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PROLOGUE

Wildfire




I disobeyed. I followed Sire Galan to war, though he had commanded me to go home. He’d been generous, granting me the use of a stone house on a mountainside for all of my days to come. But how could I call it home, a place I’d never seen? A blanket and the ground to lie on with Galan beside me, that was the home I claimed. It didn’t suit me to be put aside, judged too weak to endure what lay ahead. I set my will against Sire Galan’s, hazarding that if I did as I pleased, I might also please him.

He’d charged his horsemaster, Flykiller, with the duty of herding me home, along with the warhorses Galan had won in mortal tourney and was forbidden to ride—all of us to be turned out to pasture. But I gave Flykiller the slip during the army’s embarkation: two days of shouting and cursing, mules balking on gangways and men falling overboard, baggage and soldiers gone missing. In such confusion only thieves had been sure of their duties. I took refuge with my friend Mai, and set sail under the copper banners of the clan of Delve.

So I found myself now aboard a ship crossing a sullen green sea. Wretched, queasy, beset by misgivings. I lay curled up on deck, one leg heavy on the other, the bones bruising the flesh. My sheepskin cloak was sodden, and from time to time a drop of seawater crawled down my back. The ship creaked under us like an old alewife’s hip joints, and stank of bilgewater, dung, salted fish, and the pungent pitch that coated the planks and rigging.

Before we left Corymb, the priests had prayed for a wind from north-of-east, the domain of Rift, and the god of war had been pleased to send it. For four days this strong cold wind had driven the fleet apace toward the kingdom of Incus. The ships went heavy laden, but we rode no lower in the water for bearing the weightiest cargo of all, Rift’s banes: war, dread, and death.

Yet the war had commenced without us. A tennight ago King Thyrse in his wisdom had sent a small force of men ahead across the Inward Sea to make landfall at the port of Lanx; Sire Galan and his clansmen of Crux were among them. The king had called them a dagger. A dagger is your best weapon for treachery, and by treachery they were to pass the city’s gates, for the king’s sister, Queenmother Caelum, had allies to let them in. By now they’d taken Lanx or failed in their purpose. In two or three days, if the wind stayed willing, we’d know their fate, and therefore our own, whether we would face a sea battle and siege, or the grudging welcome owed to conquerors.

The ship was crowded. Idle foot soldiers sat on the rowing benches, dicing and quarreling for amusement. Mai and I had laid claim to a small space behind the mainmast, between great baggage chests fastened to the deck, and we’d stretched a canvas overhead to make a shelter. Two of her nine children accompanied her on this campaign: her only son, Tobe, and third-daughter Sunup to look after him. We all suffered from Torrent’s hex, seasickness, which made Sunup listless, and Tobe fretful, and gave me a qualmish stomach. Mai suffered the most. She’d always seemed to me as strong as she was stout, and she was stout indeed. But her strength had dwindled quickly at sea, and I was more troubled than I was willing to show.

I sat up beside Mai and leaned against a baggage chest. She was white about the nostrils and her round cheeks had turned yellow as an old bruise. There was sweat on her brow despite the wintry chill in the air. She had her arms clasped over her midriff. She grimaced at me and said, “I think Mouse is trying to thump his way out.”

I put my palm against the hard hill of her belly and felt the kicks of the child she carried within. A boy, Mai claimed, for the way he rode high, and she thought he’d come about the time of Longest Night, nearly a month away. She’d named him Mouse because she swore he had too much Mischief in him—Mischief, the boy avatar of the god Lynx, who goes everywhere accompanied by a scurry of mice. I knew she dreaded this birth, for her last child had been stillborn after a long and dangerous travail, and it seemed to me the name was a poor jest and an ill omen. But Mai’s wit was ever on the sharp side.

I leaned over and whispered to Mouse, “Too soon, little one. Have patience.”

“Let him come, I don’t care,” Mai said. “He’ll split me in two if he gets any bigger. Besides, sick as I am, I couldn’t feel worse.”

“Hush.” I nodded toward Sunup, who lay next to me with her head under a blanket. She was not yet eleven years of age, and such talk might frighten her.

“She’ll know a woman’s travail soon herself. Time she learned about it.”

Tobe was cradled in a coil of tarry rope covered with old grain sacks, with Mai’s old piebald dog dozing beside him. Now the boy sat up and began to wail. I took him on my lap and wrapped his cold feet in a fold of my kirtle. Mai had suckled him for two years and only just weaned him, and he still clamored for the tit. I gave him a bit of dried apple to chew, and hugged him. Spoiled or not, he was sweet enough to nibble on.

 

Sire Torosus came to see Mai, walking along the narrow gangway where whiphands paced to make the oarsmen keep the beat when the winds were not so obliging. He jumped down beside us, and the piebald hound bowed before him and wagged his mangy tail back and forth. Sunup and I moved over so that Sire Torosus could sit beside Mai. He was narrow where Mai was broad, and she was taller by a forehead. But if a man dared say to Mai’s face that they were mismatched, she would wink, saying Sire Torosus was big where it counted. And when the man made some lewd boastful answer, as he always did, she’d chase him away with her raucous laugh, saying, “It’s his heart that’s big, lad—I wager yours is the size of a filbert, and just as hard!”

Sire Torosus put his hand on Mai’s leg. She kept her face averted and said, “I beg you, go away. I’m not fit to be seen.”

“You’re too vain.” He gave her a buss on the cheek, and she flapped her hand at him.

Tobe squirmed in my lap and reached out for Sire Torosus, who let him stand upright on his knees and use his beard as a handhold.

Sire Torosus said to me, “Is there nothing you can do for Mai?”

It pained me to have to show him my palms, empty of comfort. All my remedies, all my herb lore, had failed. I could cool a fever with my hands, but the hex of Torrent Waters was a cold, wet malady, and I was powerless to draw out the chill that had settled deep inside Mai.

Sunup asked her father, “Is she going to die?” She had the pinched look of fear.

“Of course not,” he said, and I met his eyes for a moment.

I said, “I never heard seasickness was mortal, only that it made folks wish they were dead.”

Sire Torosus said to Mai, “Won’t you come to the cabin, my dumpling, and lie on the featherbed?”

He had a berth in the sterncastle with the other cataphracts and armigers of the Blood. Mai had told me she was made to feel unwelcome when she tried to stay there with the children. She touched his arm, but still she wouldn’t look at him. “It’s stifling inside. Not a breath of air that doesn’t stink.”

He sighed and gave Tobe back to me.


Fifteen years they’d been together, Sire Torosus and Mai. He had a wife, of course, and an heir of his Blood—just as Sire Galan did, who had married a year ago and promptly sired a son. But Sire Torosus was never long from Mai’s bed, and they had nine living children to prove it. She was his sheath, and I daresay a truer wife to him than the one he’d left at home.

Sheath had a filthy sound in men’s mouths, being another byname for a woman’s quim, like mudhole or honeypot. But that was the name we went by, those of us who had taken up with a warrior of the Blood or a mudborn soldier and followed him to war, each of us sheath to a blade. From sheath to whore was but a little slip. Often it happened that a woman took a chance on some likely man who lured her with fine promises and caresses, only to find herself at his mercy, lent or sold to his companions. I’d taken such a chance, and it was my good fortune that Sire Galan had proved jealous rather than generous when it came to sharing my favors.

A two-copper whore, without even a blanket of her own, envies a harlot who serves only men of the Blood, who in turn envies a sheath who must please one man only, and above all the sheath of a cataphract such as Sire Galan, the most admired hotspur among the hotspurs of the army. I had merely to stand near him to shine by reflection. I didn’t pride myself on this—to be eminent among the despised was still to be despised. But I’d chosen to be Galan’s sheath and I would do the same if it were mine to do over; I ought to be brazen, and wear the word sheath proudly, and never flinch at it.

Why then did I suffer a pang of envy to see Mai with Sire Torosus, to think of their many years together, when my time with Sire Galan could be measured by the month? It was foolish of me. She might hoard in her memory years gone by, to be sure, but no more than I, no more than any sheath, could she store up years that might not come to pass. A warrior is a prodigal spender of his days, and not a miser of them.

I knew this, yet I went on as if Galan would live forever. He might be dead already.

But that thought was dangerous, it could not be borne or believed. I felt the bond stretched taut between Galan and me, anchored by a hard knot under my breastbone. I would know if that bond were severed. Surely I would know.

 

That night we huddled together under our cloaks, Sunup and I with little Tobe between us. The dog put his head over my ankles. I was weary, my bones ached, and I drowsed and dreamed. When I woke, the dream was gone and there was nothing left of it but the sure knowledge that I’d lost something sweet.


Tobe squirmed in his sleep until he twisted my old sheepskin cloak about him and pulled it off my back. Greedy boy. Now he kicked as if he were too hot, and I gently tugged the sheepskin away from him and covered us again.

We’d dallied autumn away in the Marchfield, preparing for war, and already the Crone had visited with her winnowing basket full of snow. Winter wasn’t a fit season for campaigning, it was a season for making and mending. When I’d served in the Dame’s manor, even the shortest days of winter had seemed ample: time enough for the Dame to weave a common jillybell in a tapestry, or for me to steep skeins of wool in a dyebath until the color sang. Time enough for the Dame’s housekeeper, Na, to tell stories when there was a pile of stitching for our chapped fingers; time enough for singing the longest ballads.

There was sweet pain in recalling the hands of the Dame and Na busy about their work, for they were dead, and all I had of each was a finger bone that I kept hidden in a pouch under my skirts. They had raised me, a motherless child, so well that I never pined for the mother I couldn’t remember. Now they were shades, each on a solitary journey, yet sometimes I called on them for counsel.

With numb fingers I untied the pouch from the cord around my waist, and I ducked out from under the awning and climbed to the top of a storage chest. While I’d slept, clouds had descended; they hung so low that the ship’s masts scraped their underbellies, and we sailed through the narrow crack between sea and sky. Nothing could be seen of the full Moon but a faint glow. The three galleys of Delve sailed in close company, and beyond them the rest of the fleet was scattered over the sea. As we bobbed up and down, their lanterns seemed to blink, hidden and revealed by the endless swells. I had gotten used to the motion at last; just the faintest flutter in my belly, nothing troublesome.

I was as alone as I could be aboard ship, with only the sailors on watch and the helmsman high in the sterncastle. I took my treasures from the pouch: the two finger bones and Galan’s pledge to me of a house and lands on Mount Sair, inked on a linen scrip that I kept folded in a neat knot. I’d turned my back on his gift when I chose to follow him, but I cherished it nevertheless. I tucked the scrip in my sleeve for safekeeping.

The pouch was a circle of leather fastened by a thong, and I loosened the drawstring and smoothed the pouch flat on my lap to show the divining compass painted inside. After my first divining compass had been destroyed in the fire that burned Galan’s tent in the Marchfield, I made this one myself, using an awl and string to scribe the three circles, one inside the other, for the three kinds of avatars, male, female, and elemental. I’d crossed the compass with direction lines to divide it into twelve arcants, each the realm of a god. Then I’d labeled the arcants, painting the godsigns as neatly as I could around the horizon of the compass, setting the twelve gods in their places one beside the other in the same succession that their constellations appeared in the Heavens. I’d been pleased, in the making, to see how well the compass reflected the order of the world.

I held the bones in my palm: the Dame’s was dyed blue, and Na’s had a red tip. They were tiny things, these bones, the topmost joints from the pointing fingers of their right hands. Na’s sister Az had given them to me, though it was forbidden to keep relics of the dead. She was a skilled diviner, but I’d seen her throw the bones only once, and after that had to find my own way with them.

No doubt it was selfish to ask the shades of the Dame and Na to tarry on their journey, and strive so hard to speak to me when I understood them so imperfectly. But I believed—I hoped—they wouldn’t begrudge me an answer, for they’d been fond of me when they were alive. I closed my hand around the bones and whispered into the hollow of my fist: Will I see Galan again?

I threw in haste and the ship tilted, mounting the slope of a wave, and the bones nearly tumbled from my lap. I snatched them up before they could roll away, and cast again, three times in all, just as Az had shown me, the first for character, the second for time, and the third for the gods who governed the question and must be honored or appeased. I mulled over the signs, wishing—as often I’d wished before—that I had Az’s knowledge of the avatars, that I might understand how each sign bore upon the others. They could not be understood singly.

The Dame touched Crux Heavens on the first throw, which I took to be her judgment of Sire Galan’s character. In ancient days Crux Sun bore seven sons to mortal men, who founded the seven houses of the clan of Crux, and one of those sons was Sire Galan’s forefather. So it was no wonder that with the god’s Blood in Galan’s veins, he partook of Crux’s attributes. Yet of the three avatars of Crux—the Sun, Moon, and Heavens—I’d always thought Galan most akin to the Moon in his fickle nature. He’d given me reason enough to think so. Had I misjudged him? Perhaps he was indeed more like the Heavens: constant as the stars when he gave his word, and changeable as the weather in his moods. I prayed now for fair skies sailing to him, and a fair welcome when I arrived, but if he greeted me with storms, I was determined not to be daunted.

In the second cast the Dame landed on Hazard Peril, in the outer ring of the compass that represents the future, and Na touched the Heavens. Galan—the Heavens—in Peril. It was not as ominous as it sounded. If Galan was in peril, he was still alive. And Peril could mean a shield against danger, rather than danger itself. Either way, I took the two signs together as good tidings, and I would have been content with that—more than content—if not for the third cast, for the gods.

Both finger bones landed in Ardor Wildfire, but they pointed in contrary directions: the tip of the Dame’s bone touched Torrent Waters, and Na’s touched Delve Will. It was common sense that I should pray to the Waters to permit my crossing, and to Will to protect Delve’s ship that bore me. But I was uneasy that both the Dame and Na insisted on Wildfire, Ardor’s most unruly aspect: capricious, greedy, and wrathful.

A sign so emphatic must be a warning, and I feared it was meant for Sire Galan. In the Marchfield he had sparked a discord between the clans of Crux and Ardor that had grown into a conflagration. King Thyrse had commanded the clans to satisfy their honor by mortal tourney, and put an end to the feud. Crux had won, and Sire Galan had made enforced peace with the clan of Ardor, but had he made peace with the god Ardor?

I had my own reasons to propitiate the god. Ardor had saved my life twice—or rather, spared it twice—and also granted me small blessings: a healing song from the firethorn tree, the knack of seeing in the dark, and the gift in my hands of drawing fire from fevers and burns. I was grateful; at times I was even flattered. And yet it was no great boon to become one of the god-bothered. I would rather creep the rest of my life beneath the notice of gods than receive more such attentions.

I thanked the Dame and Na for their warning, and sacrificed to the gods as they’d advised. I made a small cut on my arm and sprinkled blood on the deck, and prayed to Torrent and Delve. To Ardor Wildfire I gave a hank of hair from my forelock, burning it with a coal from my fireflask. The singed hair smelled foul. I prayed to Wildfire that Sire Galan be spared Ardor’s wrath, for he’d done his best to make amends. Furthermore I vowed that when I got to shore, I would burn at Wildfire’s altar as much myrrh as I could get for a golden coin, which was all the gold I had, and I’d see that Sire Galan did the same.

 

Before dawn the sailors began their daily commotion. I was too restless to try to sleep anymore in our little shelter, which was rank with sickness. I took Mai’s pot to empty it over the side, and leaned on the rail behind the forecastle to watch pleats of foam unfolding in the ship’s wake. I’d left my cloak behind with Tobe, and the wind twisted my gown and yanked at my headcloth as it drove us along.

They were a noisy lot, the sailors, always shouting. I’d heard some of them call their ship Jouncy, and name her a wanton and a slut; they said she was the fastest whore that ever lived, and the quickest to capsize for a likely lad. There was pride in their insults. Indeed the ship was hasty, and she moved like a whore who enjoys her business, side to side and up and down. Her body was lean and her prow was sharp and at the rear she was high and round. Bright paint made her look a bawd. Her sails were striped like a harlot’s skirts, and bellied out as if she’d been gotten with child by the wind.

Between night and morning I’d found my sea legs, and I felt I was astride the ship, riding her. I leaned over the rail to put my hand on her flank as she plunged forward. I adored her just then, the trull, and I felt a kinship with her too, for she came from the Kingswood where I was raised. No doubt her great keel had grown there in a grove of ship oaks, in a tree patiently shaped into the proper curve by woodsmen with cables and stakes, over the course of half a hundred years or a hundred. Her planking was of larch and her three masts of fir. The shipwrights had made a new living thing from these felled trees, and now her sheathing and pegs swelled in the water, her mortises and tenons strained, and she moaned. She was as much a wind creature as a sea creature.

The Sun rose behind us and colored the sky and sea red. The clouds overhead had lifted, or perhaps they had outpaced us to gather in the west, where a dark shadow hovered over the sea; the Sun’s light did not seem to reach there. We raced toward those clouds, or perhaps they raced toward us, and as we came closer they reared up thunderheads like a range of sky mountains, and their shadows turned the silver water dull as hammered pewter. The clouds let down a billowing gray curtain and the horizon vanished.

Our sailors hailed the other galleys of Delve, using their own sea language that even the foreigners among them understood, but I did not. There was a great bustle as oarsmen—half of them mud soldiers, for there weren’t enough seasoned mariners in the fleet—ran out the oars. The whiphands played their shrill whistles and the ships drew farther apart. Sailors took down the huge mainsail and hoisted a small square one, so we ran with just the storm sail and the smaller sails fore and aft.

A sailor went by on his way up the ladder of the forecastle, and said to me, “You might ought to go below.”

I said, “Will it be bad?”

“We’re in for a bit of a squall,” he said.

No doubt the warning was kindly meant, but I was too ignorant to be afraid. I found it exhilarating, the shrill windsong in the rigging, the changeable light on the sea. A priestess of Delve and her attendants were on the high deck of the sterncastle, chanting and shaking copper disks. Cataphracts and armigers of the Blood joined them in prayers to ward off the storm and call down Delve’s blessings to strengthen the metal that held the ship together. Waves rose higher, sharp edged, with frills and streaks of foam. We came thumping down into a trough and cold spray doused me, and I shivered and licked my lips and tasted salt. The pigs and cattle penned on deck were restless, and in the hold mules brayed and horses thumped against their stalls.

I made my way back to Mai and found Tobe and Sunup sheltered in her embrace. The awning overhead was flapping and I took it down. Mai said, “We’re going in,” shouting to be heard above the wind. I took Tobe in my arms and he began to cry. It was hard for Mai to get up, and Sunup and I both braced ourselves to help her. We staggered toward the hatch just behind the mainmast, weaving between the rowers’ benches and the wall of baggage chests.

Rift’s wind betrayed us, vanishing in an instant. A wind came from straight ahead and the sails fluttered against the masts and sent us lurching back until I thought we might tip over. But the ship righted herself and slid sideways down the face of a wave. And now wayward gusts came from here, from there, and the ship flew before them, running wherever they’d have her go.

Bagboys and jacks and foot soldiers jostled in the open space around the mast, waiting to go down in the hold with the horses. Mai and her children entered the dark hatch, but I hesitated. We had reached the cloud curtain, and we passed through into a new realm of white and gray, the water dark as charcoal, the air filled with hard grains of snow that skirled around us, snow sprites turning widdershins over the deck and sea. The other ships had vanished. I think Mai called me to come below, but sailors had already lashed down the hatch cover.

I heard rumbling in the distance, a muffled roar I didn’t recognize until it careened closer. Thundersnow. The whiteness around us flashed as if the Sun had winked. I thought of Na clutching me tightly during thunderstorms when I was little, for her comfort more than mine. She used to tell me thunder was the sound of Ardor Smith at his anvil, and lightning was Ardor Wildfire dancing, and the safest place to be in a storm was home by the hearth, protected by Ardor Hearthkeeper.

Thunder cracked above my head and rolled away from us, and I ducked without thinking. Lightning branched across the veil of snow like a white tree, and the sight burned into my vision so that when I closed my eyes I saw the same shape, a green tree against darkness.

The waves no longer marched by ranks, but heaved up in confusion and burst against the ship from all sides in a great froth. Oars were as useless as straws in the heavy seas. Drudges cowered under the benches, crying out at every thunderclap and covering their ears. The ship pitched and wallowed, and sometimes she managed to climb to the peak of a wave, and sometimes dove through an oncoming wall of water, and even sure-footed sailors fell and were swept across the canting deck; a few went overboard.

I clung to the ropes of a baggage chest, willing the ship forward. There were gods in this storm, Ardor in the thunder and lightning, Torrent in the churning waters, and Crux in the snow-filled sky, all of them hurling winds at the fleet. Did they mean to founder us? Or did they contend over whether we should be saved or destroyed?

I feared worse. I feared they took no heed of us, and waged a mock battle for their sport, and all my frail hopes, and the great ambitions of the king and his sister, Queenmother Caelum, and all these ships too, were merely kindling to be broken between sky and water.

I shook in dread, in awe—but something fierce in me was not humbled, it roused in answer to the storm’s ruthlessness, so that I nearly laughed in the teeth of the wind. What did our insignificance matter, our brief lives? At that moment no more was required of me than to witness the gods storming, their vast discord. I couldn’t regret seeing it, even if it was the last sight I ever saw.

The air crackled and I felt a touch, a hand stroking upward along my spine. My skin prickled everywhere and my hair stood upright. The storm split open with a wedge of light and sound, and a blinding whiteness struck the mast and reached for me.











CHAPTER 1

Thunderstruck




I didn’t know where my limbs were. I had no edges between inside and out, I was a heaviness that swayed, plummeted. Was lifted, fell again. Nothing steady anywhere.


 

I heard shouting, but couldn’t disentangle words from the crashing and rumbling and shrieking and roaring that filled everywhere.

Everywhere but here. Here was silence.


 

The silence. What was wrong about it, what was missing: breath, blood throb, heartbeat.


 

A buzzing in my ear. They say you’re dead.

The buzz was intimate, it crawled in the whorl of my ear, so I knew I had an ear. Buzz, buzz, buzz. Dead, dead, dead. Left ear or right, within or without, I couldn’t tell exactly.

It was the only voice that made sense in all the clamor. It must be true that I was dead, for I no longer understood the speech of the living. I never knew the dead had a language of their own.

The droning persisted. Your heart forgot to beat, it said.

I didn’t recognize the voice, but I recognized its gleeful malice. It belonged to a man I knew well, though I had somehow mislaid his name. A man I detested. A man I had killed.

His was the only shade to greet me. I would have wept, but to weep takes breath.


 

If I was dead, I must go. I mustn’t tarry.

I willed myself to rise. But my will had come undone from flesh and shade alike, and I couldn’t move.

Nevertheless, something stirred within me, a small disturbance. And though this thing seemed weak, it found an opening in my heaviness and forced its way out. Was that my shade? That tiny frail fretful creature? How could it leave me behind?

 

Oh gods, no. It wasn’t my shade. It was my last breath departing.


 

“Sheesdeadintshe?”

“Ithosheedbeburntup.”

“Donstanthergawkin! Covererup!”

My friend knelt beside me and I knew her voice, and felt her great bulk near me. She dug her fingers under the corners of my jaw, and by her touch I felt my skin fastened to my skull, I knew the shape of my own face again. She said, “Firethorn! Cmoncmonbreathe! Iswearyorheartsbeatin.”

I took in a shallow breath and I wasn’t numb anymore. Ropes of pain tightened around my chest. I wanted to hold on to that breath forever, but I had to let it go.

The next breath was a long time coming. And the next.


 

I awoke. There was no part of me that didn’t hurt. I wouldn’t open my eyes. I feared what I might see, the confusion of it.

I swallowed. It was a victory to command that least little act.

A cloth settled over me, rough and scratchy. It was outside, I was inside, I was flesh again, and the boundary of skin between me and all else was raw, exquisitely tender.

I lay on my side, drawn up tight from spasms, taking shallow breaths because a deep breath was like tearing something open. I thought my friend was rocking me, rocking me so hard I feared falling from my bed. I heard her saying, “Podeahmydeahomydeahpodeah.” As if I were a child. I opened my eyes and saw her broad face looming over me. A crystalline nimbus flared around her head. Words were given shape by her lips: “Poor dear!” Her daughter was there too, and the boy, his hand wrapped in his mother’s dress. The sky flashed, too white, too bright. I closed my eyes and saw a green throb. Sound spilled over us and drained away.

The girl dabbed a cloth under my ear. It came away red.

There were men watching, jabbering. I should have been able to understand them. I was no longer dead.

My friend wiped her eyes on her headcloth. She took my hands between hers and began to chafe them, saying, “Yorhandsersocold. Podeah. Ithotardorhadkilledyu.” It hurt, it hurt. I pulled my left hand away, but the right hand wouldn’t answer to me. The shadows around the edges of everything flickered and closed in.

 

If I was alive, why did the shade still pester me? I heard him hissing, in a fury that he’d been cheated of my death; I saw him too, and he was nothing but a fly, a manfly, a shade so puny his mightiest shout was a mere bzzzzz. He darted about, circling my head. I almost laughed at him.

But when I slept, he was huge and heavy and his rage nearly swallowed me whole. He lay down on me backward, my bones a scaffold for his weight. He braced his knee against my throat and stoppered up my breath while he took his trophy, flesh from the woman’s beard at my groin. He sawed away at a flap of skin covered with tightly coiled coppery hairs. He smelt of the sour sweat of a sick man. I choked and coughed and tried to push him off me. This happened again and again.

 

I awoke. He was still there, droning in my left ear. A sound I couldn’t banish. I would have killed him again, if a shade could be killed. I moaned. The sound worked its way out of me, into the tumult of the wind and waves, and was carried away.

 

Above my friend’s head I saw a tall tree with one broken branch. Petals of snow fell from a white sky and I was soothed by their cold touch on my brow. Perhaps I said, “What happened?” She leaned toward me, but when she spoke, I heard a different voice—I thought it was her unborn child. He said, “Wildfire ate you.” I was delighted he spoke so clearly.

 

I awoke. This time it was dark. I was being rocked. A cradle. A ship.

My head was pillowed on Mai’s thigh. She was there with me, she’d been there always when I awoke. She rested against a wooden wall with her head tilted back. For a moment I couldn’t make sense of her face, seeing it from underneath: the soft swags of flesh under her chin, the darkness within her nostrils and her open mouth, the pale swelling cheeks that hid her eyes. Her breathing was loud, whistling.

I turned onto my back. I could move both legs, but my numb right arm didn’t obey me. I picked up my right hand with my left and let it rest, curled up, on my belly. My other limbs ached with a bone-deep ache. I held my left hand before my face. The skin had cracked open between my fingers and along the deep creases of the palm, but the cracks were dry, not bloody.

The sea slapped the hull of the ship.

I looked at the tree. The mast. As the ship rolled, the mast tilted overhead, and the lopsided moon slipped through the net of rigging. Stars shimmied like minnows.

Mai’s daughter sat nearby. Her eyes glistened. She leaned toward me and said, “Firethorn, aruthursti?”

Aruthursti. Aru thursti. Thursti. Thirsty.

 

I slept and slept, I slept so long that I was confused by the twilight I saw on awakening. Was it evening or dawn? The blushing sun hovered by the horizon as if undecided whether to sink or rise, and I, who had always known east from west without giving it a thought, didn’t know which way we sailed as we sailed away from her. I was unmoored. I was on the ship, but where was the ship on the sea and when were we in the day?

The sea wasn’t a place, it was a terrifying in between, without landmarks, nothing fixed. The waves went rolling away, nothing to them but motion.

The storm had chased the fleet in every direction like wolves among sheep. Suppose the helmsman too was lost?

 

I drank ale from a curved shell that stood on a silver tail chased with scales. I devoured the flesh of a porpoise, and wheaten pottage dyed gold with saffron, and then five minnows in pastry, one after the other, so many because they were so small. Still I was hungry. And so thirsty.


 

I sent my left hand under the scratchy blanket to make an exploration. I found smooth skin. I touched, naming throat and breast and nipple and navel and belly and cleft and thighs. Under my fingers the skin was roused to a sensation just shy of an itch. Hard to bear. A teasing pain. The right hand lay useless on my belly, colder than the other flesh. It didn’t belong to me.

I was not clad in garments, but there were rags twisted around my legs and shoulders. The edges of the cloth crumbled between my fingers. Why? Charred. Burnt. My fingers sorted the rags into smooth thin and soft thick, which I recognized as kinds of fabric, though I could not at the moment name them. Fire had shredded my clothing. Why wasn’t I burned too?

This I’d seen before, how one thing burned while another was spared, one lived while another died.

I found a burn on my left hip. The skin was raw and blistered, and as soon as I touched the wound, it insisted on hurting. I peeked at it under the blanket. The burn was shaped like the blade of a knife.

I remembered the storm. Thunder and lightning and snow and wind and waves and then nothing.

And all these memories of sleeping and waking, waking and dreaming, daylight and darkness and daylight—they were as jumbled as beads in a sack, and I couldn’t string one after another. I had no idea of how long.

 

I loaded ashes in a barrow on a cloudy day, and trundled along the rutted path to the terrace just below the house. I meant to plant herbs there. The crows raised a fuss at me, jeering, Whah! There she goes, there she goes! I scattered ashes over the dun hay stubble. I noticed the roof of the house had a slate missing; I needed to see to that. My shoulders ached. I warmed my hands in my sleeves, and watched two crows play chase-the-wagtail. The air smelled of clean cold. Snow was coming.

 

My forgetfulness was vast, beyond reckoning. I lay awake in the dark, making an inventory of what I could remember.

I made lists of names: Firethorn, Sire Galan. Mai, her daughter Sunup, her son Tobe. Mai’s cataphract, Sire Ferocious. The shade, the fly—Sire Rodela.


Ship, mast, sail.

I knew I was aboard a ship. I knew Galan wasn’t here. Where was he?

I tried to conjure him beside me, the unruly hair falling over his brow, his eyes giving me a look. His eyelids tilted downward at the outer corners; sometimes this made him seem lazy or amused when he was not. Then there was the proud line of his nose, never yet broken, and the lips indented at the corners; the thin white scar under his jaw and his long neck with the beating pulse; the way he wore the laces of his surcoat loose so that the pleated gauze shirt spilled out at his chest and sleeves. I would untie a green-dyed leather thong and pull it free from the embroidered eyelets of his surcoat, and then untie the white cord of his shirt below the notch at the base of his throat. Under his shirt I would find skin paler than his face.

His strong long fingers, elegant but for the scars, the thickening at the knuckles. A warrior’s hands. The hard palms.

I saw him by glimpses, pieced together, mismatched. My summoning didn’t quell the longing, it made me restless, shifting against the hard planks under my hip. I touched my hand to my mouth, seeking the taste of his last touch.

It sometimes happens in battle that a soldier doesn’t know he’s been stabbed, and only later feels a weakness come over him and finds the wound in his side—so I’d been surprised to find I was smitten by Galan, after I lay with him behind a hedge on a festival night. Easy to find, easy to forget, we say of such chance meetings during the UpsideDown Days.

Galan refused to be forgotten.

 

A bird perched in the rigging and sang, I live, I live, I live! It was nothing but a small puff of feathers, the possessor of a single song that it offered to the wind with all its might. It was a long way from any shore. Surely it would stay with us until landfall rather than dare to cross so much water again. But it flew off, out of sight. I used to know what sort of bird it was.

 

The sun climbed behind us, and therefore we were sailing west. She sent a ray of light through a gap in the clouds and struck my eyes.

I remembered. We were sailing west and to war.


 

Tobe was crying and Sunup was trying to feed him porridge. Tobe and Sunup. Naming people fastened them to me, and fastened me to where I was.

So much noise nearly drowned out the buzzing of Sire Rodela. Everyone and everything talking at once, Tobe wailing and Sunup coaxing and waves mumbling against the hull and wind whispering through the rigging and drudges chattering and sailors shouting. My head hurt.

A man said, “Lukaterwillyu? Thotsheedsleepfrever.” He was standing up, looking down on me. He was swaying—the ship was swaying, he was standing still, holding on to ropes. I picked at the noise to separate his voice from the hubbub. I understood the rough tune and tone of his speech: the rise and fall of question and statement, the nasal lilt of mockery, and even the humming undertone of fondness. Then, after a delay, I understood the words: Look at her, will you? Thought she’d sleep forever.

I knew that fellow; he was named Trave, and he was one of Mai’s varlets, or rather he served her cataphract. But already others were speaking, more than one at once, and the wind roistered about and scattered their words out of reach.

Pinch said, “Didjasee howt jumptoer? Thlightning jumptoerboom!” and he clapped, “En thruerdown, thruercros thedeck. Sheotta bedead,” and meanwhile the waves said, “Shushshushshush,” and a gull said, “Aship aship plentitoeat,” in a long fading caw overhead, and Mai said, “Leaver alone.” She elbowed Trave out of the way and leaned toward me. “Canyu situp? Sit up?”

My limbs were feeble and slow to obey. My right arm trembled and refused to help bear my weight. I panted.

Mai said, “Can you hear me? I thought maybe you went deaf onaccounta you were bleeding from anear.”

When I concentrated on Mai and watched her lips move, I could understand. Mostly. But it was laborious.

The blanket slipped and Mai pulled it up around my neck and over my shoulders.

I tried to speak. “What, what…what upended…what opened?” I knew just what I meant to say, yet I couldn’t find the right words or the sounds to make them. Words seemed far away, and I had to travel toward them with slow, halting steps. This vexed me. I tried again. “What…hammered…hampered?”

Mai didn’t seem to notice. “Lightning blew you out of your slippers—picked you up enflungu enufetcht up in a heap. You looked deadas dead, your clothes alburntintatters. I’ve never seen such a sight before and I hope I never do again. Nothing broken, praise the gods. You couldve split open your skull! But yortufasan old root.”


I lifted my left hand, my obedient hand, and she pressed it against her cheek.

“I’m glad, Coz,” she said. “So glad you’re better.”

I wanted to be glad. But I was afraid. I’d become a laggard, a simpleton.

 

I sat on a rower’s bench and stared at the sea, the smooth swells that lifted us and passed on, and smaller waves that crossed the swells at an angle. Now and then three large waves would march by, one after another, adorned by whitecaps. Behind us a spreading fantail of ripples broke the surface of the water into blue and gray slivers of light.

After the chaos of the storm, it was soothing to see the distinct and orderly patterns of the waves, which reminded me of designs weavers made from the play of warp and weft, color and interval. Was this what sailors saw when they looked at the sea, did they recognize and name these patterns as weavers named theirs? Though I could not, just now, name one design among the many the Dame had so painstakingly taught me. The names were gone, and all that remained was the memory of the quiet in the weaving room, and the steady growth of order as the shuttle crossed back and forth between the warp threads.

There were ships about us with their sails full of wind. And coming nearer, bobbing in our wake, things that marred the pattern of the waves: drowned men, broken spars, an upturned hull black with pitch.

 

Mai tried to pull a garment over my head, one of her winter underdresses. I wanted to help, but my right arm was so weak I couldn’t raise it above my head. Though I could twitch the fingers of my right hand, which pleased me so much that I wept, saying, “See how the little ones, the…the diddles…the fidgets—how do you call them?—the things that finger things, see how they fiddle now!”

Sunup and I could have fit inside Mai’s dress together and left room for another. Even so, I was grateful to be covered, for it had occurred to me, somewhat too late, to feel shame at my nakedness. Mai hitched up the skirts about my waist so they wouldn’t trail on the deck, for she was considerably taller than me, and she pleated the bodice, tying it about me with crisscrossed cords the color of new-minted copper. Such was her skill that it looked as if it were meant to be that way, or so she said with satisfaction, “And not as if you’re a foul trust for roasting.” She fashioned a headcloth for me from a scrap of the green wool dress I’d been wearing.

Foul trust? I puzzled over that.


Fowl trussed for roasting. Always this gap between sound and sense.

“I’ve no shoes to fit you,” Mai said. She handed me a heavy cloth sack on a long cord.

“What’s these things?” I could feel hard disks through the cloth.

Mai laughed. “Why, it’s everything of yours I could find. I think I got most of the money you’d stitched into your hem and seams, all but what some light-fingered whoreson sowpricker of a sailor found first. But your girdle and all that you carried in it were destroyed. So you take this.” She searched under her skirts and brought out an oilskin packet. “I had saved some for myself, but I shan’t be needing it until after the child is born, and maybe by then you’ll have found some more. You’ll be wanting it yourself soon, I daresay.” She winked and I took the packet from her.

I unfolded it and saw two handfuls of white, black-eyed berries. I thought I should know what they were, but I’d misplaced the meaning as well as the word. I looked at Mai.

“You don’t know what they are?”

I shrugged. Mai tucked me under her arm and pulled me close. I rested against the great sloping shelf of her bosom. “Ah, Coz, poor dear! You gave me these berries. They’re childbane, and you and I sold them all over the Marchfield to whores and dames alike, to keep them from conceiving. You truly don’t remember?”

“Truly, truly, Mine…Mai, I mean.” My throat closed up. “There are, there are…it’s as if my find is full of halts, you see? My my empery is like my…drapes…the cloth thing I wore—all charred. It’s holey.”

She gave me a little shake. “You’re upside down and backward now, but you’ll get better. It was a gift, you’ll see. Once the rumormongers get hold of the tale, everyone will know that Ardor Wildfire gave you a big blessed buss, that you’re thunderstruck.”

“You call this a…blissing? A besting?”

“The god branded your cheek with lightning and left you lopsided. A lopsided face is a sure sign of a cannywoman, and every harlot in the army will seek your advice, and be willing to pay dear for it too.”

Mai had called me a canny before, and this time I didn’t trouble to deny it; but why did she call me lopsided? I touched my face and discovered my mouth was sagging on the right. I pinched my cheek hard. “My face is just slipping. Sleeping. Surely it will wake!”

She said, “It comes out muddled, doesn’t it?” She still had her arm around me. I pulled away, hearing mirth in her voice as well as sympathy. I couldn’t bear to be laughed at just now.

Mai was a canny herself, I remembered that much, and she was lopsided too. I wondered I’d never noticed it before. The left side of her face had a smile of plain good humor, from the dimple beside the mouth to the crinkled crow’s-feet around the eye; the right had a sneering upper lip and a shrewd gaze.

I stared at her with distrust, and she stopped smiling. Then all at once I saw her whole again, and saw her fondness for me, and no longer doubted it. I tried to tell her how grateful I was for the way she’d cared for me, always there when I awoke, and while I fumbled to speak she waited with a pained, patient expression. But the words were too distant, and I couldn’t reach them. When I wept in frustration she kissed the back of my hand. “Never mind, dear heart,” she said. “Never mind.”

 

I awoke in the night to find a priestess leaning over me, guarding a candle flame with her hand. A gust of wind made wax drip on my arm. We stared at each other, the priestess and I. She wore a diadem of coiled copper wire over a wimple. She touched my unbound hair, like in color to the burnished wire, and then my left cheek. She muttered a blessing over me and went away.

I sat up gingerly. Mai slept on the deck beside me, her cloak draped about the peaks of her hips and shoulders like the folds of a mountain’s skirts. I felt for the pouch I’d kept hidden under my kirtle, and then recalled that Mai had given me a cloth sack. I tugged it out from under my bodice and found the divining compass pouch inside the sack, nestled amidst the coins.

I tipped the bones into my palm, glad I hadn’t lost them. I felt the touch of the Dame and Na. One placed her hand on my arm, the other on the crown of my head, so softly I could almost mistake the feeling for the caress of the wind. I wept for gratitude that they had not left me. And I wept for pity that they were dead, and I’d never see them again in this life.

I spread out the divining compass on my lap, and kissed the bones and cast them, and leaned closer to peer at the godsigns, to see which avatars the Dame and Na had singled out. And I discovered I could no longer read. The godsigns around the horizon of the compass were mere marks, no sense attached to them. The Dame had taught me to read, and with that gift she’d honored me and raised me above her other servants. I’d prized the knowledge, and now it was gone.

Sire Rodela’s buzz had faded until I almost forgot to hear him. Now he began to whine in delight, louder, nearer, taunting.

It was a clear night. I looked up and searched for the godsigns writ in the stars by the gods, the constellations we copied in ink, making dots large or small according to whether the stars were bright or dim. The skyfield was so much more intricate than I remembered; I could find too many patterns, patterns upon patterns, and all meaningless.

If I couldn’t recognize the godsigns, could I remember the gods and their avatars? I counted them on my fingers, starting with Ardor, though I couldn’t tell which sign on the painted compass belonged to the god. First Ardor Wildfire. Then Ardor Smith. What was the third avatar, the woman? I couldn’t remember, nor could I summon the name of another god. Wildfire had stolen my speech, the godsigns, and knowledge of other gods. Was Ardor so jealous?

I stared at the divining compass. How satisfied I’d been, when I painted those circles and lines, and inscribed each arcant with the name of a god, to think that I was re-creating within this small compass the orderly arrangement of the world. I might as well have tried to draw fixed lines upon the surface of the water. The tiny circle contained a vast deep sea, a place of currents and turbulence. Gods moved within it, nameless to me now, nothing to divide them, nothing to contain them. Uncertainty spilled outward from the compass, and I feared I would wander in this unmapped ignorance forever.

 

Warriors carried torches and swords and pikes through the streets of a town. The stuccoed buildings were three and four stories high, side by side and face-to-face along a narrow cobbled street so steep that in places it became a stairway. Painted wooden balconies were on fire above me, and flames and smoke and screams billowed through the fretwork shutters. A carved blue door burned and broke away from its top hinge. There were bonfires in the streets, heaps of blazing furniture with bodies discarded upon them. The stink of pyres.

I was little. I knew I wasn’t supposed to make a sound, but I was sobbing. A linen chest lay open on its side, white cloth spilling into the mucky gutter. Down the street a woman sprawled on the ground. I couldn’t see her face because her skirts had been pulled up over her head. Only her red hair was showing. Her bare legs and belly were smeared with blood. One knee was up, the other down. One arm was bent backward under her, the other stretched out, the palm open and empty.

Sparks and embers ate holes in the linen that used to be kept safe in the chest in the house. I watched a wisp of smoke forming above it. Warriors ran past me, making a joyous uproar that didn’t sound human; they wore helmets, and their faces were hidden behind visors shaped like animal snouts. Wildfire loose in the town.


 

I fled the dream, and woke to find the uproar was real. Soldiers and sailors aboard ship were whooping and bellowing. The glad news spread throughout the fleet by way of shouts and drumbeats; three lanterns were lit on every prow. The men sent ahead had taken the town and secured the port. Lanx was ours.

It was early morning. The sea and sky ahead shone a luminous blue, divided, one from the other, by a dull uneven gray line. Land.

The sun sent low rays across the water, and the land took on color and shape. We sighted the walls and spires of Lanx, and as we drew nearer, their stone turned from gray to gold in the sunlight—a golden city on steep hills, held fast between two branches of a wide river on its way to the sea.









CHAPTER 2

Marked




Oarsmen rowed us into harbor. The passengers stared and pointed and exclaimed at the wonders of Lanx—the towering lighthouse, the quays lined with two-story arcades, the palatial gilded barges, the squalid hutboats moored side by side so that people strolled across the decks as if they were streets, the massive iron water gates that spanned the murky reaches where the river emptied into the sea—and all that was just the harbor, beyond which was a most marvelous city of bridges and towers, with houses piled so high that one’s doorstep was another’s rooftop.

Lanx was the first city I ever saw, and I couldn’t endure the sight of it—or the smell either, from shoals of debris stinking of shit and tanneries and dead fish. I lay down under my shaggy old cloak and pulled it close around my ears.

To see was to be bewildered, and I was weary to my marrow of bewilderment. Curiosity had plagued and served me all my life. I hardly knew myself without it.

 

Gulls alighted in the rigging and jested and laughed their harsh, mocking laughs. I swear I could understand them nearly as well as I could understand people—which is to say, not well. As the fleet assembled in the harbor, sailors counted the stragglers to see how many ships had been lost to the storm. Foot soldiers and cataphracts alike wagered on whether the queenmother’s ships or the king’s would be first past the water gates, for their precedence would be telling. The long day passed in gossiping and waiting, and I dozed, rocking in my cradle.

The whiphands whistled and oars dipped and rose with sparkling pendants of water drops, and we glided between the open gates. We turned from the broad river into a narrow stone-walled channel, and the hills rose up around us, close enough that a man looking down from his doorstep could spit on us. One man did just that. A boy on a drawbridge threw a handful of stones that skittered across the deck. Women watched us from small square windows, half hidden behind latticework shutters. Someone jeered. I cared for none of it. None of it. Only let me find Galan, let him be alive.

Mai’s old dog settled down beside me and gave me a wistful look so I would scratch under his chin. In time we both slept.

Perhaps I was still asleep when we landed, for what I recall is a dream of streets and stairs, daylight and darkness. Pain was the one sure thing, the wedge splitting my left temple, and the rope twisted around my chest so that I labored to breathe. My arms and legs tingled and went numb. The hissing in my left ear went on without pause.

Aboard the ship sleep had been my healer; I’d slept and slept and each time I’d awakened with some small gain. I could move my right hand, and smile somewhat from both sides of my face, and understand speech without puzzling at it word by word. These small victories had misled me into believing that I was meant to live. Now the pains in my head and chest told me I’d taken too much for granted. Wildfire might yet kill me.

 

Mai said, “Getupgetup, we’ve found out where Sire Galan is quartered!”

I forgot to be glad he was alive, because I forgot I’d ever doubted it. I was fearful instead. Galan wouldn’t want what lightning had made of me. Why would he desire a lopsided sheath, weak and muddled, too backward in mind, too forward in chasing after him?

I don’t remember saying good-bye to Mai, but I must have done so. I left a warm room and struggled up steep narrow streets paved with crushed white shells. The ground seemed to tilt as it had on the ship, and I shuffled along afraid of losing my balance. It was dark down between the high walls, but above, the heavens shone the pure lapis blue of twilight. I stopped to catch my breath, and looked up to see doves fly across the ribbon of sky overhead as suddenly as if they’d been flung. I swayed, and a man let me lean on him. That was Tir, Sire Torosus’s jack. He was long legged and impatient. They had sent five men to escort me to Sire Galan’s quarters. I didn’t think to wonder why so many.

Someone lit a lamp behind a high window, a square of yellow brilliance in a dark wall. I saw a woman silhouetted against the light as she closed the shutters. Wind dodged around corners and harried us.

 

We climbed many stairs in a tower. Sire Galan’s room was cold and deserted. Tir and a cantankerous porter with a smoking torch went away and left me alone in the dark. I dropped my cloak in a heap by the door. Thick panes of glass, inset in the fletch-patterned shutters, silvered in the moon’s radiance. The room was crowded with furniture, more than could be useful, and the tables and chairs had the delicacy and slender legs of the palfreys they breed for dames to ride; I was used to sturdier stuff. A bed with latticed walls stood on a platform three steps above the floor. Sire Galan’s baggage squatted here and there, dark barrels and sacks and baskets. His camp cot had been unfolded in a corner.

I crossed the floor to a niche in the stone wall that served as a hearth. A clay statue of Ardor Hearthkeeper knelt in a smaller niche above it. Her name came to mind so easily now; I marveled that I could have forgotten it. Though her dress was glazed clay, her headcloth was made of real silk. One end of the cloth was draped over her face, concealing one eye and her mouth, for she is a keeper of secrets.

The spark, ever ready, is one of her many gifts to us. I took the flint from the statue’s outstretched hands and kindled a small fire using apple wood I found in a basket. I stood unmoving before it, in a state of prayer no less prayer for being wordless, in gratitude for the warmth of Hearthkeeper’s embrace, the loving touch of fire tamed and contained. I felt the constriction loosen around my chest, easing the passage of my breath. Fire curved around the logs, a veil of orange and blue, and flames pried their way under bark and licked out through every crack, and I watched as the wood was transmuted to garnets and rubies. Such beauty, I couldn’t look away. Hearthkeeper whispered to me: Burn bright, burn fast. Give what light you can, the rest is ash.

 

Much later I heard the door open, and I turned away from the embers. A woman entered, carrying a basket overflowing with white linen. She set it down on Sire Galan’s cot, saying, “Who are you?” She spoke in the High, but she rounded and clipped the words oddly. Her gown was thin as a harlot’s, showing her nipples and woman’s beard like shadows through gauze dyed the yellow-green of willow leaves in spring. Galan had given me a headcloth of that color—the green that signifies beginning—when he and I were new together. Had Sire Galan already taken a whore into his bed, or put another sheath in my place?

“Who are you?” I said, using the Low, the language of mudfolk, thinking she was vain to use the High. Did she suppose I’d mistake her for one of the Blood?

“What?” She spoke again in the High. Her face had not been unfriendly before. Now it was.

I tried the High this time: “Who are you?”

She pursed her lips and was silent. Her eyes were outlined with black ink and she had yellowing bruises on her face and around her neck.

I saw she wouldn’t answer before I did. “I’m, I’m Firetorn. I’m Sire…Sire Galleon’s grief—” I heard myself and winced. “No, that’s the way wrong. I mean to say his his his…” I couldn’t find the right word—or any word—so I made a lewd gesture that anyone could understand.

“Why don’t you just say it—you’re Sire Galan’s codpiece, aren’t you? Are you too proud?” The woman took a candlestick from a ledge above the cot and lit the taper, and came close to me. “You must like the dark,” she said. “What’s that, a birthmark?”

I touched my face. She was peering at my left cheek, but it was the right side that was lopsided. Perhaps I had a burn there, though it didn’t feel sore. “No. I don’t know. We were crossing in the swarm, there was riled ire…dire and dirdam everywhere and rumble thumping. It was thudderbright…thunderbright, that’s what did it!” I made a zigzag gesture and struck myself on the chest, pleased to have come upon the exact word I needed. “You see? Thunderbright!”

“Why do you talk that way? Are you a clack?”

“A what?”

“A clack. A dimwit.”

I looked at her closely to see how cruel she meant to be, and saw she did make mock of me, but indifferently. If she’d been jealous, there’d have been more malice in it. Either she was sure of Sire Galan, or she was not his. I said, “So what are you? A…a horse? Not a horse, no, but one that men ride, any many men—a hole? Whole?”

“I’m not a whore, if that’s what you mean.” She crimped her lips together and shook her head. She lit another candle, and carried her small bloom of light to golden doves that perched in the branches of a tall bronze tree. She put fire in their open beaks and I saw they were oil lamps. She kept her back to me and her motions were as eloquent as her face.

Now we were both offended, and what did that serve? I said, “Nor am I a a dum…dimdolt. What happened to me—the thunderdolt is what’s wrong. Blighting, brightening stuck me and killed me dead. But I woke up. Now my speak is tonguesy-turvy.”

The woman turned and beckoned me to a chair near the bronze tree hung with lamps. I could see how, with some effort, she put aside her vexation. I sat, and she sat nearby.

“I am called Penna,” she said. “I serve Sire Edecon—as his codpiece, I suppose. And his laundress.” One eyebrow went up. I admired the bold black strokes of her eyebrows, arched like the wings of a shearwater, and how each could swoop and rise on its own. It was easier to admire her now that I knew she did not belong to Galan.

“Sire Addlecon? Who’s that?”

“If you’re Sire Galan’s tart, how is it you don’t know that Sire Edecon is his armiger?”


“But Sire Galant’s…his man, you know the one, the man who fights besight him, on his shy side, his shield side—his, his…halibut, his hatbringer—that man is dead.”

She laughed. “That’s a fine way to put it. His halibut! His armiger is very much alive and upright, I can attest to it.”

“Is it a new harbinger then?”

Penna shrugged as if she didn’t understand. I could see she’d not been told of Sire Rodela, the armiger who’d served Sire Galan so badly. To think of Rodela was to hear him buzz, a sound lurking behind every other sound.

No doubt this Sire Edecon had been with the troop of Crux all along, but I couldn’t place his name. Had he been armiger to one of the cataphracts who’d died in the Marchfield, and therefore in need of a new master? I was quite ready to dislike him if he was the one who’d injured Penna. I pointed to her bruises and asked, “Is that his?”

Her mouth turned down. She got up and moved away from me. She took a shirt from the basket and gave it a hard snap to shake it out. She draped it over the back of a chair, where it took the shape of a man with dangling arms. Soon the room was full of these pale phantoms.

Noise in the corridor, voices and footsteps.

I stood and braced myself against a table, my breath coming fast. Under my fingers I felt tiny ridges of marquetry on the tabletop, an inlay of ivory and shell. The footsteps stopped outside the room. I could smell the smoke of pitch-pine torches and see a thread of light under the door. The voices went on, two or three men talking at once, saying farewell, and one voice cut through the others, clear laughter on a rising note, unsullied by cares. The door opened and the room filled with men, shadows crossing the light. One of the men had torchlight tangled in the curls that sprang free from under his cap. Golden threads glinted in his surcoat.

The voices stopped abruptly.

Galan took a few more steps into the room. Someone raised a torch and put it in a bracket by the door. There were but four men, though they’d seemed a multitude: Sire Galan, his two jacks, and a man I supposed was Sire Edecon. I couldn’t remember the names of his jacks, no matter that I knew the men well.

One straight look from Galan, and there might have been no others in the room. How could I have forgotten this look, this considering look, and how he could transfix me with it? He had a private smile hidden somewhere about his eyes, not worn on the lips for all to see. He seemed to take my measure, not to tally up my faults, but to savor what he held dear. What was his. What he might do. It was the welcome I’d hoped to find, and never counted on. For that moment I believed I was whatever he saw in me.

He said, “I met the Crux’s ships. You weren’t with them.”

Perhaps he’d forgotten that he tried to send me away. I shrugged. I couldn’t trust myself to explain.

Now he was grinning. “I thought maybe you’d come, because I know how you are—stubborn. You traveled with Sire Torosus’s woman, is that it?”

I shrugged again. But I couldn’t help smiling.

“I’ll find out,” he said, laughing, and crossed the room in a few long paces and pushed the table aside. I saw a new scar, still raw and red, just under the green dots of the clan tattoo on his cheek. He put his arms around my waist and pulled me against him and I felt a shiver and shock pass between us that left the sweat prickling on my skin. I’d felt that before when we touched, and now I knew it for what it was: lightning’s caress, Wildfire surging in the blood. I tasted the wine Galan had drunk, his full lower lip, his curving upper lip, and I was a starveling at a feast, my kisses all hunger and gluttony, and his were the same.

Galan released me and took a step back. Now he saw me up close, and there was something more—and less—than gladness on his face. Upright furrows appeared over the bridge of his nose, and his mouth tightened. Such a slight alteration, to make such a difference.

“What’s this?” He touched my cheek.

“Thunderbright!” I made the gesture I’d made for Penna, two fingers pointing and zigzagging through the air, striking myself on the chest. “On the way, the waves, the…swimming flying thing, the the the—”

“The what?” Galan frowned. It frightened me.

One of the jacks muttered, “She sounds a proper naught-wit, or half-wit, anyway.” That was Spiller talking: I knew his name now and that of Galan’s other jack, Rowney, just as I knew Spiller was fond of his own wit even when others failed to admire it.

Sire Edecon looked at me over Galan’s shoulder. He had straight hair the color of wheat straw and a fair beard. His nose was crooked and flattened, probably broken more than once, giving him the rakish look of a man who likes a good brawl. He said, “Is it a tattoo?”

I covered my cheek. I couldn’t imagine what caused such wonderment.

“It’s no tattoo,” said Galan. “I don’t know what it is.”

“It was thunderbright, thunderbright!” My voice rose. I was convinced I had the right word, and didn’t know why they failed to understand. “In on the…float—the boat, the ship, there was a…harm, there was flicking everywhere.”

“A harm? You mean a shipwreck?”


“No, a harm—with clouts and snow and will and terrible, terrible…” I gestured, showing the turmoil in the air.

“A storm?”

“Yes, and it licked me, you see?”

Galan flinched. It pained him to hear me speak.

“Perhaps she means lightning, Sire,” said Penna, coming up behind Sire Edecon. She wasn’t shy, that one. “I think she was struck by lightning.”

“You were struck by lightning aboard ship?” He spoke slowly, as if he feared I couldn’t understand.

I nodded. My face was numb.

“How can it be lightning? You aren’t burned.”

I looked down. Did he doubt me? Wildfire had marred me, made my speech foolish and my body feeble. Surely he could see and hear for himself that I’d been wounded.

“And you lived.” He pulled at the buckles of his baldric, and Spiller came forward to help him. Galan gestured him away. He dropped the baldric on the table and the hilts of his weapons clattered against the inlaid tabletop: the greater sword, the lesser, the mercy dagger.

“Well, so—here I am,” I said, gesturing to myself, trying to smile. “But I think my start stopped…I don’t know. And and and when I broke up, I was all in a fuddle, a fussle—a muckle.” I covered my mouth so he wouldn’t see how my smile sagged on one side into a frown. So he wouldn’t know how ugly I’d become.

Galan reached for me and I hid my face against his shoulder and neck. His surcoat was thick with embroidery and gold-wrapped threads. I took in the smell of him and began to cry. A judging self observed my wailing and whimpering, remembering how Galan had reckoned me unfit to be his companion in wartime—and now I was. Ardor Wildfire had made me so.

Galan held himself stiffly, as if he were angry. His arms were hard and confining. But one of his hands pressed the small of my back, and the other, under my shoulder blade, began to rub in small circles, as a horsemaster rubs a restive horse. At last I quieted enough to match the rhythm of my breath to his. I wiped my face on the abundant sleeve of Mai’s gown.

Galan’s voice was muffled against my headcloth. “I’ll keep you safe if I can, even from the gods themselves.”

 

The bed’s high wooden walls were pierced with a pattern of stars and swallows. We climbed up onto the mattress, which crackled and smelled of some sweet herb, and Galan drew the curtain behind us and we were in a room within the room. He put his sword, unsheathed, on a narrow ledge along the wall of the bed, and hung his mercy dagger from a hook. A lantern inset with amber glass spilled light on white linens and a fur blanket and treasures heaped and scattered about: coins and golden cups and gossamer silk stitched with gems. I sat down cross-legged and picked up a coral box inlaid with a silver boat and silver net. The workmanship was so fine, I wondered if the artisans here were people like myself, or belonged to a race with nimbler fingers and keener eyes.

These luxuries were his plunder from the battle, I supposed. But the luxury I treasured was to be with Galan, and be alone with him. For too long we had slept in a tent with his men, and nothing to hide us from them at night but the bedcovers. Now he knelt with his back to me, his shirt hanging loose about him as he searched for something. I put my hand on the bare skin of his calf and wondered if it was still my privilege to touch him as I pleased.

Galan turned and said, “Here, this is for you.” He held a mirror before me, and I misunderstood, thinking it a strange sort of gift to show me to myself.

I’d sometimes peered in the Dame’s mirror, but she hadn’t cared to be reminded that she was plain, and her bronze mirror had been tarnished and dim. This one had a disk with a flawless sheen. It seemed more a window than a mirror, as if I looked through glass at someone else. The woman looked so strange, so stricken. It was hard to find myself in her.

The right side of the face was a mask, with the mouth turned down and the eye hiding like a shy cunning creature under the drooping eyelid. On the left, the eyebrow and eyelashes were singed away, and there was a glitter of fear and surprise in the tiny black mirror of the pupil.

And on the left cheek, the mark that had caused so much wonderment: jagged lines radiated from a spot near the outward corner of my left eye, branching and branching again into finer lines, like frost feathers, like lightning itself, if lightning could be stilled. I touched my face, following the widest bolt, which went over my jaw and neck. The lines were as ruddy as burns, but they weren’t raised proud to the touch like a blister or a welt.

I’d been branded as plainly by Ardor Wildfire as were the Blood of the god’s own clan, who had Ardor’s godsign tattooed on their cheeks as infants. I’d never seen or heard of such a mark; would it fade, or stay with me for life?

Galan watched me, and I wondered that he looked at me the way he used to do, though I was so much altered. I put the mirror facedown on the bed.

He tugged on the coppery cord Mai had used to bind up the folds of the gown, and the knot came undone at once. She was a clever woman, and I daresay she’d tied the cord just so, thinking of the untying of it. Galan smiled, saying, “Why are you wearing this? Where are your clothes?”


My mouth was dry. “My own was was—” I took off my headcloth, and my hair, released from the wool, crackled and rose around my head like a cloud. I spread out the cloth to show him that it was a scrap of the pine green dress he’d had made for me, and how it was tattered and charred.

“Gods,” he said, putting his hands in my hair and pulling me closer, pulling me down onto his plunder. He lifted himself on an elbow and pushed everything aside. I found a dagger with a jeweled sheath under my back and laughed as I threw it away.

“Wait,” he said, and he knelt and blew out the lantern, and I saw his prick standing upright under his shirt. But when he lay on his back in the dark he did nothing but hold me and stroke my shoulder. He tucked my head under his chin. The lamplight outside made its way through the pierced wooden walls of the bed, casting wavering stars and swallows with flickering wings over his white shirt and the bedclothes. Someone in the room beyond picked at a dulcet without making a tune.

His prick had softened. I put my hand under his shirt, on his thigh. “Why not?”

He muttered, “You’re hurt.”

I thought: he doesn’t want me now. That was my fear, whispering in a voice like Sire Rodela’s.

Whores had taught me how to be brazen; I’d heard them bantering about what to do if a man flagged. I would not be shy. With my fist and little nips from my teeth, I showed Galan I didn’t want him to be too careful.

Galan gave a choked-off laugh and said, “You thief, you little thief!” and I didn’t understand why he said it, nor did I care, for he turned to me, suddenly impatient. If I was bold enough to challenge him, he had an answer for it. I was swimming in the folds of Mai’s dress, and he rucked up my skirts and pinned me down. I dug my fingers into his buttocks and felt his muscles harden as he pushed his way in. My quim was slippery and he slid in tight, and the breath went out of me. The bristles on the ridge of his jaw rasped against my tongue.

As he bore down on me, he said again I was a thief, the thief of his peace, and I knew he was angry after all at my disobedience, but it didn’t frighten me. For once our moods did not quarrel; he wanted to take and I was of a mind to yield, or perhaps he wanted to give and I was ready to take, it was all the same. I was glad I could speak in the fluent language of touch. I tangled my fingers in the lattice and turned my head and let him ride, and gods, how sweet that was, after misspeaking and misunderstanding and missing him. He breathed into the ear I’d turned to him, his breath coming harsher and faster, and hidden in it the sound of my name.

 


Afterward we laughed that we’d been so hasty. By then the lamps and candles were out in the room beyond the bed, and we saw by hearth glow and moonlight. I slipped out of Mai’s dress and pulled the money sack over my head. Galan took off his shirt. He had a bandage on his back—I’d felt it under his shirt—and I asked how bad the wound was, and how he’d come by it. He said it was nothing. Chance had looked out for him in the battle, and so had Sire Edecon, who’d fought commendably well.

Galan was too offhand. I remembered how he used to brag of his deeds in tourneys of courtesy, and wondered if he found something distasteful in boasting now that the killing had started. I didn’t ask questions where questions were unwelcome, and so I banished what I didn’t care to know. It was easily done.

He had bruises and nicks in plenty, and I could match him, for when the lightning had hurled me across the deck, I’d landed hard. Besides the new knife-shaped burn on my hip, the strike had reopened old wounds, the burns on my back and shoulders I’d gotten when Ardor’s men set fire to Galan’s tent, and the flayed strip at my crotch where Sire Rodela had taken his trophy of flesh and hair. The scabs had split open, and likewise the pinkish new skin growing under the scabs. Lightning had searched out my raw places. I hadn’t felt the old wounds amidst the pains of the new, until Galan made too much of them.

I lay on my stomach with my head pillowed on my arms, aching everywhere, and all my sinews seemed tightly wound around the spindles of my bones. Galan sat beside me and stroked the ridge of my spine, and slowly the tightness eased. His hand stilled, resting on the small of my back. He said, “I shouldn’t have tried to send you home.”

“Don’t again,” I said.

“I thought you’d be safer there, without me. I began to believe Chance wanted too much for the luck she gave me, that she meant to take your life in exchange for preserving mine. But I think—”

“What?”

“A gift from a god is never without price, but to refuse a god’s gift—that too has a price.”

Hazard Chance: I remembered her now, a wooden statue on an altar in the Marchfield, clad in russet paint. She wears a blindfold to dispense good or bad luck, but everyone knows she peeks from time to time, and loves a bold man as much as she despises a cautious one. She’s partial to redheads too, that’s why Sire Galan had taken me for his sheath after the UpsideDown Days—he thought I was a talisman, a token of her favor. That was an old hurt, one that should have healed long ago. Now it pained me again.


When Galan had left me behind, he left behind his luck. So he had believed.

He crossed his arms, making fists of his hands. I reached for him, but he raised his left hand to stop me. I saw a brief flicker of a mocking smile. “It seems the gods taunt us. You’re not Chance’s gift after all; Ardor, the god of my enemy, has claimed you—claimed you for all the world to see.”

“I’m not your empty.” I caught his hand and brought it close, for I’d seen a mark in the center of his palm, a russet tattoo about the size of my thumb:

“What’s this?”

“An offering,” Galan said.

“But what is it, what does it say?”

“I thought you could read.”

“I could, but now, now no more…I know it’s a a…baudkin, or or knotsign—”

“Godsign?”

“Yes, that’s it—godsight—but to me it seems just notsense. So? What does it say?”

“Ah. Before the battle I made a promise to Hazard: I dedicated my left hand to Chance and my right to Fate.”

He let me pry open his right fist. I leaned over his palm. Inscribed on his skin were the lines with which he was born, minute and delicate whorls, and the creases and calluses he’d made by his deeds, by years of grasping weapons and reins, taking and letting go. What was this labyrinth in his palm, if not a map of what he was born to do and what he had chosen to do? And at the center of the labyrinth, the godsign of Fate. I recognized it now, recalling how Hazard’s stars had always looked to me like a skein of geese in flight. The wavy line underneath meant an elemental avatar:

I knew there were syllables to go with the signs on his palms. I couldn’t recall them; reading was still denied to me. But Ardor Wildfire had been merciful and had restored the god Hazard to my memory.

I looked up to find Galan watching me with one eyebrow cocked. A chill raised gooseflesh on my arms. A dedication, he called it, but it seemed arrogant to me, as if he claimed to deal Fate with one hand, Chance with the other. And besides, it seemed almost a womanish thing to do, marking himself with the indelible sign of another god, the way a dame receives the godsign of her husband on her cheek when she marries outclan. He’d courted Hazard Chance a long time—did he mean to wed her now? She might smile on his presumption. She does love a dare.

I couldn’t risk a quarrel, being without the means to speak my mind. Instead I asked—and I meant it to be sharp, though it was blunt by the time I finished—“Where is the other, the third thing of the god, the third…vanity, avanitte? Is the sign on your…prink, your prankle there? Hmm?” I pointed to his dangle.

He grinned and reached for his longsword, a new sword and a fine one, with a hilt covered in pebbled hide and ornamented in golden fish. He turned the blade to show me the engraving of Hazard Peril’s godsign: The upward slash of a male avatar was a deep gouge that marred the otherwise perfect steel.

Galan put the sword back on the ledge beside the mattress and I scowled at him. “So why? Have you become a beast now? No—I mean a prill, a priest. Do you claim to do dog’s bidding?”

“It isn’t a claim. It’s an offering.” He looked down at his hands again, as the right one concealed the left. His grin faded. “I offered Hazard my hands and my blade, to use as the god wills.”

I said, “How will you know?”

“Know what?”

“What the goad wills?”

 

I lay listening to Galan sleep; sometimes his breath came quickly, sometimes slowly, so that I held my own breath waiting for it. The wooden cot in the room beyond creaked as Sire Edecon coupled with Penna, and she moaned, a soft helpless sound that could have been distress or pleasure. I doubted it was pleasure.

Later, scurrying thoughts and a fierce cramp in my leg drove me from the bed. I pulled Mai’s dress over me and opened a tall shutter and found it was a door leading to a small wooden balcony that clung to the masonry of the tower. The balcony walls were of spindles and lattice painted several shades of green. I looked down into the branches of a cedar that gave off a spicy fragrance. I’d never been in a building taller than a tall tree before; how had they raised the huge stones so high? Far below me were walled courtyards and gardens. Moonlight made quicksilver of water confined in stone channels, the brightness cut by dark bridges.

I held Sire Galan’s gift, the mirror. I tilted it this way and that, and caught the reflection of the moon hovering over the city and the sea. The gift was a treasure, valuable for the silver alone, and more precious still for the superbly cast handle, a fox standing on hind legs, holding the polished disk between outstretched forepaws. Na had told me a story about the fox—I remembered it now—she said Crux Moon was jealous of his sister the Sun, and tried to steal her light by making a mirror of his face. He polished his skin, taking off one dull layer after another to get to the bright silver underneath—but he polished too well, until the fox he is inside showed through.


And once again the moon was the Moon, Crux Moon, and I saw the fox in the dark smudges on his bright face. It helped to have a story, even a simple one told to children. It put the god Crux back into Sun and Moon, and filled the Heavens with import. Crux was Galan’s clan, and Crux the godsign on his cheek.

Now I had Ardor, Hazard, and Crux, and surely the other gods had not withdrawn from the world, it only seemed to be vacant of them. Soon Ardor might permit me to recollect them all.

This hope was perilous. It must have been the feckless Moon who made me so imprudent as to think I might be healed, and speak again as I used to when thoughts and words had been entwined, when often I discovered what I was going to say in the act of saying it. I wondered at the wealth of words I’d owned before, without counting myself rich. Now I lacked two words to rub together that made sense.

Impoverished in words, impoverished in recollection, but not impoverished in mind, that was one mercy Ardor had shown me. The face in the mirror was not exactly mine, but the self within, however injured, was the same. Was me. A ceaseless river of thought and feeling still flowed within me, even without words to channel it, even though it was dammed up when it came time to speak. But the river was unruly now, a turbulent flood that cast up imaginings and the wreckage of memories and dragged them under again. And I was awash in it, a surge of hope one moment, despair the next. Or fear.

As now, in bed again, I lay rigid alongside Galan, hands fisted, jaw clenched, sinews taut, while dread swelled up huge in me, crowding out my breath. “You are not one of Hazard’s,” Galan had said. “Ardor, the god of my enemy, has claimed you.” Would he keep me now that he no longer believed I was Chance’s favorite? He had other reasons to care for me, I knew that, but I saw how he winced when I mangled words. So I must speak less.

I turned away from Galan, and he turned with me in his sleep and put his arm over my waist. I took comfort from his touch. And I thought, what was this terror of mine but a visitation, another god rediscovered, an old acquaintance? Having no body of its own, Rift Dread makes free of ours.

On and on I endured the passage of the night. I was adrift on a river of thought that flowed toward the bountiful ocean of sleep, but I never reached that ocean, and all about me was salty water, and I couldn’t slake my thirst.









CHAPTER 3

Oracle




We were in the war now, yet the day dawned very peaceable and ordinary. Spiller and Rowney were up in the twilight before sunrise. I’d waited a long time for someone to stir.

Spiller and I weren’t friends, but we were allies of a sort. We’d both hated Sire Rodela. I’d ignored Spiller’s little thefts from Sire Galan and he’d treated me tolerably well, considering I was a woman and his master’s sheath, and therefore both below him and above him. We had the habit of honing our wits, each on the other’s tough hide. But my wit was blunted now. I said a good day to him when he arose, but it came from my mouth as dog day, and when I set out to chaff him for sleeping late, I called him a slayabed instead of a layabout. He bested me easily, and made me laugh against my will.

Today was a Peaceday, the one day of rest in a tennight of labor, but there were some tasks that couldn’t be shirked. To prove I could still be useful, I went to fetch water from the courtyard fountain to fill the barrel beside the door. I descended the winding stairway, which had uneven stone steps worn smooth and slick in the middle, only to find that I’d forgotten the leather waterskins. I climbed back up and forgot the chore altogether until Rowney reminded me. He went downstairs with me to see I didn’t misplace myself too.

I was ahead of him as we climbed back up, carrying the sloshing waterskins. I stopped to rest, for with every breath came a sharp pain under my ribs. When I turned around I caught Rowney looking at me. He ducked his head and his ears turned pink. “It’s too much for you, climbing all these stairs,” he said.

“Let me just…” I sat down and panted.

“The mark is going away.” There was worry and wonderment in his face.

Spiller cooked heavy frycakes of yesterday’s porridge, standing close enough to the hearth for the grease to spatter his already filthy jerkin. His hair was the dun color of old thatch, and like old thatch it stood out every which way. He tasted a bit of frycake and wrinkled up his nose. “Faugh! They must feed fish to the pigs, because even the bacon fat tastes of fish. And nothing but stinking fish sauce for seasoning.”

Despite Spiller’s complaints, the frycakes were delicious, and I ate as though I hadn’t eaten for days. I was surprised the smell of the food didn’t awaken Sire Galan and his armiger, but they slept on.

I watched the Sun emerge from the sea and climb above the horizon. The city walls turned rosy and streets ran blue with shadows. Spiller told me this tower belonged to the clan of Crux, which was plain enough, now that I noticed the designs customary to the clan: songbirds woven in the borders of tapestries and inlaid on the backs of chairs; fletches and stars in the lattices. The style was different, the patterns familiar.

On other hills there were other towers. One of them was burning, blackened, the top gap-toothed, as if stones had been pried out and cast down. Gray smoke plumed up and a wind from the sea took it inland. I stared at the broken tower, thinking of a room such as this one, but with a dead man and woman in it. That I could see it so clearly didn’t make it true.

Pain set upon me, sharp and sudden. The tower swayed like a ship. All I could see were eddying sparks and cinders, all I could hear was Sire Rodela’s rising drone. I groped my way to a chair and sat bending over, my head down by my knees.

Rowney said, “Has she fainted?”

Spiller said, “She’d better not spew. I’m not cleaning up after her.”

I straightened up. The pain was bearable now. Through the tears, everything looked watery, sparkling.

“What’s the matter?” Rowney asked, coming to my side.

“I don’t know. A sudden rain here, a pain here in my tempest.” I held my forehead and rocked. “It’s such a, such a…torrididdlement, a torment, torrent weeping.”

Spiller laughed, saying, “Pay no mind to what makes no sense.”

Rowney said, “Torrent weeping, there’s sense in that.”

“Maybe,” Spiller said, “but it’s no more than everyone knows.”

I wiped my face on the tail of my headcloth. Penna swam into view in her sheer green shift, and a bluish corona surrounded her. I hadn’t heard her get up. She came quietly on bare feet, with her black hair still uncovered. The dark lines painted on her eyelids were smudged. “What are you saying?” she asked in her strange accent. “What is wrong?”

“Such airs she has,” Spiller said, “always talking in the High.”

Rowney said, “They don’t any of them use the Low, hadn’t you noticed? I don’t believe you speak it, do you, Penna?”

She said, “What?”


“See.”

“Indeed I do see. Even the drudges here think they’re high and mighty,” Spiller said.

“What?” Penna knew they were talking about her.

Spiller began to grin. “Look at the tits on her, will you? She’s not as scrawny as some I could mention. When Sire Edecon’s back is turned, maybe she’ll—”

“If you don’t lock your tongue behind your teeth, I’ll do it for you,” Rowney said.

“Oh, you act the prig now,” Spiller said, “now that she’s here. But you’d have been in line if Sire Edecon hadn’t come along, don’t pretend otherwise.”

I sat hunched in the chair, blinking. The pain ebbed and my muscles unlocked. But there was still darkness in the room, or in my eyes. Penna moved away, and in her bright dress she receded like a lantern carried into the distance. She approached again and gave me a cup of water that tasted of brine.

I thanked her in the High. I hadn’t understood, until Rowney said so, that the mudfolk here in Incus lacked a language of their own. I pitied them. Where we came from, those of us who worked closest to the Blood, the house drudges and horse soldiers, were apt to slip between tongues when we spoke amongst ourselves, two words in the Low, one in the High, according to what sounded best. The Low was a handy way to hide secrets when masters were in earshot. Though Sire Galan understood it rather too well.

Penna glanced out the window and turned away from it, her face hard and still.

“Who is that?” I asked her, pointing at the tower to show what I meant.

“That’s the keep of Torrent,” Spiller said in the Low. “Where we had the battle.”

“What happened in the fright, in the…fray? Sire…Sire Gladden wouldn’t—he never said. Was anyone cost?”

Spiller said, “We didn’t lose one, not one cataphract.”

“Two armigers were slain,” Rowney said. “One was Sire Fanfarron’s and the other Sire Pava’s. Also the jacks of Sire Gavilan, Sire Vejamen, and Sire Farol.” He didn’t name the dead men, but their masters, so that the shades wouldn’t be tempted to linger, to overhear what was said about them.

Sire Pava was the Dame’s nephew, and he’d been my master after the Dame died; I knew his armiger well, though I couldn’t for the moment recall his name—he was the priest in our village before he became Sire Pava’s toady and armiger. I wouldn’t lament him. As for the other dead, neither their names nor their faces came to me. It was as if the battle had not taken place, and there was no one for whom I need grieve.


Yet it had taken place. The wind was from the sea, and carried to us the stench of the burning tower. I asked, “What of them? The ones there?”

Rowney said, “They’re gone.”

“What, gone? Where?”

Spiller answered me with a gesture, drawing the edge of his hand like a blade across his throat.

“Spilled?” I said.

“You could say that.”

Penna scraped a burned frycake onto a wooden plate. She didn’t eat with her fingers, as we did, but delicately, with the tip of a small knife. I wondered she didn’t cut her tongue. She watched us warily. Sire Rodela was getting louder, shriller; I think he delighted in our meanness in speaking so that Penna wouldn’t understand. But wouldn’t it have been worse if she knew what we were saying?

Rowney sat down with Galan’s helmet in his lap, and buffed the visor with a doeskin. His face was vacant, as if he’d gone into hiding behind it. “It was an old feud, see? Very bitter. It was mostly between the clans of Crux and Torrent, but the city wasn’t safe for anyone, especially when other clans started taking sides. So they all raised walls around their keeps, and built these watchtowers—and when one clan made their spire taller, all the others did the same. But one side couldn’t get the better of the other, not until we came along. Queenmother Caelum said the only way to make peace in the city was to destroy Torrent’s holdings in Lanx, and make sure there was no one left alive to carry a grudge.”

“Even the—even the vermin?” I could see by Rowney’s puzzlement I didn’t have hold of the right word. I pointed to Penna and myself and said, “The…wifemen?”

“Women too,” he said. Spiller grinned at the muddle I’d made; I would have laughed myself, in disbelief, if not for the look on Rowney’s face.

Spiller said, “We left the maids so the queenmother could marry them off as prizes. Divine Hamus had to prick them with his thumb to make sure of their maidenheads. They should have given the task to a man who knew how to enjoy it. Though they’re slippery little minnows, not a proper woman among them.” His grin wavered. It was a sham anyway. He wasn’t as hard a man as he proposed to be, not yet.

“And the dodges of the keep—the…grudges, the drudges? Them too?”

“If there was no use for them. She’s one of the lucky ones. Sire Edecon took a fancy to her.” Spiller nodded toward Penna. Perhaps Sire Edecon wasn’t to blame for the bruises on her face and neck; maybe he’d saved her from someone else.


Sire Rodela seemed to revel in this talk of killing, and he filled my left ear with a pulsating, needling whine at the thought—which I couldn’t help thinking—of some man having his way with Penna while others, maybe Spiller, maybe Rowney too, waited their turn, meaning to kill her after. I cupped my hands over my ears and he was just as loud. I wondered no one else heard him.

Rowney said, “Their enemies did that, the clan of Crux in Lanx. Them and the queenmother’s Wolves. It wasn’t us.”

“I did my part, I don’t know about you,” Spiller said. “I was after them like a ferret into every little hidey-hole.”

Rowney looked at him with disgust. “We did some killing. They did the murdering.”

“You should’ve seen Sire Galan,” Spiller said. “He’s like a fire when he gets going. They couldn’t douse him!”

I rubbed my temples, for there was a circlet of pain around my head. “Aren’t you afaird? She said spill them all, so there’d be none left to fardle a a grutch, a grouch. But what of…Current?” I wasn’t sure what to call the god, but the names of its avatars—the Sailor, Wellspring, and the Waters—came to me unexpectedly, like coins found in the street. “Don’t you fear revenys?”

I spoke in the High this time, so Penna too could understand, but it might as well have been a foreign tongue. Spiller twiddled his lower lip, making mock of me. Rowney looked uneasy. He was a brave man in a fight, but wary of me. He’d decided I was a cannywoman after he found out I could see in the dark; what must he think of me now?

Penna stared, her black brows drawn together. I tried again. “I don’t see how they darst, our kind, our king and queenmocker…Careless…Callous—ah, you know her fame, I can’t say it. How dared they send our flight across the flat, the wet flat, the Wasters, even as they attacked Torment’s clay? No wonder the god sent a, a a…snowbone…and then it was not flat, the wet—the rivers, the wavers, the deep steep—they highed up,” and I showed them with my hands how the waves had risen up all around, tall as hills, and fallen upon us, “and and swept the men who man the…soars, swept them underboard, and fathomed many sheep.”

Spiller said, “What are you fretting about? I heard there were but five ships lost in the storm. And the battle is won. The gods smile on a victor, they say. Besides, we have Blood of Torrent in our army too, as pure as any here in Incus. Why shouldn’t Torrent favor us?”

I couldn’t think of how to answer him, for I was puzzled by what I used to take for granted. It was long, long ago that avatars of the twelve gods had walked in human form among the mudfolk of Incus and chosen mates; from those unions had sprung the twelve clans of the Blood. It was not so long ago, but still a long time as men count it—six generations—that an army of the Blood left Incus to conquer Corymb, the land where I was raised. Now the descendants of that army returned to Incus as invaders. Queenmother Caelum had invited our trespass so she might take back the rule of Incus from her own son, whose name I couldn’t at present remember. Prince Craven, was that it? Surely not.

I found it bewildering that one branch of the Blood would fight another, no matter that they were cousins six generations apart. But I was more confounded to learn that the clans of Incus were already at war among themselves, fighting old feuds and contending over whether Queenmother Caelum or her son should rule the kingdom. I daresay I should have known this; had I known it before the lightning, and forgotten?

It struck me now, and perhaps for the first time, that a war between mother and son was unnatural. Surely the gods found it abhorrent. Or were they drawn by this contention—mother against son, kin against kin, neighbor against neighbor—to contend against each other, or even within themselves, avatar against avatar? Perhaps Wellspring would aid one branch of the clan of Torrent, and the Sailor another.

No—the gods didn’t fight our battles; we fought theirs. Wasn’t that the way of it?

I said to Spiller, “That was no batter, what was done over there, in that burning terror. It was a slatter, a a…slayer. Slaughter. Ill begun is ill done, and I don’t belie that it, the god—that Portent, I mean—will be appleased by a few bodes, boats. You mark, you mark…” I bent over in my chair, gripping my head, in torment now from the headache and the high ceaseless whine in my ear. “A water spite, wife, is a a…Blood strife, a Flood strike.”

Spiller raised his hands and said, “Enough of this stuttering and muttering. I can’t be bothered.” He turned his back on me and stalked away. He pulled a side of bacon from a sack, and began to slice it for Sire Galan’s breakfast, holding the slab against his chest and pulling his knife toward him so the bacon curled.

Penna asked Rowney, “What is she saying?”

I hardly knew. My mind had snagged on the thread of a notion, and I couldn’t let it go, I must follow where it led: Galan entering a room such as this one with his sword drawn, with Sire Edecon at his back, maybe Spiller and Rowney too—and a naked man starting from his sleep in the lattice-walled bed—a round-shouldered woman with bedclothes clutched about her, choking on a scream—Galan striking quickly, once, twice.

I saw this bright as a memory, but it couldn’t have happened that way, because in a time of feud no one sleeps without arms at hand. So I imagined it again, another way, with the man reaching for a sword that hung on two pegs attached to the lattice. He wouldn’t have died without drawing the blade from its jeweled sheath. And where were his servants? Lying outside the door, where they’d been cut down. Spiller stooped over one, fingering the hem of his tunic, looking for coins.

Shouts and cries should have awakened the couple. Why then was the man so startled? Why did the woman stare in disbelief as her husband was struck down, as Galan turned her way? Surely he wouldn’t have killed her.

This much I was sure of: blood on Galan’s blade and gauntlet. Blood spattering his silvered visor, a mask made to match Galan’s face, but with a blank serenity of countenance most unlike Galan—the visor held in the gaping beak of his helmet, shaped like the head of a gyrfalcon.

In a room like this one he’d picked up a coral box from a table, a round box decorated with a silver boat and net. He’d raised his visor and opened the lid to smell the unguent inside. He’d given it to Rowney to carry in a sack slung over his shoulder. He’d gone on to the next room and the next. I saw him running up the winding stairs of a tower, nearly out of breath. Sweating. He’d left his visor up. On his cheek he had a cut shaped like the sickle Moon.

 

Sire Galan rose late, and blamed us all for letting him sleep too long, as if we should have known his mind. Before he put on a stitch of clothing, he ate a frycake standing up and washed it down with a swallow of ale. Spiller scraped his jaw with a sharp blade and rubbed his face with a pumice to smooth away the stubble, and then Galan stood on the balcony and splashed himself with water from a basin. He called for Sire Edecon to get out of bed and stripped the covers from him. Sire Edecon groaned and turned over on his stomach. He was a burly man, and the heavy muscles of his back and buttocks were smoothed over by a bit of fat. Sire Galan was lean, with broad shoulders and narrow haunches; the cords of his sinews and threads of his veins stood out under the skin.

Galan demanded a clean shirt and hose, and where were those new boots of his, and the surcoat with the foxtail tippets at the shoulders? Spiller and Rowney rooted about in the baggage, which had arrived by ship the day before, and Spiller cursed the misbegotten sod who’d packed it in his absence. He found a boot here, a prickguard there, one of Galan’s leggings missing and the other boot amongst the tent fittings. Rowney found a pair of my slippers in a sack with his saddle, and I smiled to think of Galan’s horsemaster tucking them away for me.

The jacks helped Galan dress. They put on his new hauberk, plundered from Torrent, no doubt, for each of its fine steel links had a small crescent of colored enamel, so that the whole shimmered with rainbow scales like a colorful fish.

I sat swaddled in Mai’s gown, feeling useless. The swimming dark that had come over my vision had faded, but the world still seemed dim and flat. Except for Galan, giving off brightness.

He came over and stood behind me. Hidden from the others, he teased a lock of hair out from under my headcloth and wrapped it around his finger, and when he tugged on the hair I felt it to my roots. He said, “What shall Firethorn wear? Not this rag.” I could tell he was smiling by the sound of his voice. He went to the bed, and turned around with a gown of gauze I’d noticed the night before. It shaded from azure at the shoulder to cobalt at the hem, and tiny gems were stitched to it like stars against an evening sky. The colors were of a brilliance that could only be achieved on silk. I’d never worn silk before.

“Wear this,” he said.

“I’m not in that,” I said.

“Why not?”

I mustered the only arguments I thought he would hear. “It’s…blood, bile—it’s not, not clean.” I meant to say blue and not green.

“Not clean? It’s perfectly clean, not a mark on it.”

“No—I mean to say it should ought to be greed. And besight, I won’t be shown through, it’s too fin, fine, thin.”

“Are you afraid you’ll be stared at? It’s the custom of the country.” He gestured at Penna to show she wore a garment just as thin. “They’ll stare more in that sack your friend gave you.”

Penna averted her face from him, and from the way she glared at the floor I knew the gown had been looted from Torrent. Sire Edecon began to laugh. He said I was the first sheath he ever met who could still blush.

Sire Galan held out the garment. “I’d like to see you in it. I got it for you.”

“How? Whose cut did you thropple for it?” That was an argument I hadn’t meant to use.

“So it’s not your modesty that’s offended after all. You take me for a thief.” He dropped the dress into my lap and stood looking down at me. “Do you mean to give up eating and drinking?”

I didn’t know what he meant. I shook my head.

“I thought not. Because I never heard you ask where I got the coins to pay for your meat and drink. Where did the coins come from, hmm?” He leaned over, his hands on the back of my chair, his braced arms fencing me in. I thought the delicate carved chair back might give way in his grip. “What do you think a sheath is? What do you think a sheath does? Once my father took me to see a battle, and afterward I saw sheaths thick as crows after a reaper, gleaning every coin they could find. You chose to follow me. You should have left your qualms behind on the other side of the Inward Sea.” He pushed himself away and turned his back on me.

I was fairly bested. Even if my tongue had been obedient, I had no answer. In silence and in penance, I went to the bed and drew the curtain behind me. I looked over the cloth for rents and bloodstains and found none. I put on the dress, and my bruises showed dark under it. When I came out my face was burning and the rest of me was cold. I wouldn’t look at anyone.

 

Peace had come to the city of Lanx, so long at war within itself, and King Thyrse and Queenmother Caelum had decreed this a festival day. The victorious army paraded through the city, riding in great galleys rather than on horseback, for the principal streets of Lanx were water, not stone. The king in gilded armor stood with the queenmother on the bow of the first galley, under a canopy of cloth-of-gold. They led the procession from one keep to another, accepting the submission—freely given or not—of the clansmen in the city.

We were aboard the galley of Crux, second in line, the clan having won its place by the notable victory over Torrent. The warriors of our company mingled with warriors from Lanx. Not long ago these distant kinsmen of the Blood of Crux had been unknown to each other; now they were closer than kin, they were battle brothers.

Painted oars flashed in unison. Throngs of people watched from the walls and hills of the city. Spiller and Rowney and I had found a place on deck, near the sterncastle. We leaned on the rail to watch Lanx going by, but my eyes were drawn to Sire Galan on the forecastle, standing with his uncle, the commander of his company.

His uncle’s name was Sire Adhara dam Pictor by Falco of Crux, but he went by his title of the Crux, for he was First of his clan in the kingdom of Corymb. It was his duty to lead the clan’s Council of Houses and serve as Intercessor with the Council of the Dead. Before I came to Incus, I had thought Sire Adhara was First of his clan in all the world. I’d never considered that clan Crux in Incus might have its own First, and that there could be two men known as the Crux, two living representatives of the god.

The Crux was fond of his nephew. One could see that, seeing them together. One would never guess he had well nigh condemned Galan to death by forbidding him to ride, in punishment for starting the feud with Ardor. He’d offered Galan a choice: fight on foot or walk home from the Marchfield in shame. Galan had chosen to fight, though he knew as well as anyone that a cataphract without a horse draws enemies as a carcass draws flies.

Sire Galan had won back his uncle’s esteem, and if their accord was less than perfect, I was the cause. The Crux didn’t much like his company to wag a tail of camp followers. He’d permitted Galan to take me for a sheath, because he relied on Galan to be fickle: a few nights, a tennight, and I’d be gone. When Galan didn’t tire of me, the Crux had called me a canny, saying I led Sire Galan around by his dangle.

He’d done what he could to rid Galan of me, and nearly gotten his way when Sire Galan tried to send me home. I wondered if the Crux had found out yet that I had followed.

We glided under the arch of a bridge. Jacks from our company were arguing with those from Lanx over which city was richer, this one or Ramus, where our King Thyrse held court. But all agreed that if Lanx was this wealthy, Malleus, the foremost city of Incus, must have treasures beyond imagining. Rowney said we’d all be rich when we took her, even the bagboys, and we’d pick her clean.

“Not so,” said a jack named Cockspur. “Not if the She-wolf doesn’t let us at it. She means to keep it all for herself. That’s why she wanted all of Torrent killed, to put fear into the other clans in Lanx so they’d surrender, which they did. They’re too timid to fight, and when there’s no fight, there’s no sack, see? So all we got was what was in that one keep—and mine is half spent already, for the merchants here are a thievish lot. Haven’t you heard the soldiers from other companies grousing because they got nothing?”

Spiller took a swig from a wineskin and passed it on. “You don’t think our king will bow down to a woman, do you? He means to help her until it’s time to help himself.”

 

Even as the king and the queenmother accepted homage and tribute, they offered it where it was due, halting at the great temples of Lanx to sacrifice to the gods. Many warriors followed them ashore to worship the god of their clan, or one whose favor they sought—a god helpful in battle, perhaps, such as Rift or Hazard. Each temple was under the protection of its clan, but stood outside keep walls, open to other worshippers. As we went from one to the next, I would ask, “Which one is this?” and one of the jacks from Lanx would answer. In this way the names of gods were given back to me. Some sounded familiar, such as Prey and Carnal, while others seemed altogether new, such as Delve. I repeated the names to myself, fearing they might slip away again.

King Thyrse and his sister disembarked to visit the temple of Ardor; before them down the gangway went rhapsodists playing praise songs, and behind them Auspices leading three offerings: a spotted cow, a ram, and a sort of deer with curving horns instead of antlers. In procession they mounted the steep steps from the quay to the temple. I turned my back on the odd sight of a cow climbing stairs, and sat down on a coil of rope. I was tired and my head ached and Sire Rodela buzzed, and it was long past noon and we were not yet halfway through the round of keeps and temples and courteous speeches. I snugged my new cloak about me, glad of the cold wind, else Galan might have made me go outside wearing only the gossamer gown. Instead he’d given me this mantle of thick felted wool, dark green, and threatened to burn my old sheepskin if he caught me wearing it again.

Sire Galan came pushing his way through the crowd of jacks, calling out for me. He had some men with him, Sire Edecon and three other cataphracts and their armigers, and I was relieved that I remembered their faces and reputations, if not their names. One was a bastard son of the king, called Sire Gawk, or perhaps Sire Quack. He had long thin legs and a long thin neck with a big bobble in it, and if he somewhat resembled a heron, he had some of the heron’s poise and swiftness too, which he’d acquired in tourneys in the Marchfield. He stooped to look at my face and said, “Remarkable. What did the Crux say? Did you show him?”

“The Crux didn’t say, and I didn’t show him. But I happen to know his varlet told him all about it,” Galan said, rubbing his finger and thumb together to show he’d paid the jack to gossip. He turned to me. “I thought we should go to the temple of Ardor, and give thanks to the god for sparing your life. Shall we?”

“Perhaps we ought better go amorrow, another day?” I said, pointing over the side. A crowd of men had alighted from the galley that flew Ardor’s banners, and were walking down the quay toward the temple steps. Mortal tourney had ended the feud between the warriors of Crux and Ardor, by the king’s decree, but no decree could abolish hatred. They might no longer be Galan’s foes; nor were they his friends.

He grinned in a manner I’d learned to distrust. “It’s Peaceday, isn’t it? What day could be better?”

We went ashore, Sire Galan and his friends and their varlets and me, and we followed the warriors of Ardor up the steps. I’d forgotten much of what had happened in the day and night just before the lightning struck, but now the god permitted me to recollect a certain vow I’d made after I threw the bones. The Dame and Na had told me to propitiate Wildfire, and I’d misunderstood their warning, thinking it was meant for Galan. Perhaps it was too late for propitiation, but I still had a promise to keep.

I was gasping by the time we reached the temple square. Sire Galan asked me what the matter was, and I said, “Nothing…I just need to, to catch my death,” and he said I mustn’t jest about such things. I showed him my gold coin and told him my errand, though I couldn’t think of the word for the dried tears of the amber tree, and kept calling it mercy or merry.


The warriors of Ardor entered the temple, but we lingered outside in the crowded square. The cataphracts and their men watched fire-eaters swallow and spit out flames, while Galan and I visited the peddlers who sat under awnings at one end of the square, selling talismans and offerings. I was triumphant when we came upon a man selling myrrh. “See, merry!” I said, and Galan laughed. The peddler used his scale to measure out a small heap of myrrh equal in weight to the goldenhead. I hadn’t thought it would be so costly. Galan made me a present of a tin amulet, stamped with the godsign of Wildfire, to hang about my neck.

We climbed the last few steps to the temple portico, and Sire Galan urged us through the throng standing in the shadows of the great columns, into the doorway. A wedge of sunlight slanted down through the portal, brightness filled with white smoke and interrupted by our shadows. An Auspice of Hearthkeeper stood in our way, a crook-backed ancient with a blue shawl concealing her mouth. She said, “Mud can’t come in here; their shrines are around the sides.”

Sire Galan dismissed Spiller and Rowney and the other varlets with a gesture.

The priestess said, “Her too.”

Galan’s hand was behind my back, twisted in my cloak. “Lightning struck my sheath and she lived. We’ve come to offer thanks to Ardor, and to ask the Auspices of Wildfire the meaning of this omen.” He spoke more loudly than was warranted, and his voice, enlarged by the chamber, echoed back at us.

Men crowded into the light from the darkness within. The First of the clan of Ardor in Corymb was among them, the Ardor himself. I’d seen him in the Marchfield, but never so close. His face was a heavy slab of flesh, and he wore his black beard trimmed close to his chin. Sire Galan had killed his son in the tourney, and it was as if I’d done it myself, I remembered so well the slippery feel of the hilt, the blood spraying the visor.

The Ardor stood next to the priestess, straight where she was bent, and he rested his hand on the hilt of his dagger. “Don’t let him pass. He profanes the temple.”

Sire Guasca—that was the name of Galan’s friend, the king’s bastard—stepped up beside me. He kept his hands empty at his sides, but his fingers curled.

Galan smiled in the face of the Ardor’s scowl. “I mean no sacrilege here, only sacrifice.” Sire Edecon put a velvet sack in Sire Galan’s hand, and he untied the drawstring and drew out a goblet made from a nautilus shell set in a cage of golden fretwork. Light filled the polished pink throat. Sire Edecon stepped forward and emptied a purse into the goblet, so many goldenheads that they spilled over and rolled across the floor.


“A praise gift, in thanks.” Galan offered the goblet to the priestess.

She took it, saying, “She may pass.”

He started forward, and his hand on my back was insistent and reassuring. Sire Guasca and the others were close behind.

The Ardor would not move out of our way. “Will you sell the god’s blessings for gold? I know this man. He’s a man of Crux, and no more trustworthy than the Moon.”

Sire Galan said, “I swore before the king—as you did—to end our feud on the tourney field. And we ended it, I thought. But if you wish to start a new quarrel by calling me a liar, I’ll oblige. Others will bear witness I didn’t start it myself.”

The priestess of Ardor stepped between them. Her voice quavered, but she spoke roundly. “You will not brawl in the temple.”

The Ardor looked over her head at Sire Galan. “I didn’t call you a liar. Did anyone hear me say that? But you are Ardor’s enemy, and I can’t let you mock the god.”

“I pray the god doesn’t take me for an enemy,” Sire Galan said. “And if I offended in any way, I hope my sacrifice will make some small amends.”

Onlookers crowded around, giving us less room to advance or retreat. The priestess put her palm on Sire Galan’s chest. “It seems you came to make trouble.”

“No. I came with an offering and a sign. The offering has been accepted. The sign has yet to be read.” He took my jaw and turned my face toward the light from the doorway. His fingers pressed too hard on a painful spot under my ear. “Look at this! This is no trick.”

“Let go,” I hissed at Galan. “You’re hurling me.”

The priestess came close to peer at me. Her eyes, half hidden by the fragile pleats of her eyelids, were milky blue and opaque. She said, “You may enter.”

Galan turned his hard grip into a caress, a touch that lingered on my throat, before he dropped his hand onto my shoulder.

The Ardor didn’t move aside. He said, “I am the First of Ardor, and I say they shouldn’t.”

The priestess said, “The First of Ardor lives in Malleus. You might claim to be the First in your own land, but here you are second. This man is welcome to worship in Ardor’s temple, and to bring his sheath that we might examine the portent. You’re not to meddle in this.”

Galan pushed in front of me and I followed, with Sire Edecon at my back and Sire Guasca beside me. I thought the Ardor and his men wouldn’t give way, but they did, just enough. We passed between them, out of the sunlight.


 

The temple was built to the measure of gods, not men, and I was awed by it. The other worshippers didn’t seem awed; they strolled about, greeting each other with loud cries, noisy as a flock of sparrows in a holm oak. Galan led me down the central aisle, between columns planted like rows of stone trees, their branches upholding the vaulted ceiling far above in the smoky haze. I wouldn’t look behind to see if the Ardor followed.

Three fires burned at the far end of the vast room, and they seemed small at first, dwarfed by statues of the Hearthkeeper and the Smith behind them. These colossal statues were not diminished, as we were, by the vastness of the temple; the temple had been made vast to house them. The Smith stood behind his forgefire, and in the ruddy light his bronze shoulders and torso gleamed as if covered in sweat. His burnished arm was upraised, and he seemed about to move, to bring the hammer down on the golden ingot on his anvil. The Hearthkeeper, carved of luminous alabaster, knelt beside him. She was wrapped in a cloak, her forehead hooded and her mouth covered, and the alabaster folds clung to her like fine gauze, revealing a secretive smile and the curves of her body. She cradled a blaze in her outstretched hands. Wildfire, the elemental, which has no human form, was manifest in a lake of fire burning in a stone bowl.

Forgefire, hearthfire, wildfire, breathing out noisy winds turbid with smoke. Their light pulsed and made shadows leap. I could only reckon the true size of these fires—greater than any Midsummer bonfire I’d ever seen—by the tiny figures gathered at the distant altar, King Thyrse and the queenmother, rhapsodists and Auspices and onlookers. The flames towered above them, as the statues above the flames.

We approached the crowd before the altar. Already the ram had been opened, and Auspices searched his liver, bellows, and heart for omens. The cow waited patiently, obedient to the man who held her halter, whereas the wild hart lay bound, trembling, with his neck outstretched and his round dark eye rolling. I’d never been so close to the queenmother; the hem of her crimson and white gown was marked by scarlet drops of blood. The charnel smell was sweetened by burning candlebark.

I knelt before the statue of the Smith and looked up, and the face that looked down was not as I would have imagined him, had I dared imagine: a flattened nose, beard squared off like a spade, twisted ringlets rising from his scalp like flames. No matter, the sculptor had called on the Smith and the avatar had answered, entering the bronze in its passage through fire. I touched my forehead to the floor. I’d been between the Smith’s hammer and anvil once, when I ate the poisonous berries of the firethorn tree in the Kingswood; he’d tempered me and let me live. In his honor I’d taken my new name. I heard his hammer now, the thudding between my ears that drowned out Sire Rodela’s tiny whine. To do the Smith reverence I cast myself down, my face against the stone tiles, my arms over my head.

I’d come here to fulfill my small promise, the tribute of myrrh, and to give thanks for my life, which for a third time the god had spared instead of taking. Above all I’d come to plead for healing. Now that I was before Ardor in its temple, prayers deserted me. These things I’d carried here—the offering, my gratitude and hope—were unworthy. Ardor would know that my gratitude was hollow, the heart of it all eaten away by a worm of resentment that the god had robbed and afflicted me.

Galan knelt and spoke to me, and all I heard were unintelligible noises. I crawled toward Wildfire. The rim of the bowl was above our heads, and the flames higher still, tinged with green, giving off a plume of black and pungent smoke. I prostrated myself again. The heat was searing, a reminder that to come too close to the god was to be consumed. My cheek was pressed against the tiles and I couldn’t raise my head, for there was a great weight on me, the god treading on my back and skull, treading me down. I was emptied of everything but the hammerfall and din of pain, everything but the question. What did Ardor want of me, why had the Smith saved my life so that I could be broken by Wildfire? Was I caught between cross purposes?

But no, surely there could be no contradiction; the three avatars were but forms Ardor took to show itself to us. All fires partake of the one fire. This is a mystery Auspices ponder; it was never for me to try to comprehend. And what use was it to question the god’s purposes, when my mind—small, narrow, no longer whole—could not encompass the answers?

And yet understanding seemed so near, so imminent. Ardor’s presence was a word on the tip of my tongue, about to be spoken. I felt that if I could only speak that word, I might give voice to the god’s utterances, and in the very act of speaking, come to understand. And I trembled and longed for this; I relinquished myself to the god to become an echo for revelations. But thought and word, word and tongue were severed, and I was baffled when I tried to speak.

Yet for a moment I saw. All fires partake of the one fire. I too partook of that fire, it burned in each living being; it was the quick that divided the quick from the dead. I saw my hearthfire, my heartfire, a small tongue of flame wavering and bowing before the winds of happenstance. And when it flickered out, still it would be in the one fire burning. I’d thought the flame belonged to me, but it was only lent.

The weight lifted, the presence withdrew, and I wept. I’d sought mercy and found only the inexorable god. I do as I will.

 


I opened my eyes on a glittering orange haze, and found I could raise my head. Strong hands lifted me to my feet. Sire Galan put his arm around my waist to steady me. I had lain a long time unknowing before the god. The cow and hart had been sacrificed, and their entrails examined; the king and queenmother had left the temple.

Now that the burden was lifted and the din silenced, memory was hardening around the shape of that moment in which I’d felt the god’s presence. The memory was an empty shell; the moment itself couldn’t be contained. What was beyond words proved also to be beyond remembrance. Yet I still felt, within the bony shelter of my ribs, a small flame burning.

Two Auspices of Wildfire stood before us. They had long hair and wore dirty rags and they stank, for hierophants of Wildfire are forbidden to wash. One was an old man and the other a young woman, yet they looked alike.

The priestess thrust a torch toward my face and I shied away. She examined my cheek. “This is your servant? She’s been called to serve another now.”

The old priest said, “Why else did you bring her, if not to dedicate her to the temple?”

Was this what the god had meant, treading me down? That I should be a temple drudge? I shook my head and opened my mouth, but I was still speechless, and the great no inside couldn’t get out. Galan tightened his arm around me. He’d gambled, taking me to a stronghold of Ardor, but he hadn’t reckoned on this hazard when he’d rolled the bones. He kept his voice light, as he sometimes did when he was at his most dangerous. “She follows me to war. Haven’t you heard? Wildfire runs with us.”

Sire Edecon laughed, a yap with no humor in it, loud enough to remind the priests that Sire Galan wasn’t alone.

The Auspices glanced at each other. In the darkness beyond the colonnades I could see black slits in the walls, windows to darker corridors beyond. I heard murmuring: A crowd pressed to those windows, gazing in. Mudfolk barred from the heart of the sanctuary.

The priest said, “There are signs here. She must be examined.”

“Alone,” said the priestess.

Galan said, “We’ll go now,” and pulled me back. I was afraid of the Auspices, so I went with him. But my fists were clenched. Galan had given a wealth of gold to the god, but he’d been stingy with his respect. He’d visited the temple to taunt his enemies, and used the mark on my face for his excuse. Did he think the mark meant nothing? I wished to know the meaning of the omen, even if he didn’t care to. I’d been foolish enough to think the god might speak to me directly, and it was no wonder I’d been rebuked. Ardor spoke through its Auspices. It was their duty to interpret omens, and it might be their privilege to heal as well, if the god permitted it.

We weren’t many paces away before I stopped Galan, and opened my hand to show him the lumps of myrrh, and my palm sticky with the amber resin. And words came at last, all jumbled in the rush. I said, “Wait, see? I must go back, I have this cicatrice, scarifice to make. Because I want to wonderstand, to be…heeded, readed. Maybe the…Aspects…the Auspicates of the one who lightnings, maybe they can help, maybe they can anneal me.” I could see Galan was reluctant. I touched his sleeve. “You will come if they try to inkeep me?”

“Don’t be long,” he said.

 

Behind the great bowl of flames was a low doorway. Wildfire’s Auspices stooped to enter, and I followed them into a small room. Daylight through a high window showed gray smoke meandering through the air, a clutter of oddments on a table: a rind of cheese, a clay cup holding a puddle of blue ink, a bone flute.

The priestess poured oil into a bronze basin on a tall tripod, and set the oil alight. It blazed up, bright even in the sunlight. I showed her the myrrh and she nodded, consenting to the sacrifice. It gave off a sweet smell as it burned. She sprinkled salts on the fire and green flames wavered among the orange ones, sending up black smoke to twine with the gray. I sat where she bade me, and the priest sat knee to knee with me. He had a bony face with narrow eyes, and his gray beard was long and waggled as he talked. He leaned forward and rubbed the mark on my left cheek with his thumb. “Were you struck yesterday?”

I tried to put in order my memories of morning and night and day and night and afternoon. But truly I couldn’t tell. “I think—one daze behither—be behint that. Or thrice. Have you seen such a mar afore? What is it? Is it some kind of a burnt…brunt—a a…brand, which I must wear forever?”

“These signs fade quickly; it’s well you came here when you did. Were you otherwise burned? Wounded?” He had a gentle voice.

“Some little…sparks, here and there, that’s all. But my tent, my…top hurts, such a terrible terrible hardache. And you can hear how—when…Willfire stroked me down, how it clevered, it cleaved my…prong from my taughts.” I put my two forefingers together to show how tongue and sense had once been yoked like a pair of oxen, and now they were bullish, pulling apart. “So I cannot speak my find. I have offered many plaints, but the god didn’t heel me, so I wondered, I hoped you could ask…Attar to repent…relent.”


He poured a few drops of water from a flask into the cup of drying ink and stirred it with his brush. “Sit still.”

He began at the center of the lightning mark on my left cheek, drawing the wet brush lightly across my skin. I closed my eyes when he painted over my eyelid, and I kept them closed as he followed the branching bolts to every end, pulling aside my headcloth to lay bare the path through the hairs of my scalp, and down my neck to the slope of my shoulder. Ink cooled on my skin in the wake of his brush. He hummed as he painted, breath and hum and breath, and I followed the thin thread of his song inward, to the place where I was snarled and cut. The path was too tangled and I lost my way, but something loosened in me that had been tightly knotted, something opened that had been closed.

I returned to the outward reaches of myself and opened my eyes. The priest rested his brush on the lip of the cup. I straightened my headcloth and made a gesture of thanks, hand over my heart. The headache was gone. But I knew, even before I opened my mouth and found words as unbiddable as ever: the priest had soothed me, but he hadn’t cured me.

“I am gratiful,” I said. “But…but is there aught…naught you can do to heal my breach?”

“You speak as Wildfire wills—the better to speak its will.”

“But I speak…gabbledash!”

“Would you expect Wildfire to speak so that anyone could understand?”

The priestess sat at the table with her own brush, looking at my face and copying the mark into a book of pleated, sized linen. I pointed to the book, saying, “What is the meeting of this skin, this…scare that Illfire faced on me? Can you tell me that?”

The old priest said, “You’ve been called to serve Ardor. To serve in the temple.”

I stood up, shaking my head. That wasn’t what the sign meant, he couldn’t mean that.

“I think you’ll find it painful to refuse the god.”

“You can’t…you can’t—I go where I’m found, I’m found to go. You can’t halter…halt me.”

The priest said, “Do you think we’re trying to take you captive? Not so. But stay awhile. We have questions.”

I sat down again and the priest leaned toward me, his face intent, expectant. His head was in front of the shallow basin of burning oil and there were flames rising behind him; he seemed to wear them like a crown. “What do you see? Have you seen anything?”

“I see what anywhom would see. I see you.”

“Do you see anything in the fire?”


“You mean the crowd, the crown of fire?”

Smoke or shadows flickered and rose around the priest’s head, silhouetted against the flames, and I recognized the dark tinge of fear. Surely he was not afraid of me, but there was no doubt he was afraid.

“You see a crown? Who wears it? Queenmother Caelum or King Corvus?”

“Who is that, King Cravas? Oh, the prize—you must mean the prize, the the…prince.” So that was the queenmother’s son, the name I’d forgotten: Prince Corvus. They called him king here—I hadn’t realized.

The priestess wrote something down on a folded page of her book, next to the lightning mark.

The Auspex straightened up, moving out of the light, and said, “A crown of fire, yes. But who wears it?”

It was laughable that they’d ask me, as if I possessed secret knowledge. Laughable, yet I couldn’t laugh at them. The Auspices and their clan were trapped between warring ambitions, and feared to err by choosing the losing side. I pointed to the flames rollicking around the edge of the bowl. “There is no sanctity for you, no no safety, no matter which sight you choose, the queenmalice or her son. Because the the…thing that burns—no, no, the very burning itself, the…pyre…fire, it glees, it is all gleeful, it lives to burn. It doesn’t mean malefice by it, but neverthenaught it sets all ablame, you see? Whoever wears it will be spurned.”

“Yes, but who wears it? What else did you see?”

“I saw a shadow in the crow, the…crown. A dread.”

“Crow. She said the crow, King Corvus.” The priest seized on this stray fragment of a word, made it whole. I looked at what the priestess was writing, and the godsigns, upside down, made no more sense than I did.

I shook my head in vexation. “No, no! Don’t you hear me muttering, nattering? Utter natter. This is an end.”

They asked me other questions, but I refused to say more. I’d misled them already, trying to speak the truth. It made me distrust everything I’d ever heard from Auspices. Why did they need my answers? Didn’t they have their own auguries? Or was I just one portent among the many that begged for interpretation?

I was incapable of uttering what the god might say. I knew this, even if the Auspices didn’t, for the knowledge had been impressed upon me when I groveled before the altar. If that was what Ardor required of me, then I had failed. Perhaps the fault was in me, because I was mudborn, without a divine lineage to strengthen my clay. A flawed pot will crack in the kiln—perhaps this remnant of me, aching and twitching, halting and slow, was all that was left after the god had fired me and found me an unfit vessel.

Would my speech be fettered to the end of my days? How would I endure it? I resolved to banish hope; it was too bitter when hope was overthrown.

 

Sire Galan was waiting for me with his friends, standing in the heat of Wildfire’s altar. When he saw the paint on my face he took in a short breath, saying, “Did they hurt you?”

I put my hand out to reassure him. “It will wash.”

“Don’t, though.”

“What don’t?”

“Don’t wash it off.”

“Why not? It’s just taint. I thought they tainted me to pure me, you know—for a a melody, a meredy. But you can hear how I’m still brangled.”

“They wanted something of you—what was it?”

“I think a a…orator? Or no—a miracle? No—I mean…oracle. An oracle.”

“Ha! Indeed?” Galan took my arm above the elbow, and he set such a pace through the temple that I had to hurry to keep up. Many men stood before the door, and among them Ardor’s clansmen. Surely they didn’t mean to fight on a Peaceday, in a temple sanctuary, but they stared at me, they whispered and hissed. Galan’s grip was painful, but when I looked at him sidelong he grinned. He had a font of joy that bubbled up in him when there was danger. It fizzed through my own body as if I’d drunk of the same perilous waters. He didn’t slow down. Again they moved aside. Just enough.

He hadn’t come here to flaunt himself; he’d come for me, to make sure his enemies would know I’d been touched by the god. To keep me from harm. No wonder he was pleased by the paint on my face.

Galan said, “And were you?”

“What?”

“An oracle?”

I remembered the priest bending toward me in earnest inquiry, and the priestess writing down nonsense, and I began to laugh. “I was, I am an oracle!” I said loudly so the men of Ardor would hear. “See what is written on my disgrace? In this taint? Ask the Suspiciouses what it said, I can’t say, I have a torn tongue, a thorn tongue, a tongue of fire.” I stopped searching for the right words, I laughed and let them all fly out, and how the onlookers gaped! We passed through the portal into daylight and ran down the steps, and Galan was laughing too, and also Sire Edecon at my left shoulder, Sire Guasca on Galan’s right, and the others behind. As if I were one of them.
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