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SHADOW GATE

Maybe she was still dreaming.

The mare lifted her head, left ear flicking back. Her stance changed. She stared toward the tree line off to the north in the opposite direction to which the youth had fled. Clutching the fox medallion, Marit rose.

A spit of movement made the mare shy, and Marit jumped sideways. An arrow quivered in the earth.

‘The hells!’

A punch jabbed her body. Gasping, she looked down to find an arrow protruding from her belly, low by her right hip. The mare spread her wings. Gagging at the sheer utter knife of red-hot pain, Marit snapped off the haft and tossed the fletched end aside. With a shout, to pour out a breath’s worth of pain, she hauled herself into the saddle. The mare sprang into the air. Marit gripped the saddle horn, sweat breaking over her as she resisted screaming, as the point jabbed and ground inside her gut. Armed men ran into the meadow, bows raised and arrows rising in high arcs after her. These were the same sullen bandits who had first chased her, their ruthless captain identifiable by the lime-whitened horsetail ornaments dangling from his shoulders.
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 AUTHOR’S NOTE

In the Hundred, any and every set and sequence of patterns is seen as having cosmological significance. Every number has multiple associations. For instance, the number 3 is associated with the Three Noble Towers present in every major town or city (Watch Tower, Assizes Tower, and Sorrowing [or Silence] Tower); with the Three States of Mind (Resting, Wakened, and Transcendent); with the Three Languages; and with the Three-Part Anatomy of every person’s soul (Mind, Hands, and Heart). The number 7 is associated with the Seven Gods, the Seven Gems, the Seven Directions, and the Seven Treasures.

Folk in the Hundred measure the passing of time not via year dates set from a year zero, but rather through the cyclical passage of time. The standard repeating twelve-year cycle is named after animals, in the following order: Eagle, Deer, Crane, Ox, Snake, Lion, Ibex, Fox, Goat, Horse, Wolf, Rat. However, this year cycle is meshed with the properties of the Nine Colors to create a larger cycle of one hundred and eight years. A clerk of Sapanasu, or anyone else who can do this kind of accounting, could thereby identify how long ago an event happened, or how old a person is, depending on what color of animal year in which he or she was born.

Each animal and color, having its own particular and peculiar associations, lends to all events in that year and to people birthed therein specific characteristics. Therefore, Keshad, born in the Year of the Gold Goat, combines Goat characteristics of cleverness, vanity, strong will, jealousy, pride, a deep sense of purpose contrasted with instability of shallow purpose, and a talent for seeking wealth, with Gold qualities like energy, intellect, intensity, dishonesty, envy, and aloofness.
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 PART ONE

Awakenings




 1

Marit was pretty sure she had been murdered. She recalled vividly the assassin’s dagger that had punctured her skin, thrust up under her ribs, and pierced her heart. Any reeve - and Marit was a reeve - could tell you that was a killing blow, a certain path to a swift death. In the moment when life must pass over into death and the spirit depart the body, the misty outlines of the Spirit Gate unfold. The passage between this world and the other world had opened within her dying vision. But her spirit had not made the journey.

She woke alone, sprawled naked on a Guardian altar with only a cloak for a covering. Her eagle was dead. She knew it in the same way you know an arm is missing without looking to see: your balance is different. Her eagle was dead, so she must be dead, because no reeve survived the death of her eagle.

Yet that being so, how could she stand up, much less stagger to the edge of a drop-off so sheer she hadn’t noticed it because she was disoriented? She stepped into thin air before she knew she’d mistaken her ground, and she was falling, falling, the wind whistling in her ears. The earth plunged up to meet her.

Then she woke, sprawled naked on a Guardian altar with only a cloak for covering, and realized she had been dreaming.

Sitting, she rubbed her eyes. The place in her dream had been a narrow ledge without even a wall to warn of the drop-off. This place was high and exposed, an expanse of glittering stone untouched by vegetation. She rose cautiously and ventured to the highest point on the bluff. She stood at the prow of a ridgeline. The vista was astonishing: in front lay a lowland sink dropping away to a wide cultivated plain that extended toward a distant suggestion of water; to her right spread a pulsing green riot of forest so broad she could not see the end of it; behind, ragged hills covered with trees formed a barrier formidable not because of their height but because they were wild. The wind streamed over the ridge, rumbling in her ears.

She knew right where she was: on the southernmost spur of the  Liya Hills, an excellent spot for thermals that an eagle and her reeve could spiral on for hours with a view of the Haya Gap. The vast tangled forest known as the Wild lay to the south, and the lowland plain that bordered the arm of the ocean known as the Bay of Istria ran east.

She knew right where she was.

Aui! She was standing on a Guardian altar.

So far nothing had happened to her. But that didn’t change the unalterable fact that she had broken the boundaries that forbade all people, even reeves, from entering the sacred refuges known as Guardian altars. She had broken the boundaries, and now she would be punished according to the law.

That being so, what had happened to her lover, Joss, who had after all been the one who had persuaded her to follow him up to an altar?

There was only one way to find out: walk to the main compound of Copper Hall, which lay about midway between the cities of Haya and Nessumara, and find out what was going on.

The altar wasn’t so difficult to get down from after all. A stair carved into rock switchbacked down the stone face and into a sink-hole that twisted to become an ordinary musty cave with a narrow mouth hidden by vegetation. She ducked under the trailing vines of hangdog and pushed through a thicket of clawed beauty whose thorns slipped right off the tempting fabric of the cloak. Clusters of orange flowers bobbed around her, which struck her as odd because clawed beauty only bloomed in the early part of the year, during the season of the Flower Rains, and that was months away.

Except for the rest of the afternoon and the following days it rained in erratic bursts as she trudged through the woodland cover. The trails she followed became slick with puddles and damp leaves. She slopped alongside cultivated lands. Farmers, bent double in ankle-deep water, transplanted young rice plants. Women dragged hoes through flooded fields, skimming off the weeds and setting them aside for animal fodder. The sun set and rose in its familiar cycle. As she moved toward the coast and low-lying land, the dykes and edges had their own distinctive flora: pulses, soya, hemp, with ranks of mulberries on the margins. She kept her cloak wrapped tightly around her, but anyway people were too busy to notice her.

Soon enough paths joined cart tracks that joined wagon roads that met up with the broad North Shore Road. Although the original Copper Hall had been built on the delta, the main compound was now sited about forty mey south of Haya on one of a series of bluffs overlooking the Bay of Istria with a lovely vantage and good air currents swirling where land met sea.

It had been years since she had walked to the turning for Copper Hall. Once Flirt had chosen her, she had always flown. The paved roadbed was raised on a foundation and surfaced with cut stones fitted together as cunningly as a mosaic, flanked by margins of crushed stone. From an eagle, you didn’t notice the remarkable skill and craftsman’s work, or the stone benches set at intervals as a kindly afterthought. From an eagle, one’s view of the roads turned from textured ramps of earth, gravel, and paving stone into the all-important solid lines linking cities and towns and temples.

She trudged past the triple-gated entrance to a temple dedicated to Ilu, the Herald. The gatekeeper slouched on a wooden bench under a thatched lean-to, staring disinterestedly at the road. His dog whined, ears flat, and slunk under the bench. She wrapped her cloak more tightly, but no one - not the gatekeeper and none of the folk walking along the road - paid the slightest attention to her. Salt spray nipped the air. Fish ponds lined the rocky shore. The bay gleamed gray-blue in late-afternoon light, waves kicking against the seawall.

On the seaward edge the land rose into a series of high bluffs while the road curved inland past rice fields lined with reeds and salt grass. As the sun set, she found an empty byre to shelter in against the night rains, its straw mildewed. She didn’t really sleep; she lay with eyes closed and thoughts in a tangle, never quite coming into focus.

She woke at dawn and rose and walked, and at last saw the stout stone pillar carved with a hood and feather in relief and the huge wooden perch, freshly whitewashed, that marked the turning to Copper Hall. She was home.

Wiping tears from her eyes, she plodded up the long slope toward the high ground, feeling more and more winded, as if all the life and spirit were being drained out of her. As if she was afraid. How would she be greeted by her comrades at the reeve hall? She had broken the boundaries. She would have to accept punishment.

Aui! She had to find out what had happened to Joss, protect him if she could or back him up on his reckless decision to investigate the Guardian’s altar in Liya Pass. Hadn’t he been right? Wasn’t it true that something was terribly wrong?

No person in the Hundred had stood before a Guardian at an assizes since her long-dead grandfather was a boy. Anyway, an old man’s memory might be suspect. The meticulous records stored in Sapanasu’s temples recording the proceedings of assizes courts where Guardians had presided might, in fact, be explained as a conventional form used by the clerks and hierophants of the Lantern to account the decisions made by wandering judges who were otherwise perfectly human.

Many said the Guardians had abandoned the Hundred. Others said the Guardians had never existed, that they were only characters sung in the Tales. Yet on the Guardian’s altar up on the Liya Pass, she and Joss had discovered bones - the bones of a murdered Guardian, maybe, because a pelvis could have been splintered in that way only by a tremendous fall or a massive blow.

But all the tales agreed that Guardians couldn’t die.

The reeve hall was a huge compound surrounded by fields and orchards and open ground where a pair of reeves - relatively new ones, by the look of their tentative maneuvers - were learning to harness up under the supervision of a patient fawkner. She didn’t recognize the young reeves, but she was pretty sure the fawkner was her good friend Gadit, although she was holding her body at a canted angle, as if her right shoulder was stiff from injury.

High watchtowers stretched up as little more than scaffolding. She did not recognize the pair of very young men lounging on gate duty, but their bored faces and listless chatter irritated her. They did not bother to challenge her, and they ought to have; she was an unlikely sight, with her naked feet and calves and a cloak clutched tightly around her body, yet she walked through the gate unremarked. She would have words with Marshal Alard about their lackadaisical attitude.

It was difficult to remain annoyed in the familiar environs she loved: the wide-open land-side parade ground with its chalk-laced dusty earth; the low storehouses side by side in marching order; the barracks and eating hall sited where the high ground dipped,  making a bit of a windbreak; the high lofts set back to either side, and beyond them the seaward parade ground that overlooked the cliff and the choppy bay.

Most reeves must be out on patrol, since she did not recognize the few faces she saw. Two very young fawkner’s assistants scurried toward the lofts with harness draped awkwardly over their backs. A youth shuffled past holding a cook’s ladle while sneezing and wiping his nose. A young woman seated on a bench was sniveling while Marit’s dear friend and fellow reeve Kedi spoke in the tone of a man who has said the same cursed words a hundred times:

‘It’s done, Barda. When an eagle chooses you, you’ve got no choice in the matter.’

‘But I don’t want this. I never wanted it.’ She wasn’t a whiner. She was genuinely overwhelmed, her eyes rimmed red but hollow-dark beneath; her hands were trembling. ‘I was supposed to get married tomorrow. All the temples agreed it was an auspicious day for a wedding, Transcendent Ox, in the Month of the Deer, in the Year of the Blue Ox. Especially for a long and steady and calm alliance. That’s all I ever wanted, and I like Rigard, only now his clan has called off the wedding. They’ve broken the contract, because now I’m a reeve. I was just walking to market and the bird dropped down out of the sky and I screamed I was so scared. Don’t you see? My life is ruined!’

Kedi sighed in that weary way he had. His hair had been trimmed back tightly against the skull, almost shaven bare like a clerk of Sapanasu, and when he shifted to slap away a fly Marit realized he was leaning on a crutch. He wasn’t putting any weight on his left leg.

‘Heya! Kedi!’ she called.

But he was too intent on the young woman. ‘I know it’s not what you wanted. But let me tell you that every reeve in this hall envies you for the eagle who chose you.’

‘Trouble? It’s a stupid name. She scares me.’

‘She’s the most beautiful and best-tempered raptor in the Hundred.’

Trouble! Marit wanted to ask what had happened to Trouble’s reeve Sisha, a particularly good friend who besides could hold more ale than anyone, but Kedi had launched into an energetic description of Trouble that would make the hardest heart melt, so she walked down the alleyway between storehouse and fawkner’s barracks that led to the marshal’s garden.

Alard had loved flowers, the more resplendent, the better. So Marit was startled to see that his carefully nurtured beds of azaleas and peonies and heaven-full-of-stars had been replanted into ranks of practical herbs, as though the cook and the infirmarian had snuck in when the old man wasn’t looking.

She climbed the steps to the roofed porch, where she paused, listening to the shush of a broom around the corner in a steady accompaniment to voices murmuring beyond the closed doors. Ladiya appeared butt-first, attention focused on lines of dirt forming ranks along the boards.

‘Can I go in?’ Marit asked.

The old woman still had her back to Marit and did not answer. She tilted her head to one side until it rested against the thin wall. Eavesdropping.

As the voices from inside were raised, it was impossible not to overhear.

‘You’ve been marshal for one month. I’m surprised you waited so long to get rid of me!’

To hear his voice, healthy and strong and angry, hurt like a dagger to the heart, but it was the pain of unlooked-for joy that brought tears to her eyes. He was still alive.

‘Joss, you have the makings of a good reeve - of an excellent reeve, perhaps - but you are out of control.’ The words were emphasized in a firm voice, entirely calm and utterly sincere. She knew that voice very well. It went on speaking, each word crisp as if with frustration hooded. ‘Still, with things the way they are, and the problems in Herelia, I can do nothing but send you to Clan Hall to get you out of my jesses. I will let the commander deal with you, thank the gods, so that I do not have to. I have enough to deal with here. If I could keep you belled I would, but I cannot. In the old days, so they say, a rogue and errant reeve was subject to execution for the kind of insubordination we have seen from you, the repeated breaking of the law, going time and again to Guardian altars despite knowing that it is absolutely out of bounds, despite knowing what happened the first time you did it. But we do not have the luxury now of punishing you in that way. The gods know we need you, and especially we need Scar. So I am sending you to Clan Hall and that is final. You leave today.’

The last word rang. Afterward, there came a pause. Marit braced herself for the storm.

Instead of an answer, one of the doors was slammed open and Joss - as handsome as ever! - charged with all his loose-limbed passionate grace out of the chamber and past Marit without giving her a glance.

‘Joss,’ she said. ‘Sweetheart.’

He was already gone.

Ladiya turned around as a reeve whose short hair was laced with silver walked onto the porch in Joss’s wake.

‘Did you overhear all that?’ he asked without a sliver of amusement, but he wasn’t angry either. Masar was the most upright, bland, and humorless person Marit had ever known, and she had known him pretty well, having taken him as a lover for half a year when she was a lot younger. He’d been as humorless in bed as out of it, and he’d accepted her departure from the affair with a straight face and never in the years after showed the slightest sign that he resented her or, for that matter, pined after her. He was absolutely rock solid, a person who would back you up and risk his life to save yours and never ever cross the line past which proper behavior became improper.

Except that he was holding the marshal’s staff with its jessed and hooded cap, the mark of authority in Copper Hall.

Ladiya said, ‘It’s hard to resist a lad with good looks and the charm to back them up, but even I can see how he’s gone wild since her death. Three years now, it’s been. You would think he’d have devoured or drunk it off by now. You’re going easy on him, Marshal.’

Marshal?

Masar said, ‘I keep hoping he will settle down. I do not know what else to do. Nor do I need to. He is Clan Hall’s problem now.’

‘Masar,’ Marit said. ‘Ladiya. What happened to Joss? Where is Marshal Alard?’ She extended a hand, touched Masar’s elbow. ‘How long have I been gone—?’ Faltering, she gingerly patted Ladiya on the upper arm to get her attention.

They neither of them looked at her or appeared to hear her voice or feel her hand. She might as well not have been standing there, for all the notice they took.

At last it all made sense. As the thoughts lined up in their neat ranks, a weight - more of terror than pain - settled in her chest. All  that long way she had walked from the Guardian’s altar across the plain, for days and days she had walked and only now did it occur to her that she had not eaten or drunk or even truly slept. No one had spoken to her or acknowledged her.

No one had seen her.

And for that matter, her feet weren’t dirty.

‘Great Lady,’ she whispered, as Masar beckoned to Ladiya and they walked past her back into the marshal’s cote and slid the door shut in her face. ‘Great Lady . . .’ Prayers failed.

That girl named Barda had stated that she had intended to marry tomorrow, an auspicious day made especially so because it was also the Year of the Blue Ox.

Marit was pretty sure she had been stabbed by an assassin’s dagger in the Year of the Black Eagle. Three years before the Year of the Blue Ox.

The cloak fell open as she extended both arms and stared at the paler skin of her palms, like a ghost’s hands against her brown complexion.

Joss had ‘gone wild since her death’.

Three years it had been, according to Ladiya.

Three years.

Now she understood the punishment laid on her.

 



Marit walked out of Copper Hall, one clean foot set in front of the other clean foot and the first again and the second again, out to the turning, and there she stared one way along the North Shore Road and after that the other way. People were out and about, going on their business and their lives. They couldn’t see her, because she was dead.

Is this what it means to be a wandering ghost, one whose spirit has failed to cross through the Spirit Gate?

She wept without sound because no one could hear her. At length she got bored of standing there and crying to no purpose. She turned north and walked toward Haya. The mey passed smoothly; no wonder she didn’t tire. Questions dove like stooping eagles.

Do I even exist?

If no one can see me or hear me, then why can I see and hear myself?

What do I do now?

Late in the afternoon with the waters of the bay settling into their twilight calm and the light fading in the east, she saw the triple-gated entrance to the temple of Ilu beside the road and wondered if she could overnight in the lean-to. The bored young apprentice sitting as gatekeeper would not care. He would not even see her.

He was playing ticks-and-tacks in the dirt with a stick and pebbles. His dog whined and cowered, and the youth looked up and down the road and, seeing nothing, scratched its head absently. The temple compound was set back from the road, separated by gardens where the envoys and apprentices grew vegetables. The last workers were shouldering their hoes and rakes and laughing together as they headed up the track toward the compound walls. One shuffling figure wandered through the rows, bending to finger the strong green shoots.

A woman broke away from the laborers. ‘Here, now, Mokass. Come along. It’s time for our gruel.’

The lone figure skipped away from her, gabbling in a singsong voice. With a most unholy oath, the woman chased after him. He bolted, giggling, for the gate, a white-haired old man with bent shoulders and bowed back but nimble legs. The dog lifted an ear and barked once. The young gatekeeper heaved up, muttering.

‘Oh, the hells. Not again.’ But he wasn’t really angry.

The old man skittered to a halt beneath the gate, staring at Marit. He leaped back a single hop, and raised both hands palms-out.

‘Death, death!’ he chanted. Tears flowed suddenly. ‘Go away, fearsome one!’

‘Can you see me?’ Marit demanded.

‘I never did it! I never stole that coin. Anyway, you don’t want anyone here. Just walk on.’

The woman caught up with him and took hold of his right arm. ‘Here, now. Don’t go running off. It’s time for our gruel.’ She nodded at the gatekeeper. ‘Good work, Lagi.’

‘I did nothing. He just stopped of his own accord and started babbling.’

‘He’s gods-touched,’ said the woman with as much fondness as exasperation. ‘Poor old soul.’

‘I beg you,’ said Marit. ‘Mokass. Is that your name? I need your help.’

‘You’ve got no call to be knowing my name! Go away! We don’t want you here.’

The dog took courage from the old man’s defiance and began to bark at Marit. In sympathy, more dogs within the compound started up a yammer.

‘Aui! Mokass, just come along, now you’ve got them all going. My ears will swell up and drop off from the noise!’ The woman dragged on him, and he wasn’t strong enough to do more than stumble along unwillingly behind.

‘Have to send death off!’ he cried. ‘Go away! Go away!’

‘In the name of the Lady, I beg you, Mokass,’ Marit called after him. ‘Go to the reeve hall and tell that the ghost of Marit sends warning: Beware Lord Radas of Iliyat. Let someone warn Copper Hall: Beware Lord Radas. He’s the one who had me and my eagle killed.’

‘Hush, now! Sit!’ Lagi towered over the dog, scolding. ‘You cursed beast! What’s gotten into you?’

Mokass hopped, waving his hands as though batting away a swarm of wasps. ‘Aui! Aui! Her eagle is copper. I was born in Iliyat, did you know that? But I won’t tell any tales. They’re all lies.’ He did not look back over his shoulder, and his companion crooned soothingly as they walked away.

Marit sank into a crouch and covered her head with her arms, just sat on her heels and rocked. But it did no good. Nothing changed. The cursed dog kept barking, and finally the youth whapped him a single hard blow to shut him up, and that was too much for Marit. She jumped to her feet and ran off, not wanting the poor dog to be punished for doing its duty just because the only person who could see her was an old man not right in the head.

She walked through the night with its scraps of clouds and a Sickle Moon fattening toward the half, and at last she fumbled with the clasp and tore off the cloak and flung it aside with a scream of frustration and grief and fury and fear. She ran, as if by sprinting she might churn Spirit Gate into being and race through it to the other side, where she could find peace.

The running caught up with her. She began to cough, and could not take in air. A wind rose off the bay, howling up the road and  over the fields. She staggered to a halt and fell to her knees, bracing herself on her hands as she gulped and hacked and gagged, her vision fading in and out. The world tilted and spun. She pitched forward, hit the gravel with her shoulder, and tumbled onto her back. A white mist rose off the road, rippling and billowing. Blown by the raging wind, the cloak slithered along the ground. Rising to envelop her, it molded itself to her face until she could not breathe. She fought and clawed, but it devoured her.

There was no pain.

 



She woke alone, sprawled naked on a Guardian altar with only a cloak for a covering. Her eagle was dead, so she must be dead, because no reeve survived the death of her eagle. Since it was too much trouble to try to make sense of the world, she slept.

In her dreams she trudged up hills or slogged through swampy coastlands, searching for the man she loved or for her eagle or for an answer. She wandered, lost and alone, and kept falling, falling, until she woke again with the cloak wrapped around her. She found herself in a new place, one she did not recognize except it was high and exposed and the stone ledge on which she lay glittered with a twisting pattern grown into the rock.

It was a Guardian altar, just like the ones before.

She had a headache as bad as if she’d been sucking sweet-smoke, drugged and dazzled for days, as good an explanation as any although how she had gotten up to a Guardian’s altar she could not figure. It seemed she was only now truly waking up. Probably she had dreamed the entire journey to Copper Hall.

She felt thirsty and hungry, and she wanted clothing because the winds on the height chilled her. With the cloak clasped at her throat, she climbed a treacherous path down to the base of the altar, bloodying her feet and hands. She stumbled through sparse highlands forest and happened upon a shepherd’s high pasture cottage, uninhabited in the cold season. Here she found a storeroom with old but serviceable tools and hunting equipment. She also found humble clothing, needing a wash that, she discovered later, hadn’t gotten out all the clinging lice, and a stash of nuts and moldering nai to be pounded into a paste for a stale porridge.

The thing is, when you’re not sure if you have become a ghost or  perhaps something more frightening, you are wise to choose prudence. When a winged horse lands in the highlands meadow where you are sheltering, where you are trying to make sense of what has happened to you, you don’t chase it away. You investigate, because you are still a reeve in your heart. In a small bag hooked to the back of the saddle, you discover a modest offering bowl like those beggars carry, and a polished black stone. The offering bowl presents no surprises; it is just a bowl. But when you place the stone in your left hand to get a better look at it, a sharp pain strikes up your arm and a flash like lightning sears you.

When you wake again, to find yourself on the ground with dirt and debris covering you as though a storm has blown over you or days have passed, and that cursed horse slobbering across your face as it nuzzles you, then you discover that the stone has vanished.

But at night, you can call light from your palm.

Marit was weak, too exhausted to travel. She lived in the shelter through the cold season, gathering and hunting. Once she had gained enough strength, she cut herself an exercise staff to work through the conditioning forms taught to reeves.

The winged horse vanished for intervals that never lasted longer than a day. She never saw it graze in the meadow or drink from the cold stream, which made her suspect that it, too, was a ghost: the ghost of a Guardian’s winged horse. The Guardians were dead and gone. She had herself seen the bones of a dead Guardian, the day she was murdered on the Liya Pass. Most likely this state of being betwixt and between was indeed the punishment she had received for walking onto a Guardian altar when everyone knew it was forbidden.

But at least Joss still lived. He had survived. That was her consolation.
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A new year arrived with the heat and the Flower Rains. She prepared travel food. When she left, she traveled along animal tracks and footpaths through high, dry country unfamiliar to her. Walking was such a slow way of traveling, especially since the worn leather  straps of the sandals she had taken from the hut kept breaking. Yet if she walked in bare feet, her soles got cut and bruised.

The winged mare tagged after like a love-struck youth. When the path was reasonably smooth, she practiced riding. Except for that morning of its arrival, she did not see it fly.

Not until the day the bandits attacked her.

She heard them long before she saw them.

‘We’ve been tramping up here for months and found nothing. I say we go back to Walshow. I’m wanting hot spiced soup from Shardit’s kettle.’

‘That’s not all you’re wanting from Shardit’s kettle. Not that she don’t dole it out to anyone with enough coin to pay the tithing.’ Cruel laughter floated over the trees.

Marit paused on a mostly washed-out track where she was picking her way among stones and steep water-cut trenches. Reluctantly, she had taken the knife and the bow from the shelter, not liking to steal but knowing she couldn’t survive without them. She shut her eyes, listening. The wind chased up the ridge through pine and tollyrake. She smelled a sweet-sour scent, like a festering corruption in flesh.

‘Shut your ugly muzzle, arsehole. She’s my wife.’

‘We all know what she was before, heh heh. Didn’t she get thrown out of the temple for asking for coin—?’

A scuffle broke out: the distinctive smack of fist against flesh; men egging the combatants on; feet scraping and sliding on earth; breath coming in bursts and gasps.

‘Stop that!’ A stouter weapon thumped heads. ‘Cursed fools. Keep your minds on our task.’

‘Yes, Captain. Yes, yes,’ they said, but she heard resentment and fear in their voices.

‘Move on out, then. Move out.’

‘Captain! See there! Is that the one we’re looking out for?’

Their tiny figures were perfectly visible where the path bent through a clearing a very long distance below, beyond earshot. Hearing them had distracted her from looking so far. But she could see them.

And they had seen her.

She swore under her breath, losing track of their voices as they  burst into activity, some racing up the path while others spread out to make a net of men along the hillside to capture her in case she tried to sneak past them. She had only seven arrows, and the knife was just a knife, the blade not longer than her hand.

‘The hells!’

She began climbing back the way she had come. The horse blocked the track, lowered its head, and shoved her.

‘Great Lady! You useless beast! Get out of my way.’

It raised its head and stared at her, affronted.

‘I beg you, please,’ she added impatiently. ‘I can’t fight them. I have to run.’

It unfolded its wings. They were astonishing, as pale as its silvery-gray coat and too fragile to lift such weight.

‘Curse it.’ She tugged her stolen pack more tightly on her shoulders and ducked under one wing to come up at the saddle from behind. The wings rose over the mare’s shoulders, sprouting out of a deep barrel chest thick with muscle. She made awkward work of mounting but fixed her legs into the straps -

The horse leaped.

She shrieked as she lurched sideways, grasping the post to stop from falling as the mare beat with heavy wing-strokes into the sky. Then she started laughing with relief and nerves as they rose higher, and the men came into view. One loosed a single arrow, which fell harmlessly back to earth, although she wished it might loop back and stick him in the chest.

The mare’s flight seemed snail-like compared with the effortless sail of her eagle. It passed through the edges of several promising thermals, but unlike an eagle, it did not catch them and rise. It flew no faster than a horse could gallop, its thin legs imitating the gait as if it were running along an invisible road. Slow, slow, slow. Below, the company continued its dogged pursuit, scrambling up the trail.

‘We’re in for it now,’ she said to the horse, who flicked an ear. ‘Cursed if I don’t think they’re out looking for me in particular, although why I should think so, I don’t know. I must have escaped that woodsmen’s camp after all. Maybe these are friends of theirs, or the very men from that camp in pursuit of me. Lord Radas might have put them on my trail. But the one man said Walshow. That  town lies beyond High Haldia, up in Heaven’s Ridge. That’s well to the north of the Liya Pass and far away from Iliyat.’

Above the trees, where they flew, she had a better grasp of the land around her. She knew she was no longer on the Liya Pass, and nowhere near the vale of Iliyat, where Lord Radas ruled. And she certainly wasn’t anywhere near Copper Hall. She had seen country like this during the year she had flown her apprentice’s circuit as a newly trained reeve: in the high mountain escarpments of Heaven’s Ridge. Steep ridges and peaks dominated the northern and northwestern horizons, a wall to separate the Hundred from the dangerous lands beyond. She and the mare flew above the foothills, a wilderness known to reeves as a haunt of bandits and other folk tossed out of their home for criminal behavior; it was also the remote nesting territories where eagles mated and raised their young out of sight of human eyes.

How had she gotten here, hundreds of mey away from the place she had died?

If she had died. Yet she could not shake that horrible dream of walking to Copper Hall. It had seemed so real. Yet if she had died and become a ghost, why did she get cold? Why did her hands and feet get scratched? How could these men see her? That twenty gods-touched men would have flocked together in the barren backcountry defied belief, because the temples prized any man or woman gifted with the spirit sight, even the ones who were cracked in the head like the old man Mokass. It was almost as if she had been a ghost then, and no longer was. How could that happen?

They lost sight of their pursuers. The mare shifted balance for a ponderous turn. Marit’s legs ached as she clung to saddle and post. To be harnessed under an eagle was a very different sensation from sitting astride a horse; the view was worse from the horse, for one, with those wings getting in the way of her sight. The rise and fall of the wings distracted her until a light glinted ahead, halfway up a black cliff face rising out of a wooded hill. As the horse flew straight for the rock wall, Marit realized that she had no reins and could not control its flight. They galloped through the air straight at the escarpment, and the shadows opened to reveal a cleft and a wide ledge. The mare sailed in. Its hooves struck stone. Marit hissed between gritted teeth as the horse stamped to a halt.

She dismounted, staggered, and dropped to her knees. The mare folded its wings and ambled to the back of the cleft where a fountain burbled from a deep fissure in the cliff. It lowered its head to drink. Across the broad ledge a pattern glittered, whether in sunlight or the growing edge of shadow. It was like a crystalline labyrinth grown into the stone, a twisting pattern whose like she had seen before.

Gods preserve her. The mare had brought her to a Guardian’s altar.

Aui! What did it matter now?

She rose. No one and nothing stirred. She set a foot on the entrance to the labyrinth, then the other. The pavement pulsed as if she were feeling the heartbeat of the Earth Mother. She paced its measure. With each change of angle in the path’s direction, the world shifted. She saw far beyond the isolated ledge into distant landscapes: surging ocean; a fallen stone tower above a tumble of rocks lapped by soft waves; rain pattering in tangled oak forest; a vast gleam of water - not the sea - bordered by dunes; a high peak slipping in and out of streaming cloud; a homely village of six cottages beside a gushing river; a pinnacle overlooking a wide basin of land surrounded by rugged hills; a dusty hilltop rimmed by boulders where a presence tugged at her . . . and she faltered.

‘Here you are,’ said a man’s voice. ‘I’ve been waiting for you.’ She did not move, sure that to take one step back or one forward would break this inexplicable link. She saw no face, only a suggestion of gold light, but she felt him as strongly as if he were standing behind her. She hid her own face by pulling up the hood of her cloak.

‘You must be confused,’ he said. ‘I can help you. What is your name?’

Cursed if she was going to say that out loud to a stranger! She recognized the voice, but couldn’t place it. A sour-sweet smell drifted within the lines, making her want to sneeze.

‘I’m hesitant to say so,’ she said, measuring her words. ‘Who are you? How can I know I can trust you? Where are you, and how is it you can speak to me? I have many questions.’

‘All shall be answered as you gain your strength. You’re just awakening. Here, now, let me introduce myself. I am Radas.’

The name pierced her like a dagger to the heart. She was cold, then hot, breaking into a sweat.

But another man might be named Radas. It wasn’t an uncommon name. ‘Where are you from, Radas?’

‘I am lord of Iliyat. I have the resources to help you. Only stay where you are, and I will come to fetch you.’

The hells he would!

Lord Radas of Iliyat had ordered her death. He was responsible for the murder of her eagle. He was a killer, and she smelled his corruption even here, not knowing how far away he was or, indeed, how they could be talking at all.

She had flown ten years as a reeve. A lie to buy herself time to edge out of a bad situation was nothing she couldn’t handle easily. ‘I will wait for you here. How long will it take for you to reach me?’

She felt him nod, but she understood that he could not physically reach her from where he was now despite the magic that allowed them speech. ‘I have men in the area, searching for you. If you see them, you’ll be safe with them. But they won’t be able to reach you at the altar. That’s where you must meet me. Stay where you are. It will take me two days to get there. You haven’t told me your name?’

How persuasive he sounded! If it weren’t for knowing he was responsible for the murder of her eagle, if it weren’t for remembering how crisply he had ordered the men under his command to rape, mutilate, and then kill her, she would never have suspected what manner of man he was just by the pleasant tone of his words.

‘I’m Ramit,’ she said. ‘I’m so very confused. Can you tell me what has happened to me?’

‘All in good time. You mustn’t rush these things. Some explanations are best accomplished face-to-face.’


I’ll just wager they are, she thought, and found herself shaking as she took another step, as the dusty hilltop vanished and a damp vista of marshland overhung by low clouds came into view. Cursing furiously, she strode to the center of the labyrinth, ignoring the landscapes flashing dizzily past. She stumbled down to the crevice, where water trickled into a basin from which the mare had been drinking. She unhooked the bowl from her belt and held it under the spring. Still trembling, she lifted the bowl to her mouth and drank her fill. The cold water burned her lips and throat. She started  to cry, gulping sobs that doubled her over. Dead, slaughtered, and that poor chained Devouring girl dead by her own hand after being abused in ways that Marit was sure were worse than what little the girl had voiced aloud. Dead, lost, wandering.

Alone.

Panic swelled like a black cloud, ready to swallow her. She clawed for the steady heart that had taken her through so many years of reeve’s work; she fought past the tears, and found her strength.

Enough!

She had no time for this. Two days she had, if he had been telling the truth. Knowing what manner of man he was, she knew he might as well have been lying.

She wiped her face with the back of a hand as she rose and looked around. What magic sustained the Guardian’s altar she did not know. How the maze wove its sorcery into the angles of its path she could not guess, because there was actually only one route to walk once you started on the path. The many landscapes visible from within remained invisible now that she stood at the center, but by an odd trick of the view she could see from here at the center a complete vista of the ordinary land around her, all the approaches to this pinnacle, even those that ought to be blocked from her view by spurs and heights.

A pair of hawks floated on a thermal far above. To the west, on an impossibly narrow path, a mountain goat picked its way along the slope. A thread of smoke rose beyond the nearest hill, but it smelled of sheep and a drowsy shepherd strumming a simple tune on a two-stringed lute. A family of rock mice skittered below thickets of sprawling heath-pink. Stunted pine trees grew low to the ground, and spiny broom poked its first flowers from their hairy sheaths. The wind moaned along the height. Otherwise, the land was empty. She was utterly alone.

The mare waited beside the burbling crevice, watching her with interest or, perhaps, disdain. Beside the horse, a bridle hung from an iron post hammered into the rock.

With some difficulty, she slid the harness over the mare’s head and, after a few problems with the ears, got it correctly settled and buckled. She had grown up in a village, and while her own family  hadn’t been wealthy enough to own horses or even a donkey or mule, as a girl she had been hired out on occasion to the stable master at the local inn and learned the rudiments of harness care and use. Those skills had aided her when she had first come to the reeve hall, after Flirt had chosen her.

Flirt was dead.

The wind stung her eyes. A weight crushed her chest, a haze of grief rising to fill her vision and weaken her body. But she could not succumb now. She could let Flirt’s death overwhelm her, or she could use it to make her strong enough to do what must be done. First, evade Lord Radas. Second, observe, and decide what to do next. This simple plan must sustain her as she walked into an unknown landscape: her life after the death of her eagle, or her death after her own death.

She led the mare to the edge of the cliff. The sheer drop did not dizzy her. Reeves learned quickly not to fear heights. Or maybe the great eagles never chose as reeves any person likely to fall prey to that particular fear.

The mare balked, wanting to stay.

‘We’re getting as far from here as possible, do you understand me? That man killed me, or tried to kill me, even if he wasn’t the one who wielded the knife. I’ll never trust him, and neither should you.’

After a pause, as if considering her words or deciding whether it was worth a confrontation, the mare opened her wings. Marit mounted. They flew.

 



The mare did not want to take her in the direction Marit wanted to go, but Marit held the reins, and forced the issue. Beyond the eastern hill in the direction of the thread of smoke lay a box canyon utterly without life or interest beyond dusty green thickets of spiny hedge-heath and bitter-thorn. The smoke came from a pile of brush smoldering at the very end where the walls fenced you in, an excellent spot for an ambush. They came to earth, the mare tossing her head and snorting. Whispers hissed from thickets along the slopes, but no one appeared. The sound might only have been the way the wind clawed through the buds and leaves, but she had a cursed strong feeling that whoever was there had seen her.

It might have been the passage of a drizzling rain, quickly laid down and quickly vanished as soon its hooves touched earth. It might have been the way the mare turned, once on the ground, and headed straight out of the trap with a determined gait despite branches of bitter-thorn raking her flanks and tearing a pale gray feather from her wings. Those wings, folded tight, protected Marit’s legs.

‘That’s the second warning you’ve given me, or maybe the third,’ said Marit, bending low in case some cursed fool decided to loose an arrow or fling a spear.

As they cleared the canyon and found themselves in a rugged intersection of hills and ridges with the suggestion of a valley opening away to the southeast and the sharp spine of the high mountains to the west, Marit wondered if she had imagined the ambush.

‘You choose,’ she said to the mare. ‘Anywhere but north.’

The mare took flight, bearing due south according to the sun. Steep hills were easily cleared. Almost before Marit realized they had come upon human life, they sailed over a high meadow where a flock of sheep grazed. The youth watching over the flock plucked strings, head bent over a two-stringed lute.

The mare trotted to earth out of sight of the meadow, and Marit left her with reins loose, hoping the horse wouldn’t stray. She cut through a stand of pine, thick with scent, and brushed through knee-high grass at the meadow’s edge. The lad played intently, biting a lip. His concentration gave him charm. A handsome dog emerged from behind him and ran toward her with ears raised, interested but not particularly suspicious. The dog raced around her as she advanced, and a startled blat from one of the grazing sheep caught the boy’s attention. He looked up as Marit paused a stone’s toss from him.

His eyes opened wide. Equally startled, she took a step back.

He grinned and set down the lute. ‘The hells!’ He whistled, and the dog pattered over to him. ‘Usually he barks,’ the boy added. He was old enough to be sent to the high pastures with the sheep but not quite old enough to be called a man. ‘Where did you come from?’

‘Just over the ridge.’ The box canyon wasn’t all that far from here, truly, although she wasn’t entirely sure how to reach it traveling on  the ground. Reeves sometimes lost that skill, seeing everything from on high.

‘You’re not from around here. Are you hungry, or thirsty? I’ve got plenty.’

‘I would appreciate a bit.’ Reeve habit died hard: you ate and drank whenever opportunity offered, as you didn’t always know in the course of a patrol when you might have leisure to eat and drink again.

He shared a cursed sharp cider and a ball of rice neatly wrapped in nai leaves, poor man’s food but filling nonetheless.

‘I’m surprised to see anyone up here,’ he said with nice manners which, together with his pleasant features, would make him a favorite among women when he got a bit older. He was water-born, judging by the pattern of tattoos ringing his wrists. An attractive youth, but forbidden to her because she was also water-born. ‘We’re about as far west as folk live. You can see how the mountains rise.’ He indicated a barrier of grim peaks to the west. ‘Nothing beyond that but the flat salt desert.’

‘You’ve seen it?’

He laughed. ‘Not myself. My uncle claims to have climbed the Wall, to see onto the deadlands. He said they stretched for a thousand mey, farther than he could see even from the mountains’ edge, nothing but pale gold to the flat horizon. Maybe it’s true, or maybe he just said so to impress the woman he wanted to marry. He did bring back a shard of an eagle’s egg. From a nest, so he said. Said he climbed to it, and fetched it out. But he did talk blather. I bet he just found it on the trail, fallen from a high place.’

He carefully asked no questions, plying her with highlands hospitality, offering a second flask of cider. He was an open lad, sure she wasn’t a bad person because the dog - whose name was Nip - tolerated her. She was just utterly stunned to be having a commonplace conversation.

‘I see you’ve a lute there. Have you always played?’

‘Surely I have, since I could pick one up. Would you like me to play for you?’ He was sure she would like to hear him; everyone always enjoyed his playing.

She nodded, settling more comfortably cross-legged beside him. He plucked a pair of tunes and hummed a melancholy melody that  made her eyes water. Thin clouds chased across the high landscape. As the sun passed into shadow, she shivered at the unexpected draft of cool air seeping down from above and pulled her cloak more tightly around her torso.

‘Listen, ver. I’m called Marit. I’m lost, truth to tell, and I got lost by running from a nasty pack of bandits who aren’t too far from here by my reckoning. I’m not sure it’s safe for you. You might be safer walking back to your village, wherever you came from, and warning them that dangerous men are wandering out here looking to make trouble.’

He shrugged with a peculiar lack of concern. ‘We’ve had trouble for years with that crew, most of them out of Walshow and other places north of here. But we’ve made our own defenses.’ With a sly grin, he indicated Nip. ‘You’d be surprised what that dog can do when he’s roused. We’ve learned to defend ourselves. It wasn’t so bad before, when I was a nipster - a toddler, like. The elders say it was peaceful then. Still, the troubles are all I’ve ever known. But your bandits won’t be finding this pasture. I’m surprised you did.’

‘How long have bandits been wandering up here? How can they feed themselves? How do you know they’re come from Walshow? How far is it to Walshow from here?’

He snapped his fingers. Two more dogs appeared out of the grass. They were bigger than Nip and had massive muzzles and powerful chests. They loped over to sniff at her, then slipped away to resume their patrol. ‘You’re a reeve, aren’t you?’ he asked. ‘We see them now and again, hunting around here.’

‘Do you? Where do they hail from?’

He shrugged. It was obvious he was telling the truth and never thought once of lying to her. He didn’t even feel he needed to lie, he was that confident. ‘I don’t know. They keep to themselves, although it’s true that a time or two we’ve had a bit of help from them when packs of men came drifting down out of Walshow.’

‘They’re not patrolling out of Gold Hall? Clan Hall hasn’t the resources. I suppose Argent Hall or Horn Hall might fly these parts. Don’t they oversee your assizes?’

He looked at the ground, dense with the green growing breath of plants feeding on the early rains and the promise of a fresh year. It  almost seemed that he darkened in aspect, pulled shadows over himself as he changed his mind about trusting her. He was hiding from her, flashes that pricked at her vision

what if she knows?

a snake winds through underbrush, tongue flicking

keep a vessel as of clay about your thoughts, it is the only protection against the third eye

She blinked back tears and realized he was not speaking.

Fear makes you cold. Shivering, she clambered to her feet. Nip barked as the other dogs circled in. There were five dogs that she could now see, but three wagged their tails tentatively. None threatened her; they simply remained vigilant.

‘You’re one of them, seeing into me,’ he said in a hoarse voice. ‘You’re death. Have you come to kill me?’

The speed of his transformation from pleasant companion to frightened lad shocked her. She took a step away from the ugly emotion she had roused in him. ‘What do you mean?’

He scrambled to his feet and backed away, holding the lute as if it might shield him from attack. ‘She hides us, it’s all she can do against the others, for they have all become corrupt and soon their shadow will darken every heart. It’s just that the dogs didn’t bark at you. Why is that? What power do you have that can charm the dogs? Is it all for nothing, all that she has done for us to spare us?’ Tears ran down his cheeks. He wept for what his folk had lost. And he continued backing away, angling so she had to turn to keep facing him.

Desperately, she said, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m seeking answers. I’m lost.’

‘That’s what they all say. That’s what she warns us they will say, trying to get inside us, to get past the defenses she taught us to build. Nothing is safe. Nothing.’

For so many years the protection had held. Now, in an instant, all had fallen, fallen. The shadow will grow, and in the end it will consume even those trying to hide from it.

Marit swayed, struck by the hammer blow of his fear and grief. The sun cleared a cloud; its light forced her to raise a hand to spare her eyes. He had turned her, so the sun’s glamour blinded her.

He whistled. The dogs bolted into action, rounding up the  bleating sheep. He grabbed a pack that had lain concealed in the grass. Silver ribbons to mark the new year fluttered from the buckle of the pack where he had tied them. The Year of the Silver Deer followed the Year of the Black Eagle, only in that case why weren’t there only two ribbons tied to his pack, appropriate to the Deer? Why were there eight ribbons, the number of the Fox? He loped away from her with his lute in one hand and the pack bumping up and down on his back.

The Year of the Silver Fox would fall nineteen years after the Year of the Black Eagle. So why was he celebrating it now?

She didn’t call after him. She recognized futility when she saw it. Anyway, she was still trembling with a fear that penetrated her entire body. She hadn’t ‘seen’ into him. It was a trick, him speaking and her too tired or anxious to notice, or maybe a kind of magic she’d never heard of except in the tales: the magic of misdirection common to clever thieves and cunning jaryas. But he had recognized the change. He’d known she was doing it. That’s when he had run.

The lad and his dogs drove the sheep out of the meadow while she watched. The dogs yipped excitedly, eager to be on the move. Behind her, a creature stamped through the grass on her trail. She spun, grabbing at her knife. The mare trotted up beside her, wings furled.

‘You warned me,’ she said. ‘I just didn’t know what you meant.’

The horse nosed in the grass. A surface glinted, and she crouched to investigate as the mare chopped at the earth. An ornament had fallen among the grass, frayed strands of silver ribbon caught in a tiny leather loop that had once fastened the ornament to another object. It was a cheap replica of a fox, no longer than her thumb and rendered out of tin: a poor man’s year medallion, the kind of thing, like the eight ribbons, given out by the temples at the feasts dedicated to the year’s beginning. The Year of the Silver Fox.

Maybe she was still dreaming.

The mare lifted her head, left ear flicking back. Her stance changed. She stared toward the tree line off to the north in the opposite direction to which the youth had fled. Clutching the fox medallion, Marit rose.

A spit of movement made the mare shy, and Marit jumped sideways. An arrow quivered in the earth.

‘The hells!’

A punch jabbed her body. Gasping, she looked down to find an arrow protruding from her belly, low by her right hip. The mare spread her wings. Gagging at the sheer utter knife of red-hot pain, Marit snapped off the haft and tossed the fletched end aside. With a shout, to pour out a breath’s worth of pain, she hauled herself into the saddle. The mare sprang into the air. Marit gripped the saddle horn, sweat breaking over her as she resisted screaming, as the point jabbed and ground inside her gut. Armed men ran into the meadow, bows raised and arrows rising in high arcs after her. These were the same sullen bandits who had first chased her, their ruthless captain identifiable by the lime-whitened horsetail ornaments dangling from his shoulders.

Then they were clear. Her vision blurred. Hills rose and fell on every side like an ocean spilling and sighing beneath her: highlands pine, vistas of grass and heath and bitter-thorn and later moss and lichen with no sign of the youth and his dogs and sheep. She concentrated on clinging to the saddle. Hold on. Hold on. Let the horse take its head and run the straightest course away from danger.

They will never stop hunting me.


‘You’re death,’ the lad had said.

Blood leaked down her belly and spilled over her thighs onto the mare’s gray flanks, to drip-drop into the air like rain. Her hands went numb as feeling left them. The cloak wrapped her so tightly she could not even see the landscape passing beyond, shrouding her in the same way the white shroud of death drapes the dead. But she was still breathing, each breath like flame sucked into her body. The pain of burning kept her alive for a thousand years with each lift and fall of wings, and she hung on forever wishing that oblivion would claim her, but it never did.

With a jolt that made Marit cry out, the mare clattered to earth. She spread her wings, and Marit tumbled out of the saddle and fell hard on her back. Pain blinded her, or she was already blind with night suffocating her. She choked on air. Better dead than this. Desperate, wild, she fixed hands around the broken shaft and yanked.

A stink of blood and effluvia gushed free, warming her hands. The gods heard her pleas. A roaring like a storm wind battered through her. Rising out of that gale, the white cloak of death smothered her in its wings.
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After a certain point death is a peaceful condition, but a bit uncomfortable if your one leg is twisted beneath you, and if your shoulder, pressed into rock, is beginning to feel the pinch, and if your hip aches. She shifted, because it irritated her that minor twinges must plague her when she had earned the right to rest. Once shifted, she realized she was awake and her mind was full with questions.

Why were those men hunting her? Why did Lord Radas want her? Was it not enough to murder Flirt? Must he torture and abuse her as well, as he had that poor Devouring girl? Yet he had not questioned her when she had claimed her name as Ramit. Did he seek Marit, the reeve, or Ramit, the unknown woman walking an altar? What had the shepherd boy meant when he had called her ‘one of them’?

So many questions, and not a single answer in sight.

She groaned and rose to her knees. A sticky dry substance flaked from her hands as she pushed up to stand. Blood stained her tunic and leggings; her hands were grimy with dried blood and slime, but the smell had faded. She raised her hands to rub her eyes, then recalled how disgusting her hands were, and looked around bleary-eyed as her skin went clammy with fear.

The mare had brought her back to a Guardian altar.

The cursed horse sucked noisily from a pool, tail swishing. The stupid beast paused to snap at a fly.

The hells!

Marit tugged at the stolen tunic, but the worn linen weave ripped right away. Below, her dark belly rounded in a curve dimpled by the Mother’s Scar, her navel. A paler line, smooth along the skin but ragged in its journey, marked a scar just below and to the right of her navel. Had she earned that scar in her days as a reeve? Had she  only dreamed the arrow that had punctured her abdomen? She probed along the scar, but felt no tenderness and no pain.

‘What am I?’ she said in the direction of the mare, who lifted her head at the sound of Marit’s voice. ‘What has happened to me?’

The cursed animal gazed at her. What did she know about horses, really? Stubborn, unpredictable, skittish, narrow-minded, fixated on the familiar because the unfamiliar is a threat to them, they were prey, born to run from that which pursued them.

As she was running. She was no longer a reeve, bound to her eagle, free to hunt. She was the hunted. Like the deer, she fled the arrow meant to kill her, and when the next flight struck, she probably would not even have seen it coming.

‘You’ll give me warning, won’t you?’ she called to the mare.

The cursed beast flicked its ears.

‘I’ll call you “Warning”, just to call you something. I’ll hope you grow into your name.’ She dusted flecks of grime from her ragged clothing. ‘Why in the hells do you keep bringing me to Guardian altars?’

The wind hummed across the pinnacle of rock on which they stood. She was panting with anger, furious and scared together, but even so the rose-purple light of a setting sun caught her attention. She spun slowly all the way around, because when beauty awes you, you must halt and try to catch your breath and your staggered heart.

The wind was light this evening, a constant blowing presence but easy enough to stand upright in despite that she stood on the very top of a vast pillar of rock. Broken contours suggested that a low wall had once rimmed the edge. No craggy peak loomed above. No overhang offered shelter within. She stood a few steps from a sheer drop-off; she might easily stumble over tumbled stones and fall to her death because the ground was a long, long way down. There was no way down except to fly.

To the west, a range of hills was painted by the colors of the falling sun. Below the pillar, a ridgeline snaked out from the hills. The ridgeline terminated in a bulge where a ruined beacon tower stood, a complex of abandoned buildings arranged at the base of the spire on which she and the horse perched. To the east, the ground dropped away so precipitously that even a reeve with her  experience of heights felt her breath taken away by the grandeur of the scene: a wide basin of land darkened as the eastern sky faded into purpling twilight. Clouds drifted like high islands above the land. Out there beneath the sea of night, a few lights glimmered, village watch fires lit against the gloom.

As twilight overtook them and the light changed, the twisting coil of the labyrinth came to life, marking the path to the center where the mare waited beside the pool. Water burbled up from the rock beneath. Marit licked her lips, smelling the moisture and craving its coolness.

She did not want to be caught out at the edge of the pillar once night fell, for fear of falling over the edge. That cursed mare had a knack for dumping her at the entrance to the labyrinth. She set a foot on the glittering path, then the other. Nothing happened.

With measured steps, she warily paced out the path. A pulse hummed up through her feet as the magic of the labyrinth came to life around her: a flat ocean pricked by the emerging milky-bright light of stars; a fallen stone tower rising above rocks barely visible above surging waves; the last rumbling footsteps of a thunderstorm over a tangled oak forest keeping time with flashes of blue light high in the sky; the sun drawing a golden road across a calm sea of water; mist shrouding a high peak; in a homely village of six cottages, farmers laughing together as they trundled their carts home.

For an instant she saw onto the place she actually stood: the pinnacle of rock beneath her feet, the vast bowl of land to the east, and the rose-painted hills to the west. She took another step and saw a dusty hilltop rimmed by boulders, the setting sun visible as a red smear. She faltered, chest tight as she sucked in air for courage.

When she had looked onto this place before, Lord Radas had spoken to her. Hastily, she moved on. She smelled the rotting damp of marshland but could see only the suggestion of a flat landscape against the swallowing night. As she moved through the path, she must smell and hear what lay beyond each turn because the sun had set and she was walking in layers of night, some too dark to penetrate and others still limned with the last measure of day as though she were leaping from east to west, north to south, and back again, randomly.

Not randomly. The pattern repeated. And if it repeated, she could learn it.

She took another step. Air iced her lungs. Her face and hands smarted in a bone-freezing chill. A tincture of juniper touched her nostrils. She halted, startled by the brush of that perfume, remembering Joss and how he had washed with cakes of juniper-scented soap sent twice yearly by his mother. Joss, her lover. The man she loved, even if she had never quite told him so.

Twilight is a bridge between day and night. On its span, the wind blows both into the whispering past and the silent future, and you partake of them both because you are in transition from one state to the next, a condition that recurs with every passage between night and day and night. Indeed, this condition occurs many times in the entirety of a life, which is lived out as a series of such transitions, bridges between what has gone before and what will come next.

Twilight is a presence, hard to know in its impermanence. Twilight speaks to her in a soft foreign lisp, with a good-natured voice half amused and half cynical.

‘Hu! There you are. They’ve been looking for you for a good long while now, since long before I came to them. They’re getting irritated. If I were you, I would submit now. That’s better than what will happen if you can’t keep hiding from them. On the other hand, I don’t mind seeing them wring their hands and stamp their feet a bit longer.’

‘Who are you?’

‘I’m a ghost.’

‘A ghost! You don’t sound like a ghost.’

‘What do ghosts sound like?’

‘Aui! I suppose they sound like we do, I mean, that they talk no differently as ghosts than they do when living.’

‘So are you saying I can’t be a ghost? Or I can be a ghost?’

‘You’re a flirt,’ she said with a laugh, because she liked his lazy, good-natured, and sexy baritone even if she could not trust him.

‘It’s been said of me before.’ Like twilight, he seemed not to partake completely of any one thing: he might be a good man coarsened by a bad situation, or a bad man mellowed by a good situation, or just someone caught in the middle with no way out but through.

‘Don’t trust me,’ he added, his voice darkening. ‘I’d give you over in an instant if I thought it would get me what I want. Who are you?’

‘I’m not telling. What do you want?’

The lazy tone worked up to an edge. ‘Escape from this hell of endless suffering.’

‘Why are you trapped?’

His laugh scraped. ‘We’re all trapped. Don’t you know that yet? Wait where you are and submit when they reach you, or keep running and hiding.’

The bitterly cold air hoarsened her voice. ‘Those can’t be the only choices.’

‘How have you evaded them for so long? Neh, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. But they’re long in looking for you. They don’t like that. They hauled me free at once. They made me what I am now.’

‘What are you now, besides a ghost, if you are a ghost?’

‘A coward who fears oblivion and yearns for it. I have more power than I could ever have dreamed of. I wish I could die. I want to go home, but I never will leave this land.’

‘Who are you?’

For a long time he remained silent. Her fingers grew taut with cold until it hurt to bend them. Her ears were burning, and her eyes had begun to sting as though blistering from the cold.

He spoke in a whisper. ‘How I fear them, for they are sweet with the corruption that comes of believing they must do what is wrong in order to make things right. I was called Hari once, Harishil, the name my father gave me. Will you tell me your name?’

Marit had served as a reeve for over ten years. She’d learned to trust her instincts, and she knew in her gut that even if she might want to trust him, she must not. Anyway, what kind of person got a name from his father, not his mother? ‘I can’t tell you. I’m sorry.’

Had she been able to see him, she would have guessed he smiled. ‘You need not apologize for what is true. I’ll have to tell them I saw you, but I’ll say I didn’t know where you were. There’s one thing you need to know. We can see into people’s hearts with our third eye and our second heart, but we are blind to each other. Remember that. It’s your only weapon against them.’

‘Who are “they”?’

‘Nine Guardians the gods created, according to the tale you tell in this land. I think at one time they walked in accord, but now they are at war. Two rule, and three of us submit; five are enough to hunt and destroy the four who have not yet submitted to the rule of night and sun. They will find you in the end, and if you will not submit, they will destroy you and pass your cloak to another, one more easily subdued.’

‘The Guardians are dead. They’ve vanished from the Hundred. Everyone knows that.’

‘Guardians can’t die. Surely you know that, now you are one. Hsst! That cursed worm Yordenas is walking. Go quickly if you don’t want your whereabouts known to him! Go now!’

His urgency impelled her. She took a step, and a breath of fetid air washed her. She took another step into a spitting salt spray with the crash of surf far below, and another step to warm rain in her face amid the racket of crickets and the smell of damp grass. Her hands smarted as blood rushed back into the skin. The pulse beneath her feet throbbed with a third tone, hot and intense, the presence of blood washing down the path like an incoming tide.

She could not run within the confines of the labyrinths, but because she was compact she could negotiate the path’s twists and turns economically, keeping ahead of the other presence. The muzzy confusion of earlier days had lifted and she felt both the widening focus and the pinpoint awareness of her surroundings from her days as a reeve when her instincts - right up until the last day - had served her so well.

She was back in the game, one step ahead of fear. Flirting with danger, the rush that her eagle had taught her to love. Wasn’t all of life like that: never more than one step ahead until the day death caught you?

The path spilled her into the center of the labyrinth, where the horse waited, looking aggrieved, if horses could look aggrieved, as if to say: ‘Why did you take so long?’

Gods, she was thirsty. Hands shaking, she filled the bowl and drank her fill, the water blazing into every part of her body. She sank down cross-legged, panting, and rubbed her forehead. Night  had fallen. Knowing a cliff plunged away on all sides, she dared not move, not unless the horse was willing to fly at night, something an eagle could not do because they depended so heavily on their vision. She’d heard tales of eagles who could be fooled or forced into flying at the full moon, but she’d never had such luck with Flirt.

But as she sat with a sweet breeze steady against her face, she realized the mare actually had a kind of sheen to it that might be described as a glow. Its coat was not so much pale gray as luminescent silver. Indeed, the horse had an unnatural look, a ghost in truth, if ghosts flicked their tails and tossed their pretty heads.

Why did the cursed mare keep bringing her to Guardian altars? Her chest was tight the way a person gets when they don’t want to breathe for fear of inhaling where they know there will be a noxious smell.

A Guardian altar. A winged horse. A cloak. A simple begging bowl. Light from her palm, if she needed it, and a patterned labyrinth through which she seemed able to speak across distances to others like her.

She knew the tale. She could chant the words or tell it through gesture, as every child could.


Long ago, in the time of chaos, a bitter series of wars, feuds, and reprisals denuded the countryside and impoverished the lords and guildsmen and farmers and artisans of the Hundred. In the worst of days, an orphaned girl knelt at the shore of the lake sacred to the gods and prayed that peace might return to her land.

A blinding light split the air, and out of the holy island rising in the center of the lake appeared the seven gods in their own presence. The waters boiled, and the sky wept fire, as the gods crossed over the water to the shore where the girl had fallen.

And they spoke to her.

Our children have been given mind, hand, and heart to guide their actions, but they have turned their power against themselves. Why should we help you?

For the sake of justice, she said.

And they heard her.

Let Guardians walk the lands, in order to establish justice if they can.

Who can be trusted with this burden? she asked them. Those with power grasp tightly.

Only the dead can be trusted, they said. Let the ones who have died fighting for justice be given a second chance to restore peace. We will give them gifts to aid them with this burden.

Taru the Witherer wove nine cloaks out of the fabric of the land and the water and the sky, and out of all living things, which granted the wearer protection against the second death although not against weariness of soul;

Ilu the Opener of Ways built the altars, so that they might speak across the vast distances each to the other;

Atiratu the Lady of Beasts formed the winged horses out of the elements so that they could travel swiftly and across the rivers and mountains without obstacle;

Sapanasu the Lantern gave them light to banish the shadows;

Kotaru the Thunderer gave them the staff of judgment as their symbol of authority;

Ushara the Merciless One gave them a third eye and a second heart with which to see into and understand the hearts of all;

Hasibal gave an offering bowl.



All she lacked was a staff of judgment, whatever that was.

Really, a reeve who tallied up the evidence might suggest, against all likelihood, that these added up to an obvious conclusion:

Here sits a Guardian.

 



Was she merely spinning and drifting on sweet-smoke, unmoored from the world around her? All she knew for sure was that she was being hunted by forces she did not comprehend, ones her gut - and Hari the outlander, if that was really his name - warned her never to trust.

She didn’t know what precisely she was now, but she had been a reeve once. She could investigate. And it would help to figure out  where the hells she was, where her enemies were, and what they wanted.

 



‘You might want to turn back,’ said the old woman as she scooped nai porridge into Marit’s bowl. They stood under the triple-gated entrance to a temple of Ilu, where Marit had come to beg for food. ‘Once you ford the river and cross through West Riding, you’ll have left Sohayil.’

‘Merchants will trade, and beggars will beg, and laborers will seek work wherever they can find it.’ The nai’s richly spiced aroma made Marit’s mouth water; it was all she could do not to bolt down the food right there.

‘In the old days that was certainly true, but not anymore. We can’t be so easy about things in these days.’ Morning mist rose off the river and curled in backwater reeds. A last gust of night rain spattered on the waters, and stilled. On the grounds of the temple, an apprentice trundled a wheelbarrow full of night soil to the temple gardens, while a pair of children carried an empty basket to the henhouse. A trio of elders even older than the gatekeeper paced through the chant of healing from the Tale of Patience, their morning exercise. From the round sanctuary rose the sonorous chanting of male voices. ‘I don’t mind telling you, for your own good, really, that we’ve recalled all our envoys who’ve been walking the roads from here to Haldia and Toskala. Sund and Farsar and Sardia aren’t truly safe, although some still make the journey.’

‘You must have envoys carrying messages to the Ostiary in Nessumara, to the other temples of Ilu. Not to mention your work as envoys.’

The old envoy was spry, comfortably plump, and nobody’s fool. ‘Think you so? Why are you headed that way? If you don’t mind my saying so, your clothes and walking staff mark you as a beggar or a laborer down on her luck - and the gods know we’ve seen enough of them in these days - but your manner doesn’t fit. The cloak’s nice. Is that silk? Good quality.’

Her interest was genuine. She was envious, in an amused way. She didn’t trust Marit, not in these days with any kind of traveler out on the roads and every sort of awful rumor blown on the winds. The region of Sohayil remained a haven of relative calm probably  only because of the ancient magic bound into the bones of the surrounding hills as a fence against trouble. But on the other hand, a lone traveler wasn’t likely to cause much trouble unless she was a spy scouting for—

She glanced away, as if troubled, and the contact broke.

‘For what?’ asked Marit.

‘Eh!’ The envoy laughed awkwardly as she looked back at Marit. ‘For what? If I could find silk that good quality, I’d get a length of blue and make a wedding wrap for my granddaughter. But not white, like that. White is - White’s not a color for weddings.’ White is death’s color, but any decent person is too well mannered to mention that to someone who clearly has nothing else to wear against the rain.

‘My thanks, Your Holiness. My thanks for your hospitality.’

‘Blessed is Ilu, who walks with travelers.’ Her smile remained friendly, but it was pitying as well: Especially poor kinless women like this one, alone in the world. No one should have to be so alone.


Shaken, Marit retreated from the temple gate and from its neighboring village of Rifaran. She walked back to the glade where she had concealed Warning. She slurped down the porridge, the spices a prickle in her nostrils, but the comforting nai did not settle her. She worked through a set of exercises with the training staff, but the martial forms did not focus her today. Even the delicate shift of the wind in trees flowering with the rains did not soothe her.

She’d never been a loner. She liked people. But perhaps she liked them better when she didn’t have an inkling of what was really going on in their heads.

She sank down on her haunches, grass brushing her thighs. Red-petaled heart-bush and flowering yellow goldcaps bobbed as the breeze worked through the meadow. White bells and purple muzz swayed. Everywhere color dazzled, and the scent of blooming made the world sweet.

‘Great Lady,’ she whispered, ‘don’t abandon me, who has always been your faithful apprentice. Let me be strong enough for the road ahead. Let me be strong enough to stop thinking of Joss, to let what was in the past stay in the past. Let me be wise enough to know that what we shared then, we can no longer share. My eyes are open, and there are some places and some hearts I do not want to see.’

Tears slid from her eyes. She wiped them away. ‘Hear me, Lady. I’ll stay away from him. In exchange, please watch over him even though he belongs to Ilu. Surely we are all your children. I’ll follow this road, wherever it takes me. I will always act as your loyal apprentice, as I always have. I will serve the law, as I always have. Hear me, Lady. Give me a sign.’

Warning stamped. A red deer parted a thick stand of heart-bush and paced into the meadow. Twin fawns, tiny creatures so new that they tottered on slender legs, stumbled into view behind her. The deer stared at Marit for a long, cool hesitation, and then sprang away into the forest with the fawns at her heels.

Marit smiled, her heart’s grief easing a little. The Lady of Beasts had heard her oath, and had answered her.

 



She no longer needed much sleep, and anyway she didn’t fancy the flavor of her dreams, which seemed to cycle between Lord Radas whipping hounds and archers in pursuit as she fled into a dark mazy forest, or her lover Joss aged into a cursed attractive middle-aged man except for his habit of drinking himself into and out of headaches and flirting up women at every opportunity. She’d never thought of him as a person with so little self-control.

She napped in the middle of the day, hiding herself and the mare in brush or trees. In early morning and late afternoon she worked through her forms diligently. She rode at night. Under Warning’s hooves, the road took on a faint gleam that lit their way. It was funny how quickly you got accustomed to a piece of magic like that, when it aided you. She minded the night rains less when she was awake. They washed through and away, blown by the winds, and afterward her clothes would dry off as she rode.

One night, Warning shied and halted, refusing to go farther. Marit led her into cover just before she heard the tramp of marching men. They were a motley group; she could see them pretty well despite overcast skies that admitted no light of moon. They had torches, and all manner of weapons, and they were moving fast and purposefully, heading southwest. Their captain with his horsetail ornaments had a ragged scar crudely healed across his clean-shaven chin, and he had the look of a real northerner, hair and complexion lightened to a pale brown by  outlander blood. They all wore a crude tin medallion on a string at their necks, a star with eight points. In a cold moment, set against the misty-warm night, she recognized the men who had tried to capture her in the mountains.

She moved on once Warning was willing to go, but she could not shake the sight of those men. Most likely Hari had confessed that he’d seen her, and identified the Guardian altar where she had been standing. It seemed likely they were marching to the Soha Hills, hoping to trap her.

They’ll never give up. They want me that badly.

She plotted a path in her head that would, she hoped, lead her to Toskala. She and the mare pushed north through Sund for days, begging at temples and farmsteads at dawn or twilight. She was always looking over her shoulder.

Warning, deprived of her favored sustenance at the Guardian altars, began to graze with the same enthusiasm a dog might display eating turnips. She deigned to water in streams and ponds as if the process disgusted her.

When they reached the region of Sardia, where the tributary road they were traveling on met the Lesser Walk, they turned east toward Toskala. Late in the afternoon they set out through woodland on a track running more or less parallel to the paved road. Just before dusk they began moving through managed woodlands, skirting an orchard and diked fields marked with poles carved at the peak with the doubled axe sacred to the Merciless One.

She found a copse of murmuring pine and left Warning in its shelter. Walking along the embankment between fields, she headed toward a compound lying in the center of cultivated land. From here she could not see the main road, but she knew it was close. She circled around the high compound walls, ringed at their height with wire hung with bells to keep out intruders. Drizzle spat over the ground as she stepped up onto the entry path and walked to the gate.

The doors were shut with the dusk, lamps hanging high on the wall. She ventured into the light and raised both hands to show she was holding no weapon.

‘Greetings of the dusk,’ she called. ‘I’m a traveler, begging for the goddess’s mercy by way of a bit to eat and drink. Maybe some grain  for the road. Withered apples? Anything you have to spare.’ She held out her bowl.

‘Go away,’ said a woman’s voice from atop the walls. ‘Our gates are closed.’

Among other things, Marit had been at pains to discover what day and month it was, now that she knew she had slept through nineteen years and by doing so walked from the Year of the Black Eagle, with perhaps a slight detour through the Year of the Blue Ox, directly into the Year of the Silver Fox.

‘I’m surprised to hear you say so, holy one. I thought Ushara’s temples kept their gates open all day and all night of the day of Wakened Snake. So it always was in my own village.’

‘The gates are closed, day and night,’ said the woman. ‘Shadows walk abroad. No one can be trusted, so we no longer let anyone in. Go away, or we’ll kill you.’ Marit sensed the presence of five others along the wall.

‘How can this be, holy one? The Devourer turns no person away. Her gates are always open.’

She received no answer, and no beggar’s tithe, and when they shot a warning arrow to stab the dirt at her feet, she walked away.

 



She had better luck in the villages and towns set up as posting stations along the Lesser Walk. The folk there might be wary and reluctant to share with a mere beggar, but the laws of the gods were clear on the duty owed by householders and temples toward indigent wanderers.

‘Greetings of the day to you, verea,’ said the shopgirl, a pretty young thing in a shabby taloos that was frayed at the ends. She tried a smile, but it was as frayed as the fabric, barely holding together. She looked ready to duck away from the hard slap her father would give her if she didn’t close more sales this month than last month, even if it wasn’t her fault that so few travelers were out on Sardia’s main road, the principal route through this region to Toskala.

‘Greetings of the day to you,’ said Marit. The girl’s cringing attitude disturbed her, so anger gave bite to her tone.

‘I’m sorry. How can I help you? I’m sure there’s something here you must need. What are you looking for?’ Desperation made the girl’s voice breathy. She was trying too hard.

Marit forced a kinder tone. ‘I need a brush. For grooming a horse. And something to pick stones out of its hooves. It’s a nice shop. You must get a lot of customers here, you’re in a good stopping point along the road.’

‘Custom used to be better,’ admitted the girl, relaxing a little. She had a round face and a honey-colored complexion, smooth and unblemished. ‘Folk don’t travel anymore.’

‘Why is that?’

The girl glanced at the entryway. Wide strips of hanging cloth, stamped with the gold sigil of the merchants’ guild, were tied back to either side, so with the doors slid open, she could see straight down the road along which the posting town sprawled. The girl sucked in a sharp breath. Fear rose off her like steam. Marit turned.

She should have noticed the cessation of street noise, followed by the ominous slap of feet. A pack of armed men strode down the street, breaking off in groups of two and three to climb onto the porches of shops and dive through the entrances without even the courtesy of taking off their sandals.

The girl reached over the counter to tug on Marit’s sleeve. ‘We have to hide!’ She whispered, but her thoughts screamed: They’ll take me like they took Brother. Father won’t protect me this time.  ‘Quick, duck down over behind the chest there, they won’t look. Papa!’ She opened the door to the back and vanished as she slid the door hard shut behind her.

Shelves lined the shop front, but pickings were scarce: a pair of used brushes polished to look new; a single piece of stiff new harness, and several neatly looped lead lines recently oiled. A few other refurbished items also catered to travelers whose gear might have broken along the road. The chest had the bulky look of a piece left behind by a prosperous merchant fallen on hard times; not many people could afford the weight of such an oversized container.

The door to the back snapped open.

‘Cursed beggar!’ A sweat-stained man slammed the door shut behind him. Marit realized she had let her cloak open, which revealed her ragged clothing still damp from the dawn’s shower. ‘Get out of the shop, or duck down behind that chest. I don’t want trouble from you! Beyond what I’ve already got!’

She dropped down into the narrow gap between the chest and a  set of lower shelves. The space was so small she had to turn her head to breathe, facing into the open shelving. A pile of brushes and combs had been shoved back here, pieces missing teeth or with wood cracking.

A heavy stride hammered along the porch. A man’s voice raised in the shop next door.

‘You promised me eight new halters, but here are only four. I’ll need coin to make up for the ones I’ll have to purchase elsewhere.’

A murmured reply answered him. Marit could not hear the exact words, but terror drifted like a miasma. Beside her face, dust smeared the lowest shelf and its discarded goods, and dust stirred in an unsettled swirl of air as the man stomped into the shop where she hid.

‘Heya! What about it!’ he shouted, although there was something insincere about the way he bellowed. ‘Where are those lead lines you promised us?’ In a lower, more natural voice, he added, ‘What news, you cursed worm?’

The shopkeeper replied in a rapid whisper. ‘There’s little to tell, Captain. The leatherworker is hiding the rest of his stock in the grain house in his courtyard. The woman who makes banners is hiding stock down by the mulberry orchard, in the old tomb of the Mothers, plenty of good cloth for tents and other such things. This is the third week the farmers have refused to come to market.’

‘We’ve taken care of the farmers.’ His voice had a snarl in it. Marit’s skin prickled; it was like being close to a lightning strike, wondering where the next bolt would burst free.

The shopkeeper groveled. ‘The blacksmith left town. Thought he’d walk to Toskala. Hoped to be safe there.’

‘He didn’t get far.’

‘Eh, hah, sure it is you’d not let such a valuable man walk out on you in your year of need.’

‘He’s working where he can’t argue so much, it’s true. You’ve told me nothing I don’t already know, excepting for the bit about the leatherworker hiding goods from us. I know you have a daughter as well as the lad. I need more than this in payment, ver.’ His tone was sly and nasty, drunk as much with the power he held as with the wine he’d been drinking.

Marit wanted to grab the slimy weasel and slam him against the  counter until he begged for mercy and returned all that had been stolen, but of course this village had clearly lost far more than could ever be restored now. Anyway she had no weapon except the old knife, whose wooden handle was coming loose, and her walking staff, hard to use effectively in a crowded shop. She hated herself for what she could not do.

‘A reeve came through,’ said the man reluctantly.

‘Sheh! You know it’s forbidden for you folk to talk or tithe to reeves.’

‘I know it, I know it,’ he gabbled. ‘But the reeve wore the Star of Life, like you folk do. He said he was flying down to Argent Hall, where a marshal was to be elected or murdered or some such. That’s what he said. How can we stop a reeve from flying in, when all’s said and done? Eh? Eh?’ He was whining. ‘There’s nothing we can do when folk do walk into town on their own feet. We can’t stop them.’

‘Maybe so.’ The news had distracted the captain. Marit heard him scratching in the stubble at his chin. ‘Argent Hall, eh? Wish they’d made their move at Gold Hall, to get those cursed reeves up there off our backs, but there it is. The lord knows his business, just like you know yours, eh? The reeve halls will topple soon enough. What else? You’ve got that look about you, ver, like you’re hiding somewhat from me.’

‘Neh, neh, nothing at all. Just a word I overheard the other day, a passing comment, you can’t trust chance-heard conversation, can you? Anyone can talk and say anything they please, can’t they? How can a poor soul know what’s true and what is just sky-spinning?’

The captain’s silence made the shop seem abruptly warmer, stuffy and hard to breathe. From the street came calls and cries, so remote they might as well have been meaningless: a woman sobbing, a man’s triumphant giggling as with a fit of cruelty, a spasm of coughing and spewing. Marit heard, from the back of the shop, a murmuring like mice rustling below the floorboards, words exchanged between two people in hiding:

‘He’d not betray her, would he?’

‘Hush, girl. He’ll do what he must to save us. Hush.’

The words, sounding so clearly in her own ears, evidently did not reach the captain, who rapped a metal blade on the counter. ‘I  haven’t all day to wait! We gave you this chance to work with us rather than be cleaned out like the rest. I can burn down this shop if I’ve a wish to do so. Or take your daughter, like I did your son.’

‘Peace! Peace! Just a cricket in my throat got me choked.’ He made a business of clearing his throat. ‘There, it’s gone now.’ Once started, the shopkeeper flowed like a stream at spring tide. ‘A merchant come through, a stout fellow headed southwest on the Lesser Walk and meaning to head onwards down the Rice Walk to Olo’osson. This was a few weeks after the new year’s festival. He was still wearing his fox ribbons, all silver, very fine quality and embroidered to show how rich he was.’

‘I’m surprised a rich man chooses to strut his wealth these days. The roads aren’t safe.’

‘Heh. Heh. You’d say so, ver, wouldn’t you? Eh, he wasn’t afraid. He was a cocky fellow, even if he did have that cursed sloppy borderlands way of speaking. He would sneer at our humble town, though he’d no reason to do so. He ordered me about when he could just have asked politely for the items he needed.’

‘What does this have to do with anything?’

‘Oh, eh, it’s just I notice such things, being a shopkeeper. We have to size up our customers. So when I went into the back to fetch out another lead line, I heard him saying to his companion that he had powerful allies in the north. That they were going to march on Olossi later this year. He did like to hear himself talk. He was indignant, said it wasn’t his fault he’d had to make outside alliances. It was just that there were troublemakers in Olossi trying to elbow their way into power and push out those who had been good stewards for these many years, and he had to protect his clan.’

It was a common saying among the reeve halls that some came into service possessed of good instincts while some learned good instincts during service, and that those who neither possessed nor learned did not survive. Marit had good instincts, and had learned better ones in her ten years as a reeve, although not enough to save herself from a knife to the heart.

But ever since she’d woken, she heard and tasted and smelled with cleaner senses, as if the Four Mothers - the earth, water, fire, and wind that shapes the land - had lent her a measure of their own essence.

The captain said, ‘Who else did you tell?’


He’s going to kill him. The air told her because of the way his sour scent sharpened. The earth told her because of the way his feet shifted on the floorboards, bracing for the thrust.

The shopkeeper scratched his head, nails scraping scalp. She could smell his fear, but he wasn’t afraid enough. He didn’t see it coming.

‘None but my wife, as a curiosity.’


Because he thinks he can sell the information later. Because if no one else knows, then he can hoard harness and the used traveling gear he accumulates in the hope of making a greater profit off it later by selling to a mass of men on the move - an army - who need goods immediately and can’t wait. The fate of the folk of Olossi concerns him not at all.


‘If the troubles down south settle out,’ he added, ‘then maybe more folk will be on the roads, we’ll see more trade. Trade’s been scarce these past few seasons. Folk don’t want to be out on the roads because they fear—’

She stood in the moment the captain drew his sword.

In the lineaments of a face shine the spirit; in the posture of the body speaks the soul. The tight set of a jaw reveals anger. A hand clenched around the hilt of a sword shows resolve.

Fear settles where a man leans back.

Shoulders hunching, a hand raised helplessly, the shopkeeper glanced toward Marit.


I am dead now, but at least I kept the secret. At least my sister will have escaped them. The shopkeeper’s thoughts might as well have been words spoken aloud, they were cast like seeds in a broad spray, everything about him caught between his small, fatal victory and his simple fear that the blade, striking him, would hurt terribly as it cut and smashed his flesh.

We all live in terror of pain.

‘You not least,’ she said to the captain. ‘You are one of those who will die in pain. You have sown with cruel seeds, and the bloody harvest will devour you.’

His sword point dropped. She studied his face so she would remember it no matter how much time passed before they met again: a broken nose; a scar under his left eye.

His lips parted as he trembled. ‘You are death. Where did you come from?’

‘Answer your own question. Go from this town. Don’t come back. I know you now. I’ll hunt you down if harm comes to any here.’

His thoughts spilled as water over the lip of a fountain. I’ll be rewarded for this message, for telling them I’ve spotted one of the cloaks walking abroad in daylight. Or what if she is already acting in concert with them? What if this is a test? To see if I act rightly, follow orders? What if they punish me? Aui! Aui!


‘Get out,’ she said, wondering if she’d have to try and grab the sword out of his hand and kill him.

But he fled.

The shopkeeper began gasping, spurts of sobs punctuated by racking coughs. The door slid back. The pretty daughter stuck her head in, eyes seeming white with fear.

He spun, hearing the door tap against the stop, and before she could cringe back he slapped her. ‘Get back in the closet, you witless girl! Can’t you stay where you’re told?’ The purse of his mouth betrayed his shame. He looked back at Marit.

An onslaught of thoughts and images tumbled: She’ll run away, find a temple, any place to take her in, but what if the soldiers capture her as they did Sediya—? A young woman - his own sister - staggers into their humble house, sneaking in out of the alley and huddling in the chicken house until dawn. She’s much younger than her brother, the last child of their parents. Like her niece, she’s pretty enough, but haggard with misery. Her thighs are sticky with blood and she stinks of piss; she limps as her sister-in-law supports her into the house. She is crying, ‘They’ll come for me. I ran away. Please hide me.’


The shopkeeper jerked his gaze away from Marit.

‘They’ll kill us when they learn we’ve gone against them, that we’re hiding one of the captives they took,’ he said hoarsely to his daughter, but she was too stunned to speak or move with her cheek flushed red from the blow. Her silence infuriated her father. He raised his hand just as the captain had raised his sword.

‘Don’t take your anger out on her,’ said Marit, ‘or she’ll run and you’ll have bartered away your honesty and your honor and your good name for nothing.’

‘Just get out, I beg you,’ he said, his movement as stiff as that of an aged elder as he kept his gaze averted. ‘Take whatever you want.’

Reeves could accept tithes, receiving from those they aided the necessities that allowed them to live. She grabbed what she wanted: a feed bag, a pair of brushes one stiff and one softer, a hoof pick, a lead line, rope, and a bundle of tough rags.

She paused with the goods stuffed into the feed bag. What if a reeve became greedy? It happened; they took more than they needed, or they taught themselves to take what they wanted and told themselves they deserved it all. ‘He passed under the gate into the shadow.’ In every one of the Ten Tales of Founding, more than one man and woman crossed the Shadow Gate to the other side, where corruption takes hold in the heart. With each step, the path got smoother as you told yourself why it was acceptable to walk farther down this road. The tales of the Hundred told the story of humankind and the other children born to the Four Mothers. It was natural that some succumbed to the shadows.

Maybe it was unnatural that any did not.

‘Where are the reeves who should be aiding you? Isn’t Gold Hall patrolling? Isn’t there a temple of Ilu nearby that can send an envoy to Clan Hall in Toskala to ask for help?’

He laughed recklessly. ‘The reeves can’t help us. You can walk out of our town and never come back, but we have to live here. No matter what you said to him, they will come back. It’s us will have to face them. Not you.’

‘That merchant,’ she said. ‘You said he was from Olossi. Did he give you a name?’

‘Quartered flowers were his house mark. Is that enough? Will you go?’

Marit followed the sniveling girl into the narrow living quarters, tromping through in her outdoor sandals like the rudest kind of intruder. There was a single table and two cupboards, everything put away neatly except for a single ceramic cup filled with cooling tea set on the table. The floor was swept clean, and this homely indication of a woman doing her best to stem the shadows by keeping her home tidy made Marit hurt as if she’d been punched under the ribs.

She shoved open the back screen and clattered onto the porch  and down three steps to the courtyard. The damp of night rains still darkened the ground. The gate that led to the alley was tied shut. She fumbled with the knot, her hands clumsy.

Where were they hiding the fugitive sister?

She paused to scan the yard: the squat house with scant room above the eaves; the small grain storage up on stilts; a pit house with the sticky scent of incense drifting; the henhouse, an empty byre, and the surrounding wall too high to see over. She clambered up the ladder to the grain storage and tugged out the smallest sack of rice, something easy to carry over a shoulder.

Stillness was settling over the village as folk assessed the damage and checked their injuries after the abrupt departure of the soldiers. There, after all, she heard the shallow breathing of a woman trying to make no sound: the sister was hidden in the henhouse, scrunched under the nesting shelf and by now smeared with fresh droppings and the filthy wood shavings strewn on the floor to absorb the waste.

Marit took a step toward the henhouse, mouth open to speak. But she said nothing.

She hadn’t the means to support a traveling companion. It was difficult enough dealing with the cursed horse. A hundred other reasons aside told her she had to move on alone. This wasn’t the time to try to save a woman here and a man there, like trying to hold your hands over one beautiful flower in a driving hailstorm while the rest disintegrate under the onslaught.

‘The hells,’ she muttered. She said, in a low voice meant to carry no farther than the courtyard walls, ‘I’m a traveler, and I’m headed out of town. The soldiers have gone for now, but they’ll be back. If you want, you can travel with me. I offer you such protection as I can, and insofar as I am capable, I will get you to a place of safety. If there is such a place any longer. I can’t make you come, and I can’t promise you much. There it is. Take it or leave it.’

Her offer was met with a resounding silence. Thank the gods.

She turned back to the gate and fumbled with the knot, sure she had tugged on it the wrong way and caused what ought to have been an easy slipknot to jam into itself. She’d never been good with rope, not like Joss, grown up on the sea’s shore where every child learned a hundred cunning knots . . .

‘I’ll go.’ The voice was soft and female, and not a bit tentative.

Marit turned. A woman crouched in the low entrance to the henhouse. Her hair had matted into clumps now streaked with white droppings; her face was patched with muck and dotted where wood shavings had stuck to the damp. The color of her cheap hemp taloos was concealed beneath a coat of red clay and paler mud, sprinkled with more droppings.

The woman looked right at her.

An assault of images: a weeping girl with hands bound; the ruins of a village smolder as the line of captives staggers past, but they’re too exhausted to do more than cover their noses to ease the smell as the soldiers drive them on; an unexpected moment of laughter when eight of the captives, wary comrades now, splash in a pond; stumbling in mud while somewhere out of sight a baby cries and cries. She had lied about her name, because then all the things that happened to her were really happening to someone else, someone she was not.

Marit said, ‘Your name is Sediya.’

Wearily, the woman said, ‘You’re one of them, one of the cloaks who pin us. The soldiers are their slaves, and we’re slaves to the soldiers. Now I guess I’m your slave.’

‘I’m not one of them,’ said Marit fiercely.

‘You’re not going to kill me? Punish me? Take me back to Walshow?’

‘The hells! Did you walk all the way here from Walshow?’

‘Not really. I was swapped out to a scouting patrol, to service them while they were ranging, cook their rice, pound their nai. We walked for weeks and weeks, and I was too scared to run away. Then I got to seeing places I recognized, and that’s when I ran. They’ll kill me when they catch me. That’s the promise they make you.’

Marit swiped a hand through her grubby hair, and cursed, the biting words taking the edge off her anger.

The woman had the numb gaze of a person who has learned to gauge how close she is to the next time she’ll be hurt.

‘Stupidest cursed thing I’ve ever done,’ muttered Marit as she turned back to the gate, but she thought of the Devouring girl in the temple up on the Liya Pass and she couldn’t take back what she’d offered.

‘Here, let me.’ Sediya had a funny way of walking, favoring both legs, trying to hide that each step pained her. But she had clever hands; the knot fell away.

The door to the house scraped open. The shopkeeper stuck his head out, saw his sister, and blanched. ‘Sedi! If they see you, if they know I sheltered you - you’ve already brought trouble down on us. Can’t you think of anyone but yourself?’

Sediya wrenched open the gate. ‘I’m leaving.’ She bent her head just as Marit caught a flash of dull fear. ‘May the gods allow that you fare well, Brother.’

Marit took a step out into the alley and glanced up and down the narrow lane. ‘No one’s moving. Let’s go.’
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When Sediya saw Warning, she sank to her knees and wept.

‘The hells!’ Marit knelt beside her. ‘What’s wrong?’

The tears ended as abruptly as they had begun. Sediya wiped her cheeks with the back of a grubby hand.

‘You’re one of them after all,’ she said without looking Marit in the eye. ‘Are you going to kill me now, or after you’ve taken me back to Walshow, in the ceremony of cleansing?’

‘I’m not one of them!’

She indicated the mare. ‘You ride one of the holy ones, the winged horses.’

‘These others do, too?’

‘Yes.’

‘How many are there?’

Sediya glanced sidelong at her, then away, but Marit caught that awful need to believe that all might be well when after everything the woman had seen really it was a stupid thing to hold to but she couldn’t help it. She couldn’t help wanting there to be hope.

‘I have seen four with my own eyes - twilight, sun, blood, and the one who wears green - but there’s another they speak of, the one even the rest fear. They come and go out of camp. The one wearing the Sun Cloak is the worst, that was the rumor among us slaves. I  used to smear my face with dirt.’ She faltered, staring at her hands. The two leftmost fingers on her left hand had been broken and healed crooked. ‘Are you the one others fear so much?’

‘I’m not one of them,’ Marit repeated, teeth clenched. ‘What “ceremony of cleansing” do you mean? I’ve never heard of such a thing.’

Sediya sang in a thready voice a horrible desecration of a holy chant. ‘ “The weak die, the strong kill, and the cloaks rule all, even death.”’

‘Sheh! That’s not a proper chant.’ But seeing the woman cringe, Marit forced her shoulders to relax and her hands to uncurl, trying to appear less threatening. ‘How did you manage to escape?’

She brushed her belly, caught herself doing it, and winced. ‘After a while they get careless. They thought I was grinding grain over behind a tent. I just walked away.’

Marit knew the signs. She could evaluate people quickly. ‘Had they just raped you? Is that what made you run?’

She started talking, fast and low, her shame like a rash. ‘After a while you get torn and you never heal. Now I bleed and pee all the time, it leaks out of me, there’s nothing to hold it in. Maybe it would be better to be dead after all. What clan will ever want me as a wife for one of their sons? I have nothing to hope for. I’ll go back with you. Please don’t let them kill me.’ She never once looked up.

‘We’ll find a place for you to shelter,’ said Marit, so furious she had trouble tugging in air. ‘We’ll go back the way I came, to the southwest. It’s safe there.’

Sediya heaved a sigh, then settled to sit crookedly along one thigh as if it were uncomfortable to sit straight down cross-legged in the normal manner. She plucked a strand of grass from the ground and wound it around her crooked fingers. ‘Where are you from?’

‘I was born in a village in southeast Farsar. Very isolated, quite poor. My family was too poor to keep me, so they gave me a month’s worth of rice and put me on the road. I walked to Toskala looking for work as a laborer. But I became a reeve, instead.’

‘Where’s your eagle, then?’

The memory was still fresh. Marit shuddered. ‘My eagle is dead. She was murdered. By men under the command of Lord Radas of Iliyat.’

Sediya showed no reaction to the name, her gaze still bent on the grass she was winding around her deformed fingers. At last she said, to the dirt, ‘I’m a Black Eagle. Born during the season of the Flood Rains.’

Marit shut her eyes. ‘That’s the year I—’ But she could not say  That’s the year I was murdered. Ghosts didn’t sit on the ground with the damp soaking through their leggings and have conversations with brutalized young women. ‘I’m a Green Goat.’

The statement made Sediya’s eyes flare as she murdered the earth with her gaze. ‘You’d be counting forty-seven years. You can’t be that old. You don’t look it.’

‘Did you serve your apprentice year with the Lantern?’ asked Marit, laughing. ‘You sorted those numbers quickly.’

‘I did not, though everyone thought I should,’ said Sediya with a grin. The change of expression betrayed a friendly spirit with a lively manner, hiding beneath the grime. ‘I served my year with Ilu, because I liked the thought of getting to walk to the nearby towns and see a bit of the countryside. Afterward, the temple wanted to keep me for the eight years’ service, and my brother would have tithed me out to them in exchange for freedom from the yearly tithings, but I wouldn’t go.’ Her expression darkened, cutting to a dull gray bleakness with the speed of a machete hacking off a rains-green tree limb. ‘This is the gods’ way of punishing me for not taking the service.’

‘What was done to you has nothing to do with the gods.’

‘Doesn’t it? What are you, then? What are the others like you, the ones who see into your heart, who ride the winged horses? The cloaks are the Guardians, the servants of the gods.’

‘That can’t be. Guardians bring justice. That’s what the gods decreed.’

‘The gods turned their backs on us.’ She pulled the grass off her finger and pressed it into the dirt, pushing and pushing until earth buried that frail strand of green. ‘The Guardians aren’t people. They’re demons.’

Marit remembered - felt to her bones - the poisonous air that swirled around the quiet voice of Lord Radas, speaking to her across a Guardian altar.

‘Don’t be angry, I didn’t mean it. Don’t hurt me.’


We’re both afraid, thought Marit. Fear drives us.


She rose. ‘We travel at night. Can you ride?’

Sediya rose awkwardly. A trickle of liquid slipped down her ankle, and shook out as a drop to vanish on the soil. ‘It’s easier to walk.’ She drew the back of a hand over her eyes. Healed scratches laced the skin of her arms. Her right shoulder had a gouge in it, knotted with scar tissue. Using the movement as hesitation, she straightened her taloos, which had gotten twisted. She bit her lip, puffed out breath, found her courage and her strength.

‘We’re not going to Walshow,’ said Marit. ‘We’ll go to Sohayil, try to find you refuge there, maybe at one of Ilu’s temples. I know a place.’

Sediya followed obediently, head down, mouth tight.

They walked in silence along the deserted road. Sediya stared at the glimmer that marked the horse’s path, that gave them light to see by. She trudged along as if walking barefoot on nails, so clearly in pain that at length Marit called for a halt and found a sheltered spot to sleep.

The woman fell asleep, but Marit sat awake beneath the trees.

‘I have seen four with my own eyes, but there’s another one they speak of, the one even the rest of them fear.’

She leaned her head back against a tree trunk, shutting her eyes, breathing in the sting of sharp night-wand and the odor of intermingled rot and growth.

She considered her options. To ride into the north, to make her way to Toskala through lands controlled by this mysterious army watched over by folk who wore Guardians’ cloaks, was foolhardy. Most likely she would blunder into the nest of demons and get chopped up first thing. Even if she reached Toskala, no one at Clan Hall would have any reason to know and trust her. She’d been gone for nineteen years. There was no reason for anyone to believe she was who she claimed to be, or to believe her story of Lord Radas’s treachery and an army led by five people pretending to be Guardians. No reason at all.

Not without proof.

An owl skimmed low. A night-flying insect whirred among branches that ticked in the steady wind. Water dripped. A creature rustled away through bushes heavy with damp leaves.

She opened her eyes.

Sediya was gone. Marit tracked her with her hearing. First the woman crawled - not a likely way to be creeping off to relieve yourself - and when she got far enough away from the night’s encampment, she eased to her feet and trotted with an awkward rolling gait, now and again stumbling but picking herself up and going on with admirable determination.

Marit sighed. She stood. Sticks and scraps of vegetation tangled on her ragged clothes. She whistled. Warning came alert from her equine doze. She raised her hand and called light.

Sediya screamed when they caught up to her, and fell sobbing to her knees, beating her fists against the ground, praying, pleading, weeping.

Pain twisted in Marit’s chest. She’s that afraid of what she thinks I am.


‘I meant what I said. I’m taking you to a safe place.’

Sediya refused to answer.

 



At the temple of Ilu in the village of Rifaran, Sediya went mutely as an apprentice led her off to the baths. She did not offer a parting glance and certainly no thanks. It was likely that, whatever she said later, no one would believe her.

The envoys in charge gifted Marit with clothing in good repair in exchange for bringing one of their injured daughters to a place where she might find healing. The old woman who stood gate duty gave Marit a mended but otherwise stout cloak of a faded green color more appropriate to and practical for journeying.

For her own part, Marit thanked the envoys properly and retreated, alone, to the glade where Warning rested out of sight.

But when she unclasped the cloak to take off the rags and put on decent clothing, the cloak slithered back to clutch at her calves as if it were a living thing. She began to heave, sucking and coughing. She could not get air. The cloak poured up her body, wrapping her until she was too tangled to stand. She sprawled, vision fading . . . choking, she grasped the clasp and fixed the cursed thing around her neck. She lay for a bit, skin clammy and hot by turns. After a while, she got to her feet. The cloak swagged around her like ordinary cloth, draping to midcalf.

An ordinary piece of cloth in every way, you might think, except it never became grimy. It never stank. The clasp did not rub raw her skin. Magic infused it. Death’s cloak, she might call it, and it was true enough. Death’s cloak had risen off a Guardian’s bones to smother her that day up on Ammadit’s Tit when she and Joss had broken the boundaries and invaded a Guardian altar. A day later, death’s cloak had claimed her in truth, when the knife had pierced her heart in the woodsmen’s camp. If she was dead, then it was appropriate that death’s cloak wore her and would not let her go.


‘What are you, if you aren’t one of them?’ Sediya had asked.

Maybe she was just asking the wrong question. Not ‘Why did the Guardians vanish, and where did they go?’ but ‘What is a Guardian, after all? Therefore, what am I?’

 



She rode to Olo’osson and made her way via back roads and isolated irrigation berms to Argent Hall, the westernmost reeve hall, on the shore of the salty Olo’o Sea. She released Warning to fend for herself, as the mare had done for an unknown time before Marit found her. She hid the harness and saddle in an abandoned shack and walked to the gates to ask for work in the lofts as a fawkner’s assistant’s assistant. Remarkably, they took her on.

They assigned her to the most menial of tasks: sweeping, cleaning, hauling. Maybe later, they told her, if she proved herself, they might let her start working with the harness.

She had to keep her eyes lowered at all times, so no one could possibly suspect how much she could really see. She pretended to be a woman fallen on hard times who had become suspicious and unfriendly because of the beatings she had endured from an angry husband and his unsympathetic relatives. It was a situation she’d encountered all too often as a reeve. They accepted her odd manners because she did her work, and because they were so poorly supervised and understaffed that many of their long-term hirelings had recently quit. Because the reeve halls tended to attract people who didn’t fit into the daily life of the village.

With her head hunched and her gaze lowered, and her cloak tied up out of the way and layered beneath the old green cloak, she observed.

Marshal Alyon was an ailing and ill-tempered old reeve poorly  suited to manage such a roil. Half of the reeves stationed at Argent Hall had transferred here from other halls in the last few years, and they were malcontents and loose arrows to a man and woman, the kind of reeve Marit despised, the ones who kept taking more than they needed, the ones who got to loving their baton and the power they wielded more than the law they served. Marshal Alyon could not control them. There was at least one fist fight a day in the exercise yard. She kept her chin down and her eyes averted, but she saw everything. She heard their whispers. She knew how many stank of corruption, and how many fought for a restoration of the old order but kept losing ground. The newcomers were waiting, but she wasn’t sure for what.

She’d not been there ten days when she woke one day to voices all aflutter.

‘Garrard is back from Clan Hall. He says Clan Hall won’t help us. We’re on our own.’

She washed her face and slouched to the eating hall. The nai porridge tasted particularly bland today, no spice at all, but as always it was filling. She sat with the other menials, who had learned to ignore her beyond a perfunctory greeting.

At the next table, the loft fawkners were whispering fiercely, heads bent together.

‘Yordenas has returned, still with no eagle. I’ve never heard of a bird nesting for so many seasons. I don’t like him. I don’t trust him.’

Heads went up as six reeves wearing gleaming reeve leathers sauntered into the eating hall. Marit shuddered; a red haze washed her vision, and the last smears of porridge turned as pink as if mixed with blood. She blinked, and after all it was only her eyes playing tricks on her. The porridge had no color at all, just a few grainy lumps stuck to the sides of the bowl.

She looked up, and saw a man wearing a Guardian’s cloak.

He wasn’t looking her way, or he would have known instantly, as she knew instantly. She ducked down, pretending to fiddle with her sandal’s lacing. He sat down with his companions at a table well away from the one where she sat, because certain of the reeves strutted an attitude that they were better than the rest and certainly did not want to associate with the menials or even the fawkners, although the health of their eagles depended on the fawkners.

He sat with eyes downcast, listening more than he talked. His cloak was red as blood, somber rather than bright. It made her think of seeping wounds that never heal.

He did not eat, only made his presence and his allies known to all. Eventually, he left the eating hall. As he walked to the door, she bent down to let the height of those sitting at her table shield her from view. As soon as he was gone, the fawkners began whispering.

‘Hsss! You see how the conflict will fall out. Yordenas means to become marshal in Alyon’s place. He’ll poison him.’

‘Poison Alyon! Even I don’t believe that, Rena.’

‘You’re a cursed fool if you don’t believe it. It’s going to get ugly, when Alyon dies, and he will die because he’s weakening fast. Then it’ll come down to a fight between Garrard and the outsiders, and that’ll get even uglier. If we were any of us smart we would just up and leave like the hirelings keep doing.’

‘We can’t abandon the eagles. They need us.’

‘That’s right,’ the others murmured. The eagles needed them. For a dedicated fawkner, it was all the cause they followed.

The moment enough menials got up to go to work, Marit rose and kept within the pack of them, and with gritted teeth walked at their ambling pace along the aisle and out the door into the exercise yard. She slunk immediately to the barracks, where she gathered her few possessions and tucked them into the feed bag. Then she went to the pits to relieve herself, and afterward she hauled up two waste buckets and swung them on a pole over her shoulder and walked out the gates toward the dumping pit as if she had been assigned to clear out night soil. The dumping pit lay a good long way away from the reeve hall. The distance seemed even farther with that stench swinging to either side, always in your face. But it was far enough away that when she set down the buckets next to the stinking pit, she could keep walking because no one was likely to run out to question her or even notice her at all from the distant walls.

A man wearing a Guardian’s cloak sat in a reeve hall, pretending to be a reeve. When she thought about it, it was a good strategy. If you want to build an army and terrorize the countryside, then corrupt the reeve halls first so they won’t interfere. Yet what did Lord Radas want in the end? Was it greed that drove him? Perhaps it was as simple as lust for power, as it says in the Tale of Honor: ‘The first  man bowed before him, and at this sight his heart burned and his lips became dry, and then all the men must bow or he could not be contented.’ Did he simply want to rule the Hundred?

She kept walking, lugging the feed bag. Storm clouds advanced over the Olo’o Plain, and a thunderstorm boomed, soaking her as she trudged. As the clouds spilled away toward the salt sea and the first cracks of sky appeared, firelings sparked in the heavens. She stared, raising a hand to shield her eyes from the last drops of rain, but the blue lights were already gone. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and she grinned, thinking of the time she and Flirt had flown through a massive storm like the complete and utter idiots they had been because they were young and full of glee. Thinking of how a fireling had winked into existence less than an arrow’s shot below them, eyes afire and translucent wings a blaze of light. And cursed if Flirt hadn’t stooped, and pulled up when the fireling had winked out before her talons struck. Only the blue light had flashed again below, and Flirt had stooped again, and then again and again, and for a brief wild insanely glorious passage she and the raptor had engaged in a game of chase with the one creature in the worlds no eagle can catch.


Eiya! Grief is a mire. She put her head down and kept walking.

Slowly, the skies cleared to a patchwork. After a day and a night she reached the abandoned shack and sank down, exhausted, beside the dusty harness. Her thoughts chased in circles. She was alone, just as the blood-cloaked Guardian had been alone even though he was sitting in the eating hall among reeves who identified themselves as his allies.

What is a Guardian? she might ask, and she had found one of her answers: a Guardian might walk among humankind, but she was no longer one of them. She never would be again.

 



Marit woke at dawn when Warning shoved her nose into her face and slobbered on her. The cursed mare’s coat needed brushing, and her mane was tangled, but her hooves were clean of stones and debris and she was otherwise healthy. By all appearances, the mare was as happy to see Marit as Marit was to see her, curse it all, for there were tears in her own eyes.
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‘Here’s your pay,’ said the stable master, holding out a string of vey. He cleared his throat, shifted his feet, scratched an earlobe. ‘You’re a good worker, no complaints there. You don’t make any trouble. But I have to ask you not to come back tomorrow.’

‘I see,’ said Marit to her feet. She knew what was coming. She had been through this conversation six times in the weeks she had been in Olossi.

He spoke quickly, to get through the distasteful job. ‘Custom is off, and that’s besides it being the Flood Rains and fewer folk walking about this time of year due to the weather. Someone is causing trouble on the roads for carters and stablekeepers, for all us honest guilds folk, so we can’t keep our hirelings as we might otherwise want in a better year.’

‘Custom does seem low. What do you think is causing the trouble? ’

He cleared his throat. She glanced up, meeting his gaze.

Images and words churned: she’s got that northern way of speaking; what if she’s a spy for one of the Greater Houses; I don’t trust ’em; they’re trying to corral all the trade for themselves and their favored clients; anyway, there’s something about her that creeps everyone and no surprise . . .


She dropped her gaze. He took a step away, as from someone who stank.

‘Might be anyone,’ he said, backed up against the closed door, ‘ospreys diving for a quick snatch, criminals wandering down from the north, folk wanting to drive a wedge into the carters’ guild and make trouble for them.’ His tone picked up confidence. ‘So there it is. Someone has to go. The other hirelings are, eh, well, it’s your - ah - northern way of speaking. Makes them uncomfortable. I’ve had them on hire for years now, so that makes you lowest roll.’

‘First to go,’ she agreed with a twisted smile. She had replaced the old sandals she’d taken from the shepherd’s hut with better ones, but after weeks in the city keeping her gaze down she had  memorized every stain and nick in the worn leather. Her feet were dirty again, toenails black with grime from stable work. ‘My thanks. You were a fair employer, I’ll give you that.’ She took the vey from his hand, trying not to notice how quickly he pulled his hand back, hoping not to touch her. As if she was a demon walking abroad in human skin.

Who was to say she wasn’t?

Keeping her head down, she walked through the lower city of Olossi toward the baths she favored. Mud slopped over her feet. At the trailing end of the season of Flood Rains, every surface was layered in muck. The clouds hung low and dark, threatening to spill again.

She paused at the edge of Crow’s Gate Field. In the dry season, commerce through the gate would be brisk, and the guards and clerks busy. Today, Sapanasu’s clerks lounged under the shelter of a colonnade, seated in sling-back chairs, sipping at musty bitter-fern tea. They laughed and talked, teeth flashing, voices bright. One slapped another on the arm teasingly. A trio had their heads bent close, sharing secrets. One dozed, head back and mouth open, and the others were careful not to jostle her. Their easy camaraderie reminded her of her days at Copper Hall among her fellow reeves. Those had been good days. She’d been happy there. She’d had friends, colleagues, a lover.

Some things, once lost, can never be restored.

Bear this grief, and move on.

She walked toward the river along the wide avenue that paralleled the lower city’s wall, such as it was, more a livestock fence than a wall to halt the advance of an army. Her sandals shed dribs and drabs with each step. Aui! Everything stank. Everything dripped. Rich folk hurrying home before dusk made their way through town in palanquins carried by laborers whose brown legs were spattered with mud. The streets in the upper city were paved with stone, so presumably there was less Flood Rains filth there, but the one time she’d ventured past the inner gates she had felt too conspicuous. The lower city hosted all kinds: laborers, criminals, touts and peddlers, country lads and lasses come to make their fortunes in a trade, outlander merchants come to sell and buy, slaves and hirelings and shopkeepers and craftsmen and folk who would sell  anything, even their own bodies, as long as they could grab a few vey from the doing. She might make folk uncomfortable, but in the lower city the watch would not drive her out unless she actually broke the law.

On a street on the river side of Harrier’s Gate stood two ranks of bright green pipe-brush, ruthlessly cut back, which flanked an ordinary pedestrian gate set into a compound wall. A bell hung from a hook on the wall. She rang it, keeping her gaze on her dirty feet.

The door was opened from inside. ‘You again. It’s extra for a bucket and stool carried to your tub.’

‘I know.’

He held out a hand, and she pressed vey worth a week’s labor into his very clean palm. He led her along a covered walkway raised above muddy ground and lined with troughs of red and pink good-fortune trimmed into mushroom caps. Water flowed smoothly alongside them through split pipewood. The attendant gave her a sour look when she bypassed the usual changing rooms and common scrub hall.

The private rooms were a series of partitions separating filled tubs heated by hot stones and stoked braziers. In the dry season, awnings could be tied across the scaffolding of the tall partitions for shade. The smallest and cheapest private room lay closest to the entrance and the common baths, where everyone must tramp back and forth; the more expensive were larger and sited at the end of the walkway. The truly wealthy could purchase relaxation at one of five tiny cottages situated within the pleasant garden with its manicured jabi bushes, slumbering paradom, and flowering herboria.

He showed her into the smallest of the private chambers, and watched to make sure she removed her filthy sandals before she stepped up on the raised paving stones alongside the slatted tub. He left the door open until he brought back a bucket of water and a stool.

‘You pay extra for pouring bowl, scrub brush, and changing cloth,’ he said.

She showed him the ones she had purchased from a peddler, items not too worn to keep in use but certainly nothing a prosperous clans-man would carry. The attendant inspected the items, touching the cloth only at the corner, pinched between thumb and forefinger.

‘You want the lamp lit?’ he asked.

‘No. I’ve light to make my own way out.’

He tested the water with an elbow, sniffed to show it was satisfactory, and finally cut off a sliver of soap. When he shut the door, she had, at last, a measure of peace.

She stripped of everything except her cloak, scrubbed, rinsed, scrubbed, and rinsed, and climbed into the tub. The heated water was not hot enough to redden her skin, as she would have liked, but it was satisfactory. She draped the cloak over the rim, and sank in up to her chin.

The heat melted her. She tilted her head back to rest against the slats and let her senses open.

Someone lit lamps in other chambers, oil hissing as it caught flame. Folk passed clip-clop on the walkway, treading heavily or lightly according to their nature. Business increased at dusk, as the shadows gave cover to men and women who didn’t want to be recognized.

She tasted the powerful scent of night-blooming paradom like cinnamon kisses on her lips.

A pair of lovers whispered in one of the cottages, words of longing and promise poured into willing ears. How fiercely they yearned! She sank into memories of Joss, made more bitter and more sweet because she knew he might well yet be alive, older than her now although he had once been younger. She had to let go of her affection for him. He had lived for twenty years without her, grown his own life without her. And anyway, was it even possible to love where there are no real secrets, where no part of your lover is thankfully hidden away from you?

She accepted the grief, and set it aside, because there was work to be done and she had never once in her life turned away from any task laid before her.

In these baths met merchants and guildsmen who desired privacy for certain delicate negotiations. She had come to these baths the first time because she’d heard she could pay coin for a private bathing room, an astounding luxury. Now she ate and drank sparingly of the cheapest gruel and watered rice wine, and slept in a boardinghouse little better than a rathole, so she could keep coming back for the conversation that her unnaturally keen hearing picked up.
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