, princeling. I’ll protect you from the big, mean ground.”

Before Loren could retaliate, Soma emerged from the trees with the Earthstone in her hands. It was wrapped in its magical fabric again. Soma gave the Stone to Loren, who accepted it solemnly. It was funny, somehow, seeing Loren take himself so seriously. It was like that mask Loren had worn when Tam had met him—the mask of princeliness—except this time, it was for real.

“You are now the bearer of the Stone,” said Soma. “You are worthy. Carry that knowledge within you, just as in your arms you carry the Stone.”

Loren—apparently so humbled that he was speechless—could only take the Stone and hold it.

“Aren’t you going to secure it?” Tam prodded him with a finger.

“I… I have a bag. I’ll put the Stone in it and will sling it over my back. It’ll prevent me from dropping the Stone should the terrain prove difficult to traverse.”

“We can only take our horses up to the base of Mount Zivan,” Tam lamented. “From there on, it’ll be hard climbing. Seer Soma, you can lean on me and let me bear your weight when we reach Zivan. You can’t possibly climb a mountain that steep by yourself.”

“You’re too kind, dear. But I shall try to be self-reliant until it is impossible for me to be so.”

Nala materialized out of nowhere—as she always did, having the stealth of a Sentinel—and looked Tam over critically.

“What?” Tam said defensively.

“That tiny spear is all you have?” Nala herself was armed with her bow and quadruple her regular amount of arrows. She was also toting an armful of climbing equipment—hastily hewed wooden picks and several yards of rope coiled into a serpentine figure eight.

“Her spear is more dangerous than it seems,” said Loren.

“I don’t need you to speak up for me,” Tam protested, just as Nala said, “She can speak for herself, Prince Loren.”

“Why don’t you two speak to each other, then, if neither of you would like me to be a part of this conversation?” Loren stalked off in an inexplicable tiff, to do… whatever he did before a journey. Mayhap he was emptying his bladder. Tam should do that too.

“The sensitive type, isn’t he?” Tam observed.

“More so in your presence,” Nala said tonelessly, which was either a compliment or an insult. Given that it was Nala uttering it, though, it was more likely to be an insult.

“Uh-huh,” said Tam dubiously. “Listen, I’m going to take a leak. If Ato drops by with my cakes, shove ’em into that sock dangling from my horse’s saddle, will you? It’s not an unwashed sock, don’t worry. It doesn’t reek.”

Nala only curled her upper lip in her habitual distaste.

“Knew I could count on you,” Tam said, beaming before hurrying off to relieve herself.

When she got back, the cakes were socked, Nala and Soma were on their horse, and Loren was standing next to Maple, talking quietly to his father. Eras embraced his son, murmuring what must be advice into Loren’s ear, and Loren colored, his eyes cutting to Tam.

What? What was that about?

Tam would have snuck closer to snoop on them—she was not above snooping to discover what had made Loren redden like that, if only to humiliate him with it later—but then Emeraude showed up to give Tam an embrace of her own. It was a tighter embrace than Tam had expected, more earnest and more desperate. Tam withstood it as best she could, determined not to cry in public when she hadn’t even permitted herself to do so in private.

“My heart and my son’s heart beat within you,” Emeraude said. “Come back to us, Tam. However you can, come back.”

“I’ll try.” Tam scratched her head. “But bringing down a mountain while being on the mountain is more or less a guarantee of death. More rather than less. We can avoid getting caught in the landslide if we approach the peak from the north and bring down the south side, but if that destabilizes the north as well… um, we won’t be coming back. Or I won’t,” Tam corrected. “If the elves are injured, they can still heal themselves, since they’re immortal. But if a rock the size of a house falls on me, it won’t matter how much they try to heal me. I’ll be gone.”

Emeraude looked at Tam with wide eyes. Which was odd, because it wasn’t like Emeraude wouldn’t have predicted this exact outcome ten steps ahead of Tam, but perhaps saying it all aloud had been rude? Or not rude, but… depressing? Tam didn’t want to depress people before she left them, possibly forever. That wasn’t the way to make an exit. Better to put a brighter spin on things.

“But I’ll be with Astar! And my parents, and Dale, and… wait, that’s even more depressing than what I originally said.” Tam hugged Emeraude back clumsily, unaccustomed to hugging queens. “Please don’t let this haunt you. Gah, that wasn’t the word I should’ve used! I mean, I won’t haunt you? Not personally. Just don’t let this haunt you. This situation, y’know?” Tam smacked her forehead. “I should shut up.”

Emeraude only hugged Tam even tighter. Tam’s ribs creaked. “We won’t miss you,” Emeraude said fiercely, “because we won’t have to. You’ll come back. Astar has to bring you back.”

“I’d like it if He did too,” Tam said. “Ha, ha.”

This was getting intolerable. Tam disliked sentimental displays, and this was why. Sentimental displays ended up exposing sentiments. Seeing the coolly rational queen so emotional and, well, religious was upsetting, if only because it revealed how terrible the odds were—terrible enough for Emeraude, bastion of logic, to resort to the irrationality of religious faith.

Or perhaps this was merely an act, an entirely sensible effort of Emeraude’s to instill some faith in Tam. Morale was as vital a tactical consideration in this mission as the height and distance to be traveled.

Still, even if it was an act, it had some truth in it; Tam knew that look of Emeraude’s intimately from years of seeing it on herself, in the mirror, back when her parents were still alive and were given marching orders. It was the look of one waiting for the day when they would hear the news they had been dreading… the news that their kin had died.

That she was kin to Emeraude—and to Kay and Borik—was morale enough for Tam. She believed in Astar, of course she did, but what would bring her back—what would make her claw her way back from death itself—was the knowledge that her family was waiting for her. Family that would mourn her, even if they were not her family by blood.

Unable to express all that, Tam just let out a choked noise and turned away to hoist herself onto Maple’s saddle. Loren parted from his father and climbed up behind Tam, waving graciously at the citizens who had gathered in the court to bid their courageous prince goodbye.

Tam couldn’t do that, though. She couldn’t say goodbye to Emeraude. Not properly. All Tam could give of herself was the sight of her own knuckles whitening around Maple’s reins. Tam wasn’t like Loren or Kay, after all. She hadn’t been trained by a lifetime of etiquette lessons on how to conduct herself during a tragedy.

For this was a tragedy. Tam could discern that much, although she was only seventeen.

Tam’s end had begun… before her beginning had even ended.




Chapter Five

SACRIFICE

 

 

THE RIDE to Mount Zivan was four days long, and by the fourth day, Tam was fed up with having Loren at her back. They weren’t under the sheltering shade of the Wanderwood anymore, and summer had chosen this precise timing to begin heating up, which meant that Loren’s added warmth behind Tam was an incessant, excruciating torture. It plastered her tunic to her back with what felt like rivers of perspiration. Tam was sweating like a hog in her clothes. She could smell herself sweating, rank and awful.

This wasn’t even the toughest aspect of her journey. She’d be sweating a lot more when she was climbing the mountain with her bare hands, heaving herself—and likely Soma—upward only with the power of her own muscles.

But Tam had confidence in her muscles. What she didn’t have confidence in was her patience. Especially when it came to weathering Loren’s constant, unremitting company. And his scent. His absolutely infuriating scent.

“Do you always smell like flowers?” Tam wrinkled her nose. “That’s disgusting.”

Loren was wearing the expression of one struggling not to pinch his nostrils. He said through clenched teeth, “What’s disgusting is your simmering stink.”

“No, my stink is the stink of honest sweat. Yours is some flowery, magical perversion.”

“Magic is not a perversion.”

“It is when it makes a man smell like roses when he should be smelling like refuse.”

“There you go, comparing me to roses again. I might begin to entertain the notion that you like it.”

Tam all but retched. “No! No. I just want you to smell as bad as I do so I don’t hate myself for it. Instead, I’m sitting here giving off fumes like a cesspool while you emanate the sweetness of a bouquet shoved unceremoniously under my nose.”

“Please,” Loren said desperately, “don’t mention cesspools.”

“I’ll shoot you if you do,” warned Nala from behind them. “I’m downwind of you, human. It’s bad enough I have to withstand your stench—must I hear your atrocious analogies on top of that?”

“My analogies are amazing,” Tam countered, “because they wouldn’t be having such an effect on you if they weren’t so accurate. Cesspools,” she added gleefully. “Cesspools, cesspools, cesspools.”

“Your Highness,” said Nala to Loren in a tone that was almost beseeching, “may I shoot her?”

“You’re welcome to,” Loren replied, the traitor. “Pull even with us, though, or you’ll have to shoot through me to get to her. Which may not be a terrible option,” Loren reflected, “if it grants me the blessing of never having to smell her again.”

“Swamps with carcasses floating in them,” Tam said brightly. “Sewage from a tannery, reddish with rotting blood. Slippery sludge beside an outhouse that you step in only to realize it’s feces.”

“By Astar, kill her,” Loren pleaded, and Nala actually made as if to draw her bow before Soma, chuckling, stopped her.

“I thought you didn’t believe in Astar!” Tam accused Loren. “Don’t just call His name in vain!”

“It wasn’t in vain,” Loren said forlornly. “Please, let it not have been in vain. I am willing to worship at any shrine and sacrifice on any altar if by doing so I can rid myself of you.”

“And my fragrant aroma of piss slowly evaporating in the stifling heat?”

Loren brought his hands up to cover Tam’s mouth—or to pretend to cover her mouth—and Tam laughed, loud and riotous, because she’d finally gotten Loren to play. Playfulness was generally considered beneath the dignity of a prince, which Tam ought to know, because she’d also struggled to get Kay to play years ago. She’d worn down Kay’s walls with a steady onslaught of absurdities, and the same approach appeared to be working on Loren.

More than working on him, if Loren’s muffled sounds of laughter behind Tam were anything to go by.

“Infants,” Nala grouched, and that was the first time Tam had heard her criticizing her prince. Nala was usually respectful of rank, but perhaps seeing the circus that Tam and Loren were enacting was stretching even her patience to the breaking point.

“Yes,” Soma agreed peacefully, “but that’s why they’re so adorable, isn’t it?”

“Adorable?” Nala said uncomprehendingly. When Tam glanced back at her, she saw that Nala’s fingers were still twitching toward her bow.

“Nala may kill us,” she whispered to Loren.

“It’ll be a mercy. For me, at any rate.”

“Oh, shush.”

Mount Zivan loomed above them at the border of Axenborg. There wasn’t anything suspicious… not within Tam’s range of sight, anyhow.

“Sentinel!” Tam yelled back to Nala. “You’re up! Do you see any scouts or soldiers across the border? Even if it’s miles and miles away? Because if you do, we do not want to cross them. I doubt the four of us will be sufficient to fight off a horde of the undead. When I last encountered Danis’s demons, I was fighting alongside a much larger unit of spear-wielders, and we scarcely made it.”

Nala rode forward, reaching back to steady Soma as their horse stopped. Nala gazed into the distance, her eyes focused on things Tam could not see.

“There are no enemies around Zivan. Danis’s army must still be marching toward it, but even if it is, it is too remote for me to pick up any signs of movement along the ridges of the mountain. Seer, would you like to consult the Stone to cast your Sight farther than I can?”

“No, dear, that’s quite all right. I had Seen where the army was before we left, and it could not have marched much closer in these four days. Besides, the more I consult the Stone, the more it’ll expose the Stone’s magic to Danis, or to whomever Danis’s sorcerer is. I will only unwrap the Earthstone when we are in the terminal stage of our journey, and when Danis’s army will be close enough to justify the Stone’s use.”

“Let’s ditch our horses here, then. We should start climbing.” Tam jumped off her horse, only to see Loren gaping down at her like she’d just performed an acrobatic feat. “Aw, the princeling can’t leap off a horse, can he? Not when he doesn’t even know how to ride.” Tam held out her hand. “Off you come, Prince. Take my hand.”

“I—I don’t need your—”

Tam just grabbed Loren’s hand and hauled him off. Then she hauled off everything else that was on Maple’s saddle—her share of the climbing equipment, Borik’s overstuffed sock full of clothes and cakes, and her spear.

“To you, I’m just luggage, aren’t I?” Loren tottered on his feet at his rough landing.

“Luggage that talks, yes. Very pretty luggage,” Tam reassured him, and Loren spluttered like he so often did.

Nala provided Soma with a much gentler dismounting, after which they all stood there, staring up at the towering hulk of Mount Zivan. Its peak was so far away that it was shrouded in clouds. It looked impossible, like a painting of some fantastical landscape—not just impossible to climb, but impossible to exist.

“Well,” said Tam, “the good thing about the peak being so ruddy high is that it’ll be freezing cold when we get there. It’ll give us some relief from the summer heat.”

“Or frostbite,” Nala said fatalistically. “It might give us that too.”

Tam continued doggedly. “The other good thing is that, when I stand on the peak, I’ll finally be taller than everyone else in the world.”

“For about five minutes,” Nala added. “Before you die.”

“What a way to go, eh?” Tam refused to let Nala’s pessimism get to her. “Like heroes. Bringing down Danis’s army.”

“While bringing down a landslide that may kill us all.”

“May being the operative word, Nala. Perk up, will you?”

“I am perked up.” Nala adjusted her quiver of arrows and gazed upward at Zivan, a strange, thin, almost-not-there quirk at the corner of her lips.

It couldn’t be a smile. Could it? “Are you smiling?” Tam goggled. “Is this what it takes to make you smile? Imminent death?”

“Giving myself in service to my people,” Nala corrected, and for once, Tam could empathize with her.

“Me too. We’re lucky, aren’t we?”

“Both of you….” Loren shook his head. “Your interpretation of the term ‘lucky’ leaves something to be desired.”

“We elves have a saying,” Soma said meditatively, gazing upward as well, although what she saw with her Sight, Tam couldn’t guess at. “Love is death, and death is love.”

“What the—” Tam recoiled. How morbid. “Why?”

Soma’s milky, swirling eyes swung to Tam. There was an uncanny knowingness to those eyes, as though they had read whatever destiny Astar had scrawled on Tam’s soul and had understood it more deeply than Tam ever could. “We elves are immortal. We cannot die unless we will it. Time and again, it has been proven that there is but one reason we choose to die—for love. For love of a cause, for love of the earth, or for love of each other. Only love can kill an elf. Hence, love is death.”

“And death is love.” Nala said it with a conviction that was almost joyful. It must be the closest Nala ever got to joy. “I have no lovers and no family, nor do I yearn for those. They are distractions. All I have is my service as Sentinel, and I will give of that service until I am empty. That is the only love I have—and that is the only love I will permit to kill me.”

Loren said nothing. He must be thinking about his mother, because there was a longing in him as he looked up, as if he were looking up not at the peak but at his mother’s face, so distant from him but perhaps within reach.

“You lot are delightfully fatalistic,” Tam commented. “Don’t think you’re so special. Love is the only reason we humans choose to die too. Not that we can always choose how we die—some of us die on the toilet with our pants around our ankles, and trust me, nobody wants to die like that—but if we do get to choose, we choose death because of love.”

“What of death because of sorrow?” Loren asked.

“No,” Tam answered. “Being miserable enough to choose death isn’t a real choice, because you’re ill if you’re that miserable. You need a doctor, same as you would for any fatal sickness.”

“I needed a healer while growing up, after my mother passed,” Loren confided unexpectedly. “I was convinced that if I chose death, I could be with her. That I would be dying out of love, just as she had. The healer convinced me otherwise. With herbs, potions, and guidance.”

The truth of the situation abruptly registered with Tam. “That’s why you want to be a healer, isn’t it? Because a healer saved your life?”

At Tam’s pronouncement, Nala whirled around to confront Loren as if he had just confessed to murder. “You do not wish to be the prince?” Nala demanded, like it was the worst dereliction of duty imaginable.

Loren glowered at Tam. “I did not confess that to you so you could bandy it about.”

“You didn’t say I couldn’t mention it.” Still, guilt roiled within Tam. “How was I to know? But I’m sorry, in any case. Truly. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have… I shouldn’t have said that.”

Loren calmed down, likely picking up on the sincerity of Tam’s apology through the bond. “I suppose it’ll do no harm if all who heard it die here,” he quipped, like it was funny. He didn’t know how to joke either, did he? Just like Emeraude.

Nala had likewise calmed herself, if only because she’d figured that Loren’s willingness to sacrifice himself made up for his wishy-washy attitude to rulership. Tam could practically see Nala coming to that conclusion, given the curt little nod Nala gave to herself.

For a person so expressionless, Nala was surprisingly easy to decipher, probably because she had very few internal complications. Like Tam, Nala’s vision of herself and her purpose was as clear as glass, but she could forgive murkiness in another if it was well warranted.

“We should send our horses back,” Tam said to shatter the somber mood that had taken over their party. “The silly animals won’t leave unless we make them.”

“They are not silly, but loyal,” Soma chastised mildly. “Szaja will not leave because he is concerned for me.”

“Is that his name?” Tam considered the gray gelding, who was, indeed, mooning over Soma with doe-eyed adoration. “Quit making doe eyes,” Tam upbraided him. “You’re a horse, not a doe.”

“Love makes fools of us all,” Loren said.

“Dead fools, apparently,” Tam murmured. Love is death, and death is love.

For immortals, the elves certainly had a flair for the dramatic. At least humans had the excuse of mortality to hone their desperation, their sense of the theatrical, the flamboyant. But the elves? The elves could spend eternity feasting and singing and dancing, and instead, what did they do? Die for love. And keep loving despite knowing that love would bring them death, when nothing else could.

Tam didn’t know if that was brave or just defeatist. Or maybe it was some convoluted means of population control. Gods knew the elves were overly convoluted. Loren was so convoluted, he resembled a sailor’s knot more than he did a boy. Nala was the exception to the rule; only she was uncomplicated enough for Tam to wrap her mind around.

And Ato. All Ato seemed to care about was his wife, their soon-to-be-born baby, and baking. Could baking kill someone? If they loved it enough?

Fine, so perhaps Tam ought to stop generalizing about the elves. But still. There had to be a method of dying available to the elves, or else they’d overpopulate the Wanderwood and spill over onto human land. That was what this love-is-death business must be about. Nature must have instilled that in the elves, just as it instilled some form of lunacy into every species there was. Humans, particularly. As a human, Tam could testify to that.

And Tam had thought she was bad, wanting to die for her country. She should be grateful that the circumstances of her death were not completely up to her, and that she could theoretically be killed by a stray wagon wheel. Else it would make her loved ones bear the sole responsibility for her death, and Tam wouldn’t want to put that on them. Tam wouldn’t want them to bear that weight. Ever.

For it was plain that Loren was still bearing the weight of his mother’s death. Nala must be bearing the weight of several deaths, too, given her revulsion toward all familial ties. She obviously thought deaths born out of such ties were undesirable—or more undesirable than a warrior’s death. A Sentinel’s death.

What about Soma? How many deaths had Soma seen? How many had died for her, leaving her behind to endure the relentless plodding of eternity by herself, placing each step in front of the other as her family and friends fell away one by one, leaving her alone?

Tam shuddered. It was horrifying. Suddenly her own fragility, her own transience was a comfort; enduring infinity in solitude would be unbearable.

Soma petted and praised Szaja like she would a child, and Szaja preened under the attention. Tam snorted and turned to Maple, who was watching Szaja’s capitulation with an unimpressed apathy.

“You’re not that simple to please, are you?” Tam ran her fingers through Maple’s glossy mane. “I’d have to grovel and beg for you to favor me with so much as a nuzzle. But not Loren. You’d do anything for Loren. Not that I’m jealous. Because I’m not.”

To Tam’s astonishment, Maple did nuzzle her—the quick brush of a wet nose and the swipe of a broad, cool tongue across Tam’s cheek. “Stars above,” Tam marveled. “I must really be going to die if even you would deign to lick me. Go on, go slobber all over Loren. You must be pining to.”

Maple proceeded to slather Loren with noticeably greater quantities of saliva, but Tam didn’t resent Loren for it. Tam wasn’t the one with horse-spit making her hair stand on end, and yet more spit coating her face like some type of sticky, translucent glaze. Loren bore it all like a man withstanding punishment, but Maple was unrepentant when she withdrew. Aged as Maple was, her eyes still shone as happily as a filly’s, and her tail flicked friskily. It was as if she’d drunk a mythical antiaging potion. By the gods, she must’ve been in ecstasies about having Loren on her back!

“Fare thee well, then, Maple,” Tam said, while Loren wiped the drool off himself with his sleeve. “Live long, dine on the greenest grass, and enjoy the royal pastures after your retirement.”

Maple didn’t budge.

Tam shooed her. “Off with you! You can’t climb Zivan with us. You’re not a mountain goat. Lead Szaja back to the Wanderwood and look after him, would you? That’s your job. Now do it.”

Maple dithered until Loren, too, told her she should go, after which Maple trudged off with her head hung low and her tail drooping. Szaja loped after her, similarly despondent about parting with Soma.

“I pity them,” Tam said, “being forced to leave their sweethearts like this.”

“I’m… I’m not her sweetheart!” Loren yelped.

“But the Seer is Szaja’s?” Tam unwound the climbing rope and began to tie it around her waist. “What of you, Nala? Are you going before me or after me?”

Nala disentangled her own rope. “I should lead the climb, as I am the protector and the Sentinel. The acuity of my senses will prevent accidents. The Seer should follow with you directly behind her, to support her if she weakens. The prince should go last, as he bears the Stone and must concentrate on safeguarding it. He cannot focus on leading, as I can, nor on supporting the Seer, as you can, Tam.”

“It’s nice to hear you address me by name and not just as an ‘it,’” Tam said feelingly.

“My king commanded me to do so,” Nala said. “Else, I may not.”

“Only may not? You softie, you. You’re an expert at the art of flattery, aren’t you?”

“The art of archery,” Nala amended, and spoke to Loren. “Your Highness, do you concur with this plan?”

“Yes,” said Loren, looking utterly at sea. “I concur. I’ve never gone climbing, so I’d appreciate it if you led the group.”

“Hmph,” Nala grunted, in what might have been a noise of approval or disapproval. “It shall be as you order, Your Highness.”

It hadn’t been an order, but perhaps Nala had to believe she was receiving orders for her to be the obedient Sentinel she cast herself as.

Each of them wound the rope around their waists, creating a chain to prevent anybody who lost their footing from falling. Then each climber took a pair of picks for leverage, to penetrate into the rock face, with Nala carrying extra picks to substitute any that were misplaced.

“The climb won’t be too steep until we near the end,” Tam said, “so we ought to be able to stop and camp on the ledges jutting out of Zivan. Seer, please let us know if you need rest!”

So the climb began. It would be more of a walk and less of a climb at the start, which would make it a lot easier on the Seer—on all of them, in fact. But by the third week of climbing, the terrain would become more difficult, the mountain craggier and more treacherous, with Zivan’s ancillary peaks leading to sheer, near-vertical cliffs. Thank goodness the weather was summery, because if it rained, it would make the dark slate beneath Zivan’s surface dust that much more slippery.

Tam closed her eyes briefly and prayed. O Astar, let us reach the peak. Let us dispatch our mission at the right time, so that it may have the maximum effect. Let us each play our part as You intend. Let none of us die, if that can be helped. And if not, please take my life and spare everybody else’s. They’re all more important than I am, and are more needed amongst their people than I am amongst mine. Consider me expendable and do not burden the others with protecting me or healing me. Let me not be a hindrance on this quest. Thank you for hearing my prayer.

If Astar did hear her prayer, He stayed silent, as He always did. But Tam felt His eyes upon her—upon all of them—as they commenced their climb. It was as though Mount Zivan was Astar Himself and He was watching them from the peak, their ascent as trivial to Him as the ascent of ants along a stick.

As long as they didn’t get stepped on like ants, that would be all right.

 

 

THERE WAS running water on the mountain, in shallow streams that spilled down the mountainside like strands of silvery hair, insubstantial and barely deep enough for Tam to dip her flagon in. Nevertheless, at least there was water for them to drink—and once they reached the peak, there would be ice. Thirst would not be the cause of their deaths. That was reassuring, wasn’t it?

They made slow and steady progress over the first week, with intermittent breaks to allow Soma to rest. There were almost-pathways made of crumbling rock that only admitted the passage of one pair of feet at a time, but those pathways were still not as challenging to climb as the peak would be. It wasn’t strictly “climbing” yet, just hiking at a steep angle. The broader ledges allowed them to sit down for meals of leaf-bread and—for Tam—Ato’s scrumptious cakes, but it was only under starlight that they made camp, because traveling in the darkness would be even more hazardous than traveling in the light.

Nala, who could see in the dark, argued that she could guide them all at night, but Loren made the point that the rest of them wouldn’t be able to find so much as a foothold, and Nala’s leadership would be moot if her followers tumbled off into the void. Soma’s Sight was a spiritual one, not a physical one, so she couldn’t differentiate a heap of dangerously loose pebbles from a convenient toehold, even though she could identify the locations of conscious beings, trees, and sources of water.

Initially Tam had been unable to sleep even when they did make camp, because she was so nervy that her eyes snapped open at every whisper of wind and every rustle of mountain grass. But a week into the climb, Tam began to succumb to sleep out of exhaustion. Walking up a mountain all day with minimal rest, minimal food, and minimal water was taking its toll on her.

The remaining three or so weeks of climbing loomed in Tam’s psyche like a nightmare waiting to happen. It was dawning on her that this mission would be almost beyond the limits of her endurance. Her body, no matter how much she had trained it, could not heal its own strained, aching muscles overnight, like Nala’s, Loren’s, and Soma’s bodies did.

After sunset one evening, Tam sat by their very small, very quietly crackling fire, wincing as she rubbed her own calves.

“I can provide a massage,” Nala said apathetically.

“No, you cannot,” Loren rebutted swiftly, sharply. “Do not touch Tam.”

“You’d rather I was in constant pain, wouldn’t you?” Tam wondered if her features would become permanently fixed in a grimace after wincing so much.

“No, I—what I meant to say was, I can heal you. With my magic. Nala’s massages are unnecessary.”

“Eh, I’d never let her massage me anyway. She’d strangle me as soon as she got close enough to my neck.”

“How well you know me,” Nala deadpanned.

“I’d never let you heal me either,” Tam said to Loren. “Not unless I’m about to die, and even then, maybe not. You need all your energy for the climb. If I leech off you, you’ll tire sooner than you should. I’m a spare, but you have to transport the Earthstone to the summit. There’s no Pool of Healing here for you to restore your powers from, after healing me. So keep your magic to yourself.”

Loren wilted. And he said he wasn’t like a rose? Blimey.

Soma patted Loren’s leg consolingly. “Tam is obstinate but sincere. It is only her concern for you that makes her say that.”

This was the facet of Soma that would get on Tam’s nerves if Tam wasn’t simultaneously too terrified of and reverential toward Soma to even consider letting Soma get on her nerves. Soma tended to reveal all of Tam’s inner workings when Tam would fain have kept them to herself. Tam preferred it if people didn’t think she was a useless sap, but what Soma had revealed about her implied just the opposite.

Yes, Tam didn’t want Loren to heal her because it would harm Loren, but it was also a genuinely pragmatic decision. It wouldn’t do any good if Loren bled himself and his magic dry before he reached the peak. The mission had to succeed, and the elves were far more crucial to its success than Tam was. That was the honest truth. Tam was nothing if not honest.

“Seer,” said Tam, settling next to the old woman on the wooden log that was Soma’s seat, “may I ask you some questions?”

“Of course you may, Tam.” Soma didn’t sound surprised at all, like she’d been expecting Tam to interrogate her throughout the climb.

“What do you see, when you see us?” Tam had been spending the long, grueling daylight hours pondering this, because what exactly did it mean to have a spiritual “Sight”? “If you, um. Not to be rude, but if you do not see us with your physical eyes, then can you see our bodies?”

“No,” said Soma. “I see only hearts. Minds. Souls. I see the life that surrounds me in the Wanderwood, be it the little lives scuttling in the undergrowth or the lives of birds flitting overhead, or the bigger, lumbering beacon of light that is the Deerwent. Here, on Mount Zivan, I see lives too. It is not sight as you know it, but it is sight nonetheless.”

“What you’ve got isn’t just sight, though. It’s Sight. With a capital S.”

Soma hid a smile behind her hand. “Do you capitalize it in your mind?”

“Y-you can see that for yourself, can’t you?”

“I’d rather you told me, dear.”

“Why?”

Soma hummed. “Your voice is soothing. Innocent.”

“I’m—I’m not innocent!”

“Aren’t you? Child, there wasn’t a mean thought in your mind when I looked into it at the king’s court. And such a delightfully direct mind it was too. Not all those twists and turns that Alfernas’s mind has, coiled upon itself like a snake. No offense to snakes, of course.”

Soma had it aright; even snakes would be offended at being compared to Alfernas. “Are you saying I’m not clever enough to have a complicated mind?” Tam sniffed for show. “And I have plenty of mean thoughts about Loren.”

“I wonder why?” Soma said guilelessly. “It’s rather uncharacteristic of you.”

“What do you mean, you wonder why?” Tam stuck her head out toward Soma, as if bringing it nearer to Soma would make what was in it more readable. “You don’t need to wonder! You can just take a peek and find out for yourself!”

“Like I said, Tam, I would rather you told me.”

Tam tugged at her fraying bootlaces. “There’s nothing to tell.”

“Nothing?” Loren said from Soma’s other side, rigid and stilted. “Seer Soma, I am already aware that there is nothing to tell when it comes to Tam’s thoughts about me. Do not jest with me so.”

“I do not jest, my young prince. I only make idle conversation.”

“Idle….” Loren trailed off. “I saw some herbs growing from a nearby outcropping that might allay Tam’s aches and pains. I shall go and pick them.”

Tam made as if to stand. “You don’t have to—”

“Let me do something for you,” Loren growled, and put his hands on Tam’s shoulders to push her back down onto the log. He’d never been this assertive before; it was baffling. “Enjoy your ‘idle conversation’ with the Seer. It is an honor that she chooses to converse with you at all.”

“It is an honor indeed.” Nala rose as well. “I shall guard the prince on his—” Nala sneered in contempt at such a nonviolent activity. “—herb-picking excursion.”

So saying, Nala shadowed Loren as he stomped off to pick herbs.

Tam blinked after him. “A temperamental sort, isn’t he? Prickly about the oddest things.”

Soma chortled softly. “Hm. You are an odd thing.”

Was that a joke? Because if it was, Soma’s jokes were as inscrutable as Emeraude’s. And Loren’s. And Nala’s. Tam mentally bemoaned that she was the sole member of this ragtag band of misfits who had a functional sense of humor.

“Very well, since Loren insists we have this heart-to-heart….” Tam rallied herself for another possibly rude query. “I have a further question for you. How come you look so old? You have wrinkles, even! How did you age? Are you not immortal, as all elves are?”

“I am,” Soma said calmly. “But I am also very, very, very old.”

“Did you just say ‘very’ three times?” Tam whistled. “How old is that?”

Soma was still for a moment, as if calculating a number so vast it bordered on incalculable, and ultimately said, “A millennium. Give or take fifty years.”

The breath left Tam’s lungs in a whoosh. “A mill…?” How did it even feel to live that long? How could Soma keep from going insane? Or from giving up on everything altogether? Again, the vastness of immortality struck Tam with a holy terror. The building oppressiveness of all those years…. It was incomprehensible. “Is that why you have wrinkles? Because you’re just that old?”

“Yes… and no.” Soma raised a hand to her brow, where her wrinkles were most pronounced. “Our magic ages us to match the maturity of our spirits. We cannot die unless we will it, but we will age according to our spiritual growth and according to the depth of our connection with magic. It deepens with age.”

“I’d have more than just wrinkles, if I were you,” Tam said. “I’d have cracks. In my mind.”

“That is why not many of us reach that age, though we are immortal. I am among a handful in elfkind who remember the days shortly after the Stones’ formation. It was different, then. Very different.”

“What was?” Tam asked, mesmerized. “What was different?”

“All of it.” A wistfulness flashed across Soma’s face, and her hands tightened on her knees. “Or perhaps it was only I that was different. I was younger in those days. More passionate. More attached to those around me. I loved and loved, and yet those I loved died for me before I could die for them. So I lived on, aging because I had to, because it was my responsibility as Seer to guide my tribe….”

“You must’ve noticed it after about a thousand years of doing it,” Tam said, “but ‘responsibility’ is about as interesting as watching paint dry.”

Soma laughed outright, her shoulders shaking as she went on and on, tears of mirth gathering at the corners of her eyes. After several minutes, she managed to say, “It is wonderful to converse with you, Tam. I have not laughed like that in years. But are you not committed to your responsibilities too? I have Seen into you, and you are so wrapped up in responsibility that I cannot tell you apart from it.”

“That’s not responsibility,” Tam argued. “That’s just bullheadedness. I want to serve my country, so I will serve my country. That’s that. Nobody can stop me. It isn’t a responsibility so much as it is a—” Compulsion? Passion? “—devotion. Responsibility comes from the outside. Devotion comes from the inside.”

“An intriguing thesis,” Soma said contemplatively.

“It is!” Tam whacked the log for emphasis. “Responsibility is what Loren feels he owes his people—to him, it is a destiny not of his own making and is therefore devoid of joy. That’s why he lies to himself so much. But I’ve stopped lying to myself. There’s no point. Astar drags the truth out of all of us, in the end.” Tam quirked her mouth. “Even if it is only on our deathbeds.”

“You are driven to create your own destiny, aren’t you? Unlike Loren. He is learning from you, however, perhaps faster than he is comfortable with, but he is learning.”

“I don’t want him to learn from me. Ye gods.” Tam was appalled. “All I can teach anybody is how to scratch their own ars— Er. What I’m saying is, I can’t teach anybody.”

“Is that what you think?” Soma’s eyes found Tam’s, piercing despite their unseeing, featureless whiteness. “Do you truly think you have nothing to teach?”

“A few spear tricks, mayhap.” Tam shrugged. “Mostly I just wander. With direction, aye, but I wander. What have I to teach but wandering?”

“Wandering is a skill we could all benefit from learning. Too often, we stay stationary until our very souls begin to atrophy.” Soma rested her hands on her thighs, palm up and open, as if she was receiving an intangible gift. A gift from Tam. “After all, only those who wander can return. Only those who are lost can be found.”

“That’s all very well,” Tam responded, “but I’d rather not be wandering and lost. I’d rather just be found.”

Soma smiled—a smile of such luminescent beauty that it brought Tam to a standstill, just to see it. It was more akin to the smile of a goddess than that of a mortal; it had the grace of an ancient soul to it, a grace that could only result from having seen it all. “But you will be,” Soma said, hushed and happy. “You already are.”

Already found? By what?

Tam got the creeping feeling that she didn’t want the answer. It was strangely reminiscent of what Loren had once told Tam—about her heart’s home, and how it was in the Wanderwood, not the human world.

Tam shivered. It was better for her to leave all that mysticism to the elves and concentrate on more practical matters. Someone had to.

Determined not to accept Soma’s very conspicuous invitation to discuss that very mysticism, Tam decided to do some old-fashioned spying on Loren instead. Well, not spying. Probing. Polite and informative probing.

“How does Loren blush?” Tam asked, because it had been bothering her. “If you elves are Silverbloods, then how does he not go silver when he blushes? He goes pink, just like a pale-skinned human would. Why is that?”

Soma chuckled again. “Oh, sweetling. Us being Silverbloods is a myth. Our blood is not silver. It’s red, just like yours.”

Tam gawped. “B-but! What about when Loren healed me and bound his blood with mine? That was clearly silver blood!”

“’Twas the magic in his blood that made it shine silver; it is a sign of health. A sick or weakened elf’s blood may only have a tinge of silver, and after dying, an elf’s blood will become inert, red and lacking in any magic.”

“Then why doesn’t my blood look even a bit silvery?” Not that Tam wanted silvery blood, but…. “Didn’t Loren share his magic with me when he bonded with me?”

“You have elven magic in you, yes. But only a trace. A device as sensitive as the Earthstone would detect it, but it would not be visible to the naked eye.” Soma paused. “Unless it was Nala’s naked eye.”

“I’d rather not envision Nala’s naked anything, thanks. Or Loren’s. Or anyone’s. Ugh.”

As Soma broke out in fresh chuckles, Loren reappeared with a handful of scraggly weeds. Nala slunk in behind him like an exceptionally sulky cat.

“Our Seer has favored the human with her sacred prophecies,” Nala said, as if the sun had favored the undeserving night with its rays. Nala glowered at Tam, then set down her bow and dropped into a crouch beside the fire, warming her slender, bow-callused hands. “It is becoming chilly as we approach the peak. Soon we will need gloves.”

“And hats. And cloaks.” Tam scowled. “As if lugging my own weight around wasn’t tiring enough, now I’ll have to lug the weight of my cloak around too.”

“You were already lugging it around in your pack,” Nala pointed out.

“It’s worse when you’re wearing it. When it’s on you, it weighs you down like it’s twice as heavy.” Tam raised an eyebrow at Loren. “So? Did you find those herbs that will presumably help me?”

“Sit still,” Loren gritted out, as if he was still angry at Tam for not letting him heal her. He kneeled before her and said curtly, “Your legs. Roll up your breeches.”

“Roll up my—” Tam slapped herself on the chest and gasped as if scandalized. “For shame, Prince Loren!” she cried. “Do you always proposition delicate damsels like this?”

Loren flushed, his flush only just perceptible in the low light of the campfire. “You are neither delicate nor a damsel.” He poked at her already-swollen ankles without any gentleness, the prat. “Your breeches. Roll them up.”

“For a man who aspires to be a healer, you have a horrid bedside manner.” Tam rolled her breeches up to midthigh, as far as they would go.

“You are not on a bed, and this is not a bedside.”

“Logside, then. You have a horrid logside manner.”

Loren crushed the sprigs between his fingers until his palms were stained green, and then he rubbed the bruised herbs onto Tam’s legs. They stung at first, and like a startled horse, Tam had to resist the urge to kick Loren in the nose. But Astar would never forgive her for marring one of his prettiest creations, so all Tam could do was grind her teeth and go through it. “What are these sodding herbs?” Tam griped. “They sting like angry bees.”

“Shayari nettlegrass, moonweed, and nightlily.”

“It’s very aggressive for a lily. Nettlegrass, I can understand, but—” Tam jumped when Loren’s long fingers kneaded the cartilage above her right knee, which was so sore that her knee had become stiff and difficult to flex. She’d been putting increasing pressure on her left knee to compensate, and it had given her a subtly waddling gait. Trust Loren to notice; Loren noticed every detail about her. “Just yank my joints out of their sockets, why don’t you?” Tam complained when Loren moved on to her left knee. “It’ll be less painful.”

“What’s painful is your ceaseless whining,” Loren said vengefully. “Where did your warrior’s courage go?”

Tam clamped down on her “whining” and glared at Loren’s annoyingly silky head, gleaming bronze in the firelight as it was. Leave it to Loren to be a total git about this.

That aside, Tam had to admit that when Loren was done with his massage from hell—surely even Nala’s massages wouldn’t be this cruel?—the swelling in Tam’s legs had begun to recede. That nasty stinging sensation had melted into a delicious, oozing heat that sank into Tam’s muscles like a narcotic and eased the inflammation there. The heat entered her veins and flowed up to her brain, which began systematically closing down as much-needed relief flooded her nerves.

“Mm,” said Tam muzzily, “thash good shtuff. Mean shtuff, but good shtuff.”

“You’ve drugged her,” Nala said flatly.

“I… I didn’t foresee that she would be so strongly influenced!” Loren defended himself. He hurriedly unrolled Tam’s breeches because Tam was in no condition to roll them down herself. “I’ve only ever seen these herbs utilized on elfkind. A healer applied them to me when I was seven and dislocated my wrist, but I didn’t react like this.”

“What if she’s too woozy to climb tomorrow? Your Highness?” Nala tacked on, as if only just remembering that she was talking to a prince. Familiarity, it seemed, did breed contempt.

“By then the effects should’ve been absorbed by her liver.” Loren gulped. “I hope.”

“You hope? Your Highness, we cannot afford to lose a day of climbing because one of our party is drugged to the gills.”

“’M not a fish,” Tam mumbled. “Dun’ have gills.”

“You need to sleep,” Loren said, which was about the most obvious thing that had ever been said to Tam.

After Loren laid out the cloak that was Tam’s makeshift sleeping blanket, Tam pitched onto it like a felled tree. For once, she was too blissful to take note of the stones digging into her spine through the cloak.

In the background she heard Soma, Loren, and Nala conferring in muted tones, but Tam was out before she could make out the words.

 

 

“OH, BLOODY hell,” Tam said a week later, when her period arrived. “Literally. It’s bloody, and it’s hell.”

Loren looked at her askance, then said, “Ah. Your monthly cycle.”

Tam waved him off. Her period had been due for a day or two, so she wasn’t unpleasantly ambushed by it, but it was never an event to rejoice about. She glumly retired behind a bush and stuffed the wads of herbs she’d brought with her into her breeches.

Speaking of herbs, Loren’s helped immensely with Tam’s cramps, both muscular and gynecological. It was irritating because Loren kept lording it over her with an infuriatingly smug grin. Tam’s stamina improved day by day as the herbs alleviated the stiffness in her hamstrings and calves.

Tam took over the crushing and applying of the herbs and became more adept at tolerating the sting before the relief kicked in. Afterward, at daybreak, she washed the greenish mush off her legs in whichever stream happened to be nearby, and by midmorning, her body had regained some of the vigor it had lost the previous day. It wasn’t as effective as being properly healed, but it gave her some respite—enough for her legs to support her through the day’s climb.

By the beginning of the third week, Nala was becoming restless, fidgeting with her arrows and going into an agitated state of constant, hyperalert vigilance. Her pointed ears pricked at every noise, and her nostrils flared at every breeze.

“There’s somebody out there,” she kept muttering. “Somebody, but I can’t place them yet. It must be Danis’s army, on the brink of entering my sphere of perception.”

It sounded almost as though Nala would prefer it if the army did enter her sphere of perception, if only because knowing they were there would shore up Nala’s sanity, which appeared to be crumbling. She was jittery and skittish and overly protective, continually turning from her position at the head of their procession to check on everyone following her, like a particularly dour mother duck checking on her brood. She punctuated her visual checking with calling attendance like a schoolteacher.

“Prince Loren?”

“Here.”

“Seer Soma?”

“Here.”

“Human?”

“Hey! Why don’t I get called by my name?” Tam said defiantly.

“I just called you ‘Human.’ I didn’t call you ‘Human Filth.’”

“That isn’t my name, Nala.”

“Isn’t it?” Nala said unconcernedly. Her eyes scanned the rock face ahead of her for obstacles before she scaled it nimbly.

The mountain was no longer walkable; now it was earnest climbing, and Nala was far ahead of the rest of them. The rope stretched taut between her waist and theirs. She routinely had to stop to let them catch up, mostly because Soma and Tam were slowpokes.

Despite Soma’s ability to heal herself, her elderly body was beginning to fail; after every hour or so of relentless climbing, her kindly brown face would become ashen and a cold, clammy sweat would lend her skin a sickly sheen. Whenever that happened, Tam would support Soma’s fragile frame on her broad shoulders, allowing Soma to draw a few breaths before they clambered on.

As a consequence of that, it wasn’t just Tam’s legs that hurt anymore; her arms and shoulders did too, because she had to hammer the picks into rock, pull herself up, and lift Soma during Soma’s resting periods. It meant that Tam was pushing herself beyond what she had once thought herself capable of, and that satisfied her pride as much as it depleted her strength.

“I’ve reduced you to a pack mule,” Soma said guiltily when Tam next allowed Soma to rest on her shoulders. “I am so sorry, my dear. If only my ancient heart could sustain such exertion! I grow fainter and weaker as the days pass by.”

That couldn’t be good. Tam looked behind her to exchange an anxious glance with Loren. Nala not only stopped but climbed back down until she was leaning over Soma.

“Please, Seer, climb onto my back,” Nala said. “I can carry you for at least three hours, which should grant you a reprieve.”

“No, child, I am burden enough. You must save your attention for your work as a Sentinel. Should I require a more lengthy recess, I will inform you. I must consult the Earthstone soon anyhow. I must then take it into myself, as I am the sacrifice to the Stone. We are but days away from the summit. I cannot delay the ritual much more. Else I will not have the energy to conduct it.”

Dread filled Tam, poison-dark and stifling. She’d become fond of Soma, whose grandmotherly affection had endeared her to Tam as much as it had to the elves. Soma might not be the Seer of Tam’s people, but she was precious to Tam regardless. Losing her would be a blow Tam would take a long time to recover from. She didn’t even want to think about it. She’d been avoiding thinking about it thus far.

“W-won’t you die when you take the Stone into yourself?” Tam asked. “Shouldn’t you not do it until you’re at the peak, just before we bring down the mountain?”

“No, Tam, it is not taking the Earthstone into myself that requires my sacrifice, but using the Stone. It will be easier to use the Stone than it will be to absorb it, for the ritual is to absorb the Stone. Unleashing it will require nothing but my will. I must absorb the Stone prior to using it.”

There was a lull as all the climbers deliberated on what was to come. For once, it did not occur to Tam to joke or to lighten the atmosphere. She couldn’t. Her throat was as clogged up by sorrow as everybody else’s. Gravity had seemingly tripled, dragging Tam down even as she fought to keep her grip on her picks and to not buckle under the pressure of her own despair.

“Tam,” Loren said from below her, likely affected by their bond, but he could say nothing more. How could he, if a chatterbox like Tam was overwhelmed by grief?

“My children,” said Soma softly, “let us move on.”

Move on. As usual Soma’s words had multiple meanings. Tam realized that Soma’s sacrifice would probably be a release for her, a welcome sleep after a thousand years of forced wakefulness, her tired spirit liberated from its aging prison at last.

It did not sadden Tam any less.

 

 

“DANIS’S SOLDIERS are entering the pass.” Nala squatted on a north-facing ledge, gazing into the foggy distance, her breaths puffing in front of her because the temperature had plummeted just that drastically.

It was unimaginable that somewhere down there—in the moss-green valley so far beneath them that it was partially obscured by mist—it was summer. It seemed a world away. The air up here was as thin and sharp as a knife, slipping under the hems of their sleeves and into the gaps between their buttons, threatening to slit them open with every step.

They were all bundled up in their cloaks and hats and gloves, hidden as they were amidst the snow-capped, glittering pinnacles that protruded from Mount Zivan at this height. Those protrusions were like miniature peaks, presaging the mountain’s great icy zenith.

“I can see them now,” Nala said. “Tiny as insects, thousands upon thousands of them, a slow-moving river of the dead. They are gathering at the entrance to the pass; by the morrow, they will all be directly below us, perfectly situated to be buried by the landslide.” Nala frowned. “There is still something… I cannot describe it, but I still feel as though there is something I am not quite sensing; perhaps it is all those absent heartbeats, all those moving bodies devoid of a pulse. It is unnatural.”

“What’s unnatural is that it’s ruddy well winter up here.” Tam was blowing at her gloved fingers to warm them, even if it was only by a tenth of a degree. “I was sweating like a farmer’s overworked ox only weeks ago, and now I have so many goose bumps I resemble a horned toad.”

“Resemble?” Nala retorted. “You are a horned toad.”

“Wasn’t I supposed to be ‘Human Filth’?”

“That was a flattering nickname,” Nala said. “To encourage you.”

“Consider me encouraged,” Tam replied, because at this point verbal sparring was all she had to cheer her up… before her mind periodically reminded her of Soma’s impending sacrifice.

Tomorrow was to be the day Soma would take the Stone into herself. After that ritual was performed, they would climb the last hundred or so meters to the summit and Soma would unleash the power of the Earthstone—even though in so doing, she would sacrifice herself.

Soma had instructed Loren, Tam, and Nala to abandon her shortly beforehand, and to take shelter on the south side of Mount Zivan so that the landslide would spare them. Since Soma would be commanding the mountain to crash, she was hoping she would be able to control how it crashed. If the mountain obeyed her and if the three of them followed Soma’s instructions, they might—might—be saved.

And if they weren’t, at least the rest of Astaris would be, and the Wanderwood along with it. That would be reward enough.

The setting sun cast a purplish glow on the snow that gave it the appearance of a bruise, darkening as the sun dipped below the horizon. Not daring to light a campfire whose smoke might alert the troops gathering below, they huddled close to each other, trying and failing to fall asleep.

Soma was the only one who actually managed to sleep, at peace as she was with her own death. Nala’s eyes were open, gleaming like marbles in the night, fixed on the summit as if on her own fate. There was no doubt in those eyes. There never was.

Tam was not as free of doubts. Her primary fear was that the mission would go wrong, that some crucial component of the ritual would go awry, and that Soma’s sacrifice would be in vain. Her secondary fear was that Nala and Loren may not survive. Tam had written off her own survival long ago, when she’d volunteered for this task, so that did not worry her.

What did worry her was that Loren’s lissome form would be pulverized beneath a mountain’s worth of rocks, and that Nala’s clever fingers would never draw a bow again. There were injuries it would be impracticable for even immortals to heal from; there were circumstances so agonizing that they could only will themselves to die.

Sometime in the night, Tam felt a gloved hand searching for hers—Loren’s. Was he comforting her or taking comfort from her? Tam wondered if Loren ever felt alone in the bond, since he could feel Tam’s distress but she couldn’t feel his.

Then again, Tam didn’t need the bond to feel how shaken Loren was. The fingers that twined with hers were trembling, and she latched on to them as tightly as she could. They held hands until sunrise, which they greeted with gritty, slitted eyes. The sun was a blazing disc of bleached gold that transformed the mountaintop into a wasteland of windswept ice, the ice itself fracturing into a million bewildering, refracting angles of blinding white. It was like being in the middle of a shattered mirror.

Today was the day.

Breakfast was a cake divided into quarters, so that they would all die with a sweet taste upon their tongues. Tam wished she could have complimented Ato on his baking and on his food-preserving spices. If Emeraude ever discovered how talented Ato was, she’d recruit Ato for her kitchens. Emeraude was as obsessed with accumulating the best artisans as dragons were with accumulating hoards. Mayhap Ato would be put to work in the dorm’s canteens, doing away with those flimsy, flaky quince pies once and for all.

The thought made Tam smile faintly. She got up, relinquishing Loren’s hand. Loren looked up at her with exhausted circles under his eyes.

“Oi, princeling.” Tam tapped her boot against Loren’s. “Up with you. Not losing your resolve now, are you? We’re almost there.” She squinted up at the dazzling summit, a spire of ice piercing the sky. “At the peak.”

“At our deaths.” Nala got up fluidly.

“At our destiny.” Soma’s hands were folded calmly in her lap, dusted as it was with cake crumbs. The contrast of those crumbs with Soma’s powers was oddly charming; it was an indication of simplicity, of Soma’s childlike purity in spite of her age.

Tam’s heart squeezed. The world would be losing this person today—this person who despite her status was unbothered by the crumbs in her lap, who laughed at Tam’s jokes as if they were the epitome of wit, who eased the souls of others with her very presence, and whose smile was so beautiful that Tam would never forget it.

“Bring me the Stone, please,” Soma said.

Loren extracted it from its bag but faltered in bringing it to Soma, clutching the Earthstone as if he might prevent Soma from touching it—and therefore from sacrificing herself.

“It is written, Loren,” Soma reminded him gently. “When the price of many lives is only one, then it is a price that must be paid.”

Loren settled the Stone in Soma’s lap, atop all those crumbs, his face crumpling as he brushed them aside. He sagged to his knees as Soma unwrapped the Stone.

As before, the Earthstone was swathed in a magical cloth on which symbols of enchantment glimmered and moved. When Soma bared the Stone and laid her hands on it, there was a palpable billowing of magic around them, like that of a wind through rushes. Tam reflexively wrapped her cloak tighter around herself.

Soma’s milky eyes shone as she spoke in some alien, archaic tongue. It summoned a brilliant, burning silver from deep within the Stone itself, a silver that gradually overtook the Stone as Soma chanted. The center of the Stone was melting, sinking inward, leaving its shell merely that, a shell—a vessel filled with a silver fluid, a molten, moving, sentient silver that rippled and shifted.

Like it was magic itself.

That’s what it is, Tam realized. Pure magic.

Soma lifted the Stone as she would a bowl, opening her mouth and tipping the Stone to pour all that silver into herself.

The terminal stage of the ritual was about to begin—the imbibing, the taking of the Stone into oneself. It was the beginning of Soma’s sacrifice.

Nala knelt before Soma, her head bowed. Loren shut his eyes tightly, as if it would hurt him to watch.

But Tam… Tam could not look away. It was horrendous and it was awful, but Tam could not look away.

Time seemed to slow down. The liquid that had once been the Earthstone glinted and sloshed like molten steel, rolling inch by inch toward Soma’s parted lips. Soma was going to fill herself with that, with that blistering, boiling heat. How would she not be seared to cinders?

But before a drop could so much as scorch Soma’s tongue, an object whizzed through the air toward Soma, so fast that it was a singing blur.

The blur only coalesced into a shape when it lodged itself in Soma’s chest.

It was an arrow.

Soma doubled over, dropping the Earthstone back onto her lap.

Nala didn’t even shout in surprise—she simply unwound from her kneeling posture and segued seamlessly into an archer’s stance, slotting arrow after arrow into her bow, firing shots in a continuous arc across the ledge.

There was nothing there. Whoever was attacking them was invisible. Nala continued shooting regardless, even as Loren unfroze and scrambled to tend to Soma, whose clothing was growing wet and dark with blood. She was bleeding copiously—and perhaps fatally, if it weakened the already frail, aged elf such that she could no longer will herself to live, and where death was her only choice. Tam swore and flung herself before Soma, slanting her spear crossways, blocking any incoming arrows from reaching the fallen Seer.

For the Seer had fallen. Her body had crumpled, and now Soma lay prone in Loren’s lap, the silver light that had been glowing in her eyes growing dim. The silver in her blood was subsiding too, diminishing it to a stagnant red.

“What—” Loren was hitching panicked sobs, his fingers slipping over Soma’s bloody cloak. He wadded extra fabric around the arrow buried in her, seeking to stem the gushing of all that red. “Seer Soma, wh-what should we—”

“I cannot imbibe the Stone,” Soma rasped. “I am too drained from my wound. My body will give out before I reach the summit. Though I may keep myself alive, I will not be strong enough to channel the Stone. It will all be for naught.” She reached up with the bloodied hand she had pressed to her chest and cupped Loren’s face, stained with tear-tracks as it was. “It breaks my heart to say this, child, but you must imbibe the Stone. You must be the sacrifice.”

Tam’s mind echoed with the shock of what Soma had just said, a hollow chasm of anguish yawning open within her. Now, not only would Soma die, but Loren might die too.

Loren.

No. Not Loren. Please, Astar, not Loren.

But Tam could do nothing to change what was happening, other than to pray. She was trapped where she was, fending off the arrows that zoomed toward Soma and Loren. Tam was their only shield, for Nala was concentrating on dispatching as many of her own arrows as she could against their invisible foe.

It was only when an arrow of Nala’s accidentally made contact that their attacker manifested—a man who grasped at the arrow sticking out of his belly, letting go of his own bow as he slumped to the earth.

It was Alfernas. He was clad in a cloak similar to the cloth that concealed the Stone, embroidered with those sorcerous, transmuting symbols that hid whatever they enveloped from the eyes of Seers and Sentinels, although the symbols were swirling to a halt now that the cloak had been punctured and was no longer intact.

So that was how Alfernas had gone unremarked on by the Seer and by Nala. This was what had been niggling at Nala, the sensation that she was missing something. Alfernas had been creeping up on them all along, misusing the very magic he had woven into the cloth that protected the Stone. He had used that magic to target the Seer… and the mission. He had sought to doom them all.

“You slinky scum!” Tam yelled. All she wanted to do was leap upon him and slay him with her spear, but she had to be where she was, protecting her charges from whatever hexes Alfernas may hurl at them.

Nala didn’t even pause; she kept up her merciless volley, drawing closer and closer to Alfernas as she shot him full of arrows. Alfernas gave up on getting back on his feet when an arrow tore into his throat; he collapsed at that, clawing at it futilely.

“Why?” demanded Nala as she loomed above him, her next arrow slotted for the finishing strike. Since Alfernas was immortal, it may not kill him, but it would incapacitate him long enough for the mission to be accomplished.

“C… an’t….” Alfernas gurgled around the blood bubbling up in his mouth. “Can’t… let elves… unite… with humans…. They are… beneath us…. Savage creatures…. We should… use the Stone… only for ourselves…. Once Soma… is dead… a new Seer… will be born…. A wiser Seer….”

“Wiser? Wiser?” Nala’s words resonated with fury and betrayal. “Seer Soma is a mother to us all, and you—you—”

“Not a mother…. A traitor… I left… a simulacrum… of myself… in the Wanderwood… to deceive them all… into thinking… I was there… while I was here, assassinating… this misbegotten… Seer….”

An expression of such ferocious, vicious revulsion overtook Nala’s face that it contorted—but then it blanked again as Nala aimed her arrow and shot it into Alfernas’s eye.

Alfernas fell back, motionless.

Nala stalked back to where the others were. Her wrath made her features even stonier than before.

“Technically, he agrees with you about the humans,” Tam pointed out to Nala, who only snarled at her.

“Shut up. He is nothing like me. He is a coward who perverted his magic for a delusional cause.” Nala crouched beside Soma and checked on the Seer’s injury.

Loren was still just sitting there, cradling Soma and shaking, trying frantically to contain Soma’s bleeding. As the Seer declined, her hand slipped away from Loren’s cheek, leaving a broad stripe of blood along his jaw. Soma’s eyelids fluttered to half-mast, and though she was breathing, it was the shallow, rapid breathing of one who was on the verge of unconsciousness.

“Your Highness,” Nala said to Loren, “compose yourself. I can heal the Seer if given enough time. Time you will have to buy us.”

Nala looked straight at Loren, her eyes unwavering, asking. It was an unspoken question: Will you do this for us? Will you do this for your people? For the Seer?

And Loren, being Loren—the daft, noble dolt who was so dutiful that he’d spent his life all but erasing his true self—nodded. To him, this might just be the culmination of a long series of erasures—the ultimate erasure of death.

Bitter bile churned in Tam’s stomach, which lurched with a sickening finality. Loren was going to do this. He was going to sacrifice himself.

Loren carefully, tenderly transferred Soma’s head onto Nala’s lap. Then he got up and took the Stone with him. He cupped it gingerly, for it was still in its molten state, its center dissolved into the very essence of magic.

“I will buy you time,” Loren said to Nala. “You, Tam, and the Seer. You must take Soma to a ledge on the south side, where you have the most likelihood of going unharmed. I… I will swallow the Stone and will proceed to the summit by myself.”

“I am sorry, my prince,” Nala apologized, more heartfelt than Tam had ever seen her. “I would have volunteered myself for the ritual were I not the only Sentinel present, capable of guiding the survivors back down the mountain afterward. It is my sincere regret that I cannot offer myself in your stead.”

Loren smiled tremulously through his tears. “Do not regret this, Sentinel. You have achieved what my father asked of you, and more. It has been an honor to have spent my last days with you.”

Nala bowed her head again, just as she had with the Seer. “The honor is mine,” she said, choked with sorrow. “I shall tell the king of your bravery.”

“Bravery?” Loren was still shaking, struggling to steady his clasp on the Stone. “That’s not what this is, Nala. It’s necessity. Nothing more.”

Tam sprang to her feet, suddenly furious. “That’s what bravery is, you blithering—” Now Tam understood why Emeraude had once called her brave, when all Tam had been was afraid. Tam grabbed Loren’s sleeve, almost upsetting the Stone. “Last days? Last days? Sod that. There has to be another way.”

“There isn’t. Tam,” Loren said, and his voice quavered, as if it was saying Tam’s name that was the last straw for him, the only goodbye he couldn’t bear to say. “Tam, there is no other way. It has to be me.”

Loren didn’t touch Tam, didn’t so much as hold her hand, like he’d lose his nerve if he did. He was just a boy. Gods, he was just a boy—a frightened, uncertain boy condemned to death too early. And it showed.

With a final lingering glance, Loren took in Tam’s features like he’d never see them again. Then he stepped away from her and lifted the bowl to his lips. It was a fateful repetition of Soma’s actions. Tam’s sight narrowed and darkened, tunneling as if it were her own life hanging in the balance, not Loren’s.

Maybe it was the bond. Maybe it was the friendship between them that Tam had never acknowledged, a friendship she now lamented not acknowledging. It was too late. It was always too late. She had been too late to thank her parents for their love, too late to spar with Dale, and now, too late to tell Loren how important he was to her. Perhaps Loren could feel it through their bond, but was that enough? Would it ever be enough? Would it not always eat away at Tam like a rot of the conscience, that she had failed her friend even in this?

The bond.

That was when it dawned on Tam. Soma had never said it had to be an elf that unleashed the Stone. She had said that only elven magic could unlock it, but didn’t Tam, bonded as she was to Loren, have some elven magic in her? A trace amount, as Soma had explained, but just enough for the Stone to detect?

Tam moved faster than light itself, instinct taking over before her thought had even completed itself, before her purpose had even transmitted itself to Loren through the bond. Tam barreled into Loren, her spear knocking Loren’s arms aside as she dove under them and claimed the Stone for herself.

Loren screamed, perceiving belatedly what Tam intended, but he could not stop her. Tam was already drinking from the Stone. She was barely conscious of doing it, because Loren’s scream resounded within her, not just in her ears but in her soul, the bond sparking alive within her as sheer, unadulterated magic poured into her. It was a deluge of power that sang in her veins, a bolt of lightning that jolted through her. It singed her throat as she drank it, her tongue tasting of coppery ash.

The earth tilted on its axis. Everything slid sideways, and then Tam was falling, hitting the dirt and retching and retching, but nothing came up. Her vision sizzled and wavered, every form and motion around her shining in varying shades and intensities of silver. All the other colors bled away, fading as the sky did before an eclipse, leaving nothing but that throbbing, omnipresent silver in its wake. Gods, this was—this was magic, and it was everywhere. It was life itself. Was this what Soma always saw? How had she maintained her sanity after seeing this? After seeing nothing but this for a thousand years?

Someone gathered her up and helped her back to her feet. It was Loren, and Tam only recognized him because she could inherently distinguish the precise tinge of silvery white that was Loren’s self, flickering like a flame before her eyes. She couldn’t see Loren’s body. She could see nothing as she could before—there were no boundaries, no limits to anything. That limitlessness was rupturing her mind. It was a devastating, inescapable disintegration that rattled through her like a hurricane, gaining momentum, picking up fragments of her as it spun.

“I’m… I’m blind. Loren, I’m blind, I can’t see—I mean, I can, but not—not—”

“Breathe.” Loren sounded breathless himself, wracked by grief. It was a grief that Tam could feel through their bond, but it was just one impression among a trillion, drowned out by a cacophony of light and noise and silver, silver all around her. “Breathe, Tam. You’re not blind like Soma is, it’s just that the Stone has possessed you and has taken over your eyes. We have to make it to the peak.”

“We?” Tam fought to free herself from Loren. “No, you have to go with Nala and Soma. I’ll… I’ll go up to the peak without you.”

“How will you get there? You can’t see.”

“I can see enough. And what I can’t see, I can feel.” Tam extended her hands out in front of her, and her fingertips caught on a silky tangle that she vaguely identified as Loren’s hair. “Let me go.”

“Like hell I will.” Loren seized Tam around the waist and hoisted her up onto his back. Tam scrabbled for purchase against Loren’s skinny shoulders, existence once again rocking around her.

“What are you doing?” Tam hissed.

“Staying with you.” Loren staggered under Tam’s weight before he found his footing. Then they started to ascend, Loren grunting with effort. He swayed and halted, swayed and halted, as if climbing the mountain step by step, hauling himself upward. “I can’t let you die alone. I won’t let you die alone.”

“That was the plan, you twit!” Tam shouted, enraged. “What use is it if you die along with me?”

“Be still, or I’ll topple off Mount Zivan altogether and your sacrifice will be moot.”

Tam quieted, if only because the both of them dying due to an argument would be too anticlimactic after what she’d just gone through.

Besides, they had a world to save.

Tam would save Loren too. Somehow. She had the Stone within her, and though it possessed her body, her sight, and increasingly her mind, she still had control over it. Somewhat. It was a tenuous control, liable to snap like an ever-thinning thread, because, just as Soma had warned, Tam was shattering around the power she had ingested. It was too huge for any being to accommodate without bursting like the shell of a seed around a sprout—a sprout that shot uncontrollably outward, uncaring of the cracked husk it left behind.

Tam wasn’t a husk yet. She would hang on to whatever control she had until she’d dispatched her mission, until she’d shored up a dome of earth to shelter Loren from the landslide. The picture arose in her psyche as if the magic had made the suggestion itself, twining seamlessly with her intentions even as it prepared to surge out of her and into the surrounding earth.

Tam knew they had reached the summit by the sudden violent whipping of the wind around them on the exposed mountaintop. Silver whirled around her in eddies that sparkled and spiraled. It would have almost been lovely had the situation not been so dire.

Loren set her down with such care that Tam did not even stumble, and then he said thickly, as if it wrecked him to say it, “Now, Tam. You must unleash the Stone.” Loren retreated behind her and enfolded her in an embrace. At her back, Tam felt Loren’s warmth, and at her nape, Tam felt the press of his face, the wetness of his tears. “I’m with you,” he whispered. “I’m right here with you. Do it.”

Do it.

A serenity overtook Tam, even amidst the gradual eroding of her will that she now saw as if from far away, from somewhere above herself. The Earthstone’s magic was rising within her, poised to drown out her awareness at any moment.

But that awareness had expanded, sinking into the very roots of the mountain, all the way across to the overpass where Danis’s army was stationed. Thousands of feet marched steadily and inexorably through the pass, and to Tam, it was as though those feet marched upon her very skin, the footfalls echoing down to her bones. The mountain was her body, the ledges and outcrops her limbs, and the summit her eyes. She had become the mountain. A single sweep of her arm would send the mountainside crumbling, crushing the army below.

Now was the time. There would be none other. In the shrinking, splintering seconds before the magic utterly consumed her, Tam let go.

She let her will course through her and through the mountain itself. Fall, she commanded it. To the north and to the west. Crush those that are soulless and preserve those that are not. Go. Go forth. In her mind Tam saw Danis’s army as a mass of leaden black, a cancerous absence of life, a void where there should be a pulsing river of silver. Destroy them all.

It began with a rumble—a rumble resembling that of thunder, thrumming with electricity like the flash at the center of a storm cloud. The ground beneath Tam and Loren quaked. Particles of dust rose into the air, a glittering curtain of silver suspended before Tam’s very eyes. A distant roar drew nearer and nearer, reverberating from the mountain’s core to emerge as a deafening crack.

The tide of magic rising within Tam swelled to a towering crest before slamming downward, like a giant fist pulverizing the earth. The entire north side of the mountain came down with a boom so loud that it was almost beyond hearing, more a vibration than a sound, punching through Tam’s eardrums even as Loren’s arms tightened around her.

Loren.

Tam had ensured that Nala and Soma would be untouched on the south side of the mountain, but Loren… Loren was right here with her. Like he had promised to be.

Save him, Tam pleaded with the Earthstone, because she had to, she just had to. The magic was leaving her as it did her bidding, the wave that had risen within her now ebbing, taking her consciousness with it. Taking her into death. Save him, please. Take me, but save him.

It could not be borne that Loren would die like this, that he would die with Tam only because of a bond that had been inflicted on him by chance.

Beyond the crashing around them—thunderclap after thunderclap, with the very ground caving beneath them—Tam heard Loren sob into her ear.

“It wasn’t just the bond, Tam. It wasn’t just….”

But Loren was lying, because just before Tam could leave her body, Loren dragged her back, his life force twining with hers just as his fingers had twined with hers yesternight. Just before she could drift away, there he was, anchoring her, their bond a wire of crackling gold that tied Tam to him.

The fool. He’d go with her if he kept this up. Tam tried to sever herself from him even as the Stone sapped the life from her. She would die here, but Loren would not. Tam would insist on it with her last breath.

When the price of many lives is only one, then it is a price that must be paid, Soma had said.

Not this one, Tam thought fiercely, ordering the Earthstone to form a dome around Loren as she had envisioned. Never this one. Never Loren.

The order used up what remained of the Stone’s power. The earth that had been buckling beneath them curved up in an arc of rock, blocking them from the hail of stone that was seemingly descending from the sky but was really the spray resulting from Zivan’s partial ruin. The mountaintop on which they stood had been pushed southward, where it would be protected.

Loren would live. Loren had to live.

Yes, the Stone answered.

The magic within Tam receded, like the ocean drawing back over a beach, taking the sand with it.

For she was only sand, in the end. Grain by grain, atom by atom, she was reabsorbed by the silver that shimmered and pulsated around her. Her identity as Tamsin Bladeborn, as a finite being, was washing away in the sea of infinity.

Goodbye, comrade, Tam said to Loren through the fraying thread of their bond, which was stretched to breaking point as Tam traveled farther and farther away from it, past the veil that separated the living from the dead. Be well.

And then Tam hurtled into the abyss.

 

 

THE ABYSS was very comfy. Tam had to give it that. It was fluffy—exceedingly fluffy, even, like a cloud made of down feathers—but it was also warm. Tam could not have been warmer had she been an egg nestled under the breast of a plump mother hen.

Why birds and feathers were featuring so prominently in Tam’s imagination, she had no clue, but it must be because of all this softness surrounding her. Loren’s arms hadn’t been this soft when they’d surrounded her. They’d been bony and awkward and, frankly, a bit uncomfortable.

Not that Loren would welcome constructive criticism on his hugging technique—if such criticisms were ever offered, which they probably weren’t. Social mores, and all that. Politeness. Tam wasn’t suited to it, but she had to try. Else she’d never be a functioning member of society.

Except that Tam wasn’t sure she was functioning at all. Afloat as she was in this blessed softness, there was a persistent doubt at the back of her mind that this was all an illusion, that she was forgetting some vital piece of information.

Her body was missing. That was it. There was all this softness around Tam, but what was she feeling it with? Where were her hands? Her legs? Where was her skin? It was just gone, like a sock pulled off a foot, revealing what was within it. But Tam wasn’t even a foot, was she? She had no toes to wriggle. She had nothing but her… her-ness. What was she without the flesh that contained her, that animated her? What was a fire without its kindling? What was smoke without air?

Oh, Tam realized. Silly me. I’m dead.

It wasn’t as alarming an epiphany as it should’ve been. There was a twinge of sadness within her, that she wouldn’t have any more of Loren’s hugging, or of Kay’s handholding, or of Maryada’s sparring. That she wouldn’t ever have to whinge about the wateriness of the gruel served at the dorm. That she wouldn’t ever have to grimace as she scrubbed the mud off her boots.

They were small things. Everyday things. It wasn’t the big things that Tam missed, funnily enough—the significant things, the oaths she had sworn, the battles she had trained to fight. No, it was the simplicity of being in a body that she missed most of all—the sunlight on her face, the scrape of her spear against her palms when she hadn’t polished it enough, the prickling trickle of sweat down her back.

But these were just flashes of memory. They vanished into the softness which surrounded her, and as time went on—did time even exist here?—the flashes of memory became less relevant. Less bothersome. Names and faces began to merge.

And it was all right. It was more than all right. Tam had done what she’d pledged to do. She had served. She had protected. As her memories dwindled away, only that knowledge endured, and it soothed her back to sleep.

 

 

WHEN TAM next woke—if it could be called waking—the abyss was just as comfy, but now she had toes to wriggle in it. Toes! She’d thought they’d gone! She had fingers, too, spasming back to life amidst that softness, and ears that registered the rustling of sheets.

Tam didn’t understand. Had she not shuffled off her mortal coil? What was it doing shuffling itself back onto her? Once again the image of a sock being slid back onto a foot entered her mind. Why was she so preoccupied with socks? First feathers, and now socks. The afterlife had clearly made a muddle of her.

A name was spoken—her own name, if Tam wasn’t mishearing it—and when she turned toward it, as slowly as a fly rotating in honey, she caught weeping, as well.

Don’t cry, she said, but what emerged was, “Drfgh.” Her jaw appeared to have locked. Her throat had dried and stiffened, like a kitchen sponge left out in the sun. Her vocal cords had hardened into toothpicks, sharp-tipped and poking at the base of her tongue. Ack.

Water. Water, water, water. Where could a girl get water around here?

Tam fumbled vaguely in the direction of what she assumed would be a bedside table, since she was—obviously, miraculously—on a bed. Her belief that she was in the afterlife was being swiftly replaced by the disappointing awareness that she was not, because the afterlife couldn’t be this unpleasant. The glorious softness of the blankets around her was no longer sufficient to drown out the insistent notifications of her body.

She had a body. How novel it was to be in possession of a flesh-bag again! Her soul had been crammed back into it like mince into a sausage, leaving her feeling overfull and about to split. Her skin sat oddly on her, at once too tight and too loose, like an ill-woven coat. If Astar had been stitching her back together, He’d done a poor job of it. Gods shouldn’t try to be tailors. They were terrible at it. Tam did neater work on the holes in her clothes, and she was renowned for being awful at sewing.

Eventually Tam’s fingertips encountered a cool, curved, glassy surface, and she groped at it ineffectually. Whoever was weeping theatrically beside her finally hearkened to her plight and made themselves useful, snatching what Tam presumed was a jug from her feeble grip. There was a delicious pouring sound—the tinkling of water. Yum, water.

Gimme, Tam said, even though her traitorous mouth only produced, “Grm.”

The lip of a goblet was pressed against her lips, and sweet nirvana flowed into her mouth, a cold rush of indescribable relief. She let out a garbled moan.

Before Tam could thank her helper, her brain decided that this was the optimal time to take the scenic route back to oblivion.

She went under with a tiny burp.

 

 

NALA WAS sitting by Tam’s bedside when Tam reawakened. Whoever had been crying before, it couldn’t have been Nala; she was as expressionless as a plank of wood. She fit right into the décor, which was yet more planks of wood, topped with the twining branches overhead that were typical of elvish ceilings. If Tam wasn’t mistaken, she was back in Emeraude’s elf-issued chambers.

“You are awake,” Nala said noncommittally. “The prince told us that you had returned to the corporeal realm.” She hesitated. “It is good to have you back.”

Tam blinked. Repeatedly. “Um,” she said, grateful that her voice was cooperating with her again and wasn’t just an indecipherable croak. “I’m fairly sure I’m still dead if you’re expressing joy at me being alive.”

“Not joy.” Nala folded her arms mulishly. “Studied indifference.”

“So you had to study to be indifferent to me? That’s progress.” Tam reflected. “Or I’m dead.”

“You are not dead.”

“But I was?”

“Briefly.”

“How briefly?”

Nala seemed reluctant to tell her—but, being Nala, she didn’t spare anyone the facts. “Eight weeks.”

“Eight weeks?” Tam was appalled. “It felt more like eight minutes. Eight very cozy minutes.” Tam shifted in bed, clammy in her bedclothes. “Did I mention I miss the afterlife? It was very comfortable. No complaints whatsoever. Top-notch accommodation.”

“Why don’t you go back to it, if you like it that much?” Nala snapped sourly.

“Aw, you missed me. Just confess that you missed me.”

“I missed you,” Nala said impassively. And then she just… sat there. As expressionless as ever.

Tam’s words got all jumbled up in her mouth. “You—did you just—” She floundered. “Is this a prank? Did Loren dare you to do this? Although he’s not the sort who’d dare anyone. Not even himself.”

“I did miss you.” Nala shrugged. “It is the truth.”

“Holy gods,” Tam breathed. “It’s just like the saying goes. The truth is stranger than fiction.”

“It is not so strange. I missed your pointless chattering and your frequent attempts to get me to kill you.”

“I wasn’t attempting to get you to kill me. You just wanted to kill me. All on your own.”

“Perhaps.” Nala studied her fingernails. “You will be glad to hear that Seer Soma is in excellent health. She visits the Pool of Healing daily to restore her vitality, but she is almost as she was before.”

“You bet I’m glad!” Tam beamed. She’d successfully brought down only the north side of the mountain, then. And Loren was skipping about telling people of her legendary return from the dead, so he must be healthy too. “Did I squash Danis’s army like bugs?”

At that, a real emotion darted across Nala’s face—pleasure. “Yes. Like bugs. Twitching, sticky bugs.”

“Were they all buried in the landslide?”

“All but a few stragglers. I went back with my Sentinels afterward to finish them off.”

“Yes!” Tam pumped her fist victoriously. “That should set Danis back by months, if not a year.”

“Aye,” Nala concurred. “The pass is permanently barred. It will be impossible for Danis to breach Mount Zivan even after he does recoup his forces. The only access to Astaris will now be via the sea, and shipping his legions to us will delay Danis’s invasion by many months more, in addition to the months it takes him to assemble a new military. By then, we’ll be ready for him.”

“We?” Tam smirked. “What an improvement that is to our team morale! Congratulations on overcoming your xenophobia.”

Nala leveled Tam with a flat gaze. “Congratulations on overcoming your death.”

“Thanks! And you’re right about Danis. The greedy bugger sent his whole army to us so he could conquer us in one fell swoop. He planned to take us like he took Axenborg—raze us to our foundations, slaughter us all, convert us into his mindless slaves, and use us to pursue his conquest of the world. But we kicked his arse, didn’t we? Let’s see how fast the bastard can conjure up more undead soldiers.” Tam spat on the sheets. “May Astar curse him.”

“It would be handier if your god did more than just curse him,” Nala observed. “Totally annihilating him would be more helpful.”

Tam smacked the bed enthusiastically. “You know what? That’s an excellent idea. I’ll bring up the issue with Astar when I pray to Him. Maybe He’ll listen.”

“Maybe? He’s rather unreliable for a god.”

“Gods are unreliable. That’s what makes them gods. You can’t hold them accountable, but they can hold you accountable.”

Nala frowned. “That is unjust.”

“So is life. Anyway!” Tam continued cheerfully. Now that she’d been raised from the dead, she was unflappable. Who wouldn’t be? “So what happened to the Stone? Do you not have an Earthstone, after I blew it to smithereens?”

“Do not flatter yourself, human,” Nala said archly. “There is little you can do to extinguish that which is timeless. The Seers and the Stones are extensions of nature, and thus, they are eternal. Much like a new Seer is born upon the passing of the previous Seer, a new Earthstone is formed whenever the previous Stone is demolished. It grows out of the earth at the center of the Wanderwood, fed by the energies of the forest itself.”

“Lucky Stone, I guess.” Tam plucked at her sheets. “And lucky me. Why am I alive? Shouldn’t I be dead? Very, very dead?”

“You were. I believe I mentioned that.”

“But you didn’t give me an explanation! I need an explanation.”

Nala sighed, as if further exposition was beyond her. “I shall depart and send in the prince, instead. Conversing with you is giving me a headache.”

“You smooth talker, you.”

Nala ignored her. “The prince’s vigil has been unremitting for these eight weeks. He has slept and woken by your bed every day and every night since we brought you back. Not for an hour has he left your side.”

“Yeah?” Tam’s eyes darted around. There was a rumpled mattress on the floor; that must be where Loren had been sleeping. “So where is he now?”

“Recovering.”

“Recovering? From what?”

“From your resurrection.”

“I wasn’t aware my resurrection was so heinous an occurrence that it required recovering from.”

“You do not comprehend the bond,” Nala said. “You do not comprehend its depth, nor what it can do to a soul when its other half is torn away from it.”

“Shouldn’t he be rejoicing that I’m back, then?”

“Joy is a complicated sentiment. In times like these, it is two parts grief.” Nala’s mouth twisted. “And one part rage.”

“You…. It’s like you have a complex understanding of emotions!” Tam exclaimed. “Who are you and what have you done with my beloved Sentinel Nala?”

“Be… belove….” Nala shot up from her chair like Tam had chucked a scorpion at her. “I am going. The prince will be in shortly.”

Nala escaped like the hounds of hell were after her. No sooner had she exited the door than Loren came in, looking very un-Loren-y. Tam couldn’t describe it, but he was… off, somehow. Not like himself.

“Loren! You’re safe!” Tam greeted him happily, then examined him. Closely. Loren’s ever-present veneer of perfection was markedly ruffled, and the luster of his magic was dimmed. When he saw Tam, he didn’t even smile. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing,” Loren said blankly and sat on the very chair Nala had just vacated. His eyes were bloodshot.

“Have you been crying?”

“No.”

“Well, you’ve either tossed pepper into your eyes or you’ve been crying. Speaking of which, weren’t you crying continuously during the Earthstone ritual? And wasn’t it you I heard crying when I woke up? Tsk, tsk, noble prince. Where is your dignity?”

“In the grave,” Loren said. There was still that strangeness to him, that blankness, his movements rigid and lacking their customary grace. It was how a man with a deep wound would move—stiffly, tensely, cautiously. But there were no wounds on Loren that Tam could see. “Where you used to be.”

“Metaphorically, I hope? You didn’t actually bury me, did you?”

“No, Tam, we didn’t bury you.”

“Then why are you acting like you did?”

Loren said nothing. He was just so… different. His body was strung with tension, curving in on itself as if bracing for a blow. What was he so guarded against? It was like he was terrified that Tam might attack him. Which was bizarre. It had been easier talking to Nala. And that was saying something.

After several minutes of stewing in an inexplicable silence, Loren dug his hands into his pockets and extracted handfuls of round, red, glossy fruit, which he deposited in a leaf-shaped bowl by Tam’s bed.

Tam’s stomach grumbled. She was so hungry. Nay, she was starving. “Are those actual cherries?”

“They certainly aren’t imaginary ones,” Loren said tightly.

Tam peered at him. “Are you annoyed with me, or what? Because you aren’t your usual self.”

“Annoyed? Annoyed?” Loren exploded suddenly, lunging forward and wringing the blankets on Tam’s bed like they had personally offended him. Tam leaned back, startled. “And what is my usual self? The simpering, useless fool who was left holding your corpse?”

“My….” Tam gulped. “Corpse? Er. How… how did you… bring me back?”

“You lost your life. Only my bond pulled it back into you. But at a price.”

“What price?” Tam counted her limbs, checking that they were all there. They were. “Am I intact?”

“You are.”

Tam’s heart dropped, like a penny into a bottomless well. “But you aren’t.”

“That’s not—” Loren huffed. “—that’s not why I’m angry. That’s not what bothers me. What bothers me is that you, despite being a human who could easily have avoided taking on the Stone, deliberately put yourself in the path of its destruction. Why did you do it?”

“Weren’t you about to do the same? If I hadn’t stopped you….”

“If you hadn’t stopped me, I’d be dead. Yes. But I’m an elf. For an elf to sacrifice himself to the Earthstone is right and proper.”

Tam rolled her eyes. “Oh, blast your ‘right and proper.’ You’re my friend, I couldn’t have let you—”

“Friend?” Loren said keenly. “Wasn’t I naught but a comrade?”

“I’d do it for a comrade too! It’s not virtuous to lie back and let a comrade die for you if you can stop it.”

“Not if you can die instead?” The anger seemed to desert Loren all at once, and he hunched. Tam noticed how worn out he was, his immaculate appearance roughened by fatigue, his clothing creased, his ordinarily flawless hair in disarray. And there was that stiffness to him, that wounded stiffness, which was beginning to scare Tam the more she saw of it.

“What happened to you?” Tam asked quietly. “What price did you pay?”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Loren said after a while, almost guiltily. “I did it all on my own. It was practically unavoidable, given that I was bonded to you. If you hadn’t offered yourself in my stead, I’d be dead altogether. At least with this, I’ll live.”

“At least with what?” Tam demanded, panic thinning out her breaths. By Astar, she hated being alive. It came with all these feelings, feelings she’d figured she was over with. “Loren. Just tell me. Or I’ll beat it out of you in a sparring session.”

“You’re banned from sparring—or any other physical activity—for another fortnight. You’ve been comatose, Tam. You have to heal from it, because if you don’t—”

“Right, yes, I’ll heal from it! But what about you? What can’t you heal from?”

Loren shuffled in his chair like he was nervous. He looked down at the floor, and then up at the ceiling, and then across at the cherries in the bowl. Anywhere but at Tam. “I’m not immortal anymore,” he mumbled.

The announcement rang within Tam like a gong. A horrible queasiness roiled in her. “What?”

“That’s why I… that’s why we could both live. You offered most of your life force, which was why you were momentarily dead—and, after that, in a slumber that lasted eight weeks. I could only counterbalance your sacrifice with mine. I could only compensate for pulling you back from the edge by offering some life force of my own.”

“And the Stone claimed your immortality.”

“It was an equitable exchange,” Loren said as convincingly as he could. “Two lives were offered, so the Stone took half of each. It took enough from you to send you into a coma and most of your organs into failure, and enough from me to render me mortal. Since then, I’ve become like you. You can die of injury, accident, and disease, and now, so can I. It’s only fair, if you think about it.”

“If I think about it? I don’t want to think about it! Is that why you’re moving like an old man? Because having your immortality ripped away from you hurts just that much?”

“Having you ripped away from the bond hurt worse. Now that you’re back and awake, I’m improving. Losing my immortality isn’t that much of a deal.”

“That much of a—” Tam almost exploded, herself. “You could’ve lived a thousand years, like Soma, but now you may scarcely live for ten! What if you get the pox and vomit yourself to death? What if you get poisoned by a mysterious jungle berry and perish while frothing at the mouth?”

Loren paled. “Thank you for that reassuring imagery.”

“No problem.” Tam sulked. “Welcome to mortality.”

“To put a positive spin on things,” Loren said optimistically, after visibly marshaling his reserves, “I won’t outlive you. Not by a lot.”

That was a positive spin? It only succeeded in being morbid. “I wanted you to outlive me.”

“Too bad. Because I won’t.” Loren fiddled with the hem of his tunic. “You’re correct about why I look weary. I’m still recuperating from the loss of my immortality—and the temporary loss of my bondmate. It’s made a dent in my magic. But I’m on the mend, I swear. And so are you. We’ll be fine.”

“Sayeth the elf who traded his immortality for a casual sparring partner.”

“No.” Loren was painfully earnest. “For a friend.”

Tam threw her head back against her pillow and glared up at the leafy roof. “Why couldn’t you have just let me toddle off to the underworld? It’s nice down there! I’ve been there! I know!”

“I couldn’t let you die exactly because of why you couldn’t let me die. Because of our friendship.”

“No,” Tam contradicted him, “because of our bond. You said it yourself. If it hadn’t been for the bond—”

“If it hadn’t been for the bond,” Loren said stubbornly, “you’d still be the oaf who sparred with me during peace negotiations. You’d still be the blockhead who volunteered for a suicide mission and then swapped your life for mine. You’d still be you, Tam. And I’d still—” Loren cut himself off. “Never mind. Did Nala tell you that the Seer is regaining her strength?”

It was a blatant change of subject, but given that they were getting nowhere with the current subject, Tam permitted Loren the evasion. Besides, bickering like brats wouldn’t appease her. Tam wouldn’t be satisfied until she was out of bed and trouncing Loren in that promised spar. “She did. What of Queen Emeraude? Has she returned to her fortress? I doubt she can afford shunning her kingdom for eight weeks, especially not in the midst of a war, and especially not with Kay as regent. By now, Kay must’ve made it mandatory for every citizen to read two hundred pages of an encyclopedia a day. He must be on the brink of getting assassinated.”

“I have not been apprised of Prince Kay’s political reputation, only that he is arranging an expedition to the Wanderwood to see you. As for your queen, it is as you say. She has long since taken her delegation back to her palace. She has asked for regular missives about your condition to be delivered to her, however, and has decreed that you are to be escorted to the palace after you have healed. Or you may ride back, if you prefer.”

“Eh, if Maple will have me. I’ve nearly died so often that she might prefer a rider with a lengthier lifespan.” Tam glowered at Loren. “Because of your tomfoolery, that rider can’t be you. Your lifespan’s like mine now.”

“I beg to differ. You’re still more likely to go leaping off the nearest cliff than I am.”

“Ha! I’ve already made a cliff crumble, remember?” Tam flexed her biceps. “I’m far mightier than any rock formation.”

Loren snorted. “You weren’t that mighty when you were dead.”

“And what a sojourn into nothingness that was. Memorable in the extreme.”

Now that the conversation had been steered into calmer waters, Tam did what she’d been yearning to do all along—she snatched some cherries from the bowl on the bedside table and shoved them into her mouth.

“Mmm.” Tam closed her eyes in ecstasy. The cherries must be magical, because they didn’t have any pits. As if that wasn’t convenient enough, they’d been stripped of their stems, which meant there was no work involved in devouring them. They were just bite after bite of pure bliss—tart, juicy, and divine.

There was a weird lull. Tam couldn’t discern why it was weird, but when she opened her eyes, Loren was staring at her.

“Whaff?” she said around her mouthful of cherries, her cheeks stuffed like a squirrel’s. Juice dribbled down her chin.

Loren kept staring. Mayhap he was scandalized by Tam’s unrefined behavior.

Which only goaded Tam into behaving more unrefined. She stuffed loads of cherries into her mouth and grinned around them—a red, toothy grin.

Loren didn’t grin back. He looked distinctly constipated, and when he spoke, it was with a halting, faltering clumsiness. “I overheard the end of your discussion with Nala.”

“Did you?” Tam managed after swallowing her cherries. She stole a dozen more.

“You respect her, don’t you? You like her. You might even… more-than-like her.”

Tam squinted at Loren for a few seconds, and then it struck her. She’d called Nala “beloved,” albeit in jest, and Loren had heard it. Was that why he was looking so constipated? What did it even have to do with him? “Are you implying that I’m in love with Nala?”

“You get along with her more than you do with me!” Loren argued.

“Since when can my clever comebacks to her death threats be classified as ‘getting along’?”

“For you, isn’t that the very definition of getting along?”

It was. Dammit. “All right, I admit it. I like Nala. I respect her. Just don’t tell her that, or she’ll break out in hives of revulsion and will kill me in my sleep for fear that I might start courting her. Not that I’ll start courting her,” Tam added quickly. “I don’t like her in that way.” Tam paused, then confided, “I’ve never liked anybody in that way.”

“Never?” Loren asked incredulously.

“Never. Maybe I can’t. There are some folks who can’t like anybody, and never do. Or maybe I’m too busy with spear-craft to bother with all this ‘liking’ business. Give me my spear and an enemy to stab with it, I say. That’s my definition of romance.”

“You are a warped and troubled creature,” Loren muttered, but he was in a much brighter mood than before.

“Aw, you know just how to compliment me.” Then it hit Tam why Loren might be merrier now that Tam’s supposed feelings for Nala had been put aside. “You can woo Nala, if you wish,” Tam said generously. “I won’t stand in your way.”

“Woo—” Loren broke off and just gaped at her. Then he erupted into a series of such indistinguishable, indignant snarling noises that all Tam could do was blink at him. While still producing those noises, Loren gesticulated wildly at Tam before making an abrupt about-turn and stomping out of the room.

“Bloody peculiar, these elves are,” Tam remarked to nobody in particular. She sank back into her heavenly bed, resting the bowl of cherries on her chest so she could eat directly from there without having to stretch toward the side table.

Luxury, Tam decided, was lying in a soft bed and having food within easy reach. She’d had it with epic quests and sleeping on stony, inhospitable ground with only a growling stomach to keep her company.

For now, she had no quests to worry about—no heroics, no antics, no magics. Destiny could wait until she’d dealt with these cherries.
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