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               Back in the days when I thought everything had to be a short story, I tried to cram this novel into twenty pages of text. When Algis Budrys saw those twenty pages at a workshop, he told me I had to look into myself and find the real story. Patrick L. Price, then editor at Amazing, told me to tell the entire tale. Dean Wesley Smith, who has been with me from almost the beginning of this, told me to make the story into the novel it deserves to be. I have finally taken all of their advice.

               So, this book is for AJ, Pat, and Dean. Thanks, guys.

               It’s also for Paul Higginbotham and Steve Braungin, my favorite pair of twins.
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      PARDU STOPPED AT the open door and wiped the sweat from his face. The desert’s heat shimmered in here, making the room feel tight and close. Pardu stopped as the smell hit him. Rank and fetid, the smell almost overpowered him before he recognized it. Blood and fear and something raw, something his long-dead brother once called invigorating. The smell of the battlefield. The smell of death.

      The low murmur of women’s voices drifted from the room. A girl cried out, and someone shushed her. Pardu smiled. No one should scream at the birth of a king. He pushed the silken curtain back and stepped inside.

      Four women surrounded the naked girl. Her distended breasts rested against her overlarge belly. She leaned against the birthing couch, her legs spread, a large, blood-drenched pillow beneath them to catch the little king. Her eyes were wide, her hair matted to her face. For a brief, breathless moment, she looked as she had in passion: cheeks flushed, eyes glazed and too bright, lips soft and rounded. Then she began to pant, and the pain spasmed through her body and into her face. She didn’t know he was there, but the midwives did. They nodded once and returned to their task.

      The smell had faded, although the heat was more intense. He walked across the parquet floor and crouched next to the midwife by the girl’s feet. The edge of the child’s skull pushed against her pubic hair.

      “Pardu.” The girl’s surprised whisper echoed against the curtains. She thought he had forgotten her—and he had, for the most part, since the child had begun to ruin her slender figure. He had other lovers, better lovers, although none had ever borne him a child. And he thought of this child daily, planning great things for the life of his son.

      “Push, Lanie,” one of the midwives said.

      The girl half groaned, half sighed, and the child’s head appeared, covered with a milky fluid and bits of blood.

      “Again,” said the midwife next to Pardu.

      “I can’t,” the girl whispered.

      Pardu pushed the midwife aside, and cradled his son’s soft, sticky head in his hand. “You will,” he said and glanced up. The girl’s eyes were frightened. “Push.”

      She gritted her teeth, and her face grew red with straining. He cupped his son’s head and watched as the shoulders appeared, then the entire child, trailing a cord, fell into his hands with a bloody, sucking sound. Pardu glanced for a penis, saw it small and shiny with fluid, then held the child up in triumph.

      “My son!” he said.

      The midwife snatched the child from him and dabbed the baby’s eyes and wiped the slime from its nose. The baby choked, then coughed and wheezed. No cries from this little one. He would be strong, like his father.

      Pardu was about to stand when the girl moaned. The moan rose into a scream as one of the midwives pushed on her belly. Another head pushed its way out of her opening, followed quickly by shoulders. Pardu had to move quickly to grab the child before it fell to the pillow below.

      Another son, still attached to its mother by the long, kinked cord. Pardu stared at the child, remembering the series of fortune-tellers, the long, pitched battles, the nights he had lain awake agonizing. All he had to do was take the cord, wrap it around the child’s neck and squeeze. He had killed enough men in his time. What was one son’s life to protect another son’s legacy?

      The midwife took the child from Pardu, cleaned its eyes and nose and, when it didn’t breathe, slapped it. The child wailed, revealing good, healthy lungs.

      Pardu closed his eyes. For the first time since he had entered the birth room, he felt ill. Two sons. Twins. The elder would have to rule.

      He opened his eyes. The twins rested on pillows, squirming as the midwives swabbed the blood off their skin. Pardu couldn’t tell which was which, and soon the midwives wouldn’t be able to either. The elder would have no claim, no legitimate claim, because no one would know for sure which child appeared first.

      Pardu walked to the door, pushed the curtain back, and motioned for one of his men. “Send the heart readers,” he said.

      The man nodded and walked across the sunbaked sand to the main palace. Pardu returned to the stifling room. The girl cradled his sons, one against each breast. The smaller baby nuzzled, while the larger suckled heartily. The midwives had clipped the cords and were taking them and the afterbirth outside to dry for the womb casters. One of the midwives remained, wiping up the blood.

      The girl smiled at him. A strand of hair curled against her flushed cheek. “We have sons.”

      He did not smile back. “One of them will have to die.”

      The other child began to suckle. The girl glanced at both of them and a tear ran out of the corner of her eye. She shook her head, slowly.

      “Heart readers,” a male voice said. The curtain swished open and two elderly women hurried into the room. They bowed before Pardu and he noted that their white hair was thinning against their skulls. Dust covered their robes.

      “Welcome,” he said, fulfilling custom.

      The women stood. One opened the side of her robe and pulled a slate from a sewn-in pouch. The other said, “Who do we read?”

      Their eyes were shiny raisins against their leathery skin. For a moment, Pardu wondered at trusting the lives of his sons, of his own future, to these women. Then he remembered his sixteenth birthday, when the heart readers had pointed at him, and his first command, when the heart readers had shown him the treachery in Ilande. Heart readers had never failed him.

      “You read my sons.” He pointed to the babies. The girl clutched them tighter and turned away slightly, as if she could protect them with her body.

      The heart reader without the slate smiled. “Beg pardon, sire, but we cannot read newborns.”

      Pardu clenched his fists together. “I need them read to determine succession.”

      “Newborns have had no chance to love or to hate,” the heart reader said. “They have not cried except in physical pain.”

      “Newborns have no heart to read.” The other heart reader slipped her slate back into her pouch. “To determine succession now, you must see a womb caster or a fortuneteller.”

      “But they won’t tell me who has a pure heart,” Pardu said.

      “And neither can we,” said the first heart reader. “For that we must wait until they have had a chance to live and to love. We’re sorry, Highness.”

      They bowed again and scurried from the room. The girl smiled at him, but her eyes glittered with rage. “Perhaps you should let the babies grow,” she said. “I’m sure they’ll both have hearts purer than yours.”

      “I’m sure,” Pardu said. He looked at his sons. One had a ridge around his skull, an indentation caused by the birth. The other clutched his mother’s breast with one tiny hand. Perhaps if he raised them equally, one would show an affinity for leadership, while the other did not. Perhaps he wouldn’t need spellcasters, sorcerers, or heart readers.

      He clapped his hands and the remaining midwife started. “Take the children and find a wet nurse,” he said. “I want them raised in the palace.”

      “I can nurse my own sons,” the girl said.

      “They are my sons,” Pardu said. “They shall be raised my way.”

      “Pardu—”

      He waved his hand and silenced her. “Pay Lanie well,” he said to the midwife. “Make sure she can live in comfort if she chooses. Kill her if she tries to so much as see my sons. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sire,” the midwife said.

      Pardu turned, his boots slapping against the parquet floor. The babies did have purer hearts than he did. Twenty years ago, he never would have thought of killing newborns, or of removing them from their mother.

      He slid the curtain back and stepped out into the heat. The sun reflected off the sand and he had to squint against the brightness. He took a deep breath. The air smelled fresh. Perhaps the stench had goaded him into thoughts of killing—the birthing room as a battlefield. The opening gambit in a war that would continue throughout his lifetime if he let it: brother against brother, son against son.
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      TARNE PULLED OUT his sword the moment he saw the village. He waved the weapon above his head and ordered his men to follow. Then he dug his heels into his horse’s side and leaned forward in the saddle, eager to be active again.

      His party of thirty men had been riding most of the day. Early that morning, on a ridge to the south, they had met a ragged force of elderly men and boys, armed with hand-carved weapons and a few burning torches. Tarne’s men had killed them quickly and left most of the bodies strewn across the path, the heads on poles marking the roadside like torches lining the roads in Leanda. He believed the elderly men and boys defended a village—why else appear on a deserted road in a troop without real warriors?—and he had been right.

      He wiped his sweaty brow and tugged at the scarf around his head. The sun was hotter here than it had been at home. His hands, the only exposed part of his body, had turned red, then blistered, and were now lined with painful cracks. He had trouble gripping the reins, but somehow the pain disappeared when he clutched his sword. He glanced back at his men. They were grinning, the smiles fierce on dirt-encrusted faces.

      “One more for Leanda!” he called, and the men cheered. Their cry rose above the clip-clop of horses’ hooves, the snap of clothing in slight wind. Ahead, the mud-brick buildings became distinct. Mud-brick meant water, and water meant victory.

      Women stood outside, clutching children to their skirts. A cripple stood in the middle of the road, leaning on his staff, a thin dog beside him. Chickens flapped their wings and scattered from the road as the troop approached.

      “You have no right here!” the cripple called. His voice broke. Tarne squinted and saw a boy with a man’s shape, one footless leg hovering above the ground. A boy with a man’s shape and a baby’s grace, doing a general’s job.

      “We have every right,” Tarne said. “I claim this village in the name of Pardu, King of Leanda, and his twin sons, Ele and Vasenu!”

      “We are a peaceful people,” the boy said. “We will barter⁠—”

      “You have nothing to barter with.” Tarne’s horse bore down on the boy. Tarne could see the boy’s gaunt features and wide eyes, a sign of sickness or lack of food. “Out of my way, child. The village is mine.”

      The boy did not move. Tarne rode around him and slapped him with the broadside of the sword. The boy lost his balance, fell, and scrambled on his hands and knees to the side of a building. Women screamed and ran inside, dragging the children with them.

      Tarne reined up in front of the circular communal trough, noting the muddy water. More than enough. The horse reared, and Tarne used the extra height to see beyond the handful of buildings. A thin trickle of water ran through what appeared to be a large riverbed. These people lived amid water, a small amount, but the rains would start soon. This land was hot, but water-rich. He was doing well for his king.

      Tarne needed a base. The village was small, but the buildings were solid and built in a semicircle. His men could handle women, children, and a crippled boy.

      “We will camp here,” Tarne said. He patted his horse, calming it. “Secure quarters.”

      The men brought their horses around. Some went farther into the village, while the rest scattered.

      Tarne dismounted. His body shook. He had been expecting battle and it had not come. Funny that he should have thought it would. The old men and boys were the last line of defense. The healthy men and women—the fighters—had to be long dead, or gone, fighting in another section of the country. Only a crippled boy had stood in Tarne’s way. Although, he had learned, sometimes a crippled boy was enough.

      Tarne led his horse to the building where the boy leaned, watching the activity. Tarne brought out his sword, placed its tip under the boy’s chin. “I rule here now,” Tarne said.

      The boy glared at him, then spat on the sword’s blood-flecked blade.

      Tarne pushed harder. A trickle of blood ran down the boy’s neck, followed by another. Tarne smiled a little. The men were securing their quarters. “Should any of my men die or become injured, I will come to you first, do you understand?”

      A girl came to the doorway of the building. Her thin arms hung from the sleeves of her oversized dress, and her bare feet were covered with dirt. Black hair curled around her face, and touched the tips of her budding breasts. Her eyes, as dark as her hair, snapped, not with fear but with anger. “Leave him alone,” she said.

      “Stashie.” The boy’s voice sounded raspy. “Go inside.”

      Another woman screamed, and a man laughed. The girl didn’t take her gaze from Tarne’s face. “He hasn’t harmed you. Leave him alone.”

      Tarne hated her lack of fear. The courageous ones were the ones who hurt him on all of his campaigns, who interfered with his actions, made his command difficult.

      “Stash—”

      The boy’s voice faded into a whistle of air as Tarne shoved the sword through the boy’s throat. The girl stepped back as the blood gushed. The boy flailed, pulling at the blade, and finally stopping. His body slouched, but he remained upright, his chin supported by the sword blade. Tarne pulled the sword out, feeling a tug as the boy’s body held, then toppled forward.

      Now the girl was frightened. Tarne could smell it in the sharpening of her sweat. He let go of the horse’s reins. He pushed past her and went inside.

      The building was cool and dark. He blinked once, letting his eyes adjust, then saw the older woman clutching a young girl in the corner of the room. He brought the blade up. The woman scuttled back, shoving the child behind her. The girl—Stashie?—had come up beside him.

      “This frightens you, doesn’t it?” he asked.

      She crossed her arms in front of her tiny breasts. Her body shook.

      “Doesn’t it?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He pushed the blade closer to the older woman. Blood dripped on her dress. The woman pressed the child against the wall, and backed up as far as she could. Tarne brought his blade closer. Outside, a woman yelped, then wailed, and the sound continued, echoing in the small room. He pushed the blade’s tip against the woman’s throat.

      “Don’t!” Stashie grabbed his loose arm, and he pushed her back. She gasped as she slammed into the wall. The older woman clutched her neck, and he couldn’t tell if the blood he saw there was from a wound he had given her or from the boy.

      Stashie shook herself and then stood. This time she put her hands behind her back, as if she had to hold them to control herself. “I’ll—” Her voice shook. She paused, cleared her throat and started again. “I’ll do anything you want if you leave them alone.”

      He smiled again. She had courage, this one, even when she was frightened. Too bad she belonged to the enemy. Too bad he had to break her spirit. “Anything?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      The woman pushed at the blade—hard—causing Tarne to move the tip and lose his balance. She held her throat and pushed the child ahead of her. Stashie grabbed Tarne’s sword arm and tried to hold it, but he was much stronger. He swung around, this time pinning the child against the wall. “I’ve killed children before,” he said.

      Stashie and the woman stopped moving. The little girl was breathing heavily. Light from the door glinted off the tears on her cheeks.

      “It’s all right, Mama,” Stashie said.

      The woman shook her head. “Better that we die, Stashie, like Tylee did.”

      Tarne watched them. He had seen such struggles before, and each time, they had left him excited.

      “Put your sword down,” Stashie said, “and I’ll do whatever you want.”

      Tarne didn’t move. “Who was the boy outside?”

      “My brother,” Stashie said. “Tylee.”

      Tarne nodded. Not a lover, then, as he had expected. And she still lived in her mother’s home. A virgin. Even better. Her spirit would be easier to break. He eased the sword down. “Get them out of here.”

      The woman grabbed the child, holding her tightly.

      “But it’s our home,” Stashie said.

      “It’s my quarters now.” Tarne moved the sword, and wiped the bloody blade on the woman’s dress. “And you said you would do anything. I assume that means without complaints.”

      Stashie glanced at her mother and the girl. “I’m sorry, Mama.”

      “We’ll be all right,” the woman said. She slunk along the wall, clinging to the child, until they reached the door. Then they ran outside.

      Stashie watched them go. Tarne sheathed his blade.

      “They’re gone,” Stashie said. The little tremor had returned to her voice. “What do you want me to do?”
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      STASHIE WOKE A little after dawn. She huddled on her side, hugging her knees to her chest. The night before she hadn’t so much slept as passed out. Tarne had held her down, sticking his large body in hers, rubbing her, burning her⁠—

      —and she hadn’t made a sound. She had promised. Without complaints. Her mother and sister were somewhere in the village, and as long as Stashie cooperated and didn’t complain, they would live.

      The pallet scratched her back. She opened her eyes and scanned the room. It looked so different with all four pallets sprawled in the middle of the floor, the table pushed against the wall, and the jars in front of the fireplace. Tarne had insisted on inspecting everything, and he had drunk at least half of one of the wine jars. His mouth had tasted sour.

      Stashie spat, and then looked again. Tarne was not inside. She could hear his voice, faint and commanding, outside. He was talking to the men. She rolled off the pallet.

      Her entire body throbbed. Tarne had ripped the strand of flesh under her tongue, and had bitten her all over. His large fingers had left bruises on her wrists and hips. She trembled as she stood up. She had never been completely naked before—always dressing half-in and half-out of clothes. Her mother had said that as long as Tylee . . .

      Tylee. She closed her eyes, but that only made the picture stronger: his neck spurting blood, his body flailing. Worse, worse than it had been when he had come home from the fighting, his foot swollen and infected, and his screams as his mother and the witch woman cut the foot off. Tylee. She wondered if he was still outside, leaning against the wall, if his spirit had heard her spirit scream when Tarne touched her.

      The water jugs were gone. She grabbed the jug Tarne had drunk from before, picked up her torn dress and wiped the jug’s mouth. Then she tilted the jug and drank, wincing as the liquid stung her bruised lips and tongue. The wine tasted sweet, sweeter than she could have imagined, than she could have hoped for. It tasted of the nights before the wars, when she, her mother, and Tylee played with baby Kalie, and talked of the future.

      Stashie let the jug stand and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “You’re awake.”

      Tarne’s voice made her start. She whirled, trying to cover her nakedness with her hands.

      He smiled. “You don’t have to hide. I’ve already seen it.”

      She didn’t move. He came up beside her, and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I let you sleep this morning,” he said. “But from now on I expect you to have breakfast ready for me when I get up.”

      She swallowed. He leaned over and kissed her, biting her lower lip. “I also expect you to stay out of the wine unless I tell you that you may have some.”

      “How is my mother?” Stashie asked.

      Tarne shrugged. “Fine, so far as I could tell. Get dressed. I’ve already eaten with my men, so you won’t have to worry about feeding me until lunch. Clean this place up and then come find me. Is that clear?”

      Stashie nodded. He ran a hand through her hair one more time, then left her. She grabbed her dress and looked at it. He had ripped it along the seams and down the middle. She wouldn’t be able to salvage it. She would have to wear something else.

      She reached into the clothing sack and took her mother’s good dress. It was loose and hung about her ankles. She had always been smaller than her mother. Stashie cinched it with a piece of rope and straightened the room, placing Tarne’s things in a pile near the door, as if he were going to leave soon. Then she rearranged the furniture, leaving the soiled pallets in the middle of the floor. The blood would never come off the center pallet. She considered rolling it over, but decided to let it stay, symbolic of the night Tarne killed her brother.

      The sun was still low in the sky when she finished. She set aside some bread and cheese to break for lunch, then went to the doorway.

      The smell hit her first: rich in decay, almost fetid, the stench of blood and feces, and the beginning of something rank. Bodies littered the street all over the village, and she longed to run forward, to see if her family were among them. But she had promised to obey Tarne, and he had promised not to hurt them. He was a soldier, and a soldier was a man of his word.

      Slowly, ever so slowly, she looked to her left, and saw Tylee, still slouched against the wall, head half-severed by Tarne’s sword. The shaking started again, and for a moment she couldn’t control it. The night before, she had let her brother’s murderer touch her, use her. All she had to do was reach past him, and grab his second’s knife and stab him in the back. She hadn’t. She had let him live.

      And she would let him live tonight too.

      There were too many men, too many things that could go wrong. If she wasn’t strong enough to kill him, he would turn on her and destroy the rest of her family. You understand, don’t you, Tylee? she thought, wanting to crouch beside him. Please understand. But Tylee didn’t move. His eyes were swollen, and looked as though they were going to burst out of his face. His skin had become pallid except where the blood had settled along the bottom of his legs.

      He wouldn’t have understood. He would have fought the whole way, resisted as best he could—as he had, when faced with Tarne’s sword.

      And yet, Tylee had tried to save her.

      She had killed him by angering Tarne.

      She brought her head down. The street was deserted, except for the bodies and the flies. If someone didn’t clean up, the entire village would smell so bad, everyone would have to leave. Tarne and his men had disappeared. They were off doing—something, she didn’t know what. Someone had to clean up. Tarne had told her to clean up the house. Tylee had always been part of the house. Taking care of him was the least she could do.

      Stashie stared at his body for a moment. She couldn’t do the death magicks, and neither could anyone else in the village. The last mage had gone off to defend the pass. Tarne was here, though, so Stashie could assume that he managed to clear the pass. The last troop had to be dead, just as the troop before it—the one that Tylee had survived. Most of the village was dead, although Tarne didn’t know it yet.

      She didn’t even want to try the death magicks, for doing them badly meant cursing the soul. Better to leave Tylee unprotected than damn him. She would, if she ever escaped this, find a death mage to perform the ritual for her brother.

      She had neither the strength to raise him above the ground, nor the kindling to build a proper fire. The kindling she had left came from the scrub beside the river. The branches were large, but too green. She kept them beside the house in case of emergency. Emergency. Her smile was bitter and she made herself focus on her brother’s body.

      The river moved in a trickle, so she couldn’t send him down the mountain. She would have to use the third method of caring for the dead, the least preferred method. She would have to bury him. He would understand that she was not slighting him.

      Stashie went back inside and brought out the flat rock her brother had used for digging. She crouched before his body and began to scrape at the sand. The rock dug into her palms. The muscles in her arms pulled and the soreness from the previous night made her back ache. The work would be hard; she might not finish before Tarne returned. But she would tell him that she was doing as he asked—she was cleaning the house.

      She dug for the rest of the morning, until the blood ran from the blisters on her hands. The sun shifted and glared on her back. Sweat dripped along her face, and stained her mother’s dress. Beside her, Tylee watched with what seemed like amusement. Stashie had always ridiculed death ceremonies, thinking they had nothing to do with the person who died. Yet Tylee’s body rested against the wall like a broken wine jug. Her mother would grind down the jug, reuse the sand in new jugs. Stashie’s burial of Tylee seemed the same, a way of reusing part of him by placing him in the earth.

      The hole had become Tylee-sized, and deep enough to swallow her hand to the wrist by the time she heard pounding of horses’ hooves. She turned, stood, and wiped her palms on her dress. Tarne rode in, followed by three of his men. He looked so big and powerful on his horse. The memory of his suffocating weight made her want to use the knife more than ever.

      He waved the men on, and reined up beside her. The horse was breathing heavily and covered with sweat; they must have ridden for miles. Tarne dismounted and looped the horse’s reins to a chink he had made in the wall. His foot narrowly missed Tylee’s body. Stashie flinched.

      “What are you doing?” His movements were deliberate. He didn’t face her, but already she knew the tone. Displeasure.

      “I-I’m cleaning up as you asked.” She had been planning that sentence all morning. Still, her voice shook.

      “I said nothing about the garbage outside.” He kicked Tylee. The body fell, Tylee’s head lolling back. “I left it here for a reason.”

      His words angered her, but she stifled the anger, held it back, hoping she could salvage something of this, keep it from hurting the rest of her family.

      “Bring me lunch,” he said and grabbed a long piece of kindling from beside the house. He sat down on the rim of her shallow hole and took out his knife. When she didn’t move, he looked up at her. “Now,” he said.

      She darted into the house. The coolness felt welcome after the burning of the sun. Her skin throbbed and she knew that, had things been normal, her mother would have yelled at her for remaining in the sun too long. Tylee would have agreed, then put ointment on her, soothing the burning, and little Kalie would have kept Stashie amused until it was time to sleep.

      Stashie took the bread and cheese she had set out and placed it on a ceramic platter her mother had made. Then she poured some of the remaining wine into a small misshapen cup that she had made a long time ago, when she had tried to imitate her mother.

      Everything in the house had a memory attached to it. And Tarne’s actions were destroying those memories, tainting them with new, awful ones. Even if he left, she would have no home now. Only a place where the ghosts of her past surrounded her, attempting comfort and failing.

      She set the wine jar back and hurried outside, afraid that she had been too slow, that Tarne was even more displeased. He was standing when she emerged, leaning on the kindling like Tylee used to lean on his walking stick. Tarne’s eyes sparkled. He acted as if he had been waiting for her.

      “Set the food down,” he said.

      She did, placing it at the ground by her feet.

      “Hold this.” He handed her the kindling. The stick he had chosen had been a long one. He had whittled both ends into sharp points. She clutched the wood, feeling it dig into her already sore palms.

      He waited until she was looking at him before he withdrew his sword. “I leave the body of a traitor where other traitors may see it,” Tarne said. “Sometimes that subtle warning isn’t warning enough. So I take more drastic measures.”

      With a single, quick movement, he sliced the remaining threads in Tylee’s neck. Stashie jumped back, expecting more blood and finding it even more horrific because there was none. Tylee’s head rolled down the slight incline and landed in the hole, upside down. Tarne extended his hand.

      Stashie stared at him, afraid to move. She knew what he wanted. He wanted the kindling. He would put Tylee’s head on it, and display it throughout the village. She couldn’t let him, but she didn’t dare stop him. So she did nothing.

      “Hand me the stick,” he said.

      She clutched it tighter. “Let me bury him. He didn’t harm you.”

      Tarne smiled, but there was no kindness in it. “You are a child, aren’t you? He did harm me. Sometimes words are much stronger than weapons.”

      “We have no magic for him,” she said. “No proper way to prepare his body. Isn’t that indignity enough?”

      “No,” Tarne said and snatched the stick away. He heaved it over his head, and in a fluid motion, shoved the end of the stick through the opening in Tylee’s neck.

      The loud, squishy sound made Stashie want to turn away, but she couldn’t move. Tarne grabbed the lower part of the stick, bracing it with his palms, then lifted it upright. Tylee’s hair moved as if blown by a breeze. His eyes had a startled expression and she wondered if it was new.

      Tarne carried the stick to the edge of the road. He used his entire weight to force the pointed end into the ground. Tylee’s head swung for a moment on the pole, then the movement stopped.

      Tarne gazed up. “The first one,” he said, with some satisfaction. “Maybe by the time I leave, they will alternate with the torches.”

      He came back and picked up the cup at her feet. With two swallows, he finished the wine. He grabbed the plate, broke off a piece of bread and offered it to her.

      “I don’t want to eat,” she said. Her voice sounded broken and hoarse.

      “You will eat,” he said.

      She shook her head.

      He set the bread in her hand. “When I say eat, you will eat. You have no choice, girl. You disobeyed me once. Don’t disobey me again.”

      Stashie took the piece of bread and swallowed it, although it choked her. Tarne broke the bread into large hunks, and ate them. She chewed each piece that Tarne handed her, swallowing constantly, trying to keep what food she had already eaten down. She couldn’t look at her brother’s head, and she couldn’t look at what remained of his body, lying at Tarne’s feet. So she stared at the plate, watching the bread and cheese become crumbs. All those days of work, all the time her mother had spent preparing the bread, trading for the cheese, only to have it eaten in a single meal. A loaf of bread was supposed to last for days. She wondered if Tarne would consider it disobedience when the time came and she told him the last of the supplies was gone.

      When they finished, Stashie said, “My mother and sister, are they⁠—?”

      “I grant you no favors.” Tarne stood and brushed the crumbs off his pants. He left the plate on the ground beside Tylee’s legs. “Their welfare is no longer your concern.”

      Panic shot through Stashie’s system. “You said you weren’t going to hurt them.”

      “You said you weren’t going to disobey me.” Tarne untied the horse from the building. “I expect the hole covered by the time I get back, dinner ready, and you naked on the pallets. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” Stashie said.

      “Good. The orders are simple. Follow them.” He mounted the horse, pressed his boots into its side, and rode off.

      Stashie watched him go. As the horse passed the pole, Tylee’s head moved slightly from side to side, as if saying no. As if he were telling her to disobey Tarne again. She took a deep breath to keep her food down, turned her back on her dead brother, and went inside the house.
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        * * *

      

      Stashie waited until Tarne was asleep before rolling off the pallet. She moved silently across the floor and lifted her dress from the sack she had placed it on. She slipped the dress over her head, and allowed the thin sliver of moonlight to guide her to the door.

      She had to push gently, careful not to make a sound. Tarne sighed in his sleep and rolled over, but did not wake. Stashie crept out to see if her mother and sister were all right.

      The moon was full and round, illuminating the village with the thin light of a rainy day. The bodies looked like grotesque shadows, parodies of the persons who had died. Stashie slipped across the road, watching for movement other than her own. She moved from building to building, peering in window after window. Mostly, she saw Tarne’s men, sleeping on pallets with the village women, much as Tarne slept with her. But none of the women were her mother.

      She had walked past most of the buildings when she saw the tent that had been erected near the river. A light created shadows in the interior. Two of Tarne’s men sat outside it, sleeping from the angle of their heads. She moved sideways across the sand, her bare feet whispering against the ground. The men didn’t look up. When she reached the back of the tent, she peered beneath the small gap between the peg and the ground.

      Two candles burned on the table, spreading wax across its surface. The older women and very young children slept on the floor. They huddled together as if for comfort. Stashie stared until she saw her mother and Kalie, leaning on each other in the far corner of the tent. He hadn’t touched them. He probably didn’t even know who they were.

      She rolled away from the tent before anyone inside saw her. Then she made her way back, slowly.

      The moon’s light had grown brighter. The corpses on the street looked as if they had changed positions. A large shadow covered the center of the road. Stashie followed the shadow to its source, and found herself looking at Tylee’s head, great and angry in the moonlight.

      He seemed to be ordering her to take him down, to fight back. But she had no reason to rebel. If she fought Tarne, she would lose what remained of her family. The village she had loved was already gone.

      Tylee frowned. Then I have died for nothing, he said. I have wasted my life, trying to protect people like you. Cowards, who don’t know how to protect themselves.

      She wanted to deny it, but the image of Tarne sleeping on what had been Tylee’s pallet came back to her. It would have been so easy, so very easy to slip that knife into his back. And if Tarne died, maybe his men would leave. If Tarne didn’t die, they would punish her, but leave her family alone. She had disobeyed Tarne that afternoon, and he hadn’t gone near her mother. He had tortured Stashie with Tylee’s body, but had left her family alone.

      We can’t sit by while they take our land, destroy our homes, kill our families, Tylee said. We have to fight back, Stashie. It’s the only way.

      “The only way,” she whispered. She walked along the shadow, stepping over the decaying bodies. Tylee peered down at her, watching her move. His eyes had a glow that was more than moonlight. The glow warmed her, helped her make her choice. When she reached the pole, she grabbed its rough wood and yanked with all her strength.

      It took several good pulls before she was able to loosen it. Then the weight of Tylee’s head nearly forced the pole—and Stashie—over. She took two lurching steps to regain her balance, then tipped the top of the pole into the hole she had dug that afternoon.

      She had covered the hole poorly. The dirt was still loose. She scooped out what she could with her hands, then grabbed Tylee’s hair and began to separate him from the wood.

      She gritted her teeth and closed her eyes, pretending she was working with clay instead of her brother’s decaying head. She twisted the pole and pulled backward. It slid slowly. Finally, Tylee’s head pulled free, and she tossed the pole away. She placed Tylee’s head in the hole she had scooped, apologizing to her brother for the indignity that he had suffered.

      She scooped out the rest of the dirt as best she could. The hole wasn’t as deep as she would like, but it would do. She grabbed Tylee’s body and pulled it over to the hole, arranging his limbs carefully and aligning his head with his neck. Then she covered him. In the morning, she would gather rocks and cover the grave while Tarne was away.

      When she finished, she was sore, with bruises on top of bruises. The eastern sky had a dim light and she could see the open sores on her hands. They didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except that Tylee was finally at peace. Maybe Tarne would ignore the whole thing, and leave her alone.

      She hoped so.

      She went back inside, pulled off the dirty dress, and set out some food for Tarne’s breakfast. Then she crawled onto the pallet, lying as far from him as possible, and fell into an exhausted sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Pain, sharp pain, snapped her awake. She tried to roll over, but she couldn’t move. She was pinned on her back, with her arms above her head and her legs spread. Ropes bit into her wrists and ankles. She opened her eyes and saw the sun still low in the eastern sky. Something scratched her back and she looked down.

      She was naked and tied spread-eagle on top of Tylee’s grave.

      Tarne stood over her, some of his men behind him. He seemed twice as big.

      “Good,” he said. “You’re awake.”

      He crouched beside her. She could smell wine on his breath. “I told you not to disobey me again.” He stroked her cheek with one hand. The calluses on his fingers scratched. “I admire courage and spirit. I hope I have enough if I ever have to defend my homeland against raiders. But I know how much damage rebellion does. As a leader, I can’t tolerate it.”

      He kissed her more gently than he ever had. She turned her head away and spat. The spittle formed little bubbles on the dirt.

      “I have to punish it,” he said. “And you, like your brother, only seem to understand extreme punishment.”

      Her heart pounded against her chest. If he had her, then what had he done with her mother and Kalie? “My mother didn’t do anything⁠—”

      “She’s not the one tied to poles in the ground.” He got up, and opened his trousers. His member was long and hard and red. He stroked it, once, then stepped over her leg and crouched between her knees. He took a glass of wine from one of his men and poured it on himself, then shoved inside of her. She tried to squirm away. It hurt worse than it ever had before. She bit her lower lip, but didn’t scream.

      He pounded into her again and again, each time burning more. She couldn’t move; she was tied. And around her, the men gathered and laughed. Tarne’s face turned as red as the wine. He shuddered and pulled out.

      “Don’t disobey me again,” he said, and smiled at her. Her body throbbed. She nodded, relieved that it was over.

      “You promised before,” Tarne said. “This time, I’m going to make sure you don’t forget. I have things to do, but I told my men that they could enjoy themselves. You’ll make sure they have a good time.”

      Another man got between her legs and shoved inside her. She whimpered. Tarne’s smile grew. She wouldn’t satisfy him by showing pain. She wouldn’t. She stared at the top of the pole and, as man after man used her, she reminded herself that Tylee’s head was no longer there.

      She had set him free.
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        * * *

      

      It took nearly a week before she could move. The women in the tent had tended to her. She could barely remember who treated her wounds, and how their fingers had soothed. When she became more conscious, she wouldn’t let anyone touch her and treated herself. Finally the pressure of too many people got to her, and late one afternoon, she crawled out of the tent.

      The guards looked at her with surprise, but watched her go. She didn’t look at them, didn’t want to speculate if they were among the ones who had used her. She would go to Tarne and demand to see her family. He owed her at least that.

      She stopped beside one of the buildings, winded and hardly able to walk. With one hand braced on the mud-brick, she looked up⁠—

      —and saw not one, but three heads on poles lining the street. Tylee’s was barely recognizable, decayed and covered with dirt. But she did recognize the others immediately. Her mother’s face had frozen in a cry of pain and her sister’s, her little baby sister’s, in one of anguish.

      Stashie sank to the ground and buried her face in her arms. She didn’t move for a long, long time.
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