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EMBER AND ASH



Fire was her enemy, a killer, a bully, despoiler and blackmailer, and she would never worship Him.


‘I thought it was getting cold, and it was a shame we couldn’t have a fire,’ she said, and the years of life at the warlord’s fort came to her aid now, when she had to put on a show for the people she was responsible for. It kept her voice light and calm, and let her put a tinge of humour into her tone. ‘I won’t do that again.’


Ash was looking at her strangely.


‘So He came when you called Him,’ he said. ‘And He has given you a gift.’ She was surprised by how harsh his voice sounded. ‘He is wooing you.’


A shudder went through her, uncontrollable, and she turned away from the fire to Ash’s solid strength, feeling sick and cold. He gathered her in and patted her back.


‘He won’t hurt you,’ he said. ‘He wants you to serve Him.’


Never. Never.


There, inside her, was the core of ice, like the ice-earth of the flatlands. She was the warlord’s daughter, and she would not barter her people’s safety for the heat in her blood and the promise of ecstasy. She knew that was what He was offering, and she rejected it. Holdfast came to stand by her side and Ember buried her fingers in the fur of her neck. The living, breathing dog reminded her of where she belonged.


‘Never,’ she said aloud. She half-expected the fire to die away on her words, but it continued to blaze happily.


‘Well,’ Ash said, considering, ‘we might as well make use of this gift.’
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THE DEEP



‘This is the oath we ask of you,’ the Prowman said. ‘Will you give it? To be silent to death of what you see, of what you hear, of what you do?’


Ash blinked slowly. Could he give that oath? What if whatever he saw was treasonous? Or dangerous to others? But the Prowman was his uncle, in all but blood, and everyone Ash trusted, trusted him. So he nodded, and when the Prowman spat on his hand and held it out, Ash spat on his and clasped it.


‘You must speak,’ the Prowman prodded.


‘I swear,’ Ash said, his deep voice echoing off the high canyon walls.


‘Do you swear upon pain of shunning, never to speak of this place outside of this place?’


‘I swear.’


‘Do you swear upon pain of death never to guide another to this place who has not the blood right?’


Ash had no idea what the blood right was, but no doubt he’d find out – if he swore. His curiosity was roused.


‘I swear,’ he said.


‘Do you swear upon pain beyond death, the pain of never being reborn, to keep the secrets of this place with your honour, with your strength, with your life?’


What in the cold hells was this about? Ash wondered. But trust was trust.


‘I swear,’ he said, his voice coming a little hoarsely.


The Prowman smiled, his dark eyes lighting up with relief and pleasure. Then he stood back and gestured, inviting Ash to walk through.


Ash took a long breath. Before him was a narrow crack in the blood-red wall of the canyon. It was just after dusk, and the shadows were growing towards him. He and the Prowman had journeyed all day through the network of red sandstone canyons and streams and fissures that made up the wilds of Gabriston. It was a place with a bad reputation – those who went in alone, they said, never came out. Eaten by demons. Wind wailing through the canyons caused those stories, Ash reckoned. Or the many waters, falling and dripping and calling. The streams all drained eventually to the Hidden River, the fast, turbulent watercourse that fell headlong from the lake to their west.


It was a long way from the cold, clean Western Mountains, where his home was. Here the air was damp and heavy. He felt as though he were choking on it. Even the red walls oozed water like blood.


‘What would have happened if I hadn’t sworn?’ he asked, turning his head to look his uncle in the eye.


‘We would have gone home,’ the Prowman said, shrugging.


Oddly enough, that was disturbing. He wanted to find out what all this palaver was about. So he walked through the opening, and waited. The Prowman went past him and, smiling reassuringly, said, ‘Not far now.’ It was the tone an adult uses to a child, but Ash let it pass. Although the Prowman looked only  a few years older than his own twenty-one years, Ash knew he had to be far older than that – at least as old as Ash’s parents. He had seen Ash born, after all – the Prowman’s real name, they said, was also Ash, and he had been named after him. No doubt he still thought of Ash as the baby he’d once known. Ash was used to that. He had aunts.


So he shrugged and followed the Prowman around a turn, with the constant noise of wind wailing through rocks making his ears buzz.


There was another canyon, and beyond that another, and for an hour more they threaded their way through increasingly narrow passageways, while the night grew dark above them. Glow-worms studded the walls, giving a meagre light once their eyes had adjusted.


The further they went, the more Ash wondered why he’d come. The Prowman had just appeared one day, after an absence of years, and said he had something important to take Ash to. His mother, her pale eyes bright, had urged him to go, even though he would miss his cousin Ember’s wedding. His father had shrugged. Whatever the Prowman wanted, he should have. A hero was a hero, and the Prowman was the most famous living hero, although Ash’s grandmother, Martine, ran close. So Ash had agreed to go.


But this winding, closed-in path was as alien to him as the sea. He’d been raised in the mountains, where every vista was long and capped with snow; where the sky seemed so high above you that there was unlimited breathing space. He didn’t like the feeling of being hemmed in. Imprisoned by the blood-red sandstone walls of the Deep.


Then they came to a violent stream, with a rocky waterfall, and the Prowman made him give blood and gave some himself and declared that they had the blood right. Ash, son of Elva, the  Prowman called him, because it was by his mother’s blood that he had the right to be here. The old blood.


As the blood touched the stream, the waters calmed. It startled him: there was power here, then, of some kind. He was accustomed to power – his mother was a mouthpiece for the local gods, a kind of prophet – but he had never seen power affect a physical substance like water before. It made him more alert. There were spells operating, maybe. He’d heard so many stories of spells that as a child he’d longed to see one cast, but right now he’d do without. They went further into the maze of fissures.


Demons howled.


Ash started – that was no wind in the rocks, that was a flesh-and-blood throat making those noises. He glanced at the Prowman and saw the small smile on his face, so he bit back his questions and ignored the sound, although all the hairs on the back of his neck were upright, and his arms were furred with goosebumps.


They emerged into what seemed like bright light – an open space lit by a big fire. The canyon walls rose up all around, enclosing them securely. A good, defensible hiding spot, Ash thought, and wondered if he had been brought here to meet rebels. There were some, they said, who had been dissatisfied with the Resettlement, twenty or so years ago. Those forced from land their fathers had farmed so that Travellers could have land of their own, and live safe. They resented it, even though they were tenants of the warlords and farmed only at their pleasure. Some of them, the stories said, had taken to the wild places and raided warlords’ supplies to stay alive. But surely the Prowman, whose hair was as black as any Traveller’s could be, wouldn’t support dissatisfied blondies?


He had only a moment to think this through. Then, from a  cave mouth on the other side of the fire, a stream of shapes came pouring out.


Demons. Demons with the bodies of men and the heads of animals. They leapt, naked, in the firelight, shrieking and howling and ululating. His throat clenched; his bowels tightened with fear. They surrounded him, their hands angling flints, sharp as knives, at his throat. Through the fear he felt a flicker of irritation with his uncle. He could have warned me, he thought. Ash planted his feet and stood still, sure that the Prowman wouldn’t have brought him into a nest of demons if it were really dangerous.


‘He is a member of the blood,’ the Prowman called to the demons. He nudged Ash. ‘Tell them who you are,’ he said.


‘I am Ash, son of – son of Elva,’ Ash said.


‘Whose blood has calmed the waters,’ the Prowman prompted.


‘Whose blood has calmed the waters,’ he repeated.


The demons shrieked again and their hands dropped. They stood, panting as animals do, their eyes bright with interest.


‘He is a bowyer,’ the Prowman added. ‘Will you teach him what he needs to know?’ And they howled again, with approval.


Two of them, a wolf and a deer, came forward and tried to strip away his clothes. He stepped back and fended them off.


‘It’s all right,’ the Prowman said reassuringly. ‘In the Deep, we show our true shapes.’ But he made no move to undress.


‘You don’t,’ Ash said.


‘This is my true shape,’ the Prowman said. ‘You are here to learn yours, as all these have done.’ He gestured to the demons waiting, and Ash suddenly understood. They were men. Human men, who had come here to be transformed. Who had deliberately come here to be transformed. His stomach turned a little. Why would anyone choose to make himself into a monster?


‘If you hold still and show no fear, you will not be harmed,’ the Prowman said. ‘This is the first test.’


‘What happens if I pass?’ Ash demanded.


‘Then there are others. And eventually, if you pass them all, you will be allowed to discover your true self. To know who you really are. This is the River’s gift to those of Traveller blood.’


The ground felt solid enough beneath his feet, even if the rest of the world had gone awry. The gleaming naked skins, the sharp animal scents around him, the fire leaping high and something else, some sense that he was being watched by whatever power had calmed the stream, made him dizzy. This was an invitation to journey into a place he’d never imagined; in ways that he could only dimly make out. To find – what? Himself? He planted his feet more firmly.


‘I know who I really am,’ he said.


The demons hissed disapproval.


‘And I’m not a Traveller,’ he added.


The hands with their flint knives came up again and the demons – the men – turned to the Prowman with anger.


‘His blood calmed the waters,’ he said hastily. ‘His mother was a Traveller.’


‘Not for long,’ Ash said. ‘Before that, her people farmed Cliffhaven for thousands of years. And my people have been rooted at High Fields in Hidden Valley since just after Acton came over the mountains. I have the old blood, yes, but I’m not a Traveller.’


Travellers had been despised and mistreated in the Eleven Domains for a thousand years, until the Resettlement. Even now, there were those who distrusted them. They were known by their dark hair, a sign that the old blood, the blood of the people who had first inhabited this country, flowed in their  veins. The later incomers, the invaders, his father’s people, were blue-eyed and blond, or red-headed.


They inspected him. His light brown hair, his hazel eyes, his big, muscular build, so unlike the rangy Prowman next to him. Unlike them – all of them were dark-haired and slightly built. Ash looked like one of Acton’s people, all right, but he wasn’t that either, he thought. He wasn’t dark or blond – he was the two combined, and he belonged in Hidden Valley, on the land that his ancestors had claimed from the wilderness. There had been no one of the old blood living in Hidden Valley when his ancestors arrived. They had displaced no one.


‘The River will show you the shape of your soul,’ the Prowman said gently, as though Ash didn’t understand what he was being offered.


Ash didn’t want to give offence, but this primitive ritual stirred nothing in him but a vague distaste. Pity, even, for those who needed it. No doubt a secret society had been important, in the days when every man’s hand had been turned against Travellers. But times had changed. Besides—


‘I know the shape of my soul,’ he answered calmly. ‘It’s an arrow in flight.’


The image in his mind was as clear as a star: fletched with grey goose feathers, his arrow soaring into the bright sky, the clean whistling it made cutting through the air like a benediction on him. That was who he was. What he did. What he wanted.


‘I thank you,’ he said gently. ‘But I think this path is not for me.’


A bough broke and the fire shot upwards, throwing sparks. The wind caught them so that their glow seemed to dance in front of his eyes and he and the Prowman were surrounded by flying shards of light.


The demons turned away, and filed back slowly, disappointed, into the cave. The Prowman stood still, as though listening to someone speak a long way off.


‘There is only one chance,’ he said. ‘Turn away, and She won’t have you back.’


‘She?’ Ash asked. The River’s gift, he’d said before.


‘You haven’t earned the right to know more.’


That was fair. But there was something else, an unasked question in the way the Prowman stood, on the balls of his feet, ready for – what?


‘My oaths stand,’ Ash said mildly. ‘I will keep silence.’


A certain tension went out of the Prowman’s shoulders, although he was disappointed, no doubt about that.


‘Would you have killed me if I’d said otherwise?’ Ash asked.


‘Me? I wouldn’t have had to. You wouldn’t have made it across the stream,’ the Prowman said simply. ‘Come on. No sense staying here.’ He nodded towards the cave. ‘They won’t be happy with you in the morning.’


They retraced their steps, the Prowman saying nothing, lost in thought.


‘I brought you here too late,’ he said. ‘You’re supposed to come when your voice first breaks, but I was – elsewhere – then.’


Ash shrugged.


‘I don’t think it would have made any difference,’ he said.


As they threaded their way back through the canyons, the wind swirled around them, lifting the oppressive heat and seeming to sing through the rocks. Ash found it soothing now, even joyful, but he was still glad when they came out into the wide spaces of the Gabriston vineyards, near where they had left their horses. It was still dark, but the sky had begun to pale.


He hesitated, but he might as well say it. He hadn’t wanted  to come on this trip in the first place. It was only his mother’s insistence that had convinced him. There was somewhere else he would much rather be. His cousin Ember had promised it would be a party to remember.


‘Since we’re leaving so quickly,’ he said, ‘do you think we could still be in time for Ember’s wedding?’


The Prowman began to laugh, as though acknowledging that his own disappointment was unimportant.


‘Aye,’ he said. ‘If we ride at daybreak.’





PALISADE FORT, THE LAST DOMAIN



Today North and South would be unified.


Ember felt exalted by the thought. Even separated, as they were, by half a continent, the Far South Domain and the Last Domain in the north would today become a single political entity, to be ruled eventually by her husband. She and Osfrid, providing a sheltering roof from one end of the Domains to the other, two islands of justice and equality; two examples of how the Domains could be, should be run. Having two large domains under his control would give Osfrid a strong voice in the Warlords’ Council, and the alliance with the Lady Sorn of the Central Domain made that even stronger.


She looked out the window, trying to find Osfrid in the crowd below.


The muster yard was full of almost everyone she’d ever known. All of her father’s officers had come in from their estates, complete with wives and daughters and sons. Some of the sons were off on the border, in case the Ice King attacked, of course. Most of her mother’s family had come, too, although her adopted sister, Elva, was still inside, her pale eyes and skin  unable to bear the glare of the warm sunshine. But Elva’s daughters, Poppy and Saffron, were sitting on a bench; Saffron was flirting with an officer’s son while her brother, Cedar, looked on with his customary cynical smile, his dogs at his side lolling in the sun. Elva was so much older than Ember that she always thought of her nieces and nephews as cousins; they were much of an age. The eldest, Ash, was only a year older than her and her cousin Clary was a year younger, yet Clary was at home in the Western Mountains Domain, almost ready to give birth. Ember spread a hand across her own belly, smiling; maybe by this time next year she would have a baby, too.


All the people of the fort had made a circle around the wedding fire. It was an important day, the marriage of the domain’s heir, but she hoped that some of them were there because they wished her well, not just because she was the warlord’s daughter.


Her cousin-nephew Ash came into view, covered in dust and accompanied by a tall, dark-haired man who moved like a dancer. She was glad Ash had come in time. It set the seal on this fine day.


Springtree, the day when all the ice had melted and the may was in full flower, was the luckiest day for a wedding, everyone agreed, but here in the Last Domain it was later than in other places – only half a moon before the Solstice – and it had been known to keep cold until then. The weather was so uncertain that the stonecasters always got the Chaos stone if they tried to predict it, and the blank stone, too, which meant that anything could happen. Today, although there were still small patches of snow melting in the shade, the sun was bright and the air warm enough for her to cast aside her coat and wear only her wedding outfit.


She smoothed the delicate silk skirt down over her trousers and danced a little, just to hear it rustle. Green for Springtree, of  course, but mid-green with a soft shimmer of reddish-gold somehow woven into it, the very red of her own hair appearing and disappearing as she twirled.


There he was! Below her, in the muster yard, Osfrid looked up, his eyes caught by her movement, and he smiled at her. She waved to him. He was handsome, the image of what a warlord should be.


He turned back to oversee the building of the fire they would jump over together, as he should, and she turned away, too, to rejoin her mother and his as they set the last stitches in her wedding sash.


Dark purple, this, of the finest silk, it had been brought from far beyond the Wind Cities by eastern traders, and all winter she had embroidered it with their names: Ember and Osfrid, entwined traditionally with flowers; irises in pale purple, their green stems crossed like spears below the names. She loved to embroider anyway, but making this had been a delight: at least an hour each day, when the light was brightest, when she could simply sit and daydream about how wonderful her life was going to be. She and Osfrid, loving each other, living in the warm, fertile Far South Domain, where it hardly ever snowed, where their children would run around barefoot in summer, where she would, after Osfrid’s father died, become the warlord’s lady: respected, rich, happy.


It was traditional that the two mothers set the final stitches in the sash, to bind the two families closer together, but Ember had to suppress a laugh. Her mother, Martine, hated embroidery – sewing of any kind, in fact, and most of the ‘womanly’ arts expected of a warlord’s lady. She was struggling with the needle, her face set firmly in that expression Ember knew well – determination not to let her family down in any duty expected of a warlord’s wife, overlying a deep, deep contempt for everything a warlord stood for.


‘Done!’ Martine said with relief. Osfrid’s mother, Sigurd, smiled at her with a hint of reproof. Sigurd was so much a warlord’s lady that Ember was a little in awe of her. Not beautiful, but stately, reserved, calm. Yet she smiled with real affection as she tied the sash around Ember’s waist and stood back to let Martine tuck the ends in at the back.


‘There,’ Martine said. ‘You’re ready.’ Her expression was a mixture of pride, love and anxiety – and anxiety was so alien to her mother that Ember felt a flash of fear.


‘What’s the matter?’ she asked. ‘Have you Seen something? Have you cast the stones for me?’


Although her mother was one of the best stonecasters in the Domains, seeing the future in the choosing and fall of the stones in her pouch, she had never before been able to see Ember’s future in the stones, but perhaps now – Martine shook her head.


‘The stones won’t speak to me of you, you know that. I – I’m just unsure about all this,’ she murmured, flicking a glance at Sigurd who was chatting with a couple of officers’ wives at the door to Ember’s chamber. ‘It feels wrong to me.’


Ember sighed.


‘Mam. You just don’t want me to be a warlord’s wife!’


Martine’s mouth twisted wryly.


‘Perhaps I don’t,’ she admitted. She tucked a strand of Ember’s hair up into the elaborate knot on the top of her head. ‘It’s not an easy life.’


Thank the gods she herself had been bred to the job, Ember thought, instead of having it forced on her as it had been forced on her mother when she had fallen in love with her father. Where was Arvid? Ember looked out and yes, there her father was with Osfrid and his father, Lord Merroc, supervising the fire, laughing and chatting, at ease as he always was, in any company. The Springtree had been raised behind them, its branches adorned  with long ribbons, ready for the dance which would follow the wedding. The dance she and Osfrid would lead.


‘It’s time to go down,’ she said. She couldn’t help beaming at her mother. ‘It will suit me, Mam, you know it will.’


Martine laughed.


‘Aye, it will that,’ she said, a catch in her voice. ‘You’re perfect for it, and may the gods bless you both.’


For a moment, Ember was conscious of the grey in Martine’s black hair, of the lines around her green eyes, and of her own maturity. She might soon be a mother herself; would she feel the same anxiety when her child married? No doubt she would.


They went down to the men as they should, the bride arm in arm with her mother and future mother-in-law. As they came out of the hall Osfrid turned and saw her and his face lit up. How lucky she was that her father had let her choose her husband – out of the six young warlords’ sons who had come to woo her, Osfrid was by far the handsomest, with fine broad shoulders and chest and long, lean legs. Her heart fluttered with excitement. Tonight was her wedding night. They had kissed and touched a little, but of course that was all. She was a warlord’s daughter, and her worth lay in her husband’s surety of her loyalty. One man, and one man only, so that the bloodlines would be secure.


Her mother had tried to talk her out of that.


‘Try him out before you buy him,’ she’d advised coolly, when Ember had first chosen Osfrid. ‘You learn a lot about a man in bed.’


Ember had wanted to retort that she wasn’t a Traveller whore, lying down with anyone who took her fancy, but of course she didn’t. Not when her mother was Traveller born and bred.


She knew her duty, and Osfrid knew his. He hadn’t even tried to seduce her. Not once.


Besides, she thought now, pushing aside that slight  disappointment, her mother didn’t understand the – the beauty of coming to a man as a virgin, offering him everything she was, for the rest of her life. How could Martine understand?


Outside the door the people of the fort were gathered, and the guests, all dressed in their best finery, all smiling, nodding, laughing. Somewhere music was playing: flute and harp and drum, a light tingling sort of melody. A few people cheered when she appeared.


Ember went forward. It struck her that she was arm in arm with the two cultures, the two peoples, of the Domains: Acton’s people and Travellers, Sigurd and Martine, new blood and old, and she herself in between like a bridge.


Osfrid moved to meet her, arm in arm with her father and his, smiling as though his heart would burst.


The two mothers took her hands, the two fathers took his, and they were joined together and stood for a moment, looking into each other’s eyes. Ember had never been so happy.


Arvid, as the warlord of this domain, performed the ceremony. He produced the red string that symbolised heart’s blood, and bound her right hand to Osfrid’s left. She would take it after, and keep it safe, and the midwife would use it to tie the cords when her babies were born.


‘Heart to heart, blood to blood, family to family,’ he said solemnly, his eyes suspiciously bright. He would miss her, she knew. ‘Long life, long love, and death far distant.’


He stood back and gestured to where the fire had burned down to glowing coals.


‘Be purified by this fire; be reborn into a new life together.’


Handfasted, they smiled at each other, and together took two steps towards the fire. They were in perfect unison. A good omen, Ember thought, as she bent her legs and leapt as he leapt, over the coals.


As they reached the highest point, buoyed up by happiness, Ember felt the air change around her. It was suddenly hot; impossibly hot. Osfrid began to turn his face towards her questioningly. He seemed to move slowly, so slowly.


A roar hit her ears like high wind, like someone enormous shouting.


The sleeping fire reared up, flames huge and impossibly high. She was surrounded by flames, a column of fire around her; the heat on her skin was unbearable but she wasn’t burning.


Panic struck at her and she clutched Osfrid’s hand and screamed in pain. It was alight – he was alight, Osfrid, Osfrid … The flames licked around her wrist, consuming the red cord, cutting her free of him and she fell, tumbling, on the other side of the fire, alone, with the flames towering over her, so loud, gold and orange and red and white-hot at the centre.


Osfrid was suspended in the fire, his body turning black, skin cracking open, blood, oh gods, his blood was boiling, his mouth opened in a scream he had no time to voice, his beautiful blond hair a halo of flame.


Then the fire flared even more, covering him in a sheath of white. There was nothing but flame.


There was a face.


A man’s face in the fire. Not Osfrid. Not human. The face of the fire itself, wild and sulky and unpredictable and full of desire. For her. Despite her shock, she felt heat run through her like hot mead.


‘You are mine,’ the fire said, a voice half honey and half rough wood. ‘Your mother should have known that. And you will come to me.’


The flames disappeared. The fire was coals again, just coals, and Osfrid had gone as if he’d never been. There weren’t even any bones. Just ash. Ember knelt, cradling her burnt wrist, staring  numbly at the ashes and only then heard the shouts and cries and Osfrid’s mother, screaming.


‘A judgement on us,’ Sigurd moaned, later, in Martine’s room, lying on the bed with her waiting women in close attendance. ‘A judgement on us for marrying our son to a Traveller’s whelp!’


Martine, passing a cold cloth to one of the women, didn’t even flinch. She’d warned Ember before the betrothal that those in the south didn’t think the same about Travellers; that there would be some in Merroc’s court who would look down on her because her mother had dark hair, but she’d laughed it away. Times had changed, she’d said. People didn’t think like that any more.


‘When times are good,’ Martine had said, smoothing back a strand of Ember’s unruly hair, ‘people are happy. But when things go bad, they look for someone to blame. Usually that’s Travellers.’


So. There was Sigurd, who this morning had been so kind, so happy, now calling her a Traveller’s whelp for all to hear. Her world was fragmenting around her. Everything she had relied on was falling apart. Everything she had planned was smashed beyond repair. She felt numb and cold, but underneath there was anger, and she knew that sooner or later the anger would warm her enough to let her speak. But she didn’t know what she would say.


Ember got up from the chair where she had been huddled, and went downstairs. Martine followed her.


Her father and Merroc were standing by the fireplace in the hall, but the fire was out for the first time in Ember’s memory. It had been put out, she saw, with a bucket of water, and smelt of wet ash, acrid and unpleasant. The men were drinking applejack. Merroc, ten years older than her father, looked double  that, the long lines of his face dragged into furrows and his skin pale against his still-red hair. His hand shook as he raised his mug.


Another man was with them – the tall, slender man who had come in the gate with her cousin Ash. Ash himself, she noticed, was sitting quietly in the corner, with his brother Cedar. They nodded at her, but didn’t smile, and she was grateful. She couldn’t pretend to be all right.


The men turned as they came in and her father put out his arms to her. She walked into them but as they closed around her she felt none of the usual safety, nothing of her habitual comfort from his presence. She returned his embrace for his sake, not for hers.


She pulled herself away and turned to Merroc, hesitating. His eyes searched hers.


‘Why?’ he asked. ‘Why did it happen?’


She had to find enough voice to answer him, but it was hard, as though she had forgotten how to speak.


‘I don’t know,’ she said slowly. Tears started in her eyes, hot and burning as the fire had been on her wrist. They rose and fell, rose and fell, and she could do nothing but stand there and let them, because she couldn’t say what she felt. The tears would have to speak for her.


‘I know you loved him,’ Merroc said, as though trying to puzzle it out. ‘So why? And how?’ With the last word, his free hand smacked into his thigh. ‘Some enchanter. Has to be. Some enchanter with a grudge against us … ’


He turned and looked at Martine, and at the other man with dark hair. His thoughts were plain. Enchanters tended to be of the old blood. The last enchanter who had caused trouble for the Domains had been a Traveller. The odds were that if an enchanter had cast a fire spell, he would be a Traveller too.


Ember could see, in that moment, all the gains of the Resettlement being lost, vanishing like autumn mist at noon. No matter what, she couldn’t let Merroc believe that. It was clear he hadn’t seen what she had – the face in the fire.


‘Not an enchanter,’ she said, forcing the words out, having to form them carefully as though she spoke in another language. ‘The fire spoke to me. That was no spell.’


Merroc and Arvid exclaimed, but her mother and the other man drew in their breaths, as though she had confirmed their fears. She turned to her mother.


‘It said – He said, that I belonged to Him. That you should have known that.’


Martine began to sink to the ground, her legs shaking, and the other man went to support her. She turned to him gratefully and the two dark heads together sparked a memory in Ember, of being very young and seeing this man laughing with her mother. Fifteen years ago? At least. He had been visiting from the south. ‘You may call him the Prowman,’ Martine had said. ‘Or Uncle Ash, whichever you prefer.’ The man had laughed. ‘Are you sure you want to saddle her with an uncle like me?’ he’d asked. That was all she remembered, but now, as an adult, she realised that this was Ash the Songmaker, the Prowman of the Lake, the great hero of the Resettlement.


She would think about that later.


‘Mam? What did it – He – mean?’


Martine stood straighter and faced the Prowman, not her.


‘He’s shown Himself,’ she said to him. ‘You knew about Him?’


‘I knew some,’ he said. His voice was mellow and rich, comforting. ‘I knew He existed.’


‘Do you think I can talk about Him now?’


‘I think you have to,’ the Prowman said. ‘Or there will be  retribution on the old blood across the Domains, and we know what that looks like.’


Her mother shuddered and finally turned to look Ember in the eye.


‘There are …  powers,’ she said. ‘Call them gods,if you like.We know of five, at least, but there are probably more. Fire is one.’


‘But why Osfrid? Why me?’


Inside, she was raging. No, no, no! She didn’t want anything to do with powers or gods or anything unchancy. She wanted a simple, happy life with her husband and her children and the duties of a warlord’s lady.


Merroc took a step forward.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Why Osfrid?’


‘Fire was there when you were born,’ Martine said to her. ‘That’s why I called you Ember. He was in the grate, looking at you, the moment after you were born, and He used up all the fuel so only a breath later all that was left was embers. It was only a heartbeat. I wasn’t even sure if I’d imagined it … ’


But there was a story here her mother wasn’t telling, and the anger inside her swelled larger.


‘Why?’ she demanded. The words were coming more easily now. ‘Why me?’


‘I angered Him, once,’ Martine said, very softly. ‘I … supported someone He wanted, and she refused Him.’


‘So He wants me instead?’ Her voice was shrill, she could hear it climbing into hysteria, but she didn’t care. ‘Because you made Him angry? That’s not fair!’


‘My son died because you angered a god,’ Merroc said, almost thoughtfully, as though weighing an argument in council.


Arvid gestured and then drew his hand back, as if afraid of making things worse.


‘The Powers of this land do as they please, and they always  have,’ the Prowman said. ‘Believe me, I know. There is no predicting them, and no stopping them. Martine is not to blame.’


Merroc turned on him. ‘Then who is?’ he demanded. ‘On whom do I take revenge?’


‘Will you turn against the land itself?’ the Prowman asked.


‘If I have to!’ Merroc snarled, and flung out of the room, up the stairs to his wife.


Feeling her legs shake, Ember moved to a chair and sat down.


‘He said I belonged to Him,’ she whispered. ‘That I would come to Him.’


‘Come to Him?’ Martine asked, her voice sharp.


‘“You are mine”,’ Ember quoted. ‘“Your mother should have known that. And you will come to me.”’


‘That’s not … right,’ Ash said. ‘That’s not how it works.The lover has to choose.’


‘The lover?’ Ember tried to keep her voice from shaking. ‘He wants me—’ She couldn’t finish. Her mother was shaking her head, over and over.


‘That’s not how He is. It’s not!’


‘Martine?’ Arvid said, his voice hard. ‘You have never mentioned this to me.’


The Prowman put a hand on his arm. ‘It’s forbidden for women to talk about it to men,’ he said.


‘But you knew,’ Arvid said, his eyes still stone.


‘Because I—’ the Prowman looked at Martine as if for guidance, and then stood for a moment, eyes unfocused, as Ember had seen her mother stand when the Sight hit her. He shivered a little, and shrugged. ‘I am the Prowman of the Lake, which is one of the faces of Water, another of the Powers of this land. I have some little knowledge of the others.’


‘Five, Martine said.’ Arvid’s voice held the warlord’s tone of command, the voice he used when training his officers.


Oh gods, this was about more than her! Ember thought. This changed everything they thought they knew about the world.


The Prowman nodded.


‘Five we are sure of: Fire, Water, Earth, Air and the Great Forest. There may be others. We know very little of the Sea, for example. The Foreverfroze people talk of the Sealmother. And in the deserts, the Hungry Wind is spoken of.’


Arvid waved that aside. His eyes were fixed on Martine.


‘So for all the time we have been together, you have known of these powers and not told me?’ His voice was full of betrayal, and Ember shared that feeling.


‘You should have told me,’ she said. ‘I’m a woman.’


Martine spread her hands, which shook.


‘I was trying to keep you safe from Him,’ she said. ‘I never took you to the fire altar. I thought, if you didn’t go to Him, He couldn’t hurt you – He’s never done anything like this before!’ Her voice was a cry, and it shook Ember. Her mother had always kept calm, no matter what, before.


‘Yes, He has,’ Ash said. ‘Once before, at least, He took a woman from her own home because she had neglected Him. One of the Bynum girls.’


The anger that had been building inside Ember was too great to contain any more. Its heat was overwhelming. She clenched her fists against the soft silk of her wedding skirt and cried, ‘I will not be owned! I will not be commanded! Lady Death will take me to the cold hells before I will bow to Him.’ She meant it as a shout, but it came out flat and cold and even.


For the first time, her cousin Ash came forward and put his arm around her shoulders.


‘Shagging right,’ he said. He looked at the Prowman, and something passed between them. ‘We don’t belong to any old gods. Times have changed.’


The Prowman and Martine looked at them with identical expressions of love and concern and exasperation.


‘Could be you’ll have some trouble explaining that to Him,’ the Prowman said.


‘I will not be owned!’ Ember shouted, the rage turning hot.


The cold, wet, dead fire in the grate sprang to life. Ember felt her breath catch in her throat; saw the others suspended in movement as they all turned to the hearth; and in that moment, her sister Elva came through the doorway from her father’s workroom, her white hair and pale skin seeming to shine in the dimness. Something in the way she walked made a shiver run down Ember’s spine. When she opened her mouth, it was not Elva’s gentle voice which came out: it was deep, dark, rough, as though another being spoke through her.


‘He is here,’ Elva said.


Ember began to shiver. Her sister Elva was a prophet, a mouthpiece for the local gods of the black rock altars, but Ember had never seen her possessed before. She lived a long way away, in Hidden Valley, and the gods had been quiet every time they had visited there. It was wrong, horrible, to hear another voice come from her sister’s mouth.


Ash and Cedar, Elva’s sons, didn’t even blink, and her mother took it in her stride.


‘Give us guidance,’ she asked. ‘We entreat you.’


Elva turned to the hearth, her movements unsteady, as though the gods weren’t used to commanding a moving body.


‘Show yourself,’ the deep voice said.


The fire grew, swelled, spread out into the room itself, into a tree of flame. He was there; the face, just as she had seen it. The others saw it too, and that was a comfort of sorts, that she wasn’t just imagining it, wasn’t going mad … The dark, blazing, male face stared at her, eyes not red but black.


‘You are mine,’ it said. He said. ‘You will come to me.’


Her anger flared up as fast as His flames. Oh, she’d fought against her temper since the day she was born, but not this time. This was righteous anger and He deserved it.


‘I will not be owned!’ she shouted.


He laughed, the flames dancing at His feet in rhythm.


‘I don’t own,’ He chuckled. ‘I possess.’ His tone made it explicit; heat ran through her, from her nipples, her belly. How dare He! Even Osfrid had never made her feel like this.


‘Not me,’ she hissed.


His eyes narrowed and He turned His head to glare at Elva as though she – the gods – were responsible.


‘She has the right to refuse you,’ the gods said. ‘You may not compel worship.’


Ember felt supported, at last. All those dawn services at the black rock altar had been worthwhile, it seemed. Fire seemed to shrug, and turned back to stare at her. Her father moved to stand in front of her, but she sidestepped him. It was dangerous, she felt, to let Him out of her sight.


‘Then I must make you come,’ He said. ‘If you wish to relight the fires, you must steal fire from me.’ He looked at Arvid, standing helpless beside her. ‘If you must protect her, use the old blood. I will consume anyone else.’ His gaze went past her and He paused, considering. Ash and Cedar, she realised, had come forward as well and were standing right behind her. ‘Those two will do,’ Fire said. He smiled, as if at a private joke.


With a great thwump of air sucked up the chimney, the flames were gone. He was gone. The fire was out in the hearth again, as if it had never been alight, leaving behind a scent of woodsmoke and something else, something acrid which seared Ember’s throat. No one spoke. Cautiously, Ember came forward and, crouching, touched the ashes.Cold.As though the fire had died a lifetime ago.


She stood up slowly, confused. What had He meant?


Behind the wall, in the kitchen, shouts and accusations were flying.


Her mother frowned and went through the connecting door, saying, ‘What’s toward here?’ in her best lady’s voice. She came back a moment later, her face pale.


‘The fire’s gone out in the kitchen,’ she said, looking at Elva.


Ember blinked. Why was her mother’s voice so shaky? A kitchen fire …


Martine crossed the room and put her hand on Arvid’s arm. They were the same height, and at the moment wore the same expression of worry, giving them a strange resemblance.


‘They can’t relight it,’ Martine said.


‘Try again,’ Arvid replied.


‘It will not avail,’ the gods’ deep voice said. Elva blinked and coughed, clearing her throat. ‘This isn’t good,’ she added, in her own light tones.


Ember turned back to the fireplace and grabbed for the tinderbox which lay on the mantelpiece above it. Tinder on the ashes, kindling from the basket next to the hearth, flint, striker …  the flint was struck and sparked, but although the sparks fell onto the tinder, they didn’t catch, just charred and died. She tried again, and again, in a nightmare where everything was familiar but nothing acted as it should.


She had made fire like this since she was a small girl. Children were taught fire-making early in the Last Domain in case they were caught by nightfall in a forest, or became lost. Fire was all that would save them, then.


Her father came to kneel beside her.


‘Let me try,’ he said. ‘Maybe a man … ’


She blew on the sparks as they fell from her father’s hand, but the tinder stayed sullenly unwilling to catch, and finally they  gave up. Martine had her hand under her breasts, as though holding her heart firm.


People were crowding the doorways. Arvid turned to them and beckoned one forward. Holly, the woman who led his guard.


‘How bad is it?’ he asked.


‘All the fires in the fort,’ she answered. ‘Except one. The bonfire – the wedding fire. That’s still burning.’


‘Take a brand from it –’ Arvid began, but Holly interrupted.


‘No, my lord. We’ve tried to light sticks from it, torches, tinder – it will burn whatever wood we put on it, but as soon as you take the wood from it, the fire goes out.’


All the fires in the fort, Ember thought numbly. It was spring. They could survive spring and summer without fires indoors. Cook on the bonfire. But this was the Last Domain, and when summer ended and the snow came …


A man ran into the room and fell on his knees in front of Arvid, panting.


‘My lord, our fires … ’


‘Where are you from?’ Arvid asked.


‘Two Springs, my lord.’ It was the nearest village.


‘Are there any fires alight there?’


The man shook his head.


‘No, my lord. Except there’s a candle Mayflower keeps burning always in remembrance of her daughter, you know, the one who died so hard of the canker. That’s still alight. But we can’t take a light from it. And – and there’s a flame, but the candle’s not burning down.’


Arvid looked despairingly at Martine, and cold settled into Ember’s bones. If this was the story throughout the domain, their people were dead when the first snow fell.





PALISADE FORT, THE LAST DOMAIN



Send messengers,’ Arvid said to Holly. ‘I want to know how far this has spread. Find out what we’re facing.’


Her father wanted to collect facts, but Ember knew what he would find. Fire had taken Himself away, to force her to come to Him. To be His slave, His – what? If He’d wanted to kill her, she would be dead already, like Osfrid. She began to shake, again, as she had after the fire had killed him.


Ash came up behind her and led her to a chair, sitting her down firmly. He handed her a mug of applejack.


‘Drink,’ he said, his hand on her shoulder. The human warmth, so mild in comparison to the searing heat of fire, comforted her, and she drank. She stared at the mug in her hands, barely listening as reports began to come in from nearby farms and villages.


She couldn’t go to Him. Over and over, she relived that moment when she had been surrounded by flames. Was that what He wanted? To have her like that forever? Shudders ran through her. She couldn’t do it.


The door banged open and a woman ran in to throw herself at Arvid’s feet.


‘My lord, my lord, the fires—’ she was gasping, tears of sheer panic in her eyes. ‘The world has gone mad, my lord!’


Arvid crouched down to lift her to her feet, but Ember could see that he didn’t know what to say. The world had gone mad. The woman’s face reflected her own fear. Without fire, their people were doomed …


Her fault. Was this her fault? If she hadn’t defied Him, let her temper get the better of her, He would not have punished her people like this.Wouldn’t have needed to blackmail her … She shuddered at the thought of going to Him, abasing herself. Of a prison made of flame if she failed. But what else could she do? If that was the only way to get the hearths relit, she had no choice.


‘I have to go,’ Ember said. ‘I’ll leave straight away. I can be back by first snow.’


Arvid stared at her as though she were speaking a foreign language.


‘You are not going anywhere,’ he said. It was the warlord speaking.


She felt a moment of relief. Her father had forbidden her. It wasn’t her fault; she’d offered, and been refused.


But the woman at Arvid’s side, face still distorted by fear and distress – what could she say to her? When the snow came back, in winter, and this woman died of cold, or had to leave her home and everything she had in order to survive … would ‘My da told me not to do it’ feel like enough excuse then? She wasn’t a child.


Her mother had pulled out the casting stones and sat right down on the floor to cast, as if she’d never been a warlord’s lady, never sat at the glass table with the officers and their wives. Her father was staring as if he’d never seen Martine before.


‘Fire Mountain,’ she said, looking up from the stones. ‘In the old stories, that’s His home. The stones say she must go there.’


Arvid spun on her, his face incredulous.


‘You can’t seriously mean that!’ he said.


Martine spread her hand wide, indicating the stones lying across the square of blue linen she used for casting.


‘You’d send our only child out into the wilderness because the stones tell you to?’


Arvid’s voice was oddly flat and Martine sent him a quick look, then stared down at the stones again, her fingers touching them lightly, one by one, as Ember had seen her do so many times.


‘Do you want your people to die?’ she asked quietly. ‘Do you want them to be forced onto the roads like Travellers?’


He flinched.


‘There must be another way. Some spell that can create fire without – without Him.’


Ash the Prowman stepped forward.


‘No,’ he said simply. ‘The Powers are the Powers, and they control their element completely, when they wish to. Not every spark struck catches flame at His command, normally, but He controls each spark if He wishes.’ He hesitated and moved to the table, where there was a water jug. ‘Just as my Lady controls water, no matter where it is.’


He held his hand over the jug. There was a gurgle and the water rose up out of the jug in a straight column. Ember gasped – it was an impossible thing, impossible. Water hung in mid-air. It brought back the nightmare of Osfrid, screaming in the middle of an impossible column of fire. Cold sweat broke out all over Ember’s body. She swallowed her gorge, forcing herself to get up and walk over to face her father, who watched the water with a grey, expressionless face. The Prowman took his  hand away and the water fell back into the jug, a few drops splashing out onto the tabletop.


‘You will not light a fire without Him,’ the Prowman said. ‘And He will not relent. Ember must go.’


The woman who had cried at Arvid’s feet timidly put her hand on his arm.


‘My lord … ’


‘Get out!’ he snapped. She ran for the kitchen door and a moment later he looked ashamed of himself, and spoke more quietly, to the Prowman, ignoring Martine.


‘Fire Mountain is on the border with the Ice King’s people! She’s a child! She can’t—’


‘If it weren’t for Fire,’ Ember said clearly, ‘I’d have been a married woman by now and no longer your subject.’


He stared at her, his head lowered a little, like a bull facing enemies.


‘You’ll all die, unless you leave this place,’ she said. ‘Unless you go somewhere He hasn’t cursed. Or … unless I bring back a piece of the Fire Mountain, to light the fires again.’


‘You’re not old enough to go out on the Roads … ’ he protested.


‘I was four years younger, the first time I did,’ Martine said quietly, standing up, her stones tucked neatly back into her belt.


‘In the south!’


Her father was right. There was a world of difference between the mild, gentle southlands and their fierce northern country. But she had no choice.


‘I’m not planning on going alone,’ she said.


Ash and Cedar stood there like two sides of a gatepost, although Ash was a head taller and much broader across the shoulders. But both of them were solid. Dependable. Capable.


‘You heard what Fire said. We’ll take her,’ Ash stated.


Martine turned to Elva, looking uncertain.


‘Sweetheart? Did the gods tell you anything else?’


Slowly, Elva came forward. She placed a hand on Ash’s cheek, the other hand on Cedar’s.


‘They told me,’ she said in a voice full of grief, ‘that I must send my sons.’


The brothers shared a look of satisfaction, but Elva’s head drooped, and they crowded around her, arms around her shoulders, trying to reassure her.


Ember went to her father and took his hand, as she had when she was a small girl. ‘The gods and the stones both say I must go,’ she said.


Arvid hesitated, then turned with relief as Holly came back into the room.


‘Holly has some old blood, don’t you?’


Looking puzzled, Holly nodded. ‘My grandam was a Traveller,’ she confirmed.


‘So Holly will lead you,’ he said. ‘A full squad, all with old blood.’ He looked severely at Ember. ‘And no arguments.’


‘Not from me,’ she said. He looked at the boys, and Ash shrugged. ‘The more, the safer,’ he said.


‘Maps,’ Martine said. ‘Do we have detailed maps of the mountains?’


‘If we don’t,’ Arvid said, ‘I’ve been paying my scouts too much for too long.’


As they found the maps, as they hurriedly packed whatever food they could find that didn’t need cooking, as they unearthed the heaviest winter gear from its summer storage in the loft, as they strapped snowshoes and tent frames to the pack horses, reports came in from across the domain. No fires anywhere, with small, odd exceptions: a child’s play fire, a branch of candles which  had been used in a bedroom while a couple made love, another wedding bonfire in a distant village, a lamp burning in the sickroom of a dying Traveller woman.


But none of these would share their flame.





MOUNTAINSIDE, THE ICE KING’S COUNTRY



We take what we need!’ the Hárugur King shouted, his cheeks showing red with rage under his beard. ‘We do not ask!’


‘Trading is not asking, Father Sire,’ Nyr said, a little less patiently than the last three times he’d said it. He took a breath to calm himself and tried not to cough when the smoke hit his lungs. His father refused to have a chimney installed in the Council Cave – no breaking with tradition, even in the cause of fresh air. Tradition. Maybe that was an argument he could use. ‘Our ancestors traded,’ he said.


His father paused and shot a quick glance towards the circle of grey-haired men sitting cross-legged, each on the skin of a wolf he had killed himself. The Hárugur King’s council had no power to gainsay the king, but they did have influence. Particularly Bren, his father’s best friend and closest adviser. Bren lifted one shoulder, as if to say, ‘Hear the boy out,’ so his father nodded at Nyr to go on.


‘The old songs often talk about trading. Taking the  Dragon’s Road to the Wind Cities, for example,’ Nyr reminded them.


The old men were nodding.


‘That’s true,’ Garn said. He was the songkeeper, who taught the boys all the traditions. ‘And not just the Wind Cities. Over the mountains, one song says. That one about the big blond warrior from the south who led his people out through Death Pass. We traded with them for a long time before they closed the passes.’


That caused a deep silence. Nyr felt his heart beating strongly. Over the mountains – the land of plenty, where ice came only in winter! The land of sun and green grass all year round, they said. Where a child – a child – could go for a walk quite safely, with no fear of wolf or wolverine or even storm. And they said that the wind and water spirits had never been in that country. The soul-eating monsters had disappeared from his own land twenty or so years ago, but he could remember them, just, remember the fear as the wind wraiths had chased him and his big brother Andur once, long claws out and hungry teeth gnashing. Nyr shivered with fear and revulsion. They had only just made it to the shelter of the stable in time. The greatest fear anyone in Mountainside had was that the wraiths would return as mysteriously as they had disappeared. But the southerners, it was said, did not need to fear them at all.


He had been to the country over the mountains, twice now, with raiding parties, and he had seen the green fields and the rich farms, but that had been high in the mountains, which was enough like his own country in summer to be disappointingly ordinary. But if they traded … he might actually get to a place where it didn’t snow. Or see the real ocean. The free ocean, where waves slapped the shore, as they did in the sagas.


The silence in the cave stretched on. No one was prepared to comment before the Hárugur King spoke.


‘The easterners cannot be trusted,’ his father said eventually. ‘They are selfish, and greedy, caring not for others. If you go there, they will take your trade goods and kill you, and we will be left with nothing but grief.’


Tears stood in his father’s eyes, and there was a murmur of sympathy from the council. They had all lost sons or nephews in the raiding parties. Nyr’s brother, Andur, had been killed only two years before. His father had grieved thoroughly, as a man should, to put the pain behind him, but the thought of losing another son was perhaps too hard, Nyr thought. Particularly him. He had always been his father’s favourite, much to Andur’s disgust.


‘Will you keep me home forever, to keep me safe?’ Nyr asked gently, matching tears standing in his own eyes. ‘Like a young maid, waiting for a lover who never comes?’


His father scratched vigorously at his beard, a sign that he was trying to avoid answering.


‘I will consider it, and ask the King’s guidance,’ he barked, and rose, so that all the council had to stand up too. Nyr covered his eyes with his hand, the mark of respect due to a king, and kept them covered until his father strode from the cave.


Members of the council milled around a little, talking in low voices. Bren came up to Nyr and pulled a sympathetic face.


‘He’ll let you go,’ Sami said. ‘He knows it’s his duty, but he won’t like it.’


Nyr sighed.


‘We need this,’ he said. ‘It’s the first time ever we have a surplus of skins and tusks. We could lay the foundation for a decade’s prosperity.’


‘What will you ask in return?’ There was a gleam in Bren’s eye that Nyr knew.


‘Whatever the council directs,’ Nyr replied promptly, too old to be caught out. Bren laughed and patted him on the arm.


‘Right answer,’ he said. ‘But make sure it includes some of those new bows they’re making. The mountain valley archers are getting amazing range with them.’


Nyr made a face.


‘You think they’d trade us weapons? I doubt it. Not the first time, anyway.’


‘Then try to get a look at the bows, at least. We know that they’re not using one single piece of wood, as we do. Figure out how they bind the pieces together. That’s the secret.’


Bren could talk about bows all day. Nyr nodded before he could get properly started on his favourite subject and slid away to the curtained arch which led to the main hall.


The hall was full of women and children, as usual, and the old people sitting by the big central fire. No need for a chimney here – the hall had been chosen a thousand years ago because it had a natural chimney, a high crack of rock which sucked all the smoke – and the warm air, too – out the top. It was always chilly in the hall, but never cold, and there was always the sensation of air moving across your face, which was the most reassuring feeling in the world to a cave dweller. It meant the passageways were open; there had been no rockfalls.


The hall was full of smells, too, as it always was: sweat and newly tanned leather, a faint smell of stale urine from the sleeping old ones by the fire, the rich scent of roasting meat, babies and baby vomit turned a little sour, and underneath, always, the smell of rock, the rock of home.


On a scaffold made of lashed bones, high up on the eastern wall, Urno was still painting the new scene he’d started at the beginning of winter. The lower walls were all covered with scenes painted by earlier artists – ancestral treasures, his father called them. Urno’s work was of the highest strata, and Nyr could trace the slow development of pigment and technique merely by  running his eyes up one column of paintings. The long tradition had changed mostly in small steps, but Urno’s work – bold splashes of colour, strong lines, distant perspectives – broke sharply with that tradition. He liked to hold forth about how the detailed, intricate drawings of the past were based on the carvings ancient peoples had done on narwhal tusks, and how paint did not have to follow the restrictions of line and cross-shading.


He had lost that argument a hundred times before his master, Grilsen, had died and left him in undisputed possession of the craft. So now he was painting a vibrant, swirling scene of the butterfly migration, great curls and curves of wings against a summer blue sky.


‘Say what you like,’ his mother’s voice came from behind him, ‘it cheers the place up.’


Nyr grinned and turned to kiss her thin cheek. Halda, his mother, was always wistful in winter. She was a creature of the open air, and by the end of the dark season she had fretted herself to skin and bone. The first clear day saw her tramping off into the wilderness, desperate for solitude. As a child, Nyr had thought she was trying to get away from him because he had been naughty (in winter, it seemed he was always being naughty, even when he didn’t mean to be). Now he knew that she had the spirit of a wild bird, and should have been able to migrate with the flocks of geese and ducks which flew overhead each spring and autumn.


He wondered, often, what had brought his loud, belligerent father and his subtle mother together. There was no doubt they loved each other, even if his mother was more reticent about showing that in public. His father, of course, bellowed how wonderful she was, and threw his arms around her on the slightest excuse. Half his grief for Andur had been the knowledge of her deep, distracted sorrow. But she was better now.


As if to prove it, she said, ‘Dalle has been talking to me.’


Dalle was the mother of Larra, a slender girl who’d been making eyes at Nyr since she was four years old. He’d have been more impressed if it hadn’t started the day someone explained to her that he was the king’s son. Even at four, Larra had liked the idea of being a princess. She still did, especially since Andur’s death meant that Nyr was likely to be elected king after his father’s death. He had cousins who would be eligible for the election, but they weren’t likely to oppose him. He made a face at his mother.


‘I hope you told her I’d taken a vow of celibacy.’


Halda laughed. ‘As if she’d believe that!’ He was known to have dallied more than once – but only with girls who would never be accepted as a wife; the daughters of craftsmen or hunters. Girls who would understand it was just for fun.


‘You should think about a wife,’ Halda said. ‘Your father has no heirs but you. Even if one of your strawbacks had a son, he’d be out of the election.’


‘I know,’ he said soberly. ‘But – who?’


‘One of the chief’s daughters from a tribute tribe, as I was,’ his mother said firmly. ‘The Hot Pool People, or maybe the Wolf Fold. It would be good to bind them more closely to us.’


He made a face and she slapped his arm lightly.


‘You’ve got your other girls for pleasure,’ she said. ‘Marriage is about duty.’


‘Was it for you?’ he asked, genuinely curious.


A shadow painted her face with darkness for a moment.


‘I hated your father,’ she whispered. ‘Until Andur was born. When I saw how much he loved his son … I began to know him.’


The idea made him profoundly uncomfortable. Halda put her hand on his arm, her hazel eyes serious.


‘Before you go on this trading trip, talk it over with your father. Start negotiations. Trust him to choose you a good girl, someone you’ll be comfortable with.’


Nyr sighed. He’d always known it would happen, sooner or later.


‘All right,’ he said. ‘If the Hárugur King approves the trip, I will agree to a marriage.’


Halda smiled. ‘Did you think he wouldn’t?’


‘He’s gone to ask counsel of the king,’ Nyr said, reluctantly, knowing it would frighten her.


Shivering, Halda rubbed her hands along her arms under her sleeves, and looked back up to where Urno’s butterflies cavorted across the high wall, as if seeking hope in their pictured freedom.


‘Father will be back soon,’ he comforted her.


‘If it pleases Him,’ she said. ‘And then, you’ll be gone. Who knows if you’ll ever come back?’


‘I’ll be back, Ma,’ he said, hugging her. ‘Like a hungry wolverine after a food cache. You can’t get rid of me that easily.’


But her face stayed troubled as she moved away to help prepare the evening meal. Nyr wondered what the king would say to his father. That was something he was not looking forward to doing when he became Hárugur King. Asking counsel of the Ice King was always risky, and sometimes, in winter when he was at his most vicious, it was deadly. The end of winter was worst … Nyr waited for his father to return, more troubled than he wanted to admit. What if his father was struck down by the Ice King for suggesting something which went against tradition? It would be his fault.





PALISADE FORT, THE LAST DOMAIN



Holly, the senior sergeant, supervised as the full squad of twenty guards assembled, sword hilts gleaming in the afternoon sun, their horses restless with the excitement of setting out. Each guard, man or woman, had darkish hair or eyes, except for one – Tern, a youngling as blond as Osfrid himself had been. Ember blinked back the tears that thought brought and said goodbye to Merroc.


‘My lord,’ she said, bowing formally, as she had been taught by the southern-born wife of one of her father’s officers. She had demanded it, in the face of her mother’s objections. Etiquette school, an hour a day for the past six months, to make sure her manners would be up to the rigorous level expected of a southern warlord’s lady. Things were more relaxed in the north, and she had had nightmares of being laughed at by the sophisticated southerners. ‘I bid you farewell, and send my regards to the Lady Sigurd, with great respect.’


Merroc scowled, but not at her. His eyes were as red as his hair, and she thought he had to scowl, to stop himself crying.


‘Good luck, lass,’ he said.


She bowed again and turned to her parents. Martine was stony-faced out here in the yard. This was the part of being a warlord’s lady she hated most: the public scrutiny, the right of every inhabitant to inspect her and her doings. She was not someone who showed what she felt easily; in front of strangers she retreated even further. Just once, Ember thought, I’d like her to hug me, or kiss me, even if people are watching. There were plenty of hugs in private, but somehow that wasn’t enough … Arvid looked both angry and upset, but she couldn’t comfort him.


‘I bid you farewell, father,’ she said to Arvid, and hugged him. He held her hard.


‘Be careful,’ he said softly.


‘Mam,’ Ember said, turning to Martine. Astonishingly, her mother’s lips trembled and Martine stepped forward and embraced her, holding her tightly. Ember clung to her for a long moment, and then stepped back, still holding her hands.


‘I’ll be all right,’ she said. Her mother tried to smile.


‘Do you have the bone?’


Ember slid her hand into her pocket and brought out a length of cow thighbone plugged with clay. The Prowman had told them the story of Mim the Firestealer, who had gone up to the Fire Mountain and stolen fire for her people. And carried it home in a bone holder. Her mother nodded approval.


‘Wind at your back,’ she said. The Travellers’ goodbye. A kind of blessing.


Next to them, Elva was saying her own goodbyes to Ash and Cedar, and Martine went to join her.


Curlew, Holly’s offsider, brought her mare Merry up and Ember mounted. Ash had been given Thatch, one of her father’s favourite geldings, and Cedar was on Snail, a chestnut who was the fastest of them all. Their elkhounds, Grip and Holdfast, snuffled around the horses’ hooves, delighting in the excitement.


She couldn’t look back. Riding out the gate was hard, but it would have broken her heart if Martine had been crying. Behind them, another muster was happening, as the messengers who were being dispatched to the outlying villages gathered for Arvid’s instructions. Her other cousins, Poppy and Saffron, were in those parties. The fort would be almost empty, she thought, and somehow that image, of emptiness without fire, reminded her of the stories of the cold hells.


Osfrid, she thought bleakly. Go on swiftly to rebirth. Then she realised – if he does, we will not meet in our next life. Unless I die soon, too.


‘Wind at your back,’ Grammer Martine said to the assembled women, and they and their accompanying guards turned their horses towards the fort gates.


‘Wind at your back,’ Poppy’s younger sister Saffron parroted happily, as she urged her horse to take the southern road. She twisted easily in the saddle to wave Poppy goodbye. As she in turn guided her chestnut through the gates, Poppy breathed a prayer to the local gods for all their safety, if safety could be found in these extraordinary times.


The chestnut, Starling, was a good horse, with easy paces. Lord Arvid had chosen him specially for her, because he knew she was not entirely comfortable with horses.


Learning to ride had been horrible, Poppy remembered. She had been six, small for her age, and the pony had seemed huge. Had felt huge, too, when her little legs had been stretched across its back. It had danced a little, from sheer mischief. She had cried; begged her father to be lifted off. Saffron had laughed at her, but then Saffron had their mother’s knack with animals and had gaily leaped upon the pony and ridden off.


Ash had lifted her down and then persuaded her to ride in  front of him on his big bay, Sun. The big horse, so much gentler and calmer than the pony, ambled down the track to the gods’ field and back again so smoothly that she demanded to be taught on him. And Ash did teach her, even though it took him away from his friends for hours that spring. He was such a good brother.


Poppy blinked back tears and concentrated on controlling the far more energetic gelding Starling. It was no good worrying about Ash and Cedar. The gods had told them to go with Ember, and that was that. She and Saffron had a job to do, and she would do it. She was half-glad that her older sister, Clary, was at home in Hidden Valley, heavily pregnant and in an acid mood thanks to the extended morning sickness which had prevented her coming to Ember’s wedding. Clary had a habit of assuming that her younger sisters were useless at everything, and that would be trying, right now. She was competent. Grammer Martine believed that. Competent and capable.


But as they approached the narrow track which led through the edge of the Great Forest to the more northerly towns, she was very glad that Arvid had also sent a guard messenger with her. Or the other way around.


‘You’ll have to send Traveller women with your messengers,’ her grandmother Martine had told the warlord.


He had been surprised.


‘Why?’


‘You have Travellers everywhere in this domain. If a man shows up talking about Fire there’ll be trouble. Some of the older women are very … serious … about their worship. The punishments for sacrilege are extreme, and they’ll carry them out, I promise you.’


Arvid had scowled. He hadn’t liked finding out about secret Traveller worship, and he liked this even less.


Poppy shivered, thinking about the last Spring Equinox – her mother, her sisters and a couple of Traveller women who had come to Hidden Valley in the Resettlement had gone to the altar, struck fire from new flint, and as usual the fire had flared and seared them with desire. It always felt so good … better than Vannar’s lovemaking in the water meadow later that spring.


It was hard to imagine Fire’s intimate, warm touch as evil. Yet she had seen Osfrid burn. Vanish into ash that floated away on the wind. Not even bones left behind.


And then the fires had gone out.


‘How far to Salmonton?’ she asked her guard, a young woman named Larch.


‘Only an hour,’ Larch said shyly. She was a tall, broad-shouldered girl who wore her yellow hair almost as short as a man, but she was buxom, too, so if she were trying to look like a boy she had failed completely. A few years older than herself, Poppy thought, but a country girl, not used to talking to strangers.


So that made two of them.


‘Let’s get there as fast as we can,’ Poppy said, and Larch nodded agreement and kicked her piebald mare into a canter.


The track skirted the edge of the Great Forest, for which Poppy was grateful. They had enough to deal with already. But it was fun to ride along on this beautiful spring day, on a good horse, with another girl. She felt a little guilty about enjoying it, when everyone was in so much trouble.


She should plan exactly what to say when they got to Salmonton. And practise saying it.


‘You worry too much,’ her mother had told her, time and again, but someone had to look after things, or anything could go wrong.


*


Salmonton was a smallish town on the River Brash, a place of wooden houses and steep roofs, with boardwalks across the spring mud, and big vegetable gardens around each house. There were very few flowers growing here, except the ones which could be eaten, like marigolds and dandelions.


‘Salmonton went through some difficult times in the early days,’ Arvid had told her before she set out. ‘They’re a very, um, practical people up there.’


She had nodded. Good, she’d thought. I like practical people.


The open space in the centre of town was filled with people and a huge pile of kindling and logs. A bonfire without a fire. Her heart sank. So Martine had been right, and He had taken all the fires away, everywhere. The people were staring at a man who was kneeling by the pile, trying uselessly to strike a spark from a flintstone.


‘That won’t work,’ she called out.


As one, everyone there spun to look at her, and she flushed. She wasn’t comfortable with being the centre of attention. Not like Saffron. Perhaps she should pretend she was Saffron, and do what Saffron would do.


No. No, that was cowardice.


She dismounted and Larch took her reins so she could walk over to the people, who moved back to let her through to the man. The Voice, she thought, Cloud. He matched Arvid’s description: tall, sandy hair, a scar along one cheek where a bear had almost killed him.


‘I am Poppy, granddaughter of Lady Martine. I come from Lord Arvid with an explanation,’ she said.


‘Spit it out, girl,’ Cloud said.


Now was the time for her rehearsed words. But almost every head there was crowned with blond or red or sandy hair, and she was suddenly conscious of her own darker brown.  Would they think she was a Traveller, and blame her for His actions?


‘This morning,’ she said carefully, pitching her voice as loud as she could without shouting, so the people in the back could hear, ‘at the wedding of Ember and Osfrid, the Great Power Fire appeared to everyone.’


Perhaps there were more Travellers than she’d thought – several women let out exclamations and began to edge forward, to come closer to her. She swallowed a lump in her throat and went on, ‘He killed Osfrid, son of Merroc.’


That caused a buzz and more exclamations. Cloud stared at her as if she were mad.


‘What shagging Great Power Fire?’ he demanded.


She knew this bit. Grammer Martine had been very clear about what to say.


‘The local gods are local,’ she said. ‘But there are other Powers, five we know of, which govern this land at a deeper level. Fire, Water, Air, Earth and the Great Forest.’


‘Who says?’ Cloud snapped.


‘I say,’ a woman near him said firmly. She was old – very old, with hair completely white and face so wrinkled Poppy could hardly see her eyes. ‘He showed Himself? To blondies?’ she asked. There were nasty looks cast at her for using that word.


‘Yes,’ Poppy answered. ‘I saw Him. He roared up out of the wedding fire and burned Osfrid into ash.’
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