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This book is dedicated to Mia Togle,
One of my very first readers,
And to my horse, Lassie,
Who both passed away in 2020


These ageless warriors and immortal horses are for you.
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1.
THE SETTLEMENT





The rice balls in the basket looked wrong. It didn’t matter which way she stacked them or how carefully she and Mama had rolled and rerolled them into perfect shapes, stuffing each with sweetened paste made from the fruit that grew so plentifully around the new settlement. New fruit, tangy and soft, with a texture somewhere between bread and a root vegetable. Fruit that Reed had never seen before they came, not even in the large marketplace by the pier, where nearly anything could be found.


“Enough fussing with those balls,” Mama said. She had changed into her finest shift: soft linen dyed a dark crimson. “They will taste no better, and you’re likely to dent them. Pick up the basket. Let’s go.”


She sounded not cross but distracted, like she was giving the order to herself rather than to Reed. Today they went to see Orna, the Wise Woman. And Mama was no more excited about it than Reed was.


“She won’t even eat them if she knows I touched them,” Reed said. And to make the point she reached out a finger and touched one again.


“That isn’t true,” Mama said. But she used her thumbs to wipe spots of dirt from her daughter’s face and tugged her shoulders straight before they marched out of the lodge.


Reed didn’t like the new settlement. A new settlement for a new beginning, Papa said, but it was a jungle—hot and wild, the air too wet, and everything seemed to fight them: branches snapped back and hit her in the nose. Long grasses tangled around her slim, tan ankles to keep her from getting where she was going. Reed missed the port city where she’d grown up. Stone-paved roads and strong buildings, horses and ships and merchants who spoke many tongues.


“Why does it matter if Orna likes me or not?” Reed asked as she and her mother walked. “She can’t do anything to me.”


“It matters because it is unlucky. And because eventually it will make others . . . It will change the way others look at you.” Mama paused and reached down to smooth Reed’s long, dark hair. “Besides, she does like you. She was only irritable because of the seasickness and then the travel.”


Orna was on the last boat to arrive in the port from their home country. It was her arrival as much as their readiness that signaled it was time to depart for the settlement. Papa and Mama said she was a great mystic and a great healer who bent the ear of the gods. And she had hated little Reed the moment she set her old eyes on her.


“Mater Orna,” Mama said when they reached the door of the lodge. She used the honorary ‘mater’ to signify that they came to her as family. Had they come for healing or blessings, Mama would have called her “Healer Orna” or “Wise Orna,” as the case allowed.


“Come in.”


They stepped through the door—which was not much of a door but a flap made from woven reeds and plant fibers, the same fibers that comprised the basket that Reed held—and found Orna seated on the floor, on silk pillows and a thick wool rug. Reed had heard Mama whisper that the pillows wouldn’t last long in the heat and wetness before they started to grow mold. Killy, the oldest daughter of the family who shared space with the Wise Woman, came forward to greet them from where she sat in the far corner, tending three toddlers. But when Orna saw them she simply said, “Oh, it’s you,” and went back to playing a solitary game with colored stones that Reed didn’t know how to play.


Mama nudged her, and Reed stepped forward to offer the basket of rice balls.


“For you, Mater Orna,” Reed said, and lowered her head. She and Mama waited in the silence. Long silence. Until Mama lost her temper.


“You don’t really mean to ignore her when she is right in front of you!”


“When who is right in front of me?” Orna asked.


Mama’s lips drew into a thin, grim line, an expression that Reed knew well. But Orna didn’t seem afraid, despite Mama’s great height and her strong arms, muscled from pulling fish from the sea and the river. The men of their people worked the earth. Papa knew how to make brick from mud and clay, how to sow seed and build lodges, but one day, Reed would work the water like her mother, strong enough to wade into the current and pull up the traps of crab and crayfish, strong enough to battle the fish who bit their lines. Even the flat ones, who hugged the silt and sand at the bottom.


“Reed is a good girl and a hard worker. I don’t care who you are; I won’t let you treat her like she is cursed!”


Reed’s chest warmed as Mama pulled her to her waist. No one was as fierce as Mama was. Not Papa. Not Auntie Lira. And certainly not mean Orna, who sat on legs like thin sticks and had cheeks like empty cloth.


“I never said she was cursed,” Orna said. “Nor did I say she was bad. I only said she was not ours.” At last, she looked at Reed, and Reed wished she hadn’t. The emptiness in that look made her feel even more invisible than before. “Not ours,” Orna said again. “Not mine and not yours, plain for anyone to see. So why get attached?”


“Orna,” Mama said, and tried once more. “Wise Orna, what does that mean?”


Orna’s eyes dropped to the basket of rice balls and for a moment Reed thought they had won, that she would take them and the unpleasant errand would be over.


“Take those out of here,” Orna said. “And let the girl have them. Give her something sweet. I do not think she will be with us for much longer.”


“What does that old hag know?”


Mama was irate as they walked through the settlement, past other lodges and the communal hearth, past the site of the future church—now just a square of large smooth stones.


“Mama,” Reed said, and tugged on her shift. They were passing the enclosure where they kept the goats and sheep and the many donkeys who had helped them carry their belongings through the wet, wooded country. Reed would have liked to stop and feed them a few rice balls, but Mama brushed her hand away and stalked on. She didn’t stop until they reached their lodge, and burst through the flap so quickly that it swung back and hit Reed in the face.


“Wise Orna,” Mama sneered to herself as she tore out of her good crimson dress and pulled on a white work dress yellowed with water stains. “More like Foolish Orna. Wicked Orna.” She wrapped her dark hair in brown fabric and secured it with a rough length of cord.


Mama looked at Reed, and Reed heard Orna’s words. She is not ours. Not mine, not yours.


“What a lot of nonsense.”


Reed peered into the basket of rice balls, and Mama’s foul mood eased: she cracked a rueful smile and laughed, which made Reed laugh, too.


“Go ahead,” she said. She reached in for a rice ball and took a big bite. “We can have a treat before going to the river. We deserve it, I’d say.”


Reed took two rice balls before going to change out of her good shift. By the river they dressed for the heat, with dark fabric over their shoulders to protect from the sun and white linens for easy wading into the shallows. River work should have been cooling, but where the water stagnated in the bend, it was sometimes as warm as a bath.


She walked with Mama out of the settlement to the river, eating a rice ball in tiny bites to make it last. She tucked the other one into a pouch around her neck, too high for the water to reach. She thought about offering it to Mama. But instead she decided to save it for Grey Anders, her favorite donkey.


That night, Reed lay by herself, tired after hours in the sun and mud, stretched out in the shadows while the rest of the lodge talked; gathered families trading the stories of the day. Papa sat on the only chair with two of the smaller children on his knees. He had his shirt off and laid across his lap. Mama snatched it from him and flicked him with it.


“Dress before dinner,” she said, smiling. “You’re starting to look like an Orillian.”


“And so I am,” he said, but he took the shirt back and pulled it over his head. “So are we all, now that Orillia is our home. In this new place we can leave our old things behind: no more leathers and woven cloaks. No more armor.” He placed the children on the floor and stood to take Mama’s face in his hands. “Or your jeweled pins. This place demands new ways.”


“And what about what we were? Does that have no value?” Mama didn’t often speak of their lives before the port, but Reed had heard her say that in their home country, Papa was a rich man and a great soldier. Stories like that made Reed wonder why they ever left. But Papa spoke of the settlement as a great adventure.


Reed didn’t see the adventure in biting flies and digging for clams. She didn’t feel it in the hard ground under her sleeping mat. But she loved her father. Everything would be fine, as long as he and Mama said it would be, and Reed let her eyes drift shut.


The raiders came while the fires burned low and bowls from evening meals still rested in drowsy laps. They wove themselves into the settlement on silent feet, first one, then two, then many more, armed with short swords and spears and sharp knives strapped to their belts. They looped through the families in loose coils, like a lazy noose tossed around the head of an unwitting animal.


And then they pulled it taut.


Reed was asleep when the attack began, her head resting on her arm, thrown up toward the cooking fire as if waiting for someone to place a bowl of stew in her hand. She didn’t see her parents’ faces freeze when the raiders stepped into the light, their cheeks marked with a blue paste. She didn’t see her father stand and hold out his hands, nor hear him say, “We have nothing.” So she didn’t see the raider swing his sword and cut him down.


It was her mother’s scream that finally ripped her from sleep, and in the end, it was also what saved her. Mama charged their attacker and held his arms high, pushing him through the lodge like an ox. She meant to shove him right out through the door flap, but instead he pivoted and they slammed into the lodge wall, which had been built for peace from long sticks, plant fibers, and dried clay. The entire side of the lodge came down, right onto Reed, and she pulled her knees up tight as it knocked the breath from her lungs. Scrambling, she clawed at the ground, afraid she would be trampled and crushed into the dirt. All through the settlement came screams and wails and the sounds of running, stomping feet. The air smelled of smoke.


“Mama!” Reed pushed herself toward what she hoped was the way out. Rough bark and sharp grasses cut into her shoulders and legs. She had to help Mama. She would fight, and then they would run and hide by the river in the tall grass. When the sun came up they would find Papa and the others.


She pushed forward toward an orange-red glow, more light than the cook fire usually gave off. The lodge is burning, she thought, and then her mother’s body hit the ground in front of her.


Mama lay on the dirt floor, head rolling from side to side as blood ran from her chest to pool in the hollows of her collarbone. Reed froze.


“Mama!”


Mama looked at her. She saw her, huddled in the wreckage. “Stay,” she mouthed.


“I can’t,” Reed whispered. But she did as she was told. She remained still and quiet as fewer and fewer screams cut through the night, and the fire set to the lodge burned itself out. She stayed through the dark of night and into the morning, when the sun came up and showed her that her mother was dead.
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2.
THE WARRIORS BY THE RIVER





The two riders had been on the road a long time and looked the worse for it; the light hemp of their shirts had pulled thin to holes, and they were spattered with mud to the knees. No one passing would have given them a second glance, except to note that they were women, and if they looked closer, that they were beautiful underneath all the dust and muck. But these were no ordinary riders. Nor were their horses, who they stopped to water at the stream, ordinary horses. They were Areion, sacred mounts of the order of the Aristene. They could have run for days without drinking, reaching speeds that would outpace the fastest of hunting cats. It was also said that the horses could speak, but only if one was worthy of their words.


Whether that was true not even the riders could say. They had raised the Areion from foals and never heard so much as a whisper. They had, however, caught many a hoof to the backside when the oats were late.


“Do you think we’ll reach an inn tonight, or will we camp again?” the taller of the two riders asked, leaning back in the saddle to stretch her neck.


“Pft. Court life has made you soft.” Her companion swung a leg over her horse’s withers and jumped to the ground. She shook dirt from her dark gold hair. “I haven’t been at any court for more than a decade”—she let the sand from her hair cascade from her fist: enough to make a small anthill—“and look at me now.”


The tall rider, called Aster, laughed. “Indeed, look at you. But I didn’t say that I preferred an inn to a field. It was only a question.”


Her companion, Veridian, smirked and knelt to drink beside her horse before dunking her entire head in the stream. She looked well, Aster had to admit. Not lonely. Nor bitter, or at least not any more bitter than usual. Aster had not seen her in fifteen years, when Veridian had turned her back on the Aristene order and been labeled an apostate. But time didn’t matter to them like it did to others. Its passing was of no more consequence than the passing of the water in the current, and Veridian looked the same as she always had: green-eyed and defiant.


“Perhaps I’ll go into those woods and try for a grouse,” Veridian said. “Roasted meat and crackling skin will ease the burden of another night sleeping on the grass.”


“I wasn’t complaining!” Aster laughed. But Veridian was already reaching into Everfall’s saddlebag for her crossbow and bolts. It would be nice to have a grouse for supper. The country they rode through was unfamiliar and sparsely inhabited. Some roads had been left unfinished, suddenly ending in a patch of grass or a line of trees, or growing gradually thinner until they became little more than a game trail. But the birds in the region were fat, with a mild flavor from feeding on rice, both wild-grown and cultivated. The grouse had funny little tufted crowns and were depressingly easy to shoot, as if they were unused to being hunted. Aster had half a mind to snare a breeding pair and bring them back to the Citadel. She was considering how nice they would be, a little flock of tufted birds, all her own to be baked or fried, when she looked down and saw the stain of red in the water.


The horses’ heads came up.


“Do you smell that?” Aster asked.


Veridian tested the wind. “Ashes. Death.”


Aster’s hands gripped her reins until her knuckles shone white. “And glory.”


Reed shivered, fists clenching and releasing as she huddled beneath the wreckage of her family’s lodge. Panicked sweat had coated her and brought on a chill. She didn’t know how much longer she could go unnoticed. She hadn’t heard their language spoken in hours—only that of their attackers, a tongue that she didn’t recognize, even from all her years spent living in the port.


The attackers were not from here. They didn’t have the look of the Orillian people they had encountered. These men were tall and broad-shouldered. They painted their pale cheeks with blue mud. One, who she glimpsed by turning her body sideways and pushing slightly against the weight of the wall, had a long gold beard that ended in a braid. Now that the sun had come up, the beard seemed to bother him in the heat. He rubbed at it and scratched, and it dripped with water like he had wet it down.


Reed watched and listened, slowly moving beneath the wall. She had tested its weight in the night and found it not too heavy now that she was nearer to the edge. If no one found her under the debris, she might be able to escape when night came.


Except, she couldn’t leave Mama.


Her mother still lay where she fell, her face turned toward Reed in the wreckage.


Throughout the settlement, the raiders were collecting what spoils they could. They slaughtered goats to roast and led donkeys away on ropes. They picked up shards of broken pottery and plate; one man with ragged, shoulder-length hair picked up a woven mat and bent it back and forth. Then he snorted and dropped it, and Reed wanted to break his teeth with a stone.


She knew they would never find what they sought: Mama’s jeweled necklaces and gold hairpins were buried with Reed, somewhere under the fallen lodge. When the raiders were asleep, or after they had gone, Reed would dig until she found them, and then she would find her way back to the port. In the port, Reed had been entrusted with many errands, and many times she had traversed the city alone. But now there was no Papa to return to, no Mama to frighten a merchant who stated an unfair price. Maybe she should just stay in the wreckage. Lay her head in the cool dirt and wait until she stopped breathing and joined her family in the beyond.


It might have come to that. Reed was only a child, eight autumns old. None of the gods in the world would have condemned her had she simply decided to give up. A kind god might have even helped her along. But it was not a kind god who found her.


At the raiders’ shouts of alarm, Reed jerked herself alert and shifted her position under the collapsed lodge to see, so the remains of the wall wobbled like a loose shell upon her back.


Two riders had come into the settlement. Two women, one on a bright red horse and another on a silvery gray. The raiders took up arms, and the one with the wet beard made his way to the front.


“The whole village annihilated,” said one of the women. She spoke in a common tongue, a language Reed knew well. “Is this really what you sensed?”


“And what you sensed,” said her companion. “Don’t deny it.” Despite being in a circle of armed men, the riders kept moving forward, their horses pushing the raiders and the bearded man closer and closer to Reed and her collapsed lodge. The riders’ clothes were filthy, but they didn’t carry themselves like beggars. The one with wild blond hair, who rode the red horse, cast her eyes over the body of Reed’s mother, prone and dead, her unarmed hands open. Reed’s small arms shook with anger. She is my mother, she wanted to shout. And she fought!


“There is no glory here,” the woman said quietly. “Only panic. No one put up a fight.” She nodded to Reed’s mother. “Except for that one.”


The bearded man leveled a spear at them. He asked what sounded like a question, and the blond woman answered him in his own language.


Reed watched. At any moment, she expected the men to strike, and the women to be murdered before her very eyes. But the blond woman talked, and the men listened. Reed noted the weapons the women carried: short swords on their backs and a longer one in a scabbard affixed to their saddles—she thought she glimpsed the edge of a shield beneath the saddle’s covering of leather. And then she realized that the gray horse was staring at her.


Reed didn’t know how the horse had seen her. And she certainly didn’t know why it should be so interested. But sure enough, the horse was staring.


“I know them,” the blond woman said to her brown-headed companion. “They’re Ithernan. Their lands are across the sea, to the northeast. They raid in the late summer and the fall for treasure and goods.”


“These people had little of either.”


The blond turned again to the bearded man and spoke a few words, then listened to his answer.


“It’s been an unsuccessful campaign,” she explained. “They make for home now to try again to the west. This”—she gestured to the ruined settlement—“was something they just happened across. And it’s no business of ours.”


Reed started to breathe hard. The women were going to leave. They didn’t care that her family was dead. She looked at her mother, so fierce, murdered and cold on the ground, and screamed.


Reed sprang forth, legs aching after so long lying bent and still. She snatched a knife from the hip of the nearest raider, ready to drive it into their hearts. One of the men grabbed her by the neck and twisted the knife from her hand.


She struggled and snarled and tried to bite as she was hoisted up and her hands and feet bound. Over her grunts and shrieks of fury the bearded man spoke with the blond woman, and Reed twisted hard to look: the gray horse, and now her brown-haired rider, watched as she was carried off. Perhaps it was only a trick of her frightened eyes, but for a moment the woman didn’t look like a dirt-streaked wanderer. For just a moment, Reed caught a glimpse of something else: a warrior, glowing brightly and gilded in silver and soft white fabric.


“Don’t leave!” Reed shouted in the common tongue as the women turned their horses and rode away. But the man who carried her casually covered her mouth.
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3.
TWO SPINDLE-LEGGED COLTS





They found her mother’s jewels. It must have been small consolation to the raiders: a poor prize after all the trouble they had gone to sacking the settlement. But Mama’s small bag of finery had been more to her than money—it had been memories. The pieces she kept back when all the others were sold off to buy supplies.


“Those are my mother’s!” Reed shouted, and when a raider approached she kicked hard with her bound feet, kicking and kicking until he hauled her up painfully by her bound hands. He spoke words at her and squeezed her face hard. She jerked away and bit, digging her teeth into the meaty part between his thumb and forefinger.


“Ah!” he cried, and she grinned around his skin. Eventually he hit her in the side of the head hard enough to make her vision black in and out, and she slumped back into the dirt.


She came to later, when someone put a waterskin to her lips.


“I hate you,” she said after she drank, and the raider grunted like he understood. “I wish you were dead.” He grunted again. Then he cut the bindings on her feet and dragged her up by the arm.


He walked her past the charred wreck of the lodges, and as they passed a pile of bodies set to burn he made to cover her eyes. Reed shoved his hand away. They were her people. She had called many of them “auntie” and “uncle” even though they shared no blood. Now they lay stacked and covered in dark swarms of flies. On the top of the pile was old Orna. And even the sight of Orna, who she hated, made her sad.


The raider marched Reed out of the settlement to the riverbank. The donkeys were there, tied together and loaded with packs of goods all wrapped in leather and furs. In the water, slender wooden crafts bobbed, anchored to the bottom, and many more sat beached on the bank. They must have been able to travel quickly and quietly in crafts like those. No one must ever hear them coming.


The raider nudged Reed forward, through a patch of tall grass. Staked in the center, grazing, was a long-legged black colt.


“What is this horse doing here?” Reed asked. One horse. One horse, among the boats. And he was a beautiful horse, with a coat that shone and bright brown eyes and not a single white hair. She hadn’t seen his like since leaving the port.


The raiders began to load back into their boats. One came to lead Reed and the black colt on the bank as the boats launched down the river.


Good, Reed thought. The river ran nearly to the port. Perhaps someone at the mouth of the river would recognize her. Perhaps they would rescue her and take her in.


But why would anyone do that? She was nothing now. Only another mouth to feed.


They hadn’t gone far before they had to stop for the night—that they had tried to depart at all with so little sun remaining spoke of their eagerness to be out of the jungle. Once again they drew their crafts up onto the bank, and those that did not fit were anchored to the bottom. The raider who led her tossed her half a skin of water and a few strips of dried fish before tying her to a tree. She intended to kick them away, but the moment she sniffed at the fish she began to devour it, savoring the salty chewiness and draining the waterskin in a few large gulps.


Reed wiped her mouth and looked around. The raiders were distracted, but they were everywhere, and there were not many moments when one or another pair of eyes were not on her. She stared right back. Their faces were dispassionate, not even curious. She didn’t understand why they had kept her.


Sand sprayed against her calf. There was no grass where they were tied, and the black colt was pawing crankily.


“I’d have saved you some fish, but you wouldn’t have eaten it,” Reed said. “Besides, you don’t look like you’re going to starve.”


The colt was well-fed to the point of being chubby. It was odd that they would bring him on such a journey when he was too young to ride. He must have been taken in another attack. Taken from his home like she was taken from hers.


“Here,” she whispered.


At the sound of her voice, the colt came closer to sniff at her. She put her hands to his cheeks and rested her forehead against his until he nudged her hard in the chest.


“Hey!” she said, but the colt continued to nudge, lips reaching for the pouch she had around her neck. The rice ball. She’d forgotten all about it.


She took it out of the pouch. It had dried up and been slightly crushed, but when she held it out the colt took it in one bite. For a few moments she felt almost well, almost happy, and as she watched him chew, a fierce wave of affection and protectiveness rushed over her.


“I will look after you,” she whispered. “I don’t know how. But I promise I will.”


Aster and Veridian hadn’t ridden far from the destroyed settlement. They hadn’t really been able to—Aster’s mount, the gray mare called Rabbit, had walked so slowly that her hooves left drag marks in the dirt.


“Eat your grouse,” Veridian said, watching Aster poke at her meal, golden and roasted on a spit. She took a large bite of her own, as if Aster was a child and needed to be shown how. “What’s the matter with you?”


“I can’t stop thinking about the girl,” she said. “Did you see the way she burst out from under that collapsed hut? The way she charged?”


Veridian grunted. “Of course I did. I was right there.”


“She couldn’t have been more than ten.”


“Younger, I’d say,” Veridian mused around a mouthful of bird. “Maybe seven or eight.”


“So brave.”


“So angry. And who can blame her? She probably saw her whole family slaughtered. And she will join them soon enough.” Veridian threw a wing bone into the fire and watched it sizzle before tearing into thigh meat.


“What do you mean?” Aster asked.


“What did you think would happen to her?”


“I thought she would be traded off with the other goods. Or kept as labor or a future wife.”


“The Ithernan don’t marry outside their kind. And they don’t take slaves. If they did they wouldn’t have killed absolutely everyone.”


“The Ithernan,” Aster said. She’d never had occasion to deal with them. “You know them well.”


Veridian nodded. “One of their heroes, a long time ago, was mine. That blue they wear on their faces—it’s to draw the eye of their war god.”


“You know why they kept the girl, then?”


“To use as a sacrifice. They’ll cut her throat over the prow of their leader’s ship for a safe journey home.”


Aster frowned.


“They must’ve been glad to find her,” Veridian went on. “Normally they keep some of the prettier ones alive to choose from, but the attack must’ve gotten out of hand. Or they already had something to sacrifice. Another girl or a fast horse. They’re an interesting people—they believe the soul resides in the eyes. So eyes are sacred. With my green ones I was nearly worshipped as a god.” She went on talking, and eating, as Aster’s roasted bird slipped lower and lower, until the spit was almost resting on the ground.


“What?” Veridian groaned finally. “What is it?”


“I felt Her there today,” said Aster, and Veridian didn’t need to ask who she meant. Kleia Gloria, the goddess of glory. The only god an Aristene answered to.


“No, you didn’t.”


“Just because you have turned your back on Her, and on the Order—”


“That girl was eight years old,” Veridian said. “She’s a child.”


“You felt it, too.”


“I did not.”


But no matter what Veridian said or how she protested, she, too, was still an Aristene, down deep. And even if she truly hadn’t sensed anything back at the settlement, she would know that Aster would not be moved.


“Fine,” Veridian said, and threw away another picked-clean bone. “What do you want to do?”
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4.
SACRIFICES





The man leading Reed tugged her forward, but it was mostly out of habit. Reed had stopped resisting, and even if she hadn’t, he was too busy swatting flies to notice. She had woken before sunrise, her head resting on the black colt’s soft, warm flank, and searched the bank for the citrus grass that kept the insects away. She rubbed it all over herself and the horse and laid back down before any of the raiders were the wiser. Let them suffer and slap, she thought. Let them wonder why we don’t and why we smell like fruit while they stink.


Except instead of wondering, the raiders seemed pleased. And before they had set out they had fed her well, and given the colt a good grooming. They had been almost kind—until Reed had tried to bite them.


In the river, the raiders’ agile boats moved with an effortless swiftness. They held more cargo than she thought would be possible, transporting the goats and lightening the load on the donkeys. They would reach the river port in half the time it took for her family to reach the settlement, bogged down with so many old people and children. Her father would have eagerly traded with them for one of those boats, had they come in the daylight with weapons sheathed.


At her side, the black colt lifted his head to scent the air.


“What is it?” Reed asked. The horse snorted and his short tail rose. He smelled something. Other horses.


Shouts broke out among the raiders, and paddles went upright in the river to slow the boats. It was a clumsily fast stop, full of bumping and curses, the raiders dammed up together like wayward logs. The man leading her gave her a sharp tug—a reminder to behave—and moved to hold tight to the black colt’s rope halter. Reed craned her neck and pushed up onto her toes.


It was the riders. The same ones who came to the settlement after the attack. Two women, one on a red horse and one on a gray, waiting on the bank.


Like before, the shorter one with the wild blond hair did most of the talking. But she dismounted this time and greeted the bearded leader with a grasp of wrists when he waded onto shore.


Reed noticed that the gray horse was staring at her again. So was the woman on her back. The blond one gestured in Reed’s direction and reached into a leather purse for a handful of silver coins. It was a lot of money. The leader touched his beard. He shook his head.


“They won’t give her up,” the blond woman called.


In the saddle, the tall brown-haired one sighed and lazily drew the sword off her back. Was the woman stupid? Reed wondered. The raiders were warriors, and in far greater number. But when the woman dismounted to join the other rider on the ground, the men didn’t attack. They didn’t even move. Finally, the man with the beard barked words and held his hand out for the coin. The tall woman put her sword away and came toward her and the colt, pushing past the man who held their ropes.


The woman bent to cut her hands free and Reed’s knees clacked together. Since the settlement she had felt nothing but red flashes of anger and the cold emptiness of heartbreak, and now her heart pounded, ashamed to hope.


“My name is Aster,” the woman said in the common tongue. “What is yours?”


“Reed,” she said softly.


“Reed?”


“It’s not my real, real name. But that’s what I’m called.”


“Well, then, Reed,” Aster said, her voice steady and low, not unlike Reed’s mother’s. “My friend over there is Veridian. Would you like to come with us?”


“Come with you where?” Reed asked. A stupid question, she supposed, because what could be worse than to remain here, with her family’s murderers?


“That will be up to you.”


Reed hesitated. She reached out and stroked the black colt’s neck—he was still focused on the riders’ horses, his tail twitching with excitement.


Up the bank, the blond woman shouted, “What’s happening? What’s taking so long?”


“Is he coming, too?” Reed asked, and nodded to the colt.


“No. We’ve only enough silver for one of you, and I don’t think they would let us buy him anyway.”


“Why not?”


“Aster,” Veridian shouted. “Get her up!”


Reed braced for a harsh hand on her arm or to be thrown over the big woman’s shoulder. But Aster didn’t move.


“You will be safer with us,” she said. “I promise.”


“Of course she’ll be safer with us,” Veridian grumbled, making her way down the bank. “With them she’ll have her throat cut as soon as they make the port.”


Reed blinked.


“They kept you alive to use as a sacrifice.” Veridian bent down and looked into Reed’s face. “A sacrifice to their gods for safe passage to their lands. Do you want to be a sacrifice?”


Reed blinked again.


“No, of course you don’t. Let’s go.” She grabbed Reed by the wrist and started pulling.


“Wait, what about him?” Reed looked at the colt.


“They’re happy enough with him. They were going to use him anyway, before they lucked into you.”


They were going to use him anyway. They were going to sacrifice the colt.


“No!” Reed shouted, and dug in her heels, even though it felt like trying to hold back a two-ox cart. She didn’t know how the woman could be so strong. “Let go of me!” Veridian dragged Reed across the sandy bank, through the raiders, who began to grin and laugh. No matter how she struggled and pulled against her it made no difference. So Reed jumped ahead instead and bit her.


“Ow!” Veridian cried, and the men laughed harder. The raider she’d bit before laughed hardest and held up his bandaged hand. “Aster,” she growled, and released Reed to cradle her bitten arm. “She bites.”


“I’m not going anywhere without him,” Reed said.


“He’s not even hers.”


“He’s mine now.” Reed couldn’t explain it. But he was.


Aster turned and looked at the colt. Then she looked at Reed. “He’s a very fine horse.” She smiled a small secret smile. “Maybe he isn’t even really a horse.”


“Aster.” Veridian rolled her eyes. “You are not serious.”


“Offer them more,” she said to Veridian. “Offer it all.”


“They won’t take it,” Veridian grumbled. But she turned and called out. The leader shook his head. She called out again. And again, he shook his head. Veridian’s shoulders slumped. “They still refuse,” she said to Aster.


Aster took the colt’s rope from the man who held it, plucking it from his grip as easily as if he were a toddler holding a doll. She handed the rope to Reed.


“Take him,” she said, “and wait for us over in the trees.”


A ball of fear rolled in Reed’s stomach. Don’t, she wanted to say. Just leave us, don’t get hurt, don’t make it worse! But Aster gestured toward the trees, and Reed did as she was told. When the fighting broke out she started to cry and ran with the colt. They would get away together. They wouldn’t stay and watch the women be cut down where they stood.


But the grunts and screams were not from the women. They were from the raiders, and Reed peeked out from behind a tree.


Aster and Veridian fought alone. Each had been quickly challenged by several men, and several men were knocked away just as quickly—their bodies lay prone in the sand. One appeared to have been tossed far enough to float in the water. In the port where she grew up, Reed had seen many scuffles. She’d even seen a duel with short, sharp daggers. But she’d never seen anyone fight so well or move so fast. She’d never seen a woman knock a man back on his heels, not even Mama when she was really angry.


The battle didn’t last long. It was not, honestly, much of a battle. More than half of the raiders had stayed in their boats—some stood frozen with one leg in the water, as if they’d changed their minds about getting involved midway through.


“Enough,” said the man with the beard, using the common tongue; the word sounded strange and almost pretty wrapped in his raider accent. “Enough, Aristene.”


The two women sheathed their swords and let the men pick up themselves and their companions. As far as Reed could tell, they hadn’t killed anyone.


“Reed,” Aster called gently. “Come out now.”


Reed stepped slowly from behind the tree. The black colt stomped and swished his tail; he whickered to the red and the gray horses for reassurance, but they ignored him.


“Give his rope to me,” Aster said, and Reed let the rope go. She felt herself lifted easily onto the gray horse’s back. “You’ll ride with me and Rabbit. Your colt will be right behind us.”


Veridian mounted her red horse and sighed as she tossed the whole purse of coins onto the ground. “They had better be worth it,” she said. “For so much silver and combat.”
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5.
THE SUMMER CAMP—EIGHT YEARS LATER





Silver and combat. Eight years ago that was what Aster and Veridian had paid to save them. So that’s what the horse was named. Silver-and-Combat. Silco, for short.


Reed leaned against the north pasture fence and watched him bite the other horses’ legs and whirl away before they could bite him back. Silco was still a naughty orphan. He had grown up with sharp edges and a hoof-stomping temper. But he had also grown up strong, and fast, with the good looks that made most ignore the flaws in his personality.


If only Reed could say the same. But she had nothing to soften her edges.


Reed whistled, and Silco trotted to her, anticipating a piece of dried fruit or a handful of grain or even a honeyed biscuit. When he discovered that all she had was a scratch for his forehead, he snorted and stuck his face through the fence to check the folds of her clothing.


“I’m spoiling you,” she said. “Look how rude you are.” Rude, yes, as he grabbed the edge of her tunic with his teeth and tore a strip of it loose. Yet still the finest horse in the herd. Someday, Reed would be an Aristene, and the black colt would be her Areion mount, and it was a good thing he hadn’t grown up to have knobby knees and a crooked back, lest they be the laughingstock of the order.


The black colt. Reed still thought of him that way, like she still thought of herself sometimes as the spindle-legged girl who had arrived at the Summer Camp so many years ago. But Silco was no colt anymore—he was a horse, and she a young woman, an initiate of the Order of the Aristene, about to embark on her Hero’s Trial.


When she’d first come to the camp for her training, she hadn’t really even known what an Aristene was, only that Aster was one and Veridian used to be, and they were strong enough to make an entire band of raiders lay down their swords. Back then all she’d known was that she’d lost her family and her place in the world. And that the order had promised her a new one.


If she could reach out and take it.


“That must be why Aster has been gone so long in Atropa,” Reed said to Silco as he chewed on her tunic. “Because finally the time for the trial has come.”


Reed had not been to the city of the Aristene since Aster had brought her to the Summer Camp, a seat of power in the Verdant Mountains, capped by a peak they called the Storm King. But Reed remembered Atropa better than she remembered anything from that time. Better than the blood-soaked blur of the settlement where Aster had found her, and sometimes better than even her own mother’s face, a truth that made her stomach tighten.


Atropa, city of white and gold and unearthly quiet. City of warriors. A safe haven outside of the world. Aster had taken her there after the slaughter of her settlement. Together they had traveled through the black sickness of the Veil, so Reed could be taken to the Citadel to meet the elders. It had been full dark, but Reed still remembered how the gold dome of the fortress had glittered under the stars. One day soon, Atropa would be her home, and Aster and the Aristene would truly be her family. She would be like them and have what they had. Strength. Wisdom. Great purpose in service to Kleia Gloria. And all of that immortal time.


She looked at Silco and parted his long black forelock. The immortal horse part wasn’t so bad either.


“Reed!”


It was Gretchen. Reed would’ve known even if she hadn’t spoken. The other initiate’s light, hurried footsteps on the path were unmistakable.


“Combat training,” Gretchen said when she reached her. She leaned over the fence and gave Silco a smacking kiss on the muzzle; he shook his head and turned to swat her in the face with his tail on his way back to the herd. Not nice. He was a very not-nice horse. “You’re going to be late.”


“Now we’re both going to be late,” said Reed.


“Good.” Gretchen rubbed her right shoulder. Her Aristene mentor, Jana, had Gretchen doing spear throws late into the night. “I’ll never be as good at the spears as she is.”


“Not without the Aristene magic. Not until you are a full member of the order.”


“Not even then,” said Gretchen. “I don’t know why she bothers.”


“Because Jana is one of the finest spear throwers. What kind of mentor would she be if she didn’t try to pass on that skill?”


Gretchen tossed her brown braids back—two, one on each side of her head, perfect handles for her mentor to pull on when the girl did something wrong, so Reed didn’t know why she wore them like that. “I don’t see Aster driving you into the ground over her finest skill.”


“That’s because Aster has no finest skill,” said Reed proudly. “She’s good at them all.”


“Good at them all but great at none,” said the third initiate, the green-eyed and beautiful Lyonene. Lyonene stood in the path, her hands on her hips. “Aster is the perfect Aristene. Well-rounded in talent but with no talent too remarkable. Nothing that could steal glory from her hero and claim it for herself.” She shook out her lion’s mane of gold—she was aptly named—and jerked her head for them to hurry along.


Reed leaped up onto the path, large strides on long legs. It was all true, what Lyonene said, and no Aristene would have taken offense. But something in the way she said it made the palms of Reed’s hands itch. Lots of things that Lyonene said made the palms of Reed’s hands itch.


“Aster is also a pathfinder,” said Reed, referring to Aster’s special skill, an aspect of the magic that not all Aristene possessed. Aster saw the pathways of battle, hidden routes beneath fortresses, places to put their feet in a difficult climb.


“So she is as glorious as a map,” said Lyonene, and Reed frowned.


“An Aristene is not meant to be glorious,” said Gretchen. “We are only its vessels.”


“Its vessel and its architect,” Lyonene said. Few heroes would rise so high or reach so far, were it not for the Aristene’s guiding hands. “Glory is ours to make, Gretchen, and ours to bestow.”


“As its humble servants,” said Reed. “Don’t forget.”


“As if any of us could, after all these years,” said Lyonene. “And I forget nothing; I am a sharper study than you, Reed.”


“So you are always saying.” But Reed smiled. It was true, after all. Of the three initiates in the Summer Camp, Lyonene was the fastest and the cleverest. The most deadly fighter. And she was the most beautiful, a weapon she knew well how to wield. Lyonene burned the brightest. Gretchen tried the hardest. And Reed . . . Reed was by far the most devoted.


“Now hurry up, both of you! I don’t know why I let you drag me down.” Lyonene laughed and tugged Gretchen along; the sleeve of Gretchen’s tunic slid back to show the purple cloud of bruises.


“Gretchen.” Lyonene stopped and pushed the fabric away. The bruises were old, already fading to yellow at the edges. Lyonene frowned. She looked at Reed.


“What did this?” Reed demanded, taking her friend by the elbow.


“Jana’s war hammer. My shield broke against my shoulder.” Gretchen tugged her arm away. “Do not do anything, Reed. I’m fine.”


“Of course you are.” Lyonene threw an arm around her and lightly flipped Gretchen’s braid. But as they walked, she and Reed traded an angry glance. When they reached the area in the village used for combat training, no more than a horse corral and a length of green pasture—they split apart to select weapons. Reed grabbed a long bladed spear and spun it back and forth. It was nothing that an Aristene warrior couldn’t handle, nothing that would do real damage. But if she swung it hard enough . . .


She stared into the center of the corral, where the mentors stood, waiting. Jana, Gretchen’s mentor, leaned on a sword. She was tall and pale blond, a sharp contrast to Lyonene’s mentor, Sabil, who was all short, fierce darkness. Reed’s mentor, Aster, wasn’t there, still lingering in Atropa. But that was good. If she’d seen what Reed was about to do, she’d have been displeased.


“Not a spear, you fool,” Lyonene hissed quietly, and deftly twisted it out of Reed’s hands. “You might actually cut her. Here.” She gave her a wooden staff instead. But before Reed could curl her fingers around it, Gretchen yanked it away.


“I said do nothing,” she whispered.


“I wasn’t going to do much,” said Reed. “Only feign a poorly aimed throw; she would have dodged it.”


“What is the point of that?”


Reed shrugged. “It would make me feel better.”


“It would make me look weak,” Gretchen said, and tossed the staff aside. “I can handle my mentor myself.”


“Someone ought to do something,” Lyonene muttered.


“Then why not you?” Gretchen asked. “Why do you put the staff in Reed’s hand and not your own?”


Lyonene looked down. “You know why. We are too near the Hero’s Trial now—we could be taken to Atropa for the Granting Ceremony any day—stop sabotaging each other!”


Reed looked at Lyonene, whose face was pure innocence until she rolled her eyes. “Nothing would have happened to you, Foundling,” Lyonene said. “You are Aster’s, and you are the favorite.”


Aster was the senior member of the order, and though Lyonene’s mentor, Sabil, was fine and brave, she was not high up enough for Lyonene’s tastes. Lyonene would not have truly been happy unless she’d been mentored by one of the elders: Ferreh, who they called the mind. Or Tiern, known as the teeth. But the elders rarely took on initiates. Nor did Aster; she wouldn’t have taken Reed had she and Veridian not been the ones to find her, and had Ferreh herself not said that she must.


In the combat corral, Sabil sheathed the knife in her hand and slammed the end of her staff twice into the dirt.


“Lyonene.”


The girl slipped quickly through the rails of the fence, taking up a small wooden shield and a blunt wooden sword on her way to face Jana, and nodding to her mentor as Sabil left the field. Initiates didn’t fight their mentors in the corral. That was for individual training. In the corral, the mentor was only an observer. And of course, they were there to call the fight.


With Aster away, both Lyonene and Reed would fight Jana, and as Lyonene began to circle, her face was less a lion’s than a wolf’s. Even though she was smaller-framed than Reed, Lyonene’s strength was elastic and tough as the green wood of a new tree. She was made for combat.


Along the fence-line, folk who resided in the Summer Camp village began to show up to watch: merchants from the market, house matrons, and shop workers. Any apprentices who had a view of the corral stopped what they were doing and leaned on their brooms. The training of the Aristene initiates was something to see in the quiet valley where—despite its small population of warriors—nothing much happened. As Jana and Lyonene took their positions, and Sabil took hers at the rail, coins from purses changed hands. Wagers, though not about whether Lyonene would be the victor—an initiate could not best a full member of the order. Instead odds were laid on whether she would end the contest on her back or on a knee. Whether the match would be called on account of a knife at a throat or due to Lyonene’s unconsciousness.


“Water?”


A boy offered them a dipper, and Reed bent her head to drink. “Thank you,” she said, and wiped her mouth absently before turning her attention back to the corral.


“Poor Emery,” said Gretchen. She watched the boy walk away with a sympathetic expression. “He looks at you like you’re the ripest fruit on the tree.”


“I didn’t even realize it was him,” said Reed. She glanced at his retreating shape, the tavern keeper’s son. He was nice enough, and kind to her since the day she arrived all those years ago when they were both still children. She took Gretchen’s arm and directed her back to the fight. “Pay attention.”


The sparring match began with Lyonene on the offensive, as was almost always the case. Her blows against the Aristene were hard with nothing held back—sparring with Jana was not like practice with Reed or Gretchen—they aimed to draw blood or leave bruises and were well enough placed to keep Jana on her guard. Over the course of her years of training, Lyonene had bloodied nearly every Aristene in the Summer Camp. Once, she had cut Sabil deep enough to require the wound sewn closed, another fact that lowered Lyonene’s view of her mentor.


Reed’s eyes narrowed with every strike of the wooden sword, crack crack against Jana’s staff. She yearned for Lyonene to put the Aristene on her back in the dirt, to bruise her arm like Jana had bruised Gretchen’s. An initiate’s training must be hard, but Jana took it too far. Aster had briefly knocked Reed unconscious once, but when Reed woke, it was Aster she saw kneeling beside her, holding a wet cloth to her forehead.


In the ring, Lyonene used her shield to bash, and Reed’s eyes flickered to Sabil on the rail. Sabil, not Jana, dictated how the fight would proceed, issuing subtle commands to test her initiate’s weaknesses. A twist of a wrist was an order for the initiate to be turned toward their off hand. A twisted foot meant to sweep a leg. Every signal too quick and too subtle for the initiate fighting to track. It had taken Reed, Lyonene, and Gretchen years to decipher the code. But now they knew how to watch from the fence and see what was coming.


Reed gripped the wood. In the ring, Lyonene was still on the attack and doing well. She struck hard and fast and backed off, never exposing her weak side—which she did have, even though she denied it. To the average spectator, it would seem that the younger fighter would even win.


In the corner of her eye, Reed saw Sabil flick all four fingers. Strip the shield.


Effortlessly, Jana stepped in and knocked Lyonene’s sword hand wide, then struck the low end of her staff behind Lyonene’s shield. That fast, that easy, and Lyonene’s shield lay wobbling in the dirt as she shook the pain out of her wrist.


Back off, Reed thought. One small blunt sword against the long staff was a disadvantage. A larger disadvantage given their already notable difference in size. And she was disappointed in Lyonene—it had been too easy to get her shield away. She should have been able to hang on to it.


Back off, Lyonene. But Lyonene rarely backed off. She fought on instinct, on her gut, and like she always said, training was a time to try things out. Reed, Reed, Lyonene would chastise her, you are so afraid to fail. But if you don’t fail here then your first failure will be real—and you will be dead.


Lyonene attacked head on, striking low to sweep the staff and roll under Jana’s legs. On her way past she rolled near her fallen shield and picked it back up, and Reed and Gretchen were not the only ones who cheered.


“Enough.” Sabil clapped her hands. “That was a good recovery.”


Lyonene nodded to her mentor and returned to her friends, slipping through the fence.


“Gretchen.”


Gretchen’s pretty face pinched as she ducked into the corral and Jana and Sabil traded places. The initiates all knew how Jana would call this particular match: with orders to exploit the shoulder. To teach her how to fight impaired. To fight through pain. But it wasn’t right. Poor Gretchen could barely raise her arm.


“What is the point of this?” Lyonene muttered after Gretchen had limped onto the combat ground. “To punish her for mortal weakness? When she is an Aristene she’ll have as much fortitude as any of them. Why test these temporary forms? It’s like throwing a caterpillar in the air and being disappointed that it hasn’t already mastered flight.”


“It’s not her body they’re testing,” said Reed. “It’s her heart. If they threw you into the air, you would find a way to fly.”


Lyonene grinned. “Yes, but not all of us are walking miracles.”


In the oval, Gretchen subtly rolled her shoulder. The muscle looked so tight that even from behind the fence Reed could swear she heard it creaking.


“Sabil!” Reed called. “Let me fight next!”


Beside the fence, Jana tilted her blond head. She was no fool. She knew what Reed thought of her tactics. And Reed knew what Jana thought of Aster’s. Many nights in the tavern the other mentor had admonished Aster for being too soft.


But before Reed could enter the ring, a messenger arrived and ran to Sabil.


The three initiates straightened tensely.


“Well?” Lyonene demanded when Sabil’s pause went on overlong. “What was the message?”


“The message was that Aster will return tomorrow. And she is bringing the elders with her.”
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6.
THE VIRTUES OF INITIATES





“The elders,” Gretchen said, staring down into her mug of ale. “There is only one reason for them to come here.”


“The Hero’s Trial. They come to invite us to the Granting of Heroes.” Lyonene poured herself more ale from their pitcher. They had come to the tavern to gossip and guess, to worry about the elders’ visit from the safety of their usual table, so well-worn that their backsides had rubbed the seats of the benches smooth and shiny.


“I need some bread.” Lyonene reached for it and sniffed it before she ate, breathing in the comfort of the tavern’s familiar grains and butter. Not much in the village was familiar that night; it was a rare day that the elders came to the Summer Camp and the regular folk who lived there had no idea how to prepare. They hastily cleaned floors and straightened stockrooms. They took out fine clothes from deep inside trunks. Most had never thought to lay eyes upon them in their lifetimes.


“Are you afraid?” Reed asked. “Lyonene, you’re never afraid.”


“And I’m not now,” Lyonene said. “I just didn’t expect they would come.”


“No one did,” said Gretchen, her fingers wrapped around the clay of her mug. They’d thought they would simply be taken through the Veil and to the city. She looked at Reed. “Do you think it’s because of you?”


“Because of me?” Reed asked.


“Not all of us were marked foundlings discovered by two of the strongest members of the order,” Gretchen said. “Some of us were dropped on the doorstep of the Summer Camp by our families with nothing but one good dress and a chest of riches like a dowry.”


“What about Lyonene?” asked Reed. “She was found in a convent.”


“A common enough story.” Lyonene leaned back. “Many girls who are too brave are sent away to convents.” She raised her eyes to Reed again. “But you were taken through the Veil as a child. You’ve been to Atropa. You are the vaunted foundling.”


“The vaunted foundling,” Reed said. “You keep saying that, as though I was lucky. As though I didn’t lose my entire family in one night.”


“Lost one and gained another.”


“And all it means is that I have nothing to go back to if I fail.”


Lyonene threw up her hands. “All I have is a convent!”


“You are never going back to that convent,” Reed snapped, and Gretchen pounded her fist against the table.


“Enough! None of us are going to convents. I’m sure the elders are coming because there are three of us, because that is uncommon, and nothing more.” She refilled their cups. “And none of us will fail. We will go to Atropa to stand before the sacred well. We will be granted our first heroes and lead them to unimaginable glory. And then we will take our places in the order. Together. You and me”—she looked at Lyonene—“and Reed and her mean black horse. Just like we’ve always planned.”


“Just like we always planned,” Reed and Lyonene chimed. They raised their cups. It would be like they’d planned and like Reed had always dreamed: the three of them rising through the ranks of the Aristene to become legends themselves within it. She saw Lyonene in shining silver, blood on her blade before a king who knelt on one knee. She saw Gretchen heaving a spear through the heart of a charging foe to save her hero from a falling sword. Her friends would be magnificent. Of course, their Areion wouldn’t be as grand as hers, but they couldn’t be faulted for that.


“I will miss this place,” said Gretchen. She took both their hands atop the table. “I like being here. I don’t like being chased around by an Aristene with a war hammer, but that’s not every day.”


Reed squeezed Gretchen’s fingers fondly, but Lyonene yanked hers free.


“This place will always be here,” she said. “Like we will always be here if we do not undertake our trials soon.” She gazed down into her ale. “The longer they delay, the more stagnant we become. Stagnant and rotting. Wrinkly.”


“Rotting and wrinkly? Not you; I do not think so.” Gretchen smiled her bright, pretty smile. She was the calming one, the peacekeeper who could soothe and cheer even the blackest mood. It would serve her well when her heroes came upon difficult times. Lyonene also had some of that soothing quality, or at least she could fake it. Reed could not fake it at all. She could barely manage a “there, there,” and a stiff slap to the back in the face of tears. But how often, really, did heroes cry?


“Gretchen’s right,” said Reed. “You’ve still got at least a few years before the wrinkles set in. Except for that one beside your eye.”


Lyonene slammed her cup down on the table. “You’ve got gray hairs,” she hissed, and Reed and Gretchen laughed. “I can’t wait anymore,” Lyonene said. “We’ve trained long enough. We can ride, we can hunt, we can survive. We have studied. All that’s left for us to learn is out there.” She pointed past their heads, past the walls of the tavern, past the peak of Storm King to the world beyond. Reed and Gretchen looked at each other. They’d heard this many times before. Were it not for the separation of the Veil, Lyonene would have set out herself for Atropa years ago.


But for all of Lyonene’s bluster, the Hero’s Trial also carried a shadow of fear.


Reed looked down into her cup. She was not Aster’s first initiate. Long ago, Aster and Veridian had mentored another girl, named Selene. By all accounts she grew into one of the finest initiates the order had ever seen. But Selene didn’t survive. She was killed, during her trial. It was that loss that had turned Veridian away from the Aristene.


We should drink to her, Reed thought. To honor her, and for luck. But what kind of luck was that, to bring up the name of a dead initiate in the days before their trials were set to begin?


“What do you think the elders want?” Gretchen asked. “I can’t believe they’re coming just to personally whisk us away on the backs of their saddles. Can’t you tell us any more?” She and Lyonene looked at Reed. They wanted to know what she knew, what Atropa was really like and how it felt to cross through the Veil, the mystical barrier that separated Atropa from the rest of the world. But they would find out for themselves soon enough.


Reed still remembered the sickness of crossing over, the nausea that sat in her belly and the chills that crawled across her skin. Aster hadn’t told her what the Veil was or what would happen. Reed had gone in unprepared, seated in the front of Aster’s saddle, staring in wonder as the night fell and Aster’s chanted spell grew loud in her ears, and all at once the trees and heat of Orillia were gone and the ground beneath the horses’ feet was gone, and they tumbled through the endless blackness.


Reed reached for a chunk of bread and dragged it through the butter dish. Even now, the memory made her stomach feel like a cavern.


But Atropa had been worth the journey.


Since they were young girls, Reed had told Gretchen and Lyonene everything she could about the city—everything she could remember from her one dizzying visit. She’d told them of the Citadel, white and hulking atop the central hill, the massive dome capped in gold that glittered even under moonlight. She told them of how quiet it was, lit by candles and torchlight, how she had cantered through the streets on the front of Aster’s saddle with little Silco dragging behind. She had told them of it all, so often and in such detail that she could no longer tell which memories were real and which she had embellished.


She just hadn’t told them what happened when she reached the Citadel and Aster took her up inside the dome.


I met the elders and was given leave to train with Aster here in the Summer Camp was all she said. Then she would describe each of the elders in detail: Wise, regal Ferreh, who had dark brown skin and eyes that seemed to take in everything at once. Fierce, terrifying Tiern, clad in silver armor, and who had hair of every color: brown and blond, red and silver, and even black, gathered and braided together in a thick mass that made Reed think of a nest of snakes.


And the details were enough to satisfy them.


She didn’t know why she held back the rest of the story. Maybe because the interior of the dome was a place of wonder and each initiate deserved to see it first for herself. Or maybe because to tell them what had happened felt like the breaking of a spell.


The sound of the sacred well opening was slow and granular, heavy stone against heavy stone. Aster was so strong, to be able to remove the golden cover on her own. Reed remembered the smell, mineral and somehow cold, and the sound of the water. The ripples of light it reflected onto Aster’s face.


Aster turned away and Reed drifted closer, drawn to the sounds and the light. She looked down, and her arm dropped toward the water, her fingertips breaking the sacred surface—


—No! Reed, you are not to touch it—


“Reed,” Gretchen said. “Are you with us?”


Reed glanced at Lyonene, who regarded her with a sideways look from over the rim of her ale cup. “I was only thinking the same thing that we’re all thinking.” She took a breath and a long drink. The ale’s bitterness was tempered with honey, and the familiar taste settled her nerves.


“Who do you think our heroes will be?” Gretchen asked, to ease the tension. It was a common game and they’d played it many times around the table. Sometimes their heroes were pirates and took them to sea. Or they were beggars whose fortunes had to be made from nothing. Gretchen’s heroes were often funny—when they were younger they’d imagined one was a rat-catcher on a glorious quest for the largest rat—and Lyonene’s were always grand—nobles and warriors, all dazzlingly good-looking. But as for Reed, she didn’t care. It was only a game. She already knew who her hero would be.


“I think they will be princes,” said Lyonene, and cocked an eyebrow. “So they still have something to strive for.”


“Princes,” Reed teased with a quiet smile. “How many princes can there be in the world?”


“At least three.” Lyonene laughed. “And I hope mine is”—she sighed with exaggerated wistfulness—“very handsome.” Reed and Gretchen snorted. Lyonene was always going on about seducing her hero. Bedding her hero. Tossing a collar around her hero’s neck and leading him about like a well-trained hound. It would be a good strategy. But it wouldn’t be Reed’s. Such things, such feelings, were messy and unpredictable. There would be plenty of time for it after, when her trial was over and her Joining complete. When her future was secure.


“But,” Lyonene said with a dramatic sigh, “I suppose Reed will be granted the best of the lot. The most handsome boy, the most beautiful girl, and it’ll be nothing but scraps for the rest of us. Gretchen will probably be granted a goatherd.”


“And imagine how impressive that will be,” Gretchen said, knocking into Lyonene and making her spill her ale, “when I turn that goatherd into the greatest hero the Aristene have ever seen!”


“True, true.” Lyonene smiled. “And why would the well do that to Reed? A waste of beauty when she’s never even looked at a boy. Or a girl. With her it is all swords and horses, swords and horses.”


“I look,” Reed said. “I have looked. I just . . . haven’t looked as often as you.”


Gretchen and Lyonene laughed.


“That is also true,” said Gretchen. “By now Lyonene has kept company with most of the boys in the village.”


Lyonene nodded and took a drink. “It is a good thing we’re to leave soon. The pickings here grow slim.”


They laughed and drank into the night, until finally Lyonene lay her head down on the table and fell asleep.


“Well,” said Gretchen. “Now that she is out of trouble, I’m going to go find some for myself. Can you get her home?”


“Of course,” Reed said as Gretchen twisted in her seat and nodded to the tavern keeper’s son.


“Emery?” Reed asked.


“What? You don’t think Emery is handsome?”


“He is, but shouldn’t we all be getting some sleep?”


“He will help me sleep, believe me,” she said. “Now go on.”


Reed did as she was bid and helped Lyonene back to her hut, sneaking her in past an already snoring Sabil. When she finally made it to her own bed, she thought she would be asleep immediately. But instead her mind raced ahead, to the elders and the trial. To Aster’s return. To the Granting Ceremony. And it also raced back to that night, eight years ago in Atropa.


“No time to rest,” Aster said as they emerged from the Veil. She urged Rabbit down the sloping hill and Reed took deep breaths. Her stomach clenched from traveling through all that darkness, but the breeze was sweet here, as if from night-blooming flowers, and below she could make out a city of pale buildings set into the valley. She saw herds of sheep and goats dotting the hillsides.


“Where are we?” she asked as her vision swam.


“We are in Atropa,” Aster replied. “My home and the city of the Aristene.”


Reed twisted in the saddle as the nighttime streets went by. Atropa wasn’t like the port city where she grew up, that place of ramshackle slums and houses painted many colors—every inch of seaward-facing wood stained white by the salt. And of course it was nothing like the settlement. Sometimes, Mama told stories about the great cities of their home country: buildings of marble and grand gilded columns, great statues erected in the public squares. She told of walls painted with ornate depictions of battles and vines of flowers. It had seemed to Reed like a fantasy, but now she imagined that this was what Mama had spoken of.
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