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			Chapter One

			The crocuses were in bloom.

			A gray sky, that gray that suggests rain and softened weather. The storms of winter are almost now the first spring rain. A bird was singing in a tree still bare, yet the song was calling a mate or singing that she had one, in the single note there repeated there was spring blossom and summer sun and hatching eggs. The ground was cold mud and bareness, yet from the mud with the snow’s melting fresh on it the crocuses were in bloom purple and white and yellow, and beneath the ground the world was waking to burst up green. And the bird flew low and brown with twigs in her beak to build her nest.

			But the air was far colder than Kanda had expected, biting at her face and hands, stinging her throat as she sucked it down into her lungs. Stepping out of the door with her coat loose and unfastened, her face turned bright to the sky. The cold made her gasp. Pleasant, refreshing: the taste, the feel of the winter cold in her mouth stepping out from hearth smoke: that was a thing she loved. But the smell of the air, the light that streamed in pale through the hall’s high windows – they had made her think of warm days and warm sweet flower air and she had relaxed herself for the warmth on her face.

			Almost unbalanced, walking in the biting cold feeling – knowing – that it was spring. The bird there singing, even if the trees were bare, knew it was spring. And the crocuses she waded through knew.

			Winter is not a good time for fighting. And not a good time for burying the dead.

			The earth is too cold in winter to bury the dead. Spring is the fitted time for these things.

			From the slopes of the mountains before her on the far horizon, smoke was rising. The wind blew the wrong way for her to smell it. Thin columns. Many columns. Kanda put her hand on the hilt of her sword. More smoke rising on the horizon than would soon rise from the slopes of the mountains where she stood.

			“Ah, it’s cold.” The voice made her almost jump. She turned. Laughed.

			“If you insist on going out in your shirt, Gallyn.”

			“Look, you can see my breath.” He huffed out into the gray air.

			“No, you can’t.”

			“No, you can’t. Bah.” He puffed out his cheeks, blew out like blowing a war horn. “It should be cold enough for that.”

			Kanda looked at him. “Have you even been to sleep?”

			“That’s for after all this, when the excitement’s died down. We fight, we celebrate, then we sleep.”

			“Gallyn…we haven’t started fighting yet. This is still the boring bit.”

			“We celebrate, we fight, we celebrate again…then we sleep. Bah, it really should be cold enough to see my breath.”

			“Gallyn….” His face was such a boy’s face. So young. Celebrating for him almost meant cakes and games and running about. Kanda thought, looking at him: why could our Lord not have made me as young as that? Her hair was red as fire, her skin was brown as earth, her eyes were blue as sweet deep water, on her brow she wore a circlet of bronze; out of good sown earth and wildfire and red autumn berries, the Lord of Roven had shaped her. But he had not, in his great wisdom, made her beautiful and young.

			Gallyn, Great Leap, silver trout and green willow leaves, golden sand on summer beaches, the babble of a snowmelt river, dragonflies in a buzz of rainbowed wings. His helmet had a young stallion rearing in the dance as its crest.

			“Go inside and put your cloak on before you catch a cold and miss the battle entirely,” Kanda said.

			“A cold! A mere cold keep me, Lord Gallyn of the Six Swords of Roven, from fighting?”

			“Yes, but…. Go inside and put your cloak on before you catch a cold and have to ride into battle with a sore snot-crusted nose beneath your helmet.”

			Laughter. “That might bother Morren. But not me. However – it is far too cold to be without a cloak, yes.”

			If it was Morren, Kanda thought, she would say now, “Are you…have you been drinking before the battle?’ and fret over him. But Gallyn skipped off back into the hall only young and foolish and in such high thoughtless good spirits. He shouted from inside the hall: “And sneeze so hard I almost fall off my horse mid-sword thrust! Spray snot all over the enemy even as I cut off his head!”

			“Get on with you, Gallyn.” Ah, he was by far the best of them!

			A trumpet rang from behind the hall. A long, mournful note.

			Gallyn said, “Oh.” He came back out, cloaked now in shining white. His face was grave now. A boy’s face, shocked by war and death.

			Kanda thought: our Lord of Roven in his wisdom made him young and innocent. Thus every time the battle ends and the dead are gathered, the cost of war comes new to him. Poor sweet Gallyn.

			A bow shot’s distance, perhaps, or a little more, or as far, perhaps, as a man could run and not be winded, or as a horse could run for the sheer pleasure of its running, or as far as Gallyn could leap. Up to the crest of the hill on which the king’s hall was built, down the other side one hundred, two hundred, three hundred steps. There in the lee of the king’s hill a pool lay very clear, perfectly round and black like the eye of a prized milch cow, fringed in dark rushes. In the middle of the pool was a black rock. On the rock was a pyre. Birchwood that seemed to be not wood but white bleached bone against the black water and the black rock. On the pyre, quiet, almost sleeping, was a body wrapped in a fine red cloak.

			The king’s hall, the king’s hill, the king’s pool in which the king must bathe on his crowning. The king’s cloak. The king’s son.

			The horn blew its one terrible note. Comfortless, pitiless in its grief as the scream of a gull or a hawk. In answer, pitiless and comfortless also, the women raised the lament.

			Mare. Mare.

			Henket.

			How young he was. How splendid.

			So beautiful he was, and fierce, and strong.

			Night has covered his eyes.

			There is no joy in his face.

			His arms are as stones in the empty field,

			His eyes are as stones,

			As stones, as cold ashes, his face.

			Mare. Mare.

			Henket.

			Henket.

			Mare, that is only despair. Mighty ceaseless quenchless all-consuming sorrow. Grief.


			Henket, that is only death.

			One woman, face veiled in white, her voice louder than the rest, out of their rhythm. Ended with a shriek. She fell to her knees, tore at her clothes, fell to lie prostrate tearing at the cold ground. Mud clawed beneath her fingers.

			Kanda stared, then looked away. Stared. Looked away. Gallyn beside her stiffened, she heard his breath fast and shallow, frightened. Like a mother comforting her child, Kanda reached out to touch his arm. “It’s all right to feel upset, Gallyn. Not to want to look.”

			The boy shrugged her hand off. “They should not make her come out in front of them all like this.”

			“It’s important to them. For her. Part of the grieving. They see and share her grief.”

			“It’s horrible. It’s not right.” He said, “It’s like…like making her show her private parts or something.”

			“Gallyn! It’s nothing like that. Not to her. It’s important for her that she does this.” I hope.

			Like a mother comforting her child, Kanda thought: and what would I know of mothers and children? What would I know of death? Of grief? She said after a time: “Don’t look, Gallyn, then.”

			“I won’t. I can’t.” The boy stomped off a few paces, toward the hall he had just left. He turned back, almost ran to Kanda. “If we had come… Just a day earlier…. Curse it!” Kicked at the purple crocuses and the white crocuses and the crocuses as yellow as egg yolks.

			“He might still have died in the battle, Gallyn, even if we had been there at his side.” Or his father the king, or his sister, or…. Look, Gallyn, many parents’ children lie dead on the field of battle, they too are all mourned and missed. We cannot be everywhere, saving every life. We are warriors, Gallyn. Tomorrow we will be there, and many still will die – and some of them, we will kill. But you would say: but we will kill the enemy! Not our friends! And I would say: they are still someone’s friend. But you would not understand, because our Lord in his great wisdom made you so bright and young.

			Oh our Lord made you too innocent, Gallyn. For our Lord made us only to kill.

			Gallyn said with a sob: “He could have been…my friend.”

			The worm that lived in Kanda’s heart, the worm shifted, thrashed its tail, bared its teeth. I would our Lord had made me as young and ever innocent as you, Gallyn. It was cruel of our Lord, the way he made me and you, it said. Kanda said, “You could go down there. Join them.”

			Two women had gathered the queen between them, held her as she beat and slapped and screamed. The king was coming now with the torch to light the pyre. He waded into the cold water up to his waist. Kanda saw the cold shudder through him. His left arm was bandaged. His shoulders were hunched with grief. The crowd shifted as the torch was raised and dropped onto the pyre, a great wall of weeping howling silence, and one voice wailed, and one voice, a young woman’s, cried wildly, “No! He can’t be dead! No!” All thin and hunched and cold they looked, bent like trees on a high moor stunted and battered trying to grow.

			She looked at Gallyn. Tall, splendid: his skin gleaming black, his hair silver curls, his big clear dark eyes, the strong muscles of his arms, his legs, his chest. His cloak was pure white silk trimmed in white marten fur, the man who had woven it for him, who loved him deeply and truly and without shadow, had spoken a charm of happiness and comfort into every warp and weft of the thread. His shirt was white silk, his jacket was combed wool dyed leaf-green and sewn all over with gold beads in the shape of winged horses. He wore a torc of gold at his throat, his boots were buckled in gold, his belt had a buckle of gold in the shape of a flower burst, his cloak pin was a disc of gold as big as a man’s fist. His leggings were soft deerskin dyed scarlet. In the king’s hall his armor waited for him, his corselet and his helmet were bronze covered in silver, his sword had a golden hilt and a golden scabbard. Pale fire ran along the length of the golden blade.

			Gallyn looked down at himself so splendid. “I’ll stay here until it’s done,” he said in a quiet voice.

			From the pyre the smoke was rising. The water of the king’s pool rose up in steam. The body and the mourners both were blotted out.

			In the first bright morning of the world the Lord of Roven summoned the Six of Roven to him. Roven, the great hall roofed in gold whose name means Peace. In that hall there is set the cauldron Helle, that is Health, which can never be exhausted by any hunger, and the throne Thalle, that is Hope. The gates of Roven are always open, any who pass near to her walls are welcomed in. By the gates stands her Lady, looking out upon the world in welcome. On the throne sits her Lord, who has no name but in whose face is all that is kind and wise and good. Yet even in that first bright morning of the world there was grief, and pain, and evil, and thus the nameless Lord of Roven in his wisdom called the Six to him. From the play of sunlight on water, from the snow that falls pure and clean, from the wild high places and the rich tilled fields, from the stones of the earth and the wood of the trees, from birdsong and flowers and the sky’s bright fire, he made them. He clad them in shining armor, into their hands he placed matchless shining blades. Each night they feasted in the Hall Roven. Each day they would ride out across the world.

			From the south the call came: a quiet kingdom in a green valley, surrounded by great snow-capped mountains. The snowmelt rushed down cold and sweet to the rich black earth of the fields, the sun lingered long on the mountain’s slopes. Quiet, sheltered, hidden, its people poets and singers, farmers, dreamers. Even its king – the custom of that place was that for ten years he would rule, then he would hand the crown to another, chosen by the people, and settle to till the fields again in peace. This the messenger told the Lord and Lady of Roven, gasping out her words, stumbling on them, choked by tears. For now war has come to our kingdom, an army squats in the high passes, above the peaks of the mountains things that are not birds have been glimpsed flying on heavy wings. The outer farms and the summer pastures in the mountains are burned: what burned them we do not know, for no one survived the flames to speak. Why they were burned…who can say why? Our cattle were butchered, our sheep. The carrion birds that came down to feed on the ruins…cruel hands caught them, butchered them; even the crows, even the rats and the flies, have been killed. Why would anyone, anything, do this?

			Help us, my Lord of Roven. Please. Send the Six Swords of Roven to fight for us.

			Of the Six:

			One had ridden east to slay a dragon.

			One had ridden west to find a stolen treasure.

			One had ridden south to free a city from a tyrant.

			One had ridden north to rescue a handsome prince.

			Two remained in Roven, one content in being courted by a new lover, one itching to be off on a quest. The youngest and the oldest of the Six. Within an hour of the messenger’s desperate arrival, they were riding out through the gates of Roven to the kingdom’s aid.

			Arrived to grief beyond measure, the enemy in the field, the king’s young fine son newly dead. “We must surrender,” fearful voices pleaded.

			“We have come to aid you. To help you,” Kanda told them. They were fearful, stared suspicious. Wary even as they welcomed Kanda and Gallyn in.

			“Where is your king?”

			“He is weeping.”

			“Where is your army?”

			“It is cowering away in shame and grief.”

			“But you defeated the enemy, you won the victory?”

			“But the king’s son who led us to that victory is dead.”

			Kanda said: “I will command you.” Greatly she pitied them. They did as she bid them, but they did not look at her face, and the fear streamed like sweat off them.

			A day and a night for the burial. Then a day to sleep. Then a night to sleep. Unsleeping, Kanda and Gallyn watched over them. Dawn broke. A lone bird in a bare tree was singing. A trumpet blew – no human mouth blew it. It blew to mourn. It blew to feast. It blew three times, the third note was to draw swords for battle. The wound of the sun was red.

			Kanda armed herself in bronze armor worked with glinting gold. A golden helmet with a red plume upon her head. Her sword was Iath, that is Kind Strength; its blade was gold. Gallyn armed himself in bronze and silver, put on his helmet with its silver stallion as a crest. His sword was Neir, that is Joy in Eagerness.

			Again, the trumpet sounded. Loud and urgent. From the mountains in the west a trumpet answered, lower, angrier, perhaps – hope and desire it – more frightened. Then from the shadow of the far mountains the drums began to beat. In the far distance the dawn light caught on spears, on swords, on great bronze-helmeted giants. Caught on things winged that were not birds. On banners blowing in no earthly wind. A single voice cried: “The enemy comes! The enemy wakes!” Fell silent at its neighbor’s begging.

			The sunlight broke then in a blaze of red and gold upon those far mountains beyond the crocus fields. Side by side, Kanda and Gallyn strode to the doors of the king’s hall. The doors were thrown open by hands unseen. On the threshold Kanda said three words that need be spoken, Gallyn said three words that must be said. A breath of sweet spring air touched both their faces. In the bare tree the bird sang on. Ranks of warriors stood before them on the slope of the king’s hill. A thousand nameless common women and men. All of them waiting grimly and in silence, fear in their eyes that their bronze helmets only half hid. Walls of bronze leading down the slope of the hill toward the crocus fields. In silence their ranks opened for Kanda to walk down among them. Like bronze doors opening. The crocuses yellow and purple and white beyond. The western mountains were alive with movement. On the slopes of the mountains the enemies’ banners were very bright. The wind blew from the mountains into Kanda’s face now. It smelled of smoke; when it blew from over the enemy’s banners it smelled of blood.

			Side by side, Kanda and Gallyn walked through the ranks of the army they had come here to lead to battle. “Do not be afraid,” Kanda said to the eyes beseeching her through the bronze. “Lord Gallyn and I: we have come to help you win this battle. The enemy there – they can and they will and they must be defeated. And I know well how to defeat them.”

			Down through the bronze ranks to the perfume of the crocus fields. On the edge of the fields the petals already trampled down. A thousand faces watching Kanda and Gallyn. Desperate fear. Yearning. Eyes red with grief.

			On the edge of the crocus fields the king bowed low before Kanda and Gallyn. “My lady. My lord. Grant us this victory.” On the slopes of the far mountains the enemy was a dark tide rising. The king turned his face to stare. His army – Kanda’s army – watched him. The king said, his voice trembling, “Please, my lady, my lord. Help my people live.”

			Kanda walked past him without speaking. Gallyn stopped a moment, touched the man’s shoulder, went on. Together Kanda and Gallyn walked out into the crocus fields to stand between the army and the enemy as it came toward them. Two figures between the battle lines. The enemy was a dark tide rising. Men and beasts and shapes and shapeless screams. The enemy halted, drew back, at the sight of Kanda and Gallyn.

			Yellow flowers bloomed in the tread of Kanda and Gallyn’s feet. But shadows writhed in the tread of their feet, and their swords were naked in their hands and from their swords dripped blood.

			The sunlight was extinguished.

			“Ready! Be ready there!” Kanda’s voice itself a war trumpet, a war drum. “Form ranks! Form up there! Now! Spearmen! Swordsmen! Archers – half draw! And – wait!”

			The enemy crawled down from the far mountains. Came on running. In the air now, great invisible beating wings. Shadows, too hard to see in this daylight, shifting and flickering as blood spilled into a river shifts and is gone. Wolves behind and beside them, thin from mountain living, their pelts white as fresh-fallen snow on the high peaks. Wolves with men’s faces, or men’s arms holding sword and spear high above their wolf haunches, or wolves with wounds on their flanks raw and bleeding from which sharp teeth grew. Wild men with six eyes and the tusks of wild boar, antlers on their foreheads. Men with the heads and wings of eagles. Dead men heavy with grave soil. Men with knives in place of hands. A beast that might be a dragon, if dragons were gray loathsome toad things. A beast that might be all made of fire, if fire burned cold and vile and rotted. Fierce great men from the western side of the mountains, ragged in their hunger-strength, wrapped in the bronze-dipped fur of cave bears. Their axes were stone, their spears were stone. Like stone the young woman’s face who led them. Kanda threw back her head, roared out her war cry. “Ready! Be ready there! Be strong! In the name of all that you hold dear, for this good sweet earth here in this valley, this life of quiet peace! Be ready! Do not fear them! I am the greatest of the Six Swords of Roven! I am sent by my Lord of Roven to defend you to my last breath! For all that is good, for all that you love in this world, be ready, do not fear – and – now – they come – fight them!”

			And silence, the enemy holds also. Ready, hungry, fearless. Waiting. Straining. They twitch and claw for the coming blood.

			“Hold!” Kanda shouting now. “Hold. Brace. Wait.”

			The Six of Roven, ever hopeful, ever foolish: never will one of the Six draw first blood.

			The ranks of the enemy opened. A void, a mouth to swallow hope and fooling. From the enemy ranks too bright almost to look at there strode a man who shone like the sun.

			“Geiamnyn!” Gallyn shouted. The boy’s face was crumpled in revulsion. “See, Kanda, it is worse than we feared. What do you here, Geiamnyn, murderer, monster, beast?”

			If Gallyn was a boy in first budding youthful splendor, Geiamnyn his enemy was a man in the first fresh bloom of adult strength. Long golden hair fell over his shoulders, his skin was white and gold, his eyes blue, his lips red. His face was as fair as a summer morning. His armor was gilded, set with gemstones; his cloak was crimson silk. He was so radiant in his beauty, so glorious was he that white light leapt from him as he walked. White flowers sprang up in his footsteps, and even his shadow was of light. A man of gold and crystal. Flawless. He moved like a great war horse, confident in his power and grace.

			Gallyn hefted his sword, shook it. “Leave this place, these people, Geiamnyn, creep away back to the filth you came from. Or face me in battle man to man and let us end this.”

			Trumpets. The great man Geiamnyn looked at Gallyn and he laughed. The tide of the enemy came in and broke upon Kanda and Gallyn.

			Killing. The blade of Kanda’s sword was like a sickness. The wounds she made hurt her own skin. I had not thought I must destroy so many. She killed one two three four five six seven of them. She killed one two three four of them. She killed and she killed and she killed them. No choice. If she stayed her hand, they would kill all those she had come to defend. A woman went down at her left even now, chest cut wide open, eyes as wide open in surprise that she’s dying. And a man – the woman’s lover? brother? friend? – he runs forward howling, throws himself forward, he takes a beast hard on his spear, grips it, tears it, guts it. Brightness of vengeance. That killing smile. Eyes fall on her trampled body and the smile’s fading. She’s still dead. She shouldn’t be still dead. And he pushes forward harder, and Kanda shouts for him to hold the line there, but he pushes forward, that delusion, if he kills enough, his woman will come back to him. And he pushes forward, and so of course before Kanda has a chance of helping he’s down too beside his woman, he’s opened up and stripped and dead. No choice, indeed, Kanda. These people, they are not blameless, but she must fight to defend them. Killing is a bad thing, and she…hates it, she thinks. But there are worse things than killing. She kills the beast that killed the man that killed the beast that killed the woman. She kills one two three four five six seven eight nine ten. One two three four five six seven eight nine ten. One two three four—

			Gallyn shouted. Kanda spun around, blood dripping.

			“Geiamnyn! Face me!”

			She thought: no, no, Gallyn.

			“Face me!”

			The boy was in the slaughter-frenzy. “Face me, Geiamnyn!”

			Kanda began to run. Choking. “Stop. Stop, Gallyn.”

			“Geiamnyn!” Gallyn shouted.

			Geiamnyn rose up vast before the boy Gallyn.

			“Face you? I’ll kill you with one blow. With a knife, with my bare hands, I’ll kill you with one blow, Gallyn.”

			His face was corrupt now. No beauty left until the battle ended. See him for what he was and is.

			She meant Geiamnyn.

			She meant Gallyn.

			The two came together dancing. Gallyn made first strike. Like a child beating against the walls of a prison. Geiamnyn was all laughter. Struck his one blow. Roared not laughing as Gallyn blocked it, struck back. Gallyn struck back twice three times four times before Geiamnyn struck his second. Gallyn blocked it, and now both were bloody. Bloody their hands, bloody their monstrous faces. Gallyn had the better of it, one, two, three he had the better of it, now Geiamnyn was the child, Gallyn was all laughing. Gallyn was a beast, Geiamnyn was almost falling.

			Gallyn slid his sword down for the death blow. But Gallyn could not strike it.

			But Geiamnyn struck the death blow, and mightily and then weakly Gallyn shouted.

			And Gallyn was a boy in his beauty, with his young face astonished.

			“To me!” Kanda shouted. Leapt straight and proud over the body of Great Leap. Feet planted in mud and dust and bloodshed, her sword aflame. “Geiamnyn! Fear me!” The man was as a city wall towering over her. His shadow was on her. Hurt her. Bit like a serpent at her face, her hands, her feet. He roared like a stag in rut, Kanda let out her war cry thundering. Their swords clashed together so the blades rang like bells, one, two, three, four, blow struck, blow parried, music of blade against blade against blade. Twist, strike, ward, strike, duck, stretch, strike him, strike him! Gallyn with the death wound rolling like a child beneath their feet. One step back, hard blow, parry, strike harder, Kanda’s teeth gritted against the pain in her arm, fire bursting from Geiamnyn’s sword.

			A horrible dead cry from Geiamnyn. He staggered back and his face was loathsome: like a toad, he looked, glowering in pain with the shame on him. You, woman, you should be knelt in desire at my feet. Blood on his fine body. A kind of wonder: but you, you, woman, you…. He lashed out then wild, made weaker by fury, Kanda easily turned the blow away. She heard Gallyn alive with no wound on him roar to encourage the defenders. A beast all claws and sorrow crashed down burning, rose in frantic hunger, fell, did not could not rise again. Gallyn roared the kill cry, a woman’s voice almost a child’s rose beside it more ragged and more joyful. A mountain man and a shadow that rode his shoulders, axe huge as a bull’s horns, a sword came up, a spear came up flashing, the man roared, the shadow bared its fangs – he and it together – in red pain they fell. The enemy fled with screams. Fell in silence. Threw out their arms to give way. Beasts and men and monsters. Gallyn gave the end cry. Called the warriors forward. Geiamnyn was crawling. Geiamnyn was sobbing. Kanda struck at Geiamnyn. Took off his fine handsome head.

			“Victory!” Gallyn screamed. He danced and leapt with joy and with relief up to Kanda. He bent to spit on Geiamnyn’s body. Spittle already on his lips. But Kanda grasped his arm, said quickly, “No, Gallyn.”

			“No.” He bit his lip. Suddenly sobered.

			“Come away,” Kanda said.

			The body began to twitch. Back crawling. The head began to roll. The head was grinning and laughing. “I’ll be revenged!” Geiamnyn’s head croaked. “I’ll be revenged! I’ll be revenged!”

			“Leave him. Don’t watch, Gallyn,” Kanda said. She turned away, pulled Gallyn away. The remnants of the man in his beauty pulling itself from its death behind them. Crocus flowers crushed and staining him. His voice croaking a senseless idiot song. “Don’t hear, don’t see,” Kanda said. “There is no point to it. Leave him.” For the trumpets were ringing now a joy-song. The enemy was fled and broken. Gone like storm floods.

			Gallyn looked at a single flower still somehow in bloom and undamaged growing in the killing ground. Golden. Gallyn looked up over the battlefield and a smile broke across his face. Said, delighted, amazed as if he had not expected it: “Kanda…it is won!”

			Kanda sheathed her sword. Bile in her throat. She thought: bite back the sickness. She began to weep.

			Gallyn said, “Kanda?” They had not been alone on a battlefield before like this, the only two of the Six. Sweet innocent Gallyn: how young and gentle still he looked!

			“It’s nothing.” She blinked away her tears. “It’s just…. When I sheath my sword, and it’s ended….”

			Gallyn looked down at the flower. Nodded, shifted his feet. “It’s good,” he said. “So good. Yes, I too could cry for the sheer joy of it having ended.”

			All across the crocus fields clots of warriors swirled around each other, cautious, they looked like birds after the storm has blown itself out. Two men met who were friends or brothers or lovers, they embraced, clasped hands. Then one’s eyes, wandering over his companion’s shoulder, saw something in the near distance, he broke away with a shriek, ran from his companion to another man who lay fallen, caught him up in shaking sobbing arms. His companion received another’s shout of triumph, welcomed it, all the time watching his beloved grieving, all the time looking around them for his own dead. Two women embraced on the battlefield looking at nothing beyond themselves. An older woman pushed away any greeting, knelt alone wounded in the mud, until a tall young man came up to her, placed his hand on her shoulder, she turned then, looked into his face, and her face shone. Slowly they began to move together more thickly, came back together as the people of the mountain valley kingdom. Like birds gathering to fly together north to raise their young, and indeed it was almost, almost spring. The lover gathered up his grief-stricken beloved. A woman’s voice rang out the victory song.

			And the victory feast, there on the field of battle, treading the last few of the crocus flowers down. The sun shone with new warmth that was spring come early, or they felt warm after fighting and with the joy in them they could believe it was spring and summer come. The old and young and those who could not fight came spilling down onto the battlefield, “Thank you,” they clamored around Kanda and Gallyn, “thank you! Thank you! Heroes!” They embraced, kissed, hugged their loved ones, “A feast! A dance! Victory!” they shouted. They drank barley beer and mead and winter milk pale as the moonlight, made wreaths of green pine boughs and brown budded twigs. But they did not crown Kanda and Gallyn with wreaths, nor offer them beer or mead or milk in wooden cups or clay cups or cups of fine-worked silver or fine-worked tin. Kanda saw them look askance, eyes flick from Kanda’s shadow to the dead ready to be burned, from Gallyn’s shadow to the victory feast. They danced, but they did not dance near Kanda and Gallyn. They whispered, and after a little while they began to make warding signs with their hands if Kanda or Gallyn came too close.

			“We should go now,” Kanda said to Gallyn. He sighed, but he nodded.

			The people did not try to stop them. “You must stay for the feast, look, the meat is roasted, there are honey cakes almost baked,” they said when Kanda went to get the horses, but they did not say it again as Kanda and Gallyn mounted up and rode away. As the two rode away the songs and the laughter grew louder behind them. “Victory! Victory!” the voices shouted; a voice called out too loudly in its relief, “Now we can gather up the dead.” At the top of the king’s hill a child threw a corn dolly before Gallyn’s horse. It had been coated in honey, a stone was hung around its neck. “Ward,” the child said. “Keep the evil away. Never may it come here again.” Funeral smoke rose behind them, horses’ hooves, the beat of drums. Kanda looked at Gallyn. Gallyn looked away from her in confusion.

			“They would all be dead, Kanda,” Gallyn said, “if we had not been there. All of them.” He sunk his head low, slumped in the saddle. “I don’t understand,” he said.

			The battle had lasted only a few hours; it was still only afternoon and the sun was long and almost summer golden, it lit gold the snow of the mountain peaks.

			They rode back to the Hall Roven.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Long ago and far away, that battle happened, and the Six Swords of Roven now were themselves but words on the wind. But now, also, the crocuses were in bloom.

			The sky was the perfect pale blue of winter falling into springtime, dry sharp clean cold enough to lay a faint frost; but the spring birds were singing, it was good weather, perfect weather, to build the new house. The timber for the frame was green pinewood. Six strong posts to hold the roof up, each three times as tall as Kanda and as thick each as Kanda’s thigh (so: thick indeed! Kanda might think). Nine stronger posts to hold the six strong posts steady to stop the roof from breaking. The six strong posts and the nine stronger posts must be well sunk in deep round holes well dug in the deep spring mud. Calian, thirteen and almost a grown woman and almost a child, had loved that work digging many deep round holes. Green oak to peg the timbers, hempen rope rubbed with beeswax to bind the pegged joints, and, ah, the smell of new rope and beeswax and new-cut pine and new-cut oak! So yesterday the timbers were pegged and bound, the postholes dug and waiting, today they got up at dawn to pour a pot of beer into the bottom of each posthole and to raise the house up.

			The house frames lay waiting, three of them, two long posts and three shorter posts bound and pegged together to make a shape like an arrowhead; when the beer had soaked away into the earth each frame was pulled up with strong ropes. The most dangerous part of the housebuilding, one two three up up up and steady, rocking, rocking, the smell of the ropes very strong now, the rope fibers creaked. Kanda was pressed behind Lela, milky-smelling, should she be doing this work? but her feet were strong planted while Kanda was half slipping; Gal behind Kanda was making a click click noise with his tongue on his lips as he strained and he was useless; Kanda’s husband Dellet was on the other rope with a wide happy sweaty grin. Rocking wood, creak of ropes, slowly, slowly, steady, hold there, steady, not too fast, not too strong there, hold it, hold it – everyone in the village gasped, and then such a cheer! Once, twice, three times, a frame for the east wall, for the west wall, and for the center of the house to hold up the weight of the long roof.

			Now the house frames stood erect they looked strange and almost frightening, three great gateways open wide. Until the work started on the roof and the walls no one must walk through them or stand in their shadow. The ghosts of branches hung from the poles that had been living tree trunks, the air was filled with the sound and the scent of wet leaves, birds, insects. Thus the work could not be left like this. It was growing dark now, but quickly now they lit torches, worked to get up the ridgepole that would form the house’s spine. Make it a house. The longest piece of wood Kanda had ever seen that was not a tree still growing, the trunk of a pine tall and strong as a warrior maiden, tended for many years to keep it right for this great work of being the spine of a house. The most difficult bit, raising the ridgepole, harder than raising the house frames even. Kanda thought: like trying to use a spear by balancing its end on a fingertip. She winced and bit her lip as it went up, certain it would fall and kill someone, at the least bring all the day’s work raising the house frames down in a pile of firewood. She wanted to say, “Dellet, Calian, please, keep clear.” She heaved and struggled with the rest, swaying beneath the absurd length of the ridgepole. It seemed to thrash like a serpent. A dragon’s tail, even, Kanda thought. The wood creaking, crying: why have you cut me down? I hurt. I hurt. And then – wait, wait, nearly, almost, wait, no, wait, wait – and the cheers were deafening when they got it in place at last. And from the wood – peaceful silence. The shape suddenly of a fine house. The walls and the roof were there like mist between the house poles now. The ghosts of years of quiet daily life. Creak of old men’s bones and young children playing. Damp smell of bodies sleeping, playing, eating, fucking, being alive so noisy and so quiet. The wood of the house sighed now with pleasure: oh, yes, yes, I see. Keep them safe, keep them warm, give them shelter. Yes, I do see, and it is a fine thing.

			Now at last they could stop for the night.

			Also now they could have a long victory drink of beer in the house before they turned in.

			Several days’ work now, steady: a latticework of smaller poles to hold it all together and make it solid, green pine for the long roof-sides north and south, willow withies woven together for the short wall-sides east and west. Thatching on the roof-sides, a vast treasure mound of dried reeds. Kanda had hoped at first to be part of gathering the thatch in, for she loved already the salt marshes that stretched away to the east of the village. But it had been gathered in the autumn and kept dry all winter, she had to content herself with helping to tie it into bundles and throw it to the three thatchers up on the roof working. “Watch out! Oi there!” the thatchers shouted. Reeds are vicious, cutting, wondrous things. Then the best of all: filling the withy walls with straw and dried beech leaves and dried bracken, then everyone in the village spitting into the daub, throwing off shoes to trample it beneath their toes cool and slimy, hold hands and dance triumphant on it, what a shriek when Kanda slipped. Dovei, Lela’s man, grabbed Kanda’s hand to catch her, they teetered, Lela shouted: “Get his knees!” and Kanda and Dovei were down in the muck. Calian roared with laughter until she almost fell over. Sal threw a lump of daub at Calian from where she sat with the other elders laughing and laughing. As if that was a signal, everyone in the village oldest to youngest started throwing the daub over the walls to cover the withies. That was best of best of all, and good for courting games and rivals’ games and children making mock of all the adults. By the time the walls were finished even Sal and the other elders were covered in mud. It was dark by then. More victory beer around a makeshift house fire. They threw a cup of beer on each wall before they went off to wash and sleep. Kanda’s legs were so thick with mud, Calian and Sal and Dellet all having a good aim, that she walked stiff as a baby with soiled clouts.

			“Ruined my leggings,” said Kanda.

			Calian rolled her bright eyes: “What did you expect?” Said smartly: “These are the sacrifices we make, Mum.”

			The house was very almost a house the next morning. The night had worked its magic. The walls were drying, looked like walls, the daub rough and strong like the back of Dellet’s hands. When they had dried fully, days and days away still, they would be washed with lime to protect them, but they were already definitely unarguably proper house walls. Now they must lift and tie the windows above the walls in place east and west. Stag hide stretched on a frame and rubbed with fish oil. It was gray that day, threatening rain – “typical, just as the daub needs to dry proper, you make all the offerings and more, put up with everything the reeds demand, but…ah, what can you do?” – but when the west window was in place and the last worker stepping off the bottom rung of her ladder, suddenly the sun came out. The hide looked black and in truth very ugly, and up close up the ladder it stank. But when the afternoon sunlight hit it the hide was pure light. The house was brilliant with light. So many sunbeams striking the far wall, and the house was filled with dancing dust motes. It was a house! A very fine house!

			The porch for the door. The floor planks and over them the rushes and the strew-herbs: rosemary, chamomile, tansy, mint. The bed-benches around the walls in the west half of the house, the animal pens in the east half. The stone charms and the bone charms and a dried frog and a sprig of dried heather above the doors.

			The furniture. Kanda carried in a good thick bearskin for a warm bedcover, Dellet a three-legged stool, Calian a clay cook pot, Sal a reed basket.

			The hearth. The oldest person in the village was a woman with five great-grandchildren. She was almost blind, could barely walk. Lela her granddaughter helped her into the house, sat her down by the unlit hearth fire. The youngest village child – the woman’s great-grandson, Lela’s new one – was placed in her arms. Kanda had been chosen to beat one of the drums to call the luck down. Calian stood very close. The last person to die in the village was another great-grandchild, would have been the baby’s older brother if he had lived. Tears in Kanda’s eyes as Dovei the baby’s father brought the tiny skull out of a safe place beside their own hearth, carried it to the beat of drums through the village. Around the bounds of the village, to the doorway of all the houses, to the fields, to the bank of the river, the fishpond, the village well, up to the bark of every fruit tree in the village orchard, to stop and lie a little while in the village burying place. Placed it in a basket of rushes, and in the basket there was besides the skull: the leg bone of a deer, the wing bone of a blackbird, an apple with one withered leaf, a snag of wool, a knapped flint, a broken bit of old pot. Outside the new house the man stopped, stood holding the basket. A hole had been dug on the threshold. Very deep. Dovei placed the basket in the hole, as he did so he let out a great sob and his eyes filled with tears.

			“You could not be with us in life,” Lela said. Her voice was strong and proud but full of heavy grief. “My son, my child, you will not sit by the fire here listening to stories, you will not tend the goats and the sheep in the pens here in the cold winter, nor will you lie in the summer warm watching the sun rise through the window in the east. Watch over this house now, watch over the village now, keep all who live here or who visit as guests seeking shelter – watch over us all, now and for many generations to come, as long as this house stands and longer. My son.” She fell into her husband’s arms weeping, he buried his face in her hair. The villagers hurried to fill in the hole, bury the basket. On the top to form the house’s threshold they set a flat black stone they had dug up in the wood.

			Kanda and the others beat the drums loudly. Inside the house, unkindled by any human hand, the hearth fire blazed up.

			In the flames everyone saw clear as day a child’s face smiling at them.

			Now the house was alive, and a good place.

			That night they feasted all together, roast meat and the last of that year’s apples, small and as yellow as the autumn moon they had been gathered under, and sweet winter milk. They had not eaten meat or drunk milk since they started work on the house, and now the house was finished.

			That night the whole village, the oldest woman, the youngest baby, Gal, Lela, Dovei; Kanda, Dellet, Calian, Sal; they all slept piled together in the new house. There had been a house on this spot long ago that had fallen ruined, and now there was a fine new house here again for the village to grow to fill.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The next morning, and the light through the east window made the thatch look like long rippling waves of hair. Kanda lay a little while and watched the smoke in the light and the thatch and listened to the sleepers breathing.

			Her husband Dellet lay on his back. His skin was the rich bronze of a good axe-head, his hair was dark and curled like pine bark, his snores were like a blunt saw on hard wood. Del-my-heart, Kanda thought. He smiled in his sleep. He had loved the work on the house; the hard labor of hauling the great trees, raising the poles up, he had especially loved. His hands had new calluses he had shown her proudly; the muscles in his arms looked very strong.

			Their daughter Calian lay beside him, pressed up to him close; her face also had a soft peace after such working to build the house. She had Del’s bronze skin, Del’s dark thick hair, Del’s solidness. She was thirteen, bright as a jackdaw – but fierce as a jackdaw if she was displeased.

			Sal lay between Calian and Kanda. Her hair was white silk, very beautiful it looked against her deep brown skin. Like mist in the dawn rising from a river, when the river itself is dark almost to black in the silver light. She was slender as a birch tree, fragile now because she was growing from older to simply old, often looked drawn and sad with age. But the village loved her as the kindest and best of the family, she was far closer and better and endlessly more patient with Calian than Kanda could ever manage to be.

			The four were wrapped close. But there was a great space between where a ghost lay. Huge, that ghost. It would have cooed over Lela’s baby, shrieked with joy at the daub-making, got in the way of the house frames going up, hurt its ankle falling in at least one of the postholes, dropped a pot that it had insisted it could easily carry into the house. It snuffled in its sleep, pressed its bird-thin arms against Dellet. Huge as the world, you see, that ghost.

			Kanda had to get up now she had seen that ghost.

			Carefully, not to disturb her family or any of the villagers lying asleep packed into the new house. Days of hard work, a late night, potloads of beer: it was no wonder they slept. Almost as if some kind magic had granted them all a deep peaceful sleep rich in dreams of summer sunshine, so that they might forever look upon the house as blessed…. Kanda thought: winter’s injuries have healed, winter’s illnesses were easily cured, Lela’s baby was born safe and healthy, the livestock were safe all winter and the lambs were born as healthy as the baby, the sun begins to grow warmer, we have made a fine good house for people to live well in. Those are the best of things.

			She picked her way over them to the double doorway. One side for the flocks, one side for the people. She knew the guardian smiled his baby smile as she stepped over the threshold, the door opened to the southeast and caught with joy the rising sun. And the sun was like a baby’s face. And the charms hung at the threshold stirred and sang as Kanda passed them.

			A fine village. Five houses now the new one was built, a frame for drying meat and marsh fish, a frame for drying hides, a dovecot, two small barns with deep storage pits beneath, apple trees and hazel trees and plum trees, a vegetable garden beginning to sprout up, all ringed around with a ditch and a drystone wall. Kanda walked to the edge of the village. Sat on the wall. She swung herself over to sit facing away from the village, looked out at the grass falling away new green to the sudden sharp line of the salt marsh where the marsh still wintered reed-black. Beyond the marsh to the north, pinewoods ran black as the reeds, and dark hills beyond. Kanda looked out at all this then she turned for comfort to look in at the village. Mist was rising from the roofs, making even the reed-thatch rare and beautiful. She looked at the sun through the mist to see a rainbow, the dew on the grass like diamonds. The villagers here had never seen diamonds, if they saw jewels they would say, surely, “They are almost as beautiful as the dew when the sun is shining.” So Kanda could pretend. The doves were all waking in the dovecote, cooing. The gulls were calling and circling high overhead.

			She said aloud, “Do you remember when you and I built our house, Dellet? You and me and your parents, your sister, her husband. Good strong stone walls, a thick turf roof. It took us the whole summer, I was half-afraid we wouldn’t finish it before the winter came. A byre for our cows, a big bed for the two of us, a bed waiting for the children we wanted. A good big oven for baking bread for a horde of children, you said, and a larder to keep all the horde’s food in. But I can’t cook, I said.”

			A crow called in answer. She said gravely, “Good morning to you too, oh crow.” She slid off the wall and went over to the village spring where the crow was sitting. The spring rose here, the village must have been formed around it. Water trickled through a gap in the wall into a stone trough, on the other side of the wall there was only earth. The wall here was overgrown with green stuff, even now still almost in winter Kanda had to push back green fern leaves to see the springhead, the stone was brownish green and slippery and gleaming, the lip was so worn it no longer looked like stone but like something warm and soft. It felt to Kanda like a caul. The water too was brownish, tasted of earth. Above the water a stone was set in the walling, carved with something so old and moss-covered and weatherworn it was almost lost. A bird, perhaps, winged body and what might be a beaked head; perhaps a crane, perhaps something as small as a song thrush. The stone was a different color to the trough and the wall stones, redder, warmer to the touch. The villagers said you should touch the stone before drawing water from the spring. Kanda did so now and it felt warm and good, and the water leapt to meet her as she dipped her hands to drink.

			Kanda’s family did not live in the village. They had left their own home behind them as the year turned to autumn, traveling with the birds, mist rising from the river they were following. No hurry and no particular destination, unless it was simply to travel away from where they had started until they reached the river’s end and the sea. At the first village they had come to they had been received suspiciously, other recent travelers not having recommended the giving of a kind welcome; an isolated farmstead three long sad days later had thrown open its doors for Sal’s sake, traded twenty days’ work in the fields for a strong little pony to carry Sal to ease her legs. Then onward, treading out the bones of the land in a great curve west then north then east back almost the way they had come, the river always at their left hand, ragged bare hills appearing then falling away at their right, stopping here and there for a few days as seemed best or to wait out bad weather, pushing on in the shadow of coming winter, Kanda staring ahead hoping to smell the sea’s salt before she smelled snow. Always keeping the river close unfailing as their guide – until one evening they had been drawn away onto the wrong path with the cold wind gnawing at Sal’s bones. The droveway they were walking had turned away from the river, they had followed then left the droveway following a smaller pathway cross-country to get back to the river, then lost completely any trace of the path. Hopelessly lost, absurdly lost: a whole day wandering in circles, finding paths and streams all of which led only to the marsh, and always hills in the distance beyond, but nowhere they walked would ever run to reach them. Only animal paths, Kanda had begun to fear. Finally, despairing now, a wooden track over the marshes, a sign of human work, green from new summer’s upkeep, and at last they had smelled woodsmoke, Sal’s pony had pricked up its head at a sense of human life. A village like a place hidden from the world, though Dovei who had found them stumbling with snow in their faces had been amazed that anyone could have got so lost. “The River Wenet? Never heard of it. But there’s a River Wend maybe an hour’s walk back yonder. Path you’re on led straight from it….” Turn back, walk one hour. One hour! Straight! But it was evening now, Dovei offered them shelter for the night in his village an hour straight farther on. Then the snow had set in hard the next morning, and everything was white and lost. The next day and the next and the next white and cold and lost in the snow. So they had set down their baggage, hung up their cloaks, joined in the work. Livestock to be kept warm in the cold nights, walls and nets and tools to be repaired, sickness and injuries to tend to, a woman suffering a long hard pregnancy after the death of her last infant. Then fields to be plowed as the snow retreated; winter’s damages repaired; a new house to be built. Kindness and welcome and daily life. A good peace, a joy to stay and be helpful. Stay. Stay. Stay.

			The crow called cheerily, flapped her wings. She was enjoying Kanda’s company on this fine morning. Kanda dipped her hands into the spring, caught the water, let it run through her fingers back into the trough. Oh it sang like birds! When they first arrived in the village the springhead had been silver, ice-smelling, a cold skin on the water’s surface, the green stuff tinged frost-rot-black. The bird carved on the well had seemed to Kanda to be flying away from the cold there; now this morning she thought it seemed to be flying home, to greet something good. She said gravely to the crow, “Your relation, is it, this bird here, oh crow? Where is it going?” That was a secret: the crow looked at her until she knew it was a secret, “I’ll never know, then, alas, oh crow.” She gathered up more water in her cupped hands, it ran through her fingers dripping over her clothes with a jolt of good cold, she drank the little that was left. The crow called loudly.

			“Yes, yes, it is funny. I’m sure you can drink without getting soaked. But you’d laugh more if I put my head down to drink like a horse.”

			“I’ve a cup you can use. Unless you prefer to keep the crow amused.”

			Kanda leapt up, feet planted, right hand clutching at her belt. Lela stepped back with her left hand raised as she might to a startled child or a trapped beast. “I’m sorry, Kanda.” Lela looked astonished and nearly really frightened.

			“Oh!” Kanda too stepped back, lowered her hand, relaxed her stance. Hot embarrassed face. “You…I didn’t hear you.” She said awkwardly, “You’re awake early, Lela.” She had startled the crow, too, it had flown away.

			“Baby’s waking.” Lela smiled. “Dovei is changing him.” The woman dipped a clay cup into the trough, drank, handed the cup to Kanda. “Here you go.”

			“Thank you.” The cup was ugly to look at but very pleasant to hold, perfectly shaped. It made a lovely sound when Kanda dipped it. The water tasted of earth, it was very soft in the mouth. Kanda did not in truth entirely like it. Never seemed to end, not somehow quite thirst-quenching. Not in a bad way, she’d tried to explain to Calian. Very good, sweet water, it wasn’t that she thought it was dirty from the marsh. Just – it doesn’t end in the mouth, like the land here doesn’t quite end, you can’t say, “the fields for plowing here, the water for the wild birds there,” because of the marshes. Or like – the green stuff here around the well just grows and covers the stones up.

			“Like the riverbank at home, then. Or our well with the moss covering the stones, or the sheep pond you dug in the muddy patch.”

			“No, it’s just….” Water that ended hard as stone in the mouth when you swallowed. Like cold night air when you were fevered. That was how water should taste.

			She drained the cup, handed it back to Lela. “Thank you. Delicious.”

			“It tastes of mud,” said Lela. “I know it does.” The crow called, or a crow called, from off in the trees, flew up and far away.

			“You’re leaving us,” Lela said.

			Kanda watched the crow grow smaller over the marshes. “Yes.”

			“You’d be welcome to settle here, Kanda.” After a pause, Lela said, “Your…Sal, she was so good with the birth. Devad would have died too without her, I’m sure. I think I would have died.”

			Kanda smiled now. “Thank you. Sal’s good with healing.”

			She should say: “No, if Sal had not been there of course you and your son would both still have lived,” but she did not like to lie about such things.

			Lela did not notice, and had not truly meant that she would be dead now if these strangers had not ended up snow-trapped in her village, because she was alive and thus could not think truly of being dead. Lela said, smiling, “It would be good for the village to have new faces, Kanda. Your Calian: she’s so happy here.” But she paused again, thinking carefully, listening then to unspoken words, she said, “Sal…. That is, I mean…she could stay here, at least.”

			A silence. Come back to break the silence, oh crow, tell me good words to say. Kanda said at last, “We have to leave, Lela. Today. All fi—” Ah. Ah. Days, since she had last— “All four of us,” Kanda said.

			A burst of song from another bird somewhere in the sheep fields. Lela refilled the cup but did not drink. Lela said, “Is that…? No, I thought I heard Devad crying.” She said, “I think it was a sheep.” She looked down into the cup and Kanda thought she was looking a long long way down at something. She said, “Kanda: Sal…Sal and Calian….”

			Kanda said carefully, “They are very close, yes.”

			Come back and laugh with me, crow.

			Lela said slowly, “Kanda: when Sal was helping me when I was laboring….” She said quickly in a rush of fear, “The firelight, and I thought I was dying, and Sal said ‘push’, but I couldn’t push, but I looked at the wall where Sal’s shadow was, and I saw— She—”

			The woman broke off staring down at the empty water cup. “Take care of her, Kanda.”

			Always. Forever, every moment of every day I live, I will take care of my daughter.

			But the ghost was there in the plashing of the spring, the ghost of a child, and the ghost would not look at Kanda.

			Always, forever, you have and you will take care of her, Kanda, your Sal, your Shining – apart from those brief few days that were the length of Sal’s life.

			Kanda said, “Sal—” And she had no idea what she was trying to say. There were no words that she could find to say. The ghost child knew the words, perhaps. But the ghost child didn’t speak them. Could not speak and would not speak to Kanda or to Sal or to Calian. And even the crow had flown away silent.

			And then, oh sweet relief, that was the baby Devad crying. And, ah, look, there was Calian coming down the hillside toward them, like any child might go if ordered to fetch a woman to stop a baby crying.

			“The baby needs its mum’s tit, Mum, Dad says!” Calian shouted.

			There was Lela’s milk making her dress wet, smelling muddy too. There was Calian standing in the puddle in her bare feet. There was the crow flying back cawing at them, and the doves cooing, and the sheep all starting to bleat. There was the ghost child, but the ghost was thinner and faded briefly.

			Stay. Stay. Stay. But that’s only the birds and the sheep and the wind in the trees and in the marshes. Other sounds now also, blown on another wind. Finer sounds now than these farm sounds and life sounds could ever now be to Kanda and Sal and Calian. Go. Seek. Search. Find. A golden sword as it is drawn in righteous anger. A crystal bell struck with a bronze spearhead. The ringing of silver trumpets.

			A dead child, calling on the other wind, who says you can never rest now in quiet peace.

			The whole village came to see the family off at noon, hugs and even tears from Lela and some of the others. Snow on the ground when they trailed in following the smell of woodsmoke, Sal bent on her pony shivering. The snowdrops and even the crocuses had opened and withered away again now, the birds had flown over the village laced like the smoke to begin their nests. The daffodils were golden now at the side of the trackway, the blackthorn was in bloom and the willows by the stream ahead of them were fuzzy with catkins. The air smelled now of leaving.

			“You should stay tonight at least, sleep in the new house,” Dovei said to Dellet. “All that work you put in.” Lela took him aside, said things while looking over his shoulder every now and then in apology to Kanda. Dovei came back with the baby Devad in the crook of his left arm, in his right hand a lump of stone. He held the stone out to Dellet. Kanda could see it sparkle. Little flashes like sparks over it. “This is a good firestone,” Dovei said. “You see how keen the sparks are to get out? You have it. Keep your family warm.”

			Dellet took it gravely. “Thank you. An honor.” He had a good fire kit, and truly they didn’t need a fire kit, it would be more use left with Dovei to keep Devad and his siblings warm. But Dellet took it and was glad and Dovei was glad also, for the gifting of a warm fire has great power to it for recipient and giver both.

			The old woman Lela’s grandmother was sitting on a stool outside the new house, well wrapped in sheepskin. Kanda went to say goodbye to her. Sal had helped another of her granddaughters care for her, mixed her herbs to help the pain in her joints – but Sal did not go up to her now, hung back waiting to be helped onto her pony. Someone must bid the old woman a formal farewell, there was a great power in that also, a promise and a sign to show that the village was a kind blessed place for someone to grow so old in. So it must be Kanda who bent to take her dry, frail, leaflike hands. The old woman raised her eyes to Kanda. Milk-mist eyes. A dog with such an eye can see the wind. She smelled of urine, her hand was cold, trembled with weakness. Then Kanda’s face burned hot with shame, because this of course was why Sal did not want to say goodbye to the old woman.

			I should have spent time with her, Kanda thought. Kanda squeezed the old woman’s hand, thought to kiss her like one might kiss a child; the dryness of her skin compared to a child’s sticky softness so surprising. The strength of fat and muscle worn down by a lifetime of work. Sal’s skin was not yet like that. Soon enough, Kanda thought, Sal’s skin would be like that. She glanced over at Sal and thought: I should have asked her, spent more time with her, tried to understand how it feels to be as old as this. Prepare myself. Like the mother of a newborn talking to the mother of three children, she thought. Tell me it gets easier. Tell me what’s best to do.

			Yet the milk-blind eyes met Kanda’s and there was great joy in them. So Kanda squeezed the woman’s hand tight and kissed her cheek, because the woman was indeed blessed beyond Kanda’s dreaming because she had raised children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren to be well and happy, and had lived all her long life in quiet gentle peace.

			“Come on, Mum!” Calian called.

			The old woman smiled at the girl’s cross voice. “Don’t keep her waiting,” the old woman said. Sal was mounted up on her pony, Calian and Dellet stood beside. Calian staring out skyward hungry to be going (and also stroking the pony’s white nose). “Coming, coming,” Kanda called. “No you’re not! Hurry up, then!” Calian called back. Then Calian frowned and panicked, they were all fussing, “Wait, have you got—? No, it’s fine, I’ve got it. No, wait, I’ll just check—” “It’s in the bag, I packed it yesterday.” “Are you sure?” “Yes.” “Sure sure?” “Yes! Okay, wait, I’ll check again, wait—” “Argh, no, don’t start unpacking the bag! Come on, Mum, hurry up!”

			Eager to stay, eager to leave. Come on. Tarry. Get going. Stay. Wait.

			There was one break in the wall around the village, no gate guarding the entry just a gap in the wall with the grass growing there thick with yellow flowers, a hawthorn tree not yet in flower but furzed with leaf buds, a puddle. Also a clump of nettles at each side by the wall ends that even last year Calian would have contrived to walk into. That another child, long ago now, as long ago and far away as last summer, would have contrived to fall into. There – the ghost – see? Sal sees it, Kanda sees, Calian sees. Dellet sees, his eyes are like stone one moment as he looks at Sal and Kanda and Calian. She shimmers golden, her face is almost visible in the puddle where the flowers are reflected gold.

			The villagers sang and shouted: “Goodbye! Goodbye! Safe journey! Good luck!” Kanda shouted: “Thank you for everything! Good luck yourselves! Good luck to you back!”

			The ghost child giggled and skipped by the wall, and wailed when she put her hand deep in the nettles, and Kanda would have gathered her up, seized her up golden and hot with outraged tears, but the ghost child was gone and Kanda could only wave more goodbyes.

			She thought: I’m good at leave-taking.

			“I really enjoyed building that house,” Calian said. “It was fun. Our handprints will be in it forever! But—”

			Calian’s eyes were staring away over the fields and the marshes. Always looking beyond, that one. Fall over her own feet from staring at her dreams, one day, that one will. She looked at the horizon now where the sky was silver where it met the earth. The line of the sky at the end of her eye’s vision. Onward, calling her, rushing toward and beyond.

			Calian said with a shout that was filled with grief at the leaving and rage at the past, and was filled with courage to hope beyond that, “Don’t look sad, Mum, Dad! Never mind a house: we’re going to rebuild a world, remember!” And in Calian’s shout the ghost child would be reborn and the world remade and many things almost forgiven. Thus the family went out of the village they had sheltered away the winter in hiding from themselves and what they were; as they went from that place the air around them changed, the earth changed, they were changed and they were made new. They left their shelter, came into the world that was their world to live in.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			To get back to the droveway from the village would take less time even than the two hours Dovei had mentioned when they first met him. Two different paths, a choice of paths, and one went on not back. Gal said, “I walk it often. Simple and straight.” The Wend, that must surely be the Wenet (a thousand rivers, Kanda thought briefly, and all begin with the sound when! And that’s an omen, if ever I heard one, for when, and when, and when, and when…), the droveway: if they followed the droveway onward westward indeed it did lead away from the river, but then – ah, listen to this great magic! – it led…back to the river again!
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